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In the Swedish and German media landscapes public service broadcasters are well-

established. Young people however prefer private channels which leads to a legitimization 

problem for the public service broadcasters because they do not reach the whole 

population. When airing popular programmes on the other hand, they are criticized for not 

being distinguishable from commercial competitors. This problem is intensifying by current 

technological developments and the need to redefine public service broadcasting. This study 

investigates the young audiences’ use of and opinion about public service broadcasters 

against the social and technological background of their media use. Therefore semi-

structured interviews were carrying out with Swedish and German adolescents. The findings 

suggest that even though differences in the two countries’ public service channels are 

obvious, the young people’s opinion about them are quite similar; they appreciate the high 

quality news and information programmes but hardly connect the public service channels to 

entertainment which is the kind of programming they are most interested in and therefore 

they do not necessarily belong to the young people’s media repertoires. The study illustrates 

the public service broadcasters’ need to adjust their content more to the audiences’ desires 

and to more explicitly take young people into account while at the same time sticking to 

their core competences of high quality informative programmes. 

 

 

 

Keywords: Public Service Broadcasting, Television, Adolescents, Sweden, Germany 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   2 

 

Content 

1. Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 4 

2. Background .......................................................................................................................................... 7 

2.1 The Swedish Media System ........................................................................................................... 7 

2.2 The German Media System ........................................................................................................... 8 

2.3 Differences and similarities ......................................................................................................... 10 

2.4 PSBs’ Approaches to Reach Young Audiences............................................................................. 12 

3. Theoretical Framework ..................................................................................................................... 16 

3.1 Current Developments in Public Service Television .................................................................... 16 

3.1.1 Ideological Perspectives on PSB ........................................................................................... 16 

3.1.2 From PSB to PSM .................................................................................................................. 18 

3.1.3 Challenges and Opportunities for PSBs ................................................................................ 19 

3.2 Young Audiences ......................................................................................................................... 21 

3.2.1 Media Access and Consumption .......................................................................................... 21 

3.2.2 Ways of watching TV ............................................................................................................ 23 

3.3 Concluding Theoretical Thoughts ................................................................................................ 24 

4. Methodology ..................................................................................................................................... 25 

4.1 Semi-structured Interviews ......................................................................................................... 25 

4.2 Design of the Research Instrument ............................................................................................. 27 

4.3 Sampling ...................................................................................................................................... 27 

4.4 Conducting of the Interviews ...................................................................................................... 28 

4.5 Analysis of the Interviews............................................................................................................ 29 

5. Analysis .............................................................................................................................................. 30 

5.1 Theme 1: Preferred Content ....................................................................................................... 30 

5.2 Theme 2: Young People’s Media Use .......................................................................................... 32 

5.2.1 Habits and Social Context ..................................................................................................... 32 

5.2.2 Technology ........................................................................................................................... 36 

5.3 Theme 3: Perception of PSB ........................................................................................................ 37 

5.3.1 Content ................................................................................................................................. 39 

5.3.2 PSBs in Comparison with Commercial Channels .................................................................. 41 

5.3.3 News ..................................................................................................................................... 46 

5.4 Discussion of Results ................................................................................................................... 48 

6. Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 54 

References ............................................................................................................................................. 57 

 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   3 

 

Appendix ................................................................................................................................................ 62 

A Screenshots .................................................................................................................................... 62 

B Interview Guideline ........................................................................................................................ 64 

C Introduction of Interviewees .......................................................................................................... 67 

D Model of Analysis ........................................................................................................................... 71 

E Additional Resources ...................................................................................................................... 73 

 

  



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   4 

 

1. Introduction 

For public service broadcasters (PSB) the current developments in the TV landscape, such as 

privatisation and digitalization, are a challenge because they need to keep up with 

technological and cultural developments while fulfilling their mission not only to entertain 

but also to inform and educate the population1. When looking at the viewing figures 

however, it is evident that many PSBs do not reach the whole population but mostly adults. 

In 2008 half of the German public service channels’ viewers were over 60 years old and only 

five per cent were younger than 30 (cf. Lilienthal, 2009: 12). This shows clearly that public 

service broadcasting does not fulfil its obligation. It is therefore no wonder that many PSBs 

try to reach for younger audiences, whether it is through the usage of new technologies like 

apps and streaming portals (cf. Lowe & Bardoel, 2007) or by designing programmes aimed at 

that group2.  

From an idealistic perspective one would hope that young people admire the high quality of 

PSBs and can discriminate between them and commercial television. For news programmes 

Irene Costera Meijer (2007) points out that young people worship the PSBs’ quality even if 

they do not watch them themselves. This contradiction raises the question of what the 

younger audiences think about public service TV and why they do not watch it as much as 

private channels.  

This thesis is an explorative study with the aims of firstly describing how young people in 

Germany and Sweden watch TV, secondly investigating what role public service broadcasters 

play on their media agendas and finally discuss the approaches of public service 

broadcasters to reach young audiences, based on the young people’s use of and opinions 

about the channels. Young people are defined as teenagers in the age between 15 and 20 

because they should be old enough to have formed their own opinion about their media use 

but at the same time they can still be expected to change their habits and follow trends. 

They can also be described as Digital Natives3 and therefore they possibly have experiences 

with and opinions about consuming TV programmes online. Furthermore, it seems as if this 

                                                           
1
 For the European Regulatory Framework on PSB see: http://ec.europa.eu/avpolicy/reg/psb/index_en.htm 

2
 A successful example is the German casting show Unser Star Für Oslo, broadcasted on ARD in 2010 

3
 Digital Natives are people who grew up in the era of the Internet and therefore never had to learn the usage of digital 

media, older people who had to learn the use of the Internet as adults can be called Digital Immigrants. See Prensky, M. 

(2001): Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants. Available at : http://www.marcprensky.com/writing/prensky%20-

%20digital%20natives,%20digital%20immigrants%20-%20part1.pdf  
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age group is left out in the programming of public service broadcasters which have niche 

channels and programmes for children but not for teenagers, as Divina Frau-Meigs puts it:  

“Despite the plethora of channel possibilities in the digital age, very few countries 

offer a youth channel, with programs aimed at the needs of young people, especially 

their curiosity for news and other cultures. It is easier for children who are addressed 

by cartoons and puppet shows mostly” (2006: 17).  

The undersupply of programming for adolescents by public service broadcasters is 

problematic because, as Peter Dahlgren emphasizes, “the programming should, as far as 

possible, be aimed at everyone, in the sense of striving to address the needs and interests of 

the many different groups which comprise society” (2000: 32). 

The term public service broadcasters includes radio and television, this study will however 

concentrate on TV mainly because the Swedish and German radio landscapes are quite 

different from each other and hence a comparison would become rather complex. The term 

public service broadcasters (PSB) refers therefore to television only in this study. 

This study will not produce representative data but it is nevertheless expected to help 

evaluating the German and Swedish public service broadcasters’ approaches to reach 

younger audiences and to give hints for what could be improved. A comparative perspective 

should allow detecting strengths and weaknesses and thereby identify what the PSBs in the 

two countries can learn from each other since the comparison of two countries can improve 

the understanding of one's own and another country and lead to a better international 

understanding (cf. Livingstone, 2007). The two countries Germany and Sweden are chosen 

partly out of personal interest and pre-existing knowledge about the media systems and the 

PSBs. Additionally one can say that the media systems are similar in many respects (cf. 

Thomass & Kleinstuber, 2011) but still differences can be found in the broadcasted contents, 

and the market shares. This raises the question of how the relation between young people 

and public service channels can be described in the two countries and whether or not the 

adolescents use PSBs and have an opinion about them. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The concrete research questions and sub questions that should be answered in this study 

are the following:  
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1. What kind of TV content is preferred among the young people in Germany and 

Sweden and which channels do they use?   

How relevant are the public service channels and their programming to the 

young people and to their media agenda?  

 

2. How do the young people watch TV? 

In what situations and in which social context do the adolescents watch TV? 

What technologies do they use to watch TV? 

Can the young people’s viewing behaviour be characterized as rather pull- or 

as push- consumption? 

3. How do the young people perceive PSBs? 

How are the public service channels and their characteristics described, also in 

comparison to the private channels?  

In order to reach the research aims, this study starts with providing background knowledge 

about the Swedish and German media systems and their similarities and differences as well 

as about the PSBs’ approaches to reach young audiences. This should contextualize the 

young people’s media behaviour and their opinions about TV and PSB. The theoretical 

framework of this study consists of a summary of current developments and changes 

concerning television and particularly public service broadcasting as well as a presentation of 

current research findings concerning viewing behaviours and preferences of young people. 

The dimensions relevant for this study are then transferred into an interview guide which is 

used to conduct semi-structured interviews with young people about their use and 

perception of PSBs. Finally, the interviews are analysed and in connection with the theory 

answers to the research questions are given. 
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2. Background  

For a better understanding of the context of German and Swedish adolescents’ viewing 

preferences and their attitude towards public service broadcasters, a brief overview of the 

two countries’ media systems, with a focus on broadcasting should be given. Additionally the 

broadcasters’ approaches to reach young people will be presented. Even though new 

multimedia platforms will be addressed in this study, the focus lies on traditional TV 

channels. 

As stated above, the German and the Swedish media systems are quite similar in many 

respects. Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini (2004) as well as Roger Blum (2005) place the 

two countries in the same media system models since they share a relatively high circulation 

of newspapers, highly professionalized journalism and strong public service broadcasters. It 

is nevertheless useful to have a closer look at the media systems and their public service 

broadcasters in order to point out more similarities and differences. 

2.1 The Swedish Media System 

The Swedish media system is traditionally characterized by scepticism towards 

commercialism and especially towards “concentration of ownership and market dominance 

of a limited number of commercial actors” (Hultén, 2004: 238) but since Sweden is also 

affected by EU regulations, it is more and more a market logic which influences the media 

system (cf. ibid.). 

The newspaper market is dominated by local and regional morning papers which are mainly 

sold by subscription. Only two tabloid newspapers, one free daily and one business paper, 

can be regarded as having a national readership. Special features of the Swedish newspaper 

market are a reach of 75 per cent of the adult population – including all social groups – and 

the wide distribution of free dailies. Furthermore Sweden is one of the few countries with a 

state subsidy system for newspapers (cf. Weibull, Jönsson & Wadbring, 2011).  

Radio in Sweden was designed after the British BBC model and the first channel Sveriges 

Radio (Swedish Radio, SR) – which is an independent public service organization – was 

founded in 1925. Today the radio market consists of public service-, community- and local 

private channels but one can say that the dominant actor is still SR with around 60 per cent 

market share (cf. Weibull, Jönsson & Wadbring, 2011). Even if declining in the past years, the 

average daily reach of radio in Sweden is 74 (cf. ibid.). 
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In 1956 Sveriges Television (Swedish Television, SVT) was introduced as the first Swedish TV 

channel and until relatively late the TV market was characterized by the monopole of public 

service broadcasting. This reflects the already mentioned scepticism towards 

commercialisation. It was only in 1992 when TV4 was introduced as the first private 

terrestrial TV channel and ever since then Sweden has a dual system with both public 

service- and private channels (cf. Hujanen, 2000: 66). All eight national public service 

channels as well as one worldwide and one online channel are run by SVT (cf. SVT, 2012a). 

They are completely independent when it comes to their programming and neither the 

government nor the private foundation, which owns the shares of SVT, can interfere with it 

(SVT, 2012b). Besides public service TV “and the third terrestrial broadcaster, commercial 

TV4, there are also many internationally distributed satellite channels owned by globally 

oriented media companies” (Bengtsson & Lundgren, 2005: 63). TV4 has a special position in 

the TV landscape in Sweden: It is the only commercial channel to broadcast in the analogue 

terrestrial network and therefore has to fulfil certain standards that do not apply to the 

other private channels that are distributed via satellite only. One can therefore say that 

TV4’s programming is to some degree in accordance to public service standards (cf. Hultén, 

2004: 241). This study however focuses on the pure public service programmes SVT1 and 

SVT2. TV4’s special position must be paid attention to in the analysis of the Swedish 

youngsters’ viewing behaviour. 

All in all one can say that public service TV has a strong tradition in Sweden but is nowadays 

competing with national and international private channels for the audience’s attention. 

Furthermore, Swedes use a wide range of media including print products and online media – 

in 2010 the Internet was used every day by 68% of the population (cf. Nordicom, 2011).  

2.2 The German Media System 

In Germany, a completely new media system was established after the Second World War. 

While for the press a free market system was chosen, broadcasting “became organised as a 

public (not state!) monopoly at the Länder level” (Donders, 2012: 127). Typical for the 

German media markets is a “decentralized structure” (Kleinsteuber, 2004: 79) which can be 

found in all traditional media products.  

The newspaper market in Germany is characterized by a vast number of regional and local 

papers and only a small number of national newspapers and the market is dominated by 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   9 

 

four major publishers (cf. Kleinsteuber & Thomass, 2008). The penetration of daily 

newspapers is with 72 per cent almost as high as in Sweden, even if a decline is noticeable 

(cf. ibid., 2008). Unlike in Sweden, there are no free dailies available (cf. Brink Lund, 

Raeymaeckers & Trappel, 2011: 54). 

The new formation of German broadcasting began in the late 1940’s when six regional public 

service broadcasters were founded. They were built on the three principles of 

“independence from the state (Staatsferne) federalism (Föderalismus) and pluralism 

(Pluralität)” (Donders, 2012:127, original emphasis) and they are in many respects based on 

the role model of the BBC (cf. Kleinsteuber & Thomass, 2008). Due to the federal and de-

centralized organisation of broadcasting, the radio landscape in Germany is different in 

every Land and can be describe as extremely diverse. All the federal states have public 

service radio stations (which have a share of about 50 per cent on the national market) and 

commercial stations (partly regional and partly locally organized) and some also have 

community radio (cf. ibid.). 

The first nationwide TV channel was introduced in 1950 when the regional broadcasters 

created the ARD4 for which they ever since share the responsibility (cf. Kleinsteuber, 2004: 

81). In 1961 the second national channel ZDF5 was established. Even though the ZDF is a 

national channel, its inner structure is built on federalism. Today the two public service 

companies own more than 20 channels of which eleven are regional, two are transnational 

(the French-German Arte and the German-Austrian 3Sat) and several are distributed digitally 

only (cf. ARD, 2011; ZDF, 2012). The first private channels Sat.1 and RTL were introduced in 

1984 and 1985 (cf. Kleinsteuber, 2004: 82) so that the country now has a dual system. The 

private TV market is characterized by ownership concentration since most of the private 

channels are owned by either the RTL Group or ProSiebenSat1 (cf. Bergés Saura & Enli, 2011: 

88).  

One special feature of the German broadcasting market is that the public service 

organizations of the ARD produce both radio- and TV programming. 

                                                           
4
 Arbeitsgemeinschaft der öffentlich-rechtlichen Rundfunkanstalten der Bundesrepublik Deutschland: Consortium of the 

Public Service Broadcasters of the Federal Republic of Germany  
5
 Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen: Second German Television 
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2.3 Differences and similarities 

As illustrated above, the media systems of Sweden and Germany are in fact very similar; 

traditional media are still of great importance, the newspaper distribution and subscription 

rate is high, and public service broadcasters are competing with private channels in a dual 

system. But there are nevertheless, some striking differences. 

Hallin and Mancini point out that Germany’s media system has some distinctive features 

which discriminate it from the Nordic countries’ systems. One of those features is that in 

Germany “political parties play a particularly strong role in social life, as they do also in the 

media” (2004: 71), Sweden on the other hand, “had [from the beginning] more formally 

autonomous systems, in which mechanisms for distancing political organs from broadcaster 

decision-taking had been adopted” (Brants & De Bens, 2000: 9). While Sweden is particularly 

sceptical towards commercialisation (cf. Hultén, 2004: 238), Germany “tends to give strong 

emphasis to the privileges of private ownership in much media policy” (Hallin & Mancini, 

2004: 71) which can for example be seen in the lack of press subsidies. 

The broadcast systems are both dual with public service and private channels, but as 

Gregory F. Lowe and Jo Bardoel emphasize: “there is no uniform template for how public 

broadcasting is constructed because socio-cultural context varies” (2007: 14) and hence 

there are also differences in the Swedish and the German system. While Sweden has only 

one public service TV organisation (SVT), German consumers can choose between two 

independent providers of public service programming (ARD and ZDF). Even though this 

availability of several PSB organisations does not automatically guarantee more diversity in 

content, Hallin and Mancini note that the federal organization of broadcasting “introduces a 

degree of external pluralism into the German system, as the different Länder are governed 

by different political majorities, and these political differences are reflected to a degree in 

the different public broadcasting organizations” (Hallin & Mancini, 2004: 167). 

One important difference between the two countries, which has not been mentioned so far, 

is the language of the aired programmes. German is a relatively large language with about 

100 million native speakers, therefore almost all television content is available in the 

national language; imported programmes are usually dubbed. Swedish on the other hand is 

a relatively small language, spoken only by Sweden’s nine million inhabitants and a minority 

in Finland, and therefore nearly all imported programmes are broadcasted in foreign 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   11 

 

languages with subtitles (ibid.: Livingstone, d’Haenens & Hasebrink, 2001: 21). This is the 

case on both private and public service channels. 

When looking in detail at the public service channels in Germany and Sweden, some 

differences can be detected. Most obvious is the different budgets of the PSBs; in 2007 the 

budget of German ARD (6 billion €) and ZDF (1.9 billion €) exceeded SVT’s budget (400 

million €) by far (cf. d’Haenens, Sousa & Hultén, 2011: 192 ff.) which gives them greater 

possibilities to for example produce their own programmes. Therefore it is no wonder, that 

in Germany between 74% (ARD) and 58% (ZDF) of fiction broadcasts are of national origin, 

while it is only 33% (SVT1) and 13% (SVT2) in Sweden (ibid.: 204 ff.).  

Public service broadcasters in Sweden are not allowed to sell any advertising and rely 

therefore “almost exclusively on the mandatory license fee each household has to pay” 

(Hultén, 2004: 237 f.). Sponsoring is allowed SVT but it is restricted and only plays a marginal 

role in the income of the broadcasting organisation (cf. ibid.: 241). In Germany on the other 

hand, commercials are aired on the main public service channels in limited time slots and 

sponsoring is also allowed for certain programmes. This of course contributes to the PSBs’ 

higher income which consists of about 60% license fee and 31% of advertising and 

sponsoring6 (cf. Brants & de Bens, 2000: 13).  

 Sweden 

2006 

Germany 

2007 

 SVT ARD ZDF 

Fiction 23.8 36.1 28 

Entertainment 11.9 4.2 6.3 

Music 3.9 1.6 1.3 

Sport 11.6 6.0 5.9 

News 11.2 9.4 9.4 

Information 25.5 33.8 40.2 

Arts/Humanities/Science 10.3 - - 

Advertising - 1.5 1.5 

Other 1.8 7.4 7.4 

Total 100 100 100 

Table 1: Programme Genres of Public Service Broadcasters (cf. d’Haenens, Sousa & Hultén, 2011: 197 ff.) 

                                                           
6
 The missing 9% are listed as “other” (cf. Lange, A., 2008: Comparative Analysis of the financing of the public audiovisual 

sector in the European Union available online: 

http://www.obs.coe.int/online_publication/expert/comparative_analysis_financing_public_av_sector.pdf ) 
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The genres of the broadcaster’s programming are also different to some extent (cf. Table 1). 

The percentage of entertainment programming for example is higher on SVT than ARD and 

ZDF and the percentage of information programmes is bigger on the German channels than 

on SVT, which together with the higher percentage of imported fiction programmes might 

indicate a younger profile of the Swedish public service TV. 

The overall market shares of the PSBs are in both countries relatively high. In Sweden 

however it has been declining in the last decade while especially the importance of private 

niche channels is growing (cf. Ernst & Young, 2004: 20). In Germany on the other hand the 

public service channels’ market share stayed relatively stable and even rose towards the end 

of the last decade (cf. Table 2) but of course it has to be kept in mind that the German 

figures describe the market share of both ARD’s and ZDF’s channels together.  

 Sweden  

SVT 

Germany  

ARD + ZDF 

2001 42 43 

2003 41 44 

2005 39 44 

2007 35 48 

Table 2: Public service television daily audience market shares 2001-2007 (cf. Nordicom, 2009) 

2.4 PSBs’ Approaches to Reach Young Audiences 

In the following paragraph, the broadcasters’ approaches to reach young audiences will be 

presented. Since the focus of this study is the young people’s views, this section rather 

serves as background knowledge for the upcoming analysis. 

The German public service broadcaster ZDF emphasizes that its programming is explicitly not 

focused on special target audiences because public service broadcasters are supposed to 

create integration which means that all parts of society should be addressed and included in 

a democratic debate (cf. ZDF, 2012, personal communication; Lilienthal, 2009: 6). The 

integration of the whole population is only successful in some cases for both of the German 

PSBs. In 2010 the transmission of the half final of the football world cup (with German 

participation) reached more than 31 million viewers which is more than one third of the 

population, the Eurovision Song Contest (aired on ARD) was the most popular entertainment 

programme in 2010 and reached more than 14 million Germans (Zubayr & Gerhard, 2011: 

133).  
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Apart from those programmes which quite literally unite the whole population in front of 

the TV screen, the German public service channels increasingly try to reach younger 

audiences. In 2009 the ZDF introduced the digital channel ZDFneo and the broadcaster 

states that it is oriented towards young families and the everyday lives of the 25-49-year-

olds (cf. ZDF, 2012, personal communication). Even if this channel does not exactly address 

the age group this study focusses on, it might still attract them with some programmes7 and 

it can be seen as an attempt to give the broadcaster a younger profile. In March 2012 the 

new ZDF director Thomas Bellut was introduced. He set the somewhat concrete goal that 

within three years the average viewer age should be lower and that the digital channels 

(ZDFneo, ZDFinfo and ZDFkultur) should transfer younger audiences even to the main 

channel. One step to reach those goals is the promotion of the former director of ZDFneo, 

Norbert Himmler, who is the new head of programme of ZDF (cf. Overkott, 2012). 

The broadcaster’s main programme consists to a great part of informative programming, 

crime series, factual entertainment and national film productions. Programmes that are 

more likely to attract younger audiences, like sports or foreign productions, are mostly 

broadcasted after prime time (ZDF, 2011). 

The ZDF’s online video platform is called ZDF Mediathek8 and it contains programmes from 

the main channel and from the digital channels. The availability of content is however, 

restricted by regulations: the broadcaster must own the copyright for the online distribution 

of the content and most of it is only available for one week. Some videos are exclusive online 

content, like heute in 100 Sekunden the short version of the main news. This format of 

extremely short news programmes might suit the young people’s habit of “snacking news” 

which according to Costera Meijer means “quickly checking the headlines with a desire to be 

on top of the latest issues” (2007: 181). She also acknowledges that the Internet is the most 

convenient medium for this way of news consumption (ibid.: 177) which supports Volker 

Liliethal’s claim that young people can better be reached through the Internet, not through 

linear media like TV and radio (cf. 2009: 10). 

                                                           
7
 Joko & Klaas, formerly known from MTV, are now hosting Neo Paradise, one of the most popular programmes on ZDFneo. 

8
 Available at http://www.zdf.de/ZDFmediathek/hauptnavigation/startseite/#/hauptnavigation/startseite  
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Like ZDF, the ARD has an online platform, the so called ARD Mediathek9, where the self-

produced programmes can be streamed and there is also a very short version of the 

channel’s main news available (Tagesschau in 100 Sekunden). The restrictions regarding 

availability of content are of course the same.  

The ARD is also trying to reach younger audiences through their digital channels of which it 

has three all in all: tagesschau24 (news), EinsFestival (informative programmes for young 

people) and EinsPlus (service and knowledge). Since May 2012 the latter is trying to aim at 

younger audiences by airing programmes about music or computer games and reality shows 

in the prime time10. Those programmes are however mostly re-runs from the ARD’s regional 

channels. Even though no viewing figures are available, one can assume that compared to 

ZDFneo the ARD’s digital channels are relatively unknown to the younger audiences11. 

On the ARD’s main programme it is especially sport which is attractive for younger 

audiences. ARD’s chairwoman Monika Piel highlights the importance of the football 

programme Sportschau: “It is a link to the young generation and a programme for the whole 

family” („Meilenstein“ bei der Bundesliga-Rechtevergabe, 2012). The crime series Tatort, 

which is aired in the primetime on Sundays, reaches up to 10.6 million people (cf. Zubayr & 

Gerhard, 2011: 126) and it is therefore also a programme potentially watched by young 

audiences, even if not explicitly aimed at them. The broadcaster has realized the 

programme’s potential and in May 2012 for the first time the traditional TV programme was 

connected to an online game where the audience could investigate the case further. The 

online game could also be connected to Facebook and Twitter and therefore it was a truly 

trans-medial project making use of the convergence of the classical TV and new media12. 

Like the German ZDF, SVT emphasizes the goal to reflect the reality of the whole Swedish 

population and therefore consider all regions, backgrounds and ages (cf. SVT, 2006: 6). The 

programmes which reached this goal the best in 2010 were the music competition 

Melodifestivalen (market share: 81%), the traditional Christmas edition of Donald Duck 

(market share: 91%) and the wedding of the Swedish crown princess Victoria (market share: 

82%) (cf. MMS, 2011: 5).  

                                                           
9
 Available at http://mediathek.daserste.de/  

10
 A trailer for their new primetime programming is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zufQFndfeoc  

11
 This is clearly indicated by the numbers of likes on the channels’ Facebook-pages: ZDFneo: 41.435; EinsFestival: 4.989; 

EinsPlus: 528. Figures from May 14
th

 2012. 
12

 Since this project was started in May 2012 it is not possible within this study to evaluate its quality or success.  
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SVT is aware of the fact that in order to reach the whole population as planned it needs to 

increase its reach in the group of younger audiences and it lies a focus on the age group 

between 20 and 44 (cf. SVT, 2006: 18). SVT’s strategy for 2012 also explicitly contains the 

intention to air programmes for children and young people and to make them available 

online (ibid.: 6 f). 

SVT’s programming appears to be more appealing to young people than that of the two 

German PSBs. It contains more entertainment programmes (cf. 2.3) among which there are 

several formats clearly aimed at an audience under 40 like the documentary series K Special, 

which discusses topics related to popular culture, or the reality programmes 

Modellagenturen and Fashion which are aimed at younger women. SVT’s programming also 

contains several non-Swedish entertainment programmes like the US-American series The 

Wire and Sopranos which distinguishes it from the German public service channels. 

When comparing the Swedish broadcaster’s online service Svt Play13 to ZDF’s and ARD’s 

Mediathek the layout appears to be much more modern (cf. Appendix A), but the functions 

are about the same: one can watch missed shows and also stream certain programmes live. 
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 Available at http://svtplay.se/  
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3. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this explorative study consists of firstly current developments 

in public service broadcasting, which contains ideological shifts and technological changes, 

and secondly former research in the area of young people’s media use and current 

developments in television viewing including its significance and consequences for public 

service broadcasters. 

3.1 Current Developments in Public Service Television 

The first theoretical section concentrates on the development from public service 

broadcasters to public service media, while the opportunities and risks to reach younger 

audiences are also paid attention to. 

Like in almost all European countries, the PSBs’ market positions in Sweden and Germany 

changed from being monopolists to being competitors to private channels in a dual system. 

Besides the structural changes of the media systems, technologies of delivering TV are 

developing continuously, which makes the PSBs’ challenges even more complex. 

3.1.1 Ideological Perspectives on PSB 

The need for legitimating the broadcasters financing by tax-money or a licence fee and the 

question of what PSB should look like are nothing new. According to Karen Donders, the 

general dilemma PSB is facing is that “payers should benefit from their offers, but too much 

audience success […] gave rise to concerns about commercialisation” (2012: 1). Those 

concerns are now intensifying as the question of how successful public service broadcasters 

should be with their relatively new Internet services arises (cf. ibid.: 1). As David Ward points 

out, there is a great acceptance of public service broadcasting, even among commercial 

competitors, but “the size and position of these broadcasters has been much debated in the 

last decade” (2006: 52). One can generally distinguish between two positions; one that 

favours a market-focused broadcasting system and one which favours systems with strong 

public service broadcasters. 

Especially commercial players support the first perspective. They argue that PSBs should just 

step in where the markets fail and therefore public service programming for adolescents, 

who enjoy watching private channels, is not needed (cf. van der Wurff, 2007: 110 f). It is not 

only private TV channels that support this point of view, but also “advertisers, cable and 

satellite lobbies and the electronic industries” and governments and the European 
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Commission who “wish to stimulate the economy” (Dahlgren, 2000: 26). The main argument 

for this perspective is that commercial broadcasters need to attract audiences in order to 

make money and therefore automatically produce content that the people want to see (cf. 

ibid.: 26). It can however be said that commercialization does not automatically lead to 

diversity, because “commercial broadcasters are largely all competing for the same large 

audience, so the programming tends to follow rather confined patterns” (ibid.: 26). Within 

this market oriented perspective, public service programming is therefore needed in order 

to provide the public with content which does not guarantee the private channels 

commercial success and is thus not provided by them, e.g. political debates or programming 

for minorities. It is assumed that in the age of digital distribution of TV content and new 

media “market failures and, hence, the need for public broadcasters decline” (Donders, 

2012: 25). 

In this study on the other hand I support the point of view, that public service broadcasting 

should not only be understood as a substitute to commercial television but rather full-service 

PSBs, which provide all audiences with programmes of informative, educative and 

entertaining nature, are necessary. The big advantage of public service broadcasters is, that 

they can “operate in an environment that is technically free from the constraining forces of 

the state as well as enjoying autonomy and independence from the market place” (Ward, 

2006: 53) thus they are able to maximize the benefit of their services for society in general 

(cf. ibid.: 55) and as Pavel Václav puts it, they can serve as “essential societal institutions in 

the service of culture and democracy” (2006: vii). The mission of private broadcasters on the 

other hand “does not take into account the three aspects central to public service: […] there 

is no cultural-pedagogic logic, no reference to civil society, and no concern expressed for 

social cohesion” (Dahlgren, 2000: 27) and therefore one can argue that a completely 

commercial TV market does not reach the level of social needs and public service 

broadcasting is still required even in countries with a great number of private TV channels. 

Furthermore I want to emphasize that even programmes and genres that on first sight have 

only an entertaining purpose, are value laden and therefore they should not be left to the 

private channels only, which have mainly economic interests (cf. Larsen, 2010: 272). 

Lilienthal emphasizes that PSB must provide entertainment programmes in order to remain 

relevant to the majority of people, referring particularly to young people (cf. 2009: 10).  
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3.1.2 From PSB to PSM 

According to Jostein Gripsrud, television is since a long time – he speaks about a period of 

ten years now – on its way to develop towards convergence, interactivity and a greater 

capacity of transmission. He also argues that even if recognizable, those trends are 

developing rather slowly and instead of revolutionizing the transmission and use of TV they 

are rather existing parallel to traditional patterns of the medium (cf. 2009: 213). Television is 

nevertheless undergoing changes which influence public service broadcasters in many ways. 

Especially due to the factor of convergence one cannot speak of television as an 

independent medium anymore and since public service organisations integrate their content 

more and more into various online platforms one can rather speak of public service media 

(PSM) instead of public service broadcasters (PSB). 

Lowe and Bardoel describe the core challenges in the course of the development from PSB 

to PSM as a requirement of “demand-oriented approaches to service and content provision 

rather than the supply oriented characteristic of the past […]” (2007: 9). Karol Jakubowicz 

also emphasizes the importance of the “relationship” (2007: 30, original emphasis) of public 

service media to their audiences and especially the needed focus on their needs and 

demands as the core-challenge within the current developments of the medium television. 

Other dimensions that according to Lowe and Bardoel pose a challenge are the need to 

“develo[p] strategy and tactics for cross-media and cross-genre content that is popular but 

still distinctive” (2007: 9). Summarized this means that public service organisations need to 

focus more on their audiences’ needs and they need strategies to reach them on all available 

platforms with popular content which is still distinguishable from the private channels since 

among the biggest threats to PSB “is the potential for blur in content profiles which make it 

increasingly difficult to draw clear distinctions with commercial competitors” (ibid.: 19). The 

development from PSB to PSM is proceeding “under postmodern conditions in which 

economic and competition interests are very powerful” (Lowe & Bardoel, 2007: 14) and the 

argument for public service media as complements to commercial channels is becoming 

more popular.  

Ward emphasizes that the technical development of “digitalization profoundly alters the 

economics and distribution areas of television” but at the same time “it neither shifts the 

policy objectives or core principle that broadcasting is a merit good that has the potential for 
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positive externalities that are difficult to measure” (2006: 61) and thus it does not change 

the value of PSB, even if the distribution platform is no longer traditional TV only. 

Nevertheless, there are new legal foundations needed which regulate the public service 

broadcasters’ activities under the new conditions of digitalization and convergence. In 2007 

the European Union reacted on the technological developments in the TV market and 

renewed the 1989 established Television without Frontiers Directive. The regulation is now 

called Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AMSD) and it includes explicitly not only 

traditional broadcasting but also online services like video-on-demand. Besides the 

introduction of regulation for non-linear services, the goal of the new EU regulation was to 

create a holistic European market for audiovisual media products. When transforming the 

new regulation into national law stricter rules could be included if desired and therefore 

differences in the EU member states are possible (cf. European Commission, 2008). One 

practical example is the availability of content on online platforms. While on SVT’s platform 

Svt Play programmes are available for a whole month, the German broadcasters ARD and 

ZDF have to remove most of the content after one week and hence time shifted viewing is 

only possible to a certain degree. 

This shift from PSB to PSM is acknowledged, by both the political actors and also by scientific 

community, and therefore new media platforms will be part of this study. The focus 

however lies on traditional TV and therefore it will still be referred to PSB instead of PSM. 

3.1.3 Challenges and Opportunities for PSBs  

Both the current developments from public service broadcasting to public service media as 

well as the on-going debate about its legitimization imply challenges and opportunities for 

PSBs, especially with regards to reaching young people. 

As stated above, the arguments for public service broadcasting build on the independence 

from both market-logics and governments and thus a freedom to provide the public with 

high quality programmes that can differ from the private channels’ consensus programming. 

It is important to explicitly note that also entertainment programming and programming for 

all kinds of groups of society – whether or not they are reached by private broadcasters –

should be provided by public service broadcasters. This point of view gives PSBs the 

opportunity to be more creative and independent and thereby produce programmes which 

might attract (young) audiences in a different way and with different content than private 
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channels. But in reality the threat of not being distinctive often leads to “lags in producing 

hybrid programmes […]. As a result commercial channels and production companies, such as 

Endemol, have the lead and are more innovative in successful formats” (Bardoel & Lowe, 

2007: 21). Thus, it is assumed that young people perceive private channels as more creative 

and more appealing to them. 

The technical developments which lead to the transformation from PSB to PSM give the 

public service organisations the chance of reaching younger audiences through new media 

platforms or niche channels. This is supported by new individualized possibilities to consume 

content (Video on Demand). It is assumed that national laws, more than the less strict EU 

regulations, could hinder these attempts to reach younger people because it can be 

questioned if the availability of content for one week – as it is the case in Germany – is 

sufficient for TV consumption independent from traditional programming schemes. Besides 

the relatively new ways of distributing their content, PSBs have to keep on providing the 

public with a programme on their main channels that, as far as possible, is attractive to the 

whole population and initializes a democratic awareness and debate (cf. Lilienthal, 2009: 6). 

As stated above, the technological developments which are currently shaping the medium of 

television are no revolution but rather existing parallel to the traditional concept of TV and 

they are therefore an extension of the ways of transmitting content for both commercial and 

public service broadcasters. Against this background Ward suggests that:   

“Perhaps the biggest threat to the healthy maintenance of the principle of public 

service in radio and television and its core role is not the often cited developments in 

technology and audience fragmentation, but the continued support for the 

liberalization of the sector and the subsequent reduction of a full commitment to 

ensuring that the institutions that have been shaped by these principles retain their 

remits and direction” (2006: 62). 

The technological developments are therefore rather regarded as a chance for PSBs and 

hence the focus of this study lies on the opinion young people have about the public service 

channels in order to find out whether they see a value which goes beyond the one of 

commercial TV channels. 
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3.2 Young Audiences 

This section will summarize what is known about young people’s media use with a focus on 

television and public service broadcasting and it will, as far as possible, concentrate on the 

both countries of interest: Sweden and Germany.  

3.2.1 Media Access and Consumption 

In general one can say that young people, for several reasons, watch less television than 

adults. They are a great deal of their time occupied with school work or other activities like 

hobbies or meeting friends. Moreover, Costera Meijer found out that adolescents “often feel 

that watching TV is doing nothing: it is useless, a last resort, a waste of time” (2007: 170), 

but in the same study she also argues that television remains relevant even to this group, 

“not least because it offers topics for conversation” (ibid.).  

When comparing young people’s media access and consumption in different European 

countries, both “significant national differences” and “striking similarities” (Roe, 2000: 16) 

exist. One difference that could be found in several studies is that “computers, the Internet, 

and mobile technology arrived earlier in Nordic countries” (Livingstone, 2007) and “Swedish 

children seem to be ahead in this process of integrating computer-based media” (Johnsson-

Smaragdi et al., 1998: 485) into their daily routine. 

In Sweden and in Germany, at least one TV set and one Computer are available per 

household (MPFS14, 2011: 5; Livingstone & Haddon, 2009: 31). The majority of the German 

teenagers (79%) have their own Computer and about half of them (52%) own their own TV-

set (MPFS, 2011:6). In Sweden 63% of all teenagers owned their own TV-set already in 1998 

(Sjöberg, 2002: 138).  

One can conclude from the numbers above, that all Swedish and German teenagers have 

access to both, television and the Internet but in order to be able to choose freely when to 

watch TV and what programme to see also television’s “social availability is worth noting” 

(Sjöberg, 2002: 144, original emphasis). This might be limited for example through parental 

rules. Also, the available time for using media differs between youngsters in different 

countries because it is influenced by factors such as “the school day, the parents' working 

week, conventions regarding leisure activities, shared activities, meal-times, and bedtime” 

(Livingstone, 2007). An emerging bedroom culture has an influence on the social situation in 
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which young people use television, having television-sets in their own bedrooms give them 

the opportunity to choose more freely how and when they are consuming TV programmes 

(cf. Livingstone et al., 2001: 179). 

When it comes to the watched content, comparisons are difficult due to different 

accessibility of viewing figures, but a preference for private TV channels and entertainment 

programmes can be found for both German and Swedish young people. German teenagers 

favour the TV channel ProSieben, followed by RTL (cf. MPFS, 2011: 68) and the most popular 

genres are casting- and entertainment shows (ibid.: 68). Tagesschau (ARD) is the most 

watched news programme among young people; it is watched by every sixth German 

teenager (ibid.: 68). Even though Stina Begtsson and Lars Lundgren found out that “Swedish 

students embrace public-service programming, in both radio and television” (2005: 158), 

viewing figures show that also Swedish youngsters prefer watching private channels: the 

commercial channels TV4, TV6, Kanal 5 and TV 3 have a higher reach in the age group 15 to 

25 than the most successful public service channel SVT115 (cf. MMS, 2012: 12). 

Winfried Schulz notes that even if a big variety of channels are available in a TV market – as 

it is the case both in Sweden and Germany - many viewers develop a “channel repertoire 

which comprises only a small subset of the total number of channels available to them” 

(2000: 128, original emphasis). For this study it is of interest, if the public service channels 

are part of the young people’s channel repertoire. It should also be noted, that Swedes – 

children, teenagers and adults – generally watch less television that Germans (cf. Hasebrink, 

2006), but it should not play a major role in this study, since it is rather the question of how 

young people watch (public service) TV and what they think about it which is of interest. 

While there is no significant difference between genders in the time spent watching TV, the 

social economic background seems to play a role: young people from a family with a lower 

status devote more time to the medium (c.f. Sjöberg, 2002: 141). A study by Daniel R. 

Anderson et al. shows furthermore, that “teens with more-educated parents watch […] less 

entertainment television and read more books and magazines that those with less-educated 

parents” (2001: 34). In terms of genres, there are both national and gender differences 

detectable. Youngsters in Germany like sports programmes more than in any other country 

and among young Swedes it is particularly series that are appreciated (cf. Garitaonandia, 
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Juaristi & Oleaga, 2001: 149). Sports is generally watched more frequently by boys and soaps 

are preferred by girls (ibid.: 150). 

The use of computers and the Internet has a longer tradition among Swedish youngsters 

than among young Germans. A comparative study of young people’s media use in Europe 

from 2001 by Sonia Livingstone et al. showed that while with 65% of all youngsters using the 

Internet in 1998, Sweden had one of the highest number in Europe, only 13% of the German 

young people were using the Internet, that being the lowest number in Europe (Beentjes, 

Koolstra, Marseille & van der Voort, 2001: 92). Even if nowadays 90% of the German 

youngsters are online at least once a week (MPFS, 2011: 31), the study by Livingstone et al. 

shows that national differences in the teenagers’ media use are not unlikely to exist and 

Sweden’s role “as the pioneers of new technologies” is emphasized (Livingstone, d’Haenens 

& Hasebrink, 2001: 27). 

3.2.2 Ways of watching TV 

When it comes to young people’s media behaviour, Ulla Johnsson-Smaragdi, Leen 

d'Haenens, Friedrich Krotz and Uwe Hasebrink pointed out already in 1998 that “new media 

are undoubtedly already part of the everyday media environment among European children 

and adolescents” (497). The current technical developments in television, such as 

digitalization and convergence, mean that the audiences “are being offered more control 

over the timing and presentation of what they watch” (Murdock, 2000: 51). 

It is nevertheless important to keep in mind that technological developments exist parallel to 

more traditional ways of transmitting and consuming media content. Nick Couldry suggests 

that “we can no longer assume that ‘watching TV’ is the same thing for one audience as for 

another” (2011: 221). When investigating issues connected to a changing media 

environment, “research tends to pit ‘old’ media against ‘new’ media, failing to recognize the 

complex ways in which they are mutually entangled in everyday life” (Livingstone, 1998: 

440). Even among the young audiences, watching TV can have different meanings to 

different individuals and the development from a passive audience towards an interactive 

user, who Kim Schrøder et al. describe as “a semiotic juggler, keeping many communicative 

balls in the air” (2003: 4), seems to be slower than expected. Only 14% of the German 12-19-

years-olds occasionally watch TV content online (cf. MPFS, 2011: 23) and “despite the 

multimedia age the young watch TV habitually through the TV set” (ibid.: 68). This might be 
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due to “the continued importance of the social structures and needs to which broadcasting 

as a social and cultural form has been tied” (Gripsrud, 2009: 211). This means that traditional 

ways of watching TV are not likely to disappear soon. 

Gripsrud states that the TV-set is still more connected to a leisure atmosphere in contrast to 

a computer which is often used for work (cf. 2009: 217). Whether or not this also applies to 

young people cannot be said for sure at this point and it is therefore important to clarify 

what exactly the young participants of this study understand under the term watching TV.  

3.3 Concluding Theoretical Thoughts 

To summarize the theoretical frame of this study one can say that public service 

broadcasting is facing changes firstly in a structural and ideological sense and secondly with 

regards to technology. The young people’s viewing behaviour and opinions about the 

medium must be regarded in this context. 

Among the two ideological perspectives on public service broadcasting it is a market-

oriented view which gets more and more support by lobbyists and politics. I on the other 

hand argue that full service PSBs are needed in order to provide high quality programming 

that is independent from market pressure for the whole population 

The technological changes TV is undergoing lead towards convergence, interactivity and a 

greater capacity of transmission, but the new forms of transmission and consumption of 

content are existing parallel to traditional patterns. Hence, today’s multiple possibilities to 

consume content are a chance for PSBs to reach younger people but they also require a 

focus on the audiences’ needs more than ever.  

Both German and Swedish young audiences prefer private channels but differences in their 

viewing behaviours are likely to exist since people in the Nordic countries are usually the first 

ones to integrate new technologies into their daily lives. Apart from the nationality it is likely 

that the factors age, gender and socio-economic background have an influence on young 

people’s media behaviour. 

Finally, due to the technological changes and the various ways of consuming TV content, that 

exist parallel nowadays, it can no longer be expected that watching TV means the same to 

everybody but rather that young people have their individual definitions each. 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   25 

 

4. Methodology 

This study aims at finding out opinions about the uses and context of watching television. 

Since this kind of knowledge cannot be found in viewing figures, there is no better way but 

asking the young audiences directly, as Robert C. Adams puts it: “When such private matters 

as personal thoughts, emotional states, and actions become the subject of inquiry, the only 

way to learn about them is by asking those whose behaviors, thoughts, and feelings are of 

interest to tell what they do, think and feel” (1989: 11, original emphasis). There are several 

types of interviews to be chosen from and they differ from each other in several dimensions 

such as “the depth and range of topics to be covered and the comparability of the 

interview’s content to that of others in the same study” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002: 175). It is up 

to the researcher to choose the type of interview most suitable the research design.  

One can, on a general level, discriminate between qualitative and quantitative interviews 

and one has to choose between the advantages and disadvantages of the different 

approaches which Frey et al. summarize as following: 

“Quantitative observations provide a high level of measurement precision and 

statistical power, while qualitative observations provide greater depth of information 

about how people perceive events in the context of the actual situation in which they 

occur” (1991: 99 as cited in Schrøder et al. 2003: 20). 

4.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

For this explorative study, semi-structured interviews are carried out to conduct knowledge 

about the young audiences’ view on public service media. This means that a qualitative 

research method is used so that opinions can be expressed openly and explanations and 

examples can be used to understand the context and meaning of the answers (cf. Rubin & 

Rubin, 2005: 2f). At the same time, an interview guide is used so that the same dimensions 

are covered in all the interviews. Like this, the qualitative strengths of expressing knowledge 

and opinions in answering open questions (cf. Flick, 2009: 155) is combined with a pre-

planned structure. This does not mean that the exact same questions are asked in the exact 

same order, instead “there is an openness to changes of sequence and forms of questions in 

order to follow up the answers given and the stories told by the subjects” (Kvale, 1996: 124). 

It is furthermore chosen not to conduct group interviews even if that might give the 

interviewees the opportunity to express themselves in their natural social surrounding. 

According to Schrøder et al. group interviews can be “consensus machines, as they make 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   26 

 

participants conform to one of the general laws of human collectivity: to strive for harmony 

and agreement” (2003: 153). This is a problem especially when young people are 

interviewed, since they are often focussing on their peer group and don’t want to appear as 

outsiders. Therefore one-to-one interviews are chosen.  

In principle “any study should […] live up to the standard criteria of reliability, validity and 

generalization” (Schrøder et al., 2003: 147) but when choosing one particular research 

method and its advantages regarding those criteria, one always decides not to use another 

method’s advantages. Therefore one always has to be aware of the strengths and 

weaknesses of one’s study that result from the choice of method. Schrøder et al. explain 

these criteria in relation to qualitative interviewing: 

The criterion of reliability means the avoidance of a subjective bias in the study which is 

problematic in qualitative research and therefore it is important that “the research process 

itself [is] made transparent and adequately documented in the report” (2003: 147). A 

detailed and proper analysis of the interview transcripts is necessary in order to make the 

results reliable (cf. ibid.: 167). 

Validity could be described as “truthfulness” (ibid.: 147, original emphasis). In an interview 

this is achieved by an atmosphere that “induces informants in a spirit of spontaneity and 

authenticity” (ibid.: 148). When analysing the collected data it is important to remember the 

“plurality of interpretations” (Kvale, 1996: 210), qualitative methods are always subjective to 

a certain extend and no objective truth will be found. It is therefore important to always be 

transparent in the analysis. 

Generalization, has “in qualitative research […] nothing to do with representativeness […]. 

This does not mean, however, that even very small-scale studies may not have wide-ranging, 

‘general’ implications […]” (Schrøder et al., 2003: 148). One can distinguish between internal 

analytical generalization and external analytical generalization. The first meaning “when the 

diversity of opinions found in a study […] is interpretively reduced to a smaller number of 

‘types’” (ibid.: 148), the letter is achieved by “an interpretative comparison between one’s 

own findings and those of other studies of the same kind of media product” (ibid.: 148). 
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4.2 Design of the Research Instrument 

Corresponding to an operationalization in quantitative study designs, the research questions 

and theoretical themes are transferred into an interview guide. The guide used in this study 

covers the following categories: firstly the young people’s media behaviour, secondly their 

attitudes and opinions towards public service broadcasters and thirdly background 

information about the interviewees themselves, such as age, education, hometown and 

family life. The category behaviour contains which media are used with which technologies, 

which content is preferred and their use of public service channels. The category of attitudes 

and opinions concentrates on the young people’s description and evaluation of public 

service channels and their content, especially in comparison to private channels. The third 

category serves as an explanatory dimension for the analysis. The same interview guide is 

used in all interviews, only in some cases it has to be adapted to the two countries’ TV-

markets’ characteristics. The complete guide can be found in Appendix B. 

An important factor which has to be considered is the used language, because it “is 

constantly being innovated, and most so among young people” (Schrøder et al., 2003: 17). 

This means that not only when formulating the questions but also during the interviews and 

the analysis it has to be made sure that a common understanding of words is given. This 

challenge becomes even greater when language barriers have to be crossed. In this study 

interviews are carried out in German, Swedish and English, and especially when translating 

statements from German and Swedish to English some words and expressions cannot be 

transferred into without losing some of their meaning. 

4.3 Sampling 

Audiences are conceptualized which means that who exactly the audience is has to be 

decided in each case (cf. Schrøder et al.: 25). In this study the young audiences are all people 

in Sweden and Germany, the age between 15 and 20. According to the almost 100% of 

young people having access to a TV-set and the strong positions public service channels have 

in the media markets every young person is a potential interviewee; they are all familiar with 

the channels. And this is the most important factor when choosing participants because they 

must “have something to say about the media product” (Schrøder et al., 2003: 160).  

Since this study is not representative no probability sampling is needed (cf. Bruhn Jensen, 

2002: 238), the decision of who is interviewed is rather based on a purposeful sampling (cf. 
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Lindlof & Taylor, 2002: 122). This means that certain criteria of selection are used to define 

how the sample should be composed. According to Keith Roe “European adolescents’ use of 

mass media differs signicantly [sic!] by gender, family life, social economic status, and 

education” (2000: 15) which means that those factors should be considered when choosing 

the sample. Furthermore the interviewees’ age must be taken into account, because media 

use most probably changes as teenagers grow up.  Considering those factors and the 

purposes of this study, the participants for the study are chosen based on their home 

country (Germany or Sweden), gender and age (15-16, 17-18, 19-20). Family life, social 

economic status and education are not accessible beforehand but they must be paid 

attention to in the analysis. Due to the sampling criteria twelve interviews are conducted. 

4.4 Conducting of the Interviews 

All interviews were carried out face to face. In Germany they were conducted at a school 

where a room was provided and the adolescents voluntarily took part in the study during 

their school hours on March 23rd 2012. In Sweden on the other hand, the interviewees were 

recruited through personal contacts, but none of them was personally known to the 

researcher before. The Swedish interviews were conducted between March 17th and April 

26th 2012 in the teenagers’ leisure time and in public places like cafés which might have been 

an advantage because of the more casual atmosphere. It was however guaranteed to all 

German participants that the study had nothing to do with school and their answers would 

not be shared with their teachers. 

In Germany the interviews were conducted in German since it was the teenagers’ and the 

researcher’s mother tongue and it therefore felt most natural. In Sweden three interviews 

were conducted in English, two in Swedish and one bilingual (English and Swedish). The 

choice of language was adjusted to the interviewees’ preferences and which language was 

used in which interview can be seen in Appendix C together with a brief introduction of all 

interviewees and their backgrounds and a short reflection on the interviews. In agreement 

with the teenagers the interviews were recorded which is important to “capture the 

interview more or less exactly as it was spoken” (Thomas Lindlof & Bryan Taylor, 2002: 187). 

The interviews were later transcribed so that the analysis is based on the written versions 

which also include pauses, laughter and hesitation so that not only what is said but also how 

it is expressed can be interpreted. 
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4.5 Analysis of the Interviews 

When analysing qualitative interviews, the challenge is to “reduc[e] the massive amount of 

discoursive data to manageable proportions, and creat[e] an end product that has 

explanatory power with respect to the media experience in question” (Schrøder et al., 2003: 

164) and several approaches of data analysis can be used in order to achieve this. Steinar 

Kvale suggests combining several approaches in order to be able to deal with the rich 

interview data (cf. 1996: 203). In this study it is chosen to use categorization and 

interpretation because they complement each other.  

Categorization allows detecting representations and intensities of opinions in the material 

while at the same time decontextualizing statements by structuring the interviews and giving 

an overview of the occurrence of certain phenomena. It also makes it possible to detect 

differences and similarities between different groups and it helps comparing the results to 

other investigations (cf. ibid.: 199). The Coding “starts out with a set of guiding general 

categories, each of which may then be diversified by setting up subcategories as they 

suggest themselves to the analytical glance” (Schrøder et al., 2003: 169). The general 

categories used to analyse the interviews are aligned with the theoretical concepts and can 

thus also be found in the interview guide: Content, Media Use and Attitudes towards PSBs. 

The interviewees’ personal background is considered when interpreting the results. Since 

this is an explorative study, the set of sub-categories is flexible and could be expanded ad 

hoc during the analysis because the main function of the categories are to describe what the 

interviews are about (cf. Lindlof & Taylor, 2002: 215). The codes are partly taken from 

theoretical pre-assumptions, partly they are added ad-hoc as the interviews are analysed. An 

overview of all categories can be found in Appendix D. 

Interpretation “recontextualizes the statements within broader frames of reference” which 

can be provided by “the entire interview or by a theory” (Kvale, 1996: 193). Thus a deeper 

analysis of the interviewsis carried out including working out the meaning of single words 

and everyday metaphors. “The interpreter looks for meanings behind or beneath what is 

directly expressed” (ibid.: 203) and contextualizes statements and meanings to a wider 

conceptual context. What must be kept in mind, are the “issues of multiple interpretations” 

(ibid.: 203).  
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5. Analysis 

In the following section the answers gathered in the interviews are presented and analysed 

with the purpose to answer the research questions. It must be kept in mind that the studied 

subjects are people who give meaning to the things they say with the words they choose and 

also with nonverbal communication. Interpreting the interviews therefore means analysing 

what the interviewees mean by what they say and the way they say it. As a final step the 

results are compared to former research in order to “poin[t] out whether existing knowledge 

has been corroborated or challenged by the findings” (Schrøder et al., 2003: 170). 

5.1 Theme 1: Preferred Content 

The first theme of the analysis discusses the content the young people prefer to watch on 

TV. It is investigated what kind of programming the adolescents like and for what purpose 

they chose those shows. 

Most participants in both Sweden and Germany like the same programmes: American series. 

Ten out of the twelve interviewees prefer this genre and the shows that are watched the 

most are How I Met Your Mother and Desperate Housewives. In both countries those 

programmes are aired on private channels and, since it is mainly the content which 

determines the choice of channel, those are watched the most.  

Table 3 shows all the teenagers’ favourite programmes and one can see that gender seems 

to have an influence, since boys named mainly comedy series like How I Met Your Mother or 

South Park as their favourites, while girls also like shows aimed at a female audience like 

Desperate Housewives or Grey’s Anatomy. At the same time some girls watch programmes 

which could be regarded as typical male like Prison Break or Sportschau. While for Linda and 

Lea it seems perfectly normal to watch male programmes, Yanneck feels ashamed to admit 

that his favourite genre is soaps: “it’s a bit [hesitates]… It’s just not so cool for boys”. 

While the preference for American series can be found in both countries, the success of the 

traditional programmes Tatort (first aired in 1970) and Sportschau (first aired in 1961), both 

broadcasted on ARD, is Something special for Germany. None of the Swedish youngsters 

names a Public Service programme as their favourite show but half of the German 

interviewees state that they watch at least one of those two TV classics and two name it as 

their favourites. Those programmes are not explicitly aimed at young audiences (cf. 2.4) and 
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while the success of Sportschau is somewhat predictable, the admiration for Tatort is quite 

remarkable because it is a German fictional programme and, with one distinctive feature 

being the focus on regional settings, it is very different from equivalent American 

productions like CSI. 

Interviewee Favourite Programme Genre Channel 

Yanneck (D, 15) How I Met Your Mother Series (US) Pro7/Internet16 

Terra Nova Science Fiction (US) Pro7 

Anna (D, 15) Despreate Housewives Series (US) Pro7 

Simon (D, 18) Blue Mountain State Series (US) MTV/Internet 

Anja (D, 18) How I Met Your Mother Series (US) Pro7 

Robin (D, 19) Tatort Crime Series (De) ARD 

Lea (D, 19) Sportschau Sports (De) ARD 

Alexander (S, 16) South Park Cartoon/Comedy 

(US) 

Comedy 

Central 

Christine (S, 16) Gossip Girl Series (US) Kanal5 

Daniel (S, 18) How I Met Your Mother Series (US) TV3 

Linda (S, 18) 24 Series (US) TV4 

One Tree Hill Series (US) Kanal5 

The O.C. Series (US) Kanal5 

Jonas (S, 20) Dexter Series (US) TV6 

Linnea (S, 19) Grey’s Anatomy Series (US) Kanal5 

Despreate Housewives Series (US) Kanal5 

Table 3: Favourite TV-Programmes 

The shows the adolescents choose to watch on TV often serve as an orientation in life and all 

kinds of genres seem to be suitable for that. Robin (D, 19) says about the reality programme 

Mieten, Kaufen, Wohnen: “It’s about estate agents who want to sell apartments to people. I 

watch it because one starts to think about where to live later and so on”. Linnea (S, 19) 

describes her reasons for watching the American series Grey’s Anatomy:  

“It’s happening so much and that’s both realistic and unrealistic. There’s so much 

about society which is extremely realistic. Everything is about what you should do 

and what is right. But it describes both: the extreme example and the normal life”. 

Anja (D, 18) describes watching the soap Gute Zeiten Schlechte Zeiten with her mother: 

                                                           
16

 “Internet” was added here since the interviewees themselves mentioned that they watch it mostly online and not on the 

TV-channels’ websites. 
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 “They were all getting married [on the show] and then we talked about that because 

my sister is also getting married soon. So, we talked about what it would be like and 

so on”. 

And Alexander (S, 16) says about South Park: “It’s not just comedy but it also shows kind of a 

lot about what people think like”.  

Those examples illustrate how the youngsters compare what they see on TV to their own 

reality either because they are in a similar situation or because it serves as a general 

orientation regarding values and behaviour. It also shows that they reflect on the content 

they consume and choose is purposefully.  

In summary one can say that based on this study’s sample, the young people in both 

countries prefer watching American series with the two programmes Tatort and Sportschau 

being remarkable exceptions in Germany. The teenagers often use the content they see on 

TV for orientation in life and they reflect on what they see by connecting it to their reality or 

societal circumstances. 

5.2 Theme 2: Young People’s Media Use 

This category contains how young people watch TV and how they evaluate it in comparison 

to other media they use. In this context the technologies used for watching television are 

presented.  

5.2.1 Habits and Social Context 

Almost all teenagers from both countries state that they have the habit of using television as 

a background noise in different situations. This can contain relaxation after school, turning 

on the TV in order not to feel lonely or as an accompanying noise during meals. Linda (S, 18) 

for example leaves her TV on in order not to feel alone:  

“I always watch TV. [laughs] Or, not always, but my TV’s always on, whether I do my 

homework or do something on my computer, it’s always on. Because I’m feeling 

lonely [laughs]. It’s nice with something, to have a sound around, ja.”  

Linda’s laughing shows that she is embarrassed and a bit unsecure. She uses the word 

‘always’ four times in just two sentences which shows what a big role TV actually plays for 

her even if only as a background noise. Anja (D, 18) emphasizes the use of TV for relaxation:  
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“I often watch TV when I somehow come home from school. If you’re totally bushed 

and don’t feel like doing anything and you’re somehow waiting for lunch or so, then 

you simply sit down on the couch and wait and have the TV as a background noise17” 

Anja emphasizes that in the described situation watching TV requires an extremely low level 

of cognitive effort. Even though talking about herself, she uses the more impersonal German 

‘man’ (=one/you) when describing her TV habits which could mean that she assumes this to 

be the common practice. 

With Christine (S, 16), Linda (S, 18), Linnea (S, 19), Yanneck (D, 15) and Simon (D, 18) five of 

the twelve interviewees mention that they often use their computer the same time they 

watch TV. The reason for none of the Swedish boys mentioning this might be that they often 

use their computer to watch TV anyway (see 5.3.2). All teenagers say however that when 

watching their favourite programmes they watch quite focused without other distractions 

and they switch it on purposefully. Christine for example says:  

“Well sometimes when I come home from school I switch on the TV and have it 

running in the background while doing something on the computer. But if I watch 

those series [I mentioned in the beginning], I don’t have my computer with me”. 

Hence one can say that both extensive and intensive TV viewing exists among the teenagers, 

depending on the content and viewing context. 

For most of the adolescents in this study their peer group is important when choosing which 

programme to watch because television shows are for almost everybody a topic of 

conversation either when the latest episodes are discussed or when real life can be related 

to situations in the TV programmes. Typical are the statements of Christine (S, 16) and 

Daniel (S, 18). Christine says:  

“Yes, there are several who watch it [Gossip Girl], quite many of my girlfriends. And 

yes, we talk about it. If there was something exciting in some episode, then we talk 

about it, yes we do”. 

And Daniel says he and his friends do not talk about “like ‘oh this happened in the last 

episode’ or stuff like that. But mostly when something happens and that you can relate to 

the comedy”.  

                                                           
17

 Anja uses the German expression sich berieseln lassen which could be translated as letting the sound of TV wash over you 
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Robin (D, 19) and Alexander (S, 16) state that they usually watch their favourite shows 

together with their friends and that it is not necessarily the TV show which is playing the 

most important role. Alexander describes a typical situation watching South Park with his 

friends: “Well, it’s mostly so that we kind of talk more than we really watch. And we laugh a 

lot and just take it easy”. This shows that the reason for liking a programme must not be the 

content itself but it can be that it brings a group of friends together or gives them a topic to 

talk about. For Robin and his friends watching Tatort has become a ritual:  

“Well, it is entertaining, we always watch it with a bunch of people and that’s fun. […] 

We always meet at somebody’s place and watch Tatort. Yes, every week. […] 

Everybody’s coming at around half past seven and then we drink and eat a little. It’s 

like a community thing, that’s what it’s mostly about”. 

Yanneck (D, 15) on the other hand sees himself more as an outsider when it comes to 

watching TV:  

“No, I don’t have the same taste as my friends when it comes to watching TV, 

because I watch everything. And I also sometimes watch Markus Lanz18 with my 

mother in the evening, I don’t know […]. So no, my friends would probably not watch 

what I am watching”. 

Again, Yanneck’s self-reflection is very critical and he regards his preferences as peculiar. He 

assumes that his peer group does not watch the same programmes as him and therefor he 

rather avoids talking about it to them. Yanneck is one of the youngest interviewees and his 

parents seem to have a greater influence on him than on the other participants of this study, 

especially his mother encourages him to watch public service programmes like Markus Lanz 

or the documentary series 37°19. 

For the majority of the interviewed teenagers (ten of twelve) watching TV is integrated into 

their family life, since it is a welcome occasion to spend time together and again it is the 

social aspect the emphasis lies on, not the TV programme itself. When asked if he 

sometimes watches with his parents, Daniel (S, 18) replies: 

“Actually sometimes when they watch like criminals and things like that. But I only 

watch a little bit and then I leave. [laughs] I like the social part with my family, but I 

don’t really like the TV shows”. 

Anja (D, 18) stresses the social significance even more:  

                                                           
18

 Talk show on the public service channel ZDF, comparable to the Swedish/Norwegian production Skavlan. 
19

 Weekly documentary series which portraits average people and their issues, broadcasted on ZDF. 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   35 

 

“Well, yes, I think it is important because I am also at home alone quite often 

because my parents both work. And so I find it important that we sometimes spend 

some time together, even if it’s just watching TV. But I think it is good because you 

also talk a bit”. 

Several of the adolescents mention public service programmes in connection with watching 

with their families, for example 37° (Yanneck, D, 15), Så ska det låta (Christine, S, 16) or 

Melodifestivalen (Alexander, S, 16). And even Simon (D, 18), who says that watching TV is 

hardly part of his family routines, adds:  

“Well I don’t know, maybe one or two times a month or so that I sit down with them 

for a bit. That’s mostly when in the evening when they watch Tatort, then I sit down 

and watch it with them”. 

So for him it is not a social event to watch TV with his parents but it rather just happens 

when they are watching a programme he also wants to see which in his example is a public 

service programme. 

The significance of TV in comparison to other media varies among the interviewees but one 

can say that for most of the Swedish teenagers (five of six) the Internet is more important, 

this is probably due to the fact that they more often watch TV programmes online (cf. 5.3.2) 

and therefore the TV-set itself is replaceable by a computer. Only two of the six German 

teenagers say that for them the Internet is more important than TV. One factor which was 

mentioned by Robin (S, 19) and Christine (S, 16) is the communication function of the 

Internet which gives it an extra value in comparison to classical media like TV or radio. Robin 

explains:  

“Well, the Internet is maybe a bit more important, especially for communicating with 

others. So the usual things, you know, like Facebook and Skype, because I also have 

some friends who are studying abroad”. 

The interviewees’ channel repertoires contains apparently four channels, since all had to 

think a bit harder for a fifth one, if they come up with one at all. Among the German 

youngsters the programmes named most often are Pro7 and RTL; they are mentioned by five 

of six interviewees. The two national public service channels are watched by half of the 

adolescents. The most watched channel in Sweden is TV4; SVT is mentioned by the two 

oldest interviewees Linnea and Jonas. 

Several teenagers in both countries (Alexander, S, 16, Christine, S, 16, Linda, S, 18 and 

Simon, D, 18) do not count the public service channels to their repertoire but say at a later 
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point of the interview, when asked more explicitly about PSB, that they at least occasionally 

watch some programmes on those channels. Only Anja (D, 18), Anna (D, 15) and Daniel (S, 

18) say that they don’t watch public service TV at all. 

5.2.2 Technology 

The opinions about what watching TV actually means, are very individual. This can be 

illustrated by Yanneck’s (D, 15) and Daniel’s (S, 18) quite opposing views. Yanneck refers only 

to content and habits related to the classical TV-set in the beginning but later in the 

interview he adds:  

“I have to say that I don’t regard How I Met Your Mother as a TV series because I only 

watch it on the Internet, otherwise I would have said that this is my favourite 

programme”.  

Daniel on the other hand first talks about his favourite programmes and only when asked 

how he watches TV he says:  

“I don’t really… It’s really rare that I watch like when it’s on TV, I mean on the 

programme [instead] I download what I want to watch and I take the hard drive and 

plug it into the TV and pretty much just watch. [Laughs] […] So, I pretty much 

download what I want to see”. 

Even if the definition and the practice of watching TV is very individual, one can say that 

among the German teenagers there is a greater tendency towards push-consumption of TV 

content. While in Sweden everybody at least occasionally watches TV online, half of the 

German interviewees say that they never watch TV on the Internet20, even if they are all 

aware of the possibilities. One reason for that is that they do not want to think too much 

about what content to choose. As Simon (18) explains: 

“When I want to watch something on TV I am quite uninspired to choose the right 

content. On the Internet I would not know, well most of the times I would not know 

what to watch really. That’s why I think on TV, with all the channels you have, you 

can just zap a bit and if there’s something interesting you can just stick with it for a 

bit. So, I think that’s a good thing.” 

Another reason is that they do not consider television as very important. Lea (19) says:  

“Well if I am at home and can watch a programme that’s ok. And if I’m not at home I 

simply do without it. I mean, if I am not at home in the evening it is because I have 

something better to do. That’s why I can easily do without my TV”.  

                                                           
20

 Lea (19) however watches TV on her computer with the help of television software. 
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For the Swedish boys the new technologies have almost replaced traditional TV, like in the 

case of Daniel (cf. above) or Jonas (20) who says: “Normally I just watch programmes on the 

computer” and he only watches “sometimes” on his TV-set. It is also only the Swedish boys 

who mention downloading TV content from the internet; all three of them download series. 

The Swedish girls sometimes stream content on the channels’ websites. For them, new 

technologies are a complement to traditional viewing practices. When asked if she watches 

TV online Christine (16) answers: 

“Ehm, no. Or maybe [hesitates]... No, actually I don’t do that. I usually don’t do it. 

Only if you’ve missed an episode of a series, you can go online and watch on their 

website. And that I do when I’ve maybe been away or so or when I’ve missed it on 

TV”  

Christine’s hesitation indicates that watching TV online does not play an important role for 

her. But at the same time the quote also shows, that for her TV plays a more important role 

than for example for Lea (see above) and the opportunity to watch missed episodes is 

appreciated. 

All in all the teenagers’ habits of watching TV depend on the social and technological context 

which determines which content is consumed and whether it is watched intensively or 

extensively.  In the social sense it is mainly the adolescents’ peer group which matters but TV 

is also a part of the young people’s family routines.  

The teenagers usually have four channels as their personal repertoire and the public service 

ones are mostly named by the older interviewees. The role TV plays in the teenagers’ lives 

differs, especially Swedish boys prefer the internet which is not surprising since they also 

prefer to watch TV content online and for them it has almost replaced traditional TV use. For 

the Swedish girls watching TV on the Internet it is a complement to traditional TV 

consumption and among the German teenagers it plays only a marginal role. Thus one can 

say that the idea of what watching TV means and the technologies used for that are very 

individualized but nationality and gender apparently have an impact on that.  

5.3 Theme 3: Perception of PSB  

The third theme contains the young people’s perceptions of public service broadcasters, 

which means that it is investigated which content the youngsters associate with PSBs, how 
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they evaluate them in comparison to private channels and what their opinion is on 

traditional public service content, like news and informative programmes. 

In general one can say that public service broadcasters are perceived differently than private 

channels by most of the teenagers and often the difference between the concepts of private 

and public service television is known. One can also say that the older the interviewees are, 

the more they reflect on their media behaviour and the more likely it is that they have an 

opinion about PSBs. No general differences can be found between male and female or 

German and Swedish interviewees. The social-economic status among the interviewed 

teenagers seems to be an influential factor as well in terms that teenagers from a higher 

social class are more likely to watch public service channels. Based on this sample it can 

however not be said which factor is the most influential one. 

Of the public service broadcasters’ obligation to provide the population with programming 

that is informative, educative and entertaining, it is mostly information which the young 

people associate with the channels ARD, ZDF and SVT; eight interviewees consider 

informative programmes as typical. If entertainment programmes are named, it is often 

added that they are for old people or that they are rather exceptional for the PSBs.  

Linnea (S, 19) has observed that even entertainment programmes are often informative, she 

perceives this as neither positive nor negative, but to her it means that they are not as easy-

to-watch as most programmes on private channels. Simon (D, 18) says that if he watches a 

programme on the public service channel ZDF, “I cannot just have it playing in the 

background because I don’t know it is just... If I watch something interesting there, I watch it 

as a whole, I mean, until the end”. Linnea’s and Simon’s statements indicate that even 

though not watched the most quantitatively, public service channels have the potential to 

make young people consume informative programmes intensively. 

The German channel ZDFneo, which was established to attract a younger audience than 

ZDF’s main programme (cf. 2.4), is known by most of the German teenagers (five of six) but 

only the two older boys say that they have watched the show Neo Paradise a couple of times 

and it has not made itself a way onto their media agenda. ARD’s digital channels are not 

known at all. 
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5.3.1 Content 

As mentioned above, it is mainly the content which determines the youngsters’ choice of 

channel. Therefore it is essential to investigate closer which content is watched on the public 

service channels and how the broadcasters’ programming is evaluated in general. Of course 

it is mainly the teenagers who watch the channels that have formed an opinion about the 

programming.  

One third of the interviewees say that they never or hardly watch public service channels 

and the most common reason for that is that they do not like the programming. Anja (D, 18) 

explains why she does not watch ZDF: “It’s not that I have anything against the channel, it’s 

just that there is nothing I like in their programme”. And Linda (S, 18) says: “The bad thing 

about SVT is; it has not so good shows. It seems like it is TV programmes that are made for 

like older people”. This opinion is at least partly shared by five other adolescents who say 

that private channels are more aiming to reach their generation. Yanneck (D, 15) for 

example says about the German public service broadcasters: “I think it is too bad that there’s 

nothing on those channels for us, I mean young people”.  

In both countries news programmes are watched by half of the interviewees which makes it 

the most watched genre on the public service channels. Table 4 gives an overview of the 

mentioned programmes and genres and it shows that there are some country specific 

differences in the watched programmes.  

In Sweden music entertainment programmes seem to be popular and also two US-American 

series are mentioned. The latter is interesting because it is this genre which is popular 

among teenagers (cf. 5.2), and in Germany no such programmes are aired on the public 

service main channels. The two series The Wire and Sopranos however are more complex 

and aimed at an older audience than for example the adolescents’ favourite How I Met Your 

Mother. As already mentioned above is the success of crime series – especially the ARD 

production Tatort – a distinctive feature in Germany. Furthermore are the German PSBs 

associated with a high sports competence which can be explained by the summaries of the 

national football league. 
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Sweden Germany 

SVT ARD ZDF 

Aktuellt (3) 

News 
Tatort (4) 

Crime Series (D) 
Markus Lanz (1) 

Talk show 
Så ska det låta (2) 

Entertainment/Music 
Tagesschau (3) 

News 

37° (1) 

Documentary 
Melodifestivalen (2) 

Entertainment/Music 

Sportschau (2) 

Sports 
Neues aus der Anstalt (1) 

Comedy 
Documentaries (2)  Wetten dass..!? (1) 

Entertainment 
Sopranos (1) 

Series (US) 
 Sportstudio (1) 

Sports 

The Wire (1) 

Series (US) 
 SoKo (1) 

Crime Series (D) 
På spåret (1) 

Entertainment 

 Maria Bern (1) 

Crime Series (D) 
Films (1)  “knowledge programmes” 

(1)21 

Olympics (1) 

Sport 
Award shows (1) 

Entertainment 
Table 4: Content watched on PSBs, the number in parentheses indicates how often a programme was 

mentioned, multiple answers were permitted 

Table 4 indicates that of all three channels ARD is the one with the most traditional public 

service profile and it is the channel that seems to be least connected to entertainment. 

When asked about the perceived differences between ARD and ZDF, it is only Lea (19) who 

states that the two channels differ from each other:  

“I find the early evening programming on ZDF better. Well, I would say that I watch 

more ZDF than ARD, because on ARD I only watch Tatort and Sportschau. But 

otherwise, apart from those two classics, I watch more on ZDF […]. Or ZDF is also 

much better late in the evening” 

It is not surprising that Lea has a more differentiated picture of the two public service 

channels, since she is the one among the interviewees watching them the most. The other 

German adolescents either don’t have an opinion or they say, like Yanneck (D, 15), that they 

are “pretty much the same”. 

A lot of the content broadcasted on PSBs is not perceived as relevant to adolescents and the 

German teenagers especially dislike the afternoon programming, which contains mainly soap 

operas, and the political talk shows. Four of the six interviewees explicitly refer to those two 

                                                           
21

 Anja says that she likes “knowledge programmes” on ZDF’s early evening programming but she does not know the title of 

a specific show 
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genres when evaluating the public service content. Even Lea, who watches public service TV 

a lot, says about ARD’s afternoon programming: “I don’t like all of those cheesy soaps. Well, 

this is really annoying me. I have the feeling that, no matter when in the afternoon you turn 

it on, they are running”.  

Yanneck has a clear picture of what he associates with public service content:  

“Rote Rosen! Yes, my grandma always watches that. Yes, that is what I associate with 

ARD, those shows. Also Der Landarzt, or whatever that is called, stuff like this. And 

then serious news programmes and reports and talk shows. The talk shows on ARD I 

don’t like either”. 

His statement shows that he connects it to fictional programmes, information and talk 

shows, but none of the genres are relevant to him. 

Robin (D, 19) summarizes his opinion on ARD’s content:  

“Tatort is good and sports if they show it, like winter sports or so. But the talk shows and 

so on they are not so stimulating for youngsters like for example some entertainment 

programmes on Pro7” 

This implies that he connects entertainment to private channels and he has the opinion that, 

apart from some exceptions, ARD’s programme addresses older audiences. 

In Sweden the teenagers who at least occasionally watch SVT highlight the informative 

programmes but since they also watch entertainment (Christine, 16, Alexander, 16, Linda, 

18) or American series (Alexander, 16, Jonas, 20) on SVT, the difference between the content 

consumed on public service and on private channels does not appear to be too big. 

Furthermore, the Swedish teenagers do not say explicitly which programmes they do not like 

on SVT and that makes it hard to explain why they do not watch the channel so much. 

Christine mentions that she sometimes watches SVT in school and then it is mostly news or 

party debates. One can say that her consumption of informative public service programmes 

is not completely voluntary but she does not say that she dislikes them either. 

5.3.2 PSBs in Comparison with Commercial Channels 

It is mostly in comparison to the private commercial channels that the teenagers describe 

and evaluate the public service broadcasters and therefore the perceived relative strengths 

and weaknesses are presented.   
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About the different use of public and commercial channels one can say that the young 

people often watch television rather extensively than intensively and use it for relaxation or 

as background noise while doing other activities (see 5.3.1) and the private channels seem to 

be more suitable for that. 

The German teenagers seem to have a more critical attitude towards private TV-channels, 

since four of them (Anna, 15, Simon, 18, Lea, 19 and Yanneck, 15) state that their 

programmes often have a lower qualitative standard22 than public service programming and 

two of them  say that they consider private channels as less trustworthy. When comparing 

the two channels ZDF and RTL, Anna says: 

“Well, yes, I would say that ZDF is of course a bit [pauses] – I don’t want to say of 

higher quality, but it is more like educative programming. And Pro7 has some shows 

which are, well, I don’t want to say dull, but they are less intellectually demanding”. 

Robin (19) explains what the difference means to him: “Well, public service always has to 

take care to be correct and factual and that they don’t offend anybody publicly or so. And I 

think that a private channel has more freedom I think”. This on the one hand implies 

trustworthiness and high quality but compared with the “freedom” related to the private 

channels, PSB also seems to be more boring. Yanneck comes to the same conclusion when 

comparing the public service ARD to the commercial channel RTL:  

“ARD is serious, RTL wants to entertain. […] Well, if I had to choose which channel to 

trust more, it would be ARD. But yes, I rather watch RTL, yes, because there are 

simply more interesting things on their programme, because they only want to 

entertain”.  

Simon’s statement “I even prefer watching Arte sometimes instead of listening to some shit 

on RTL or so” shows that for him RTL is of extreme low quality and often not worth watching 

at all or even to “listen” to in the background. But the statement also shows that the public 

service German-French culture channel Arte normally does not belong to his media 

repertoire and by using the word “even” Simon highlights this. 

The Swedish teenagers do not make this distinction of quality and trustworthiness between 

private and public service channels and the ways they describe SVT in comparison to the 

other channels differ. Two of them (Linda and Daniel, both 18) say that they like the private 
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 In German the word Niveau is used which implies that the private channels’ programmes are regarded as less 

sophisticated. 



Public Service Broadcasters and Young Audiences in Germany and Sweden  | Alina Lingnau 

 

   43 

 

channels better because they air the programmes they are interested in. Linnea and 

Christine both say that the channels fulfil different functions without saying that one is 

better than the other. Christine (16) says: “Well, the first channel [SVT1] is more about 

important information and TV3 is more a channel to watch for pleasure and it is a bit more 

fun to watch but not as important”. 

Jonas (20) and Alexander (16) on the other hand do not discriminate between SVT and the 

private channels at all. Jonas says that he himself does not make a difference between SVT 

and the other channels, but he says that his friends do. According to him “they say it’s state-

TV and paid by tax money” which shows that they do not criticize SVT’s content, like Linda 

and Daniel do, but rather the system of public service broadcasting itself. He himself on the 

other hand says that he does not share their opinion and that “it does not play a role if I 

watch TV4 or SVT1”. The conflict between him and his friends shows that they have talked 

about the topic before and they care about the legal background like power and financing 

which results probably from their life situation since Jonas, unlike the other interviewees, is 

a university student.  

Alexander does not make a difference between public service and private channels either:  

“Well, it is a good channel. Well, it has good documentaries, it has actually good 

programmes and it is quite educative. It has a good mix and everything, but I don’t 

spend so much time watching TV but I’m more using my computer. Otherwise I 

actually think it’s a good channel”. 

This shows that there is no specific reason for him not to watch SVT and that he himself does 

not have an explanation why he prefers private channels either.  

One of the PSBs’ characteristics which discriminates it from private channels is the amount 

of commercials aired. While Swedish SVT does not show commercials at all, the German ARD 

and ZDF have commercial breaks before eight o’clock in the evening. More than half of the 

interviewees (seven) in both countries name the absence or little amount of commercials as 

an advantage of public service channels. Commercials are perceived as annoying and some 

adolescents, like Yanneck (D, 15), change channels during the breaks. Commercial breaks are 

however no reason for not turning on private channels.  
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Some of the older interviewees (Linnea , S, 19 and Robin, D, 19) have an understanding of 

the market and therefore can comprehend why commercials are aired on commercial TV. As 

Linnea puts it:  

“Well, I don’t like commercials. It’s all about selling stuff. I think it is good that SVT 

doesn’t have commercials, because otherwise you always sit and wait for the thing 

you actually want to see. […] No, I don’t like commercials, but at the same time I 

understand why they are there. If I myself had an advertising agency or a product 

which has to be sold, I’d also want my commercial to be seen on TV”. 

None of the Swedish boys mentioned commercial breaks when comparing SVT with private 

channels which could be explained with their preference to consume content online where 

they are not interrupted by commercials anyway. Alexander (16) mentions this when 

explaining why he prefers watching TV on the Internet: 

“I think it is nicer to watch on the computer because you can kind of decide on your 

own about the programming and so on. There is like no commercials or something 

and you can fast forward or pause. Ok, that you can do on some TV-sets also, but not 

on all of them”. 

When it comes to the afternoon programme on German TV, Lea (19) is the only one 

recognizing that there’s no way to escape commercials because they are also aired on public 

service TV then. Again Lea is the one watching public service channels the most and hence 

she has the most differentiated picture and opinion about them. 

In Sweden the teenagers recognize that SVT is broadcasting more programmes in Swedish, 

but four of six see this rather as something negative than as an advantage of the channel. 

Only Linda (18) and Alexander (16) say that the language does not play a role at all. For most 

of the interviewees however, Swedish programmes seem to be uncool, as Daniel (18) says:  

“It’s pretty much that young people don’t really watch Swedish programmes 

anymore, they prefer the English speaking, I think. Actually I do. I get bored when I 

watch programmes where they speak Swedish. For some reason it’s too easy to 

understand, so I get bored. [Laughs] […] So, that’s why I don’t like SVT.” 

His statement indicates that he wants TV to be cognitive demanding and programmes in his 

mother tongue do not fulfil this for him. 

Linnea (19) states that she generally thinks that it is good for people like her grandma to 

have Swedish programmes on SVT, she herself prefers American programmes: 
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“I prefer English, American shows or reality programmes. I think Swedish can be… 

Well, it’s often like it’s getting worse […] than the American programmes if they try to 

do a reality series or a documentary, it just doesn’t turn out the same way. […] I think 

it has a lot to do with money and so on... Opportunities.”   

The difference in those two statements is that Daniel does not like SVT because the 

programmes are in Swedish and Linnea does not like Swedish programmes because they do 

not have the same quality as American shows but she does not criticize the language itself. 

Daniel’s point of view is shared by Christine who says that series “seem cooler and more 

trendy when they are in English” while Jonas supports Linnea’s opinion: “No, I don’t care 

about the language. But most Swedish programmes are shit”. 

Language is a point which theoretically should not play a role in Germany because almost all 

programmes are dubbed and aired in German. The interviews however show that the 

Internet gives the teenagers the opportunity to watch shows in the original language and if 

they do use it they prefer it over the German versions on television. This is partly because on 

the Internet more recent episodes of their favourite shows are available and partly because 

they prefer the original language. Simon (18) and Yanneck (15), the two German 

interviewees who make use of the Internet to watch TV, both say that they prefer the 

original English version of their favourite programmes. Yanneck states that after having 

watched How I Met Your Mother and Big Bang Theory in English on the Internet, he does not 

think that the German version is cool any longer because the English language sounds 

better: 

“Most of the gags are way better in English than in German. I don’t know if you know 

the episode [of How I Met Your Mother] where Ted has a bowl in his hand and in 

German he says all the time: ‘Schüssel, Schüssel, Schüssel’ and in English he says 

‘bowl, bowl, bowl’. […] And that’s a lot better in English”. 

This shows clearly that nowadays PSBs are not only competing with private channels 

anymore but even with other sources of TV-content which are available online. The German 

girls did not mention the language issue but this is also because all but one state that they 

do not watch TV online at all and Anna (15) uses a website where the programmes are 

shown in German anyways23.  
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 Anna uses the website myvideo.de which belongs to ProSiebenSat.1 and where the company’s channels’ programmes can 

be streamed  
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5.3.3 News  

News and informative programmes are regarded as traditional public service programmes 

and as typical for these channels, therefore it is elaborated more detailed how they are 

perceived by the young audiences. 

As mentioned earlier, the PSBs’ main news are watched by half of the interviewees. Neither 

nationality nor gender seem to be influential factors for watching the news on public service 

channels. Age on the other hand is a key factor like it is for watching public service television 

in general: the four oldest interviewees all watch public service news programmes, of the 

younger interviewees it is only Christine and Simon. In Germany it is ARD’s Tagesschau 

which is watched, in Sweden it is SVT’s Aktuellt. 

The teenagers who watch news or informative programmes on the public service channels 

evaluate them quite positively and they think that they inform them well about what is going 

on in the world.  

Linnea (S, 19) says that she likes the 15-minutes-news because they fulfil her needs: 

“I’m not interested in economy news and sport so much [laughs]. But exactly those 

news about Sweden and foreign countries are very interesting. And I think it is very 

important that people know what’s going on, also in Sweden”. 

Lea (D, 19) has a similar opinion about the importance of watching the news: “I think it is 

important to be informed and especially in our age one should know what’s going on in the 

world” and when comparing ARD’s Tagesschau to the news programmes on private channels 

she says: 

“Yes, I think they are much better because it is more a factual transmission of 

information and it is not tried to emotionally turn it to us. Well, at least it is tried to 

be a bit distanced and not to emotionally influence the audience and to say: ‘oh, it’s 

all so horrible’. Well, I think that’s very positive” 

This opinion is quite typical, it is shared with Simon (18) and Robin (19) who also watch 

Tagesschau occasionally. Lea is the one most strongly emphasizing the emotionalisation of 

news on the private channels but all three of them do not want the news to be presented as 

infotainment and therefore they prefer public service news over those on private channels.  

In Sweden it is more common among the young people to watch news programmes on 

private channels; four of the Swedish interviewees state that they usually watch them on 
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TV4. Linnea however states that it is not like she actively turns them on but rather “they 

often come in between the movie. […] And then it just happens that I am watching”. For 

Linda (18), Alexander (16) and Jonas (20) however it is their first choice of news source, 

though Jonas also watches the news on SVT.  Jonas and Alexander both watch TV4’s news in 

the morning before school. 

In Germany only Yanneck (15) says that he usually watches the news on the private channel 

RTL2. This shows once again that the German teenagers have a more critical attitude 

towards private channels than the Swedes.  

All of the interviewees said that they are interested in what is going on in the world and they 

use various sources in order to get informed. The ways of gather information about current 

affairs are very much individualized and apart from TV the young people use news sites on 

the Internet, newspapers, radio, their mobiles and personal conversations for that purpose. 

Although the youngsters use all kinds of online and offline sources for their news, none of 

them watches TV news on the Internet. 

To sum up the young people’s perceptions of PSBs one firstly has to say that one third of the 

sample never or hardly watches public service channels at all and the most common reason 

for that is the programming which is regarded as being made for older people, in Germany 

this concerns especially soap operas in the afternoon programme. The content the 

youngsters connect to PSB the most is informative programmes, in Sweden it is also 

entertainment shows that are watched and in Germany crime series and sports24. 

In Germany the youngsters are very critical towards private channels and regard them as less 

trustworthy and of lower quality than PSBs. In Sweden the view on PSBs in comparison to 

private channels differs from being irrelevant to being of more importance to being about 

the same. But in general the opinion on SVT and ZDF and ARD are quite the same despite 

their different profiles; they are regarded as serious and made for older people. 

Public service news programmes, which are watched by half of the interviewees (with age 

apparently being the most influential factor), are evaluated quite positively and they are not 

wished to change into infotainment. The adolescents also use all kinds of other sources to 
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 The rights situation is a crucial factor when it comes to airing sport events. Sports programmes are getting more popular 

and it can be a competitive advantage to own those rights. On the other hand they are often extremely expansive and 

therefore hard to legitimatise by the PSBs. (cf. http://debatt.svt.se/2012/01/02/kronika-eva-hamilton/) 
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get informed, for example different kinds of media but also personal communication. In 

Sweden news on TV4 are popular, in Germany on the other hand the news on private 

channels hardly play a role.  

5.4 Discussion of Results  

In the following section the most relevant results from the prior analysis are discussed. All 

three themes are included but due to the aims of this study, the focus lies on the perception 

of public service broadcasting. The result section mainly seeks to give answers to the 

research questions and to point out differences and similarities between the different 

nationalities, age groups, gender and socio-economic backgrounds which might have an 

explanatory power.  

CONTENT 

The genre which is preferred by most of the interviewed young people is US-American 

series. This is a general – transnational – phenomenon among the youngsters and it applies 

to both genders and all age groups. Those series are mostly broadcasted on private channels 

and since it is mostly the content which determines the choice of channel, it is those private 

channels that are watched the most and which are most relevant for the teenager’s media 

repertoire. Half of the interviewees also consider public service channels to be part of their 

media agenda. 

The content of the public service channels is completely disliked by some and evaluated 

differentiated by others. In both countries news is the genre that is watched the most on 

public service TV by the participants. It is perceived as a classical public service competence 

but teenagers also use a vast number of alternative sources to get to know about what is 

happening in the world and the older they get the more important they find it to be 

informed about current affairs. TV-news are not automatically regarded as the best source 

for information but those interviewed youngsters who watch them admire the serious public 

service standard. 

One of the few distinctive national features is the success of the ARD’s two classics Tatort 

and Sportschau among young viewers. They both seem to be deeply rooted in the German 

television culture (cf. 2.4) and they function as a link between the generations. This is against 

the general trend among the interviewees of disliking national productions and therefore it 
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is an advantage the ARD has in comparison with their competitor ZDF and also with Swedish 

SVT. The latter however is airing some music programmes (Melodifestivalen, Så ska det låta) 

which are successful among the interviewees and which are also watched in a family context 

and therefore might fulfil a similar function of linking different generations. As it can also be 

seen in viewing figures (cf. 2.3), music formats are popular not only in Sweden and might 

therefore be a promising concept to reach younger audiences – it is however discussed if 

that belongs into the PSB’s responsibility25.  

Of the German PSBs’ digital channels it is only ZDFneo which is known by the interviewees 

but it is hardly watched and therefore of low relevance to the adolescents. The ARD’s digital 

channels do not play a role at all and hence one can say for the age group this study is 

interested in, that the public service broadcasters do not reach it with their niche channels. 

Many of the programmes that the participants watch on TV, whether it is on private or on 

public service channels, can be described as quality TV for example Tatort, Grey’s Anatomy, 

The Wire and news programmes. Therefore one cannot say that they only want easy-to-

watch content which is intellectual undemanding they are on the contrary also interested in 

programmes which they find stimulating and which they can reflect upon. Furthermore do 

the TV programmes serve as an orientation in life; the interviewed young people try to learn 

from them for their own realities but they also connect them to a bigger societal context.  

WAYS OF WATCHING TV 

For the way the young people watch TV it can be shown that the social and technological 

context is a crucial factor for determining which content is consumed and whether it is 

watched intensively or extensively. Even if among the interviewees series are the generally 

preferred genre, there are some differences between the genders apparent in the kind of 

series that are admired. For boys it seems to be important to stick to comedy series that are 

accepted by their peer group while girls watch both typical female programmes and 

programmes aimed at male audiences. In accordance with Costera Meijer, who found out 

that television offers adolescents “topics of conversations” (2007: 170), the German and 

Swedish interviewees connect the medium with their peer group: They talk about it and for 

most of them their friends are an important point of reference when choosing TV content. 

                                                           
25

 For details about the debate in Sweden see “Allsång är inte public service” by Sara Fahroudi published in Fokus, June 23
rd

 

2011.   
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The medium is also integrated into the interviewed adolescents’ family lives since it is an 

opportunity to spend time together and therefore one can say that television has important 

social functions for the teenagers.  

Both, the ways of watching TV and the definition of what that actually means to young 

people, are very individualized. Like Gripsrud (2009) states that traditional and new ways of 

transmitting television exist parallel to each other (3.1.2), so do different viewing 

behaviours. All of the Swedish and some of the German youngsters that took part in this 

study use more than one technology for watching TV and the amount of importance given to 

old and new media differs. There clearly is a stronger tendency among the interviewed 

German teenagers to traditional push consumption, which is contradicting Lilienthal’s (2009) 

claim that young people can better be reached through the Internet than through traditional 

transmission methods (2.4). For Swedish youngsters this appears to be more probable, since 

the Swedish interviewees tend to have a pull-consumption of TV content. The Swedish male 

participants in this study have almost replaced their TV-set by computers and also for girls 

watching TV online is an appreciated complement to their traditional TV consumption. 

Therefore it is not surprising that the interviewed young Swedes regard the Internet as more 

important than television while the German youngsters are still undecided. The question of 

whether “TV viewing online [is] a different practice – because, for example, of its greater 

potential intertextuality – from watching on a traditional TV set” (Couldry, 2011: 225) cannot 

easily be answered because it depends on the exact technology used and on what the 

youngsters expect from television – for example using it as a background noise or for 

relaxation when watching a movie or a series. For some the TV set is more connected to 

leisure time than the computer, but for others this is not the case. So, all in all one has to say 

that both the use of technologies and the opinion about them are diverse. These differences 

in viewing behaviours indicate that Swedish youngsters are still early adopters of new media, 

or “the pioneers of new technologies” (Livingstone, d’Haenes & Hasebrink, 2001:27). In the 

1990’s they were the first ones to integrate computer based media into their lives (cf. 

Johnsson-Smaragdi et al., 1998: 485) and now this study suggests that they are far ahead of 

German teenagers when it comes to using the Internet for consuming traditional media. 

The diverse and individualized ways of watching TV underline the necessity of “demand-

oriented approaches to service and content provision rather than the supply oriented 
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characteristic of the past […]” (2007: 9) as suggested by Lowe and Bardoel. The interviews 

show that the PSBs’ content is regarded as irrelevant by many adolescents and therefore the 

broadcasters do not seem to orient their programming on all audiences’ needs, which they 

have to do according to their obligation to create integration (Lilienthal, 2009: 6). 

All of the interviewees own their own computer and they either have their own TV-set or 

unrestricted access to their parents’ ones. Thus the “social availability” which is introduced 

by Ulrika Sjöberg (2002: 144, original emphasis) apparently is not relevant to the age group 

which is object of this study. 

PERCEPTION OF PSBS 

Just like the German and Swedish media systems are very similar, the young people’s 

opinion about and use of public service TV seem to differ rather in details, more obvious 

differences are often found between genders and age groups.  

The older the interviewed teenagers are the more knowledge they have about television, 

the more they reflect on their behaviour and the more likely it is that they watch public 

service channels and their news programmes. Older interviewees have a greater knowledge 

about the television landscape, which includes the dual system, the market logic of private 

channels and the PSBs’ obligations. Their viewing behaviour is also getting more in line with 

grown-up habits as the adolescents grow older. This however does not automatically mean 

that they will one day have the exact same routines as today’s grown-ups, but this of course 

cannot be cleared in this study. 

The public service channels are connected to national productions and even if some of them 

are watched, the predominant opinion among the interviewees is that they are boring 

compared to US-American programmes. Especially in Sweden the origin of a programme is 

closely connected to a language and therefore it is noticeable that with the clear preference 

for foreign series, the consumption of Swedish language programmes is playing a minor role 

for the young audience. This could mean a weakening of the Swedish language in this age 

group in general. The fact that some German youngsters prefer the English versions of their 

favourite programmes over the dubbed German ones shows that this is not a specific 

Swedish phenomenon, though more obvious because of the many English programmes on 

television. 
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All participants of this study have formed an opinion about public service channels, even 

those who claim not to watch them. Lowe and Bardoel’s concern that the borders between 

public service and private channels are blurring and the distinction becomes increasingly 

difficult seems to be baseless. Most interviewed teenagers perceive public service channels 

clearly different and especially in Germany, their higher quality is pointed out. At the same 

time public service TV is hardly perceived in connection with entertainment and therefore 

they are regarded as less appealing or even irrelevant to them, as some call them “old-

fashioned” (Linda) or even “grandma TV” (Anja). Therefore one can say that the public 

service channels at the moment are not taking their chance to produce entertainment 

programmes that are more creative than the private channels’ ones (cf. Bardoel & Lowe, 

2007: 21). This is the case in both countries, even though more entertainment programmes 

are made available and consumed on SVT. The highlighting of high quality news programmes 

on the one hand and “old-fashioned” programming on the other hand indicates an 

ambiguous opinion towards PSBs; they are generally regarded as valuable but not 

necessarily relevant. 

The German teenagers in this study are as critical towards private- as towards public service 

channels. They regard the latter as more trustworthy and hardly watch the news on private 

TV, unlike the interviewed Swedish youngsters26. This is remarkable since scepticism towards 

commercialization is traditionally rather rooted in the Swedish media culture (cf. 2.1). 

Private channels generally fulfil the function of a background medium better than the PSBs, 

and since almost all interviewed teenagers use television for that purpose, it is no wonder 

that they rather watch private channels. Nevertheless there are also programmes which are 

watched intensively and that are mostly American series or the news, the latter are however 

not watched regularly. 

Like in Costera Meijer’s study from 2007, a gap between the general acceptance of PSB and 

its informative content by young people on the one hand and the limited use of it on the 

other hand is indicated. This can partly be explained by the preference of the participants for 

content which can be watched extensively (cf. 5.2) because the private channels offer more 

of that. Furthermore, television is perceived in connection to leisure time by some 

interviewees and therefore the informative and educative character, which public service 
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 The Swedish youngsters often watch the news on TV4 which has a programme that to some extent Is in accordance to 

PSB standards (cf 2.1)   
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channels have in the eyes of the young people (cf. 5.4.2), might not seem suitable for that. 

This however does not mean that the young people regard the public service broadcasters as 

unnecessary. 
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6. Conclusion  

The aims of this study are to describe young people’s media use and their perception of and 

opinion about public service broadcasting and finally to discuss the broadcasters approaches 

to reach young audiences. The semi-structured interviews that were carried out show that 

the relationship between young audiences and public service broadcasters in Germany and 

Sweden is complex, as is the different ways in which adolescents use television and the role 

the medium plays in their lives. Some differences can be found between the opinions and 

media habits of Swedish and German youngsters but the factors age, gender and socio-

economic background seem to have an even greater influence.  

The theoretical frame consists of a presentation of current developments in television with a 

focus on public service broadcasting and a summary of research findings in the area of young 

audiences and television. It is demonstrated that technological developments in television 

can be regarded as an opportunity for public service broadcasters to reach younger 

audiences. At the same time an ideological shift towards the preference of a more market-

oriented media landscape can be seen as a threat for PSBs since their role in a completely 

commercialized media system would be that of a complement to private channels to provide 

educational and informative programmes when the market fails.  

The interviews show that the adolescents in Sweden and Germany apparently see a value in 

public service broadcasting which goes beyond that of commercial television. The 

interviewees associate PSBs with high quality news and information programmes, they 

regard the channels as trustworthy and if they watch them they do it quite intensively in 

contrast to some programmes on private channels which are rather used as background 

noise. This indicates a general acceptance for public service television among young 

audiences. On the other hand are PSBs hardly associated with entertainment programmes 

and therefore often regarded as old-fashioned and boring. This applies to the German 

channels ARD and ZDF and also to the Swedish SVT, even though SVT’s programming and its 

visual appearance seems to be more aimed at young people (cf. 2.). This is a crucial point 

because if the content is regarded as irrelevant, the public service channels are not watched 

and the group of adolescents is therefore hardly reached by PSBs. It is consequently 

necessary but not sufficient for PSBs to make technological improvements and to for 

example expand their online activities. It is however even more important to provide 
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content which is relevant for the young audience and distribute it via online and offline 

channels. This content can for example be high quality entertainment or programmes which 

the youngsters can relate to their own reality and which stimulates them to reflect upon 

societal issues. 

Content for young people must be shown in time slots where they actually watch TV so that 

it has a chance to be discovered by them because if it is not on their media agenda, it is 

improbable that they will actively search for it online. This applies especially to German 

youngsters since this study suggests that they have a more traditional push consumption of 

television.  If the Swedish teenagers can be regarded as pioneers and trend-setters of future 

media use, especially the interviewed Swedish boys’ TV use indicates a trend towards pull 

consumption and the use of unofficial streaming- and download-platforms.  

The current approaches of public service broadcasters to reach younger audiences seem to 

be successful only to some extent. Content which is aimed at younger people like sports 

(ARD) or documentaries and some US-series (SVT) are watched by some youngsters but they 

are often not of great importance to them. The digital niche channels, which were 

established by the German public service organisations, play only a marginal role on the 

interviewed adolescents’ media agendas. Therefore one can say that content for younger 

audiences should rather be aired on the main channels which are more likely to be art of 

their media repertoire.  

Some of the PSBs’ programmes have the potential to function as a link between the older 

and the younger audiences (Tatort and Sportschau in Germany and Melodifestivalen and Så 

ska det låta in Sweden). They are watched by both age groups likewise and sometimes in a 

family context. Those programmes are therefore positive examples for the integration of 

society which is one of the most important responsibilities of public service broadcasters. In 

the future PSBs should stick to their core competences of high quality information 

programmes while adding content to their programming which attracts younger audiences. 

The interviewed teenagers’ favourite programmes and their habit to watch them intensively 

show that there is a potential to reach youngsters with television and that they make use of 

it for orientation in life. 
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LIMITATIONS AND PERSPECTIVES 

This study was carried out with a qualitative approach and therefore the answers presented 

are the opinions of individuals and the generalizability is certainly limited since the results 

are not statistically representative. One can nevertheless see some patterns which are likely 

to exist in the population as well and some insights for understanding the complex 

relationship between PSBs and young audiences are certainly given. 

Of course this study could be complemented with a more quantitative research to see how 

typical the findings are. Also more countries could be included in order to give a more 

complete picture of the European media landscape. This would certainly mean a much 

greater effort and higher expenses so that a network of researchers from different countries 

would be needed. It would nevertheless be an interesting project and a valuable 

contribution to the field of media and communication studies since a comparative European 

perspective can help finding best practice examples and new comparative studies on the 

young people’s media use, which take into account the changing media landscape, are 

needed. 

Further research can also be done in the area of trans-medial and interactive projects in 

order to investigate their potential for public service broadcasters to engage the younger 

audiences and build up a relationship with them. The example of the Tatort online game 

which was mentioned before still has to be evaluated to see if it can serve as a role model 

for future activities in that area. 
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Appendix 

A Screenshots 

 

ZDF Mediathek, May 21st 2012 

 

 

ARD Mediathek, May 21st 2012 
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SVT Play May 21st 2012 
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B Interview Guideline 

Short introduction of the interviewer and the research project  

- studying Media and Communication at Stockholm University and now I am writing 

my master thesis about young people and TV  

- I want to compare similarities and differences in how German and Swedish young 

people watch TV and what they think about the medium.  

- interview will take about half an hour  

- it is not like a test about anything, I only want to get to know your opinion, so there 

are no wrong or right answers to any of the questions.  

- just say anything that comes to your mind. 

- You will stay totally anonymous, but if it’s ok, I will use your first name when I write 

about what you said  

- Do you have any questions now? Otherwise we can just start…  

 

Media behaviour 

What is your favourite programme on TV? 

 What do you like about it? 

 Is this something your friends watch, too?  

  Do you talk about it with them? Do you ever talk about TV with them? 

  

What would you say, which genres do you generally like? By that I mean what kind of 

programme you like. 

 (Only if necessary give examples: soaps, sports, comedy…) 

 And which channel do you think is best for this/these genre/s? (Why?) 

 

What would you say how you normally watch TV? Could you describe a typical situation? 

Do you switch it on if you want to see a specific programme? Or do you rather switch 

it on and see what’s on? Zap through the channels?  

Do you also watch together with others sometimes? In what situations/what 

programmes? 

 

Do you sometimes use your computer to watch TV programmes?  

Or to watch programmes you cannot watch on TV? 
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 What is the difference for you? 

Would you say that this is still TV-watching or is it something else?  

 Do you prefer watching TV on a TV-set or on your computer? Why? 

Which online platforms do you use to watch TV?  

  The TV-channels’ websites?  

Of which channels?  SWEDEN: Svt Play? Kanal5 Play? TV4? Kanal3? 

   GERMANY: ZDF Mediathek, RTL now…? 

YouTube? Other (non-official) streaming sites? 

 

I am sure that TV isn’t the only medium you use. So, if you think about all kinds of media that 

you use, like radio, Internet, newspapers and so on - would you say that TV plays an 

important role for you or not so much?  

What is more important and why? 

 

Attitudes and opinions 

So, now that we’ve talked a bit about watching TV in general, I would like to focus more on 

TV channels. 

What would you say, spontaneously, which are the 5 TV channels that you watch the most? 

 Are there some channels that you don’t ever watch? 

What would you say, which of the channels you watch is your favourite one? 

 Why? What do you think is good about this channel? 

 

Do you also watch ARD and ZDF [SVT] sometimes? 

 YES: What do you watch there? Do you like the channel(s) as a whole?  

 NO: Why not? 

 

If you now think about the two channels ZDF [SVT] and RTL [TV4] – how would you describe 

them? What is the difference? (adjust question to what channels they actually watch) 

Do you sometimes watch ARD/ZDF [SVT]? Do you use them for different things than, 

let’s say, RTL and Pro7 [TV4 and Kanal5]? 

 Do you mind having commercials when watching TV? 
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GERMANY: Do you also see a difference between ARD and ZDF? In which way? 

 GERMANY: Do you know the channel ZDFneo? Do you like it? 

Could you imagine that your favourite TV programme is shown on ARD/ZDF [SVT]? 

Why? 

 

On ARD/ZDF [SVT], there’s traditionally more news and politics and so on, do you watch 

that?  

YES: Do you think the way they show news is good? Would you change anything 

about that if you could?  

NO: Where else do you get your news from? Which sources do you use if you want to 

know what’s happening in the world? 

 

SWEDEN: On SVT there are often more Swedish programmes than on other channels, does it 

matter to you in which language a programme is shown? What do you prefer? 

  

Background information 

Now I only have a couple of questions left about you. 

Do you have your own TV-set? And your own Computer? 

What are you doing? Which kind of school are you attending? 

What are your parents doing?  

Ok, that’s it. Do you have any questions for me? 

Thanks a lot for this interview, you’ve been a great help to me! 
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C Introduction of Interviewees 

Germany 

Yanneck (15): He lives as an only child with his mother who is a teacher and his stepfather, a 

pensioner. Even though his parents are divorced he lives in a classical family-constellation. 

Yanneck owns an own TV-set and an own computer. 

Interview Reflection: At first, Yanneck was a bit shy and insecure and was avoiding eye-

contact. He sometimes said that his TV-behaviour was “embarrassing”, but nevertheless, he 

seemed quite open with his answers, especially after telling him, that he could say anything 

and he would not be judged. Later he seemed more comfortable with the situation and 

talked quite freely and a lot even without encouragement 

Anna (15): Lives with both her parents. Her mother is a forwarding merchant and her father 

is teacher for physical education, so that she has an average middle class background. She 

has both, an own TV-set and a computer in her room.  

Interview Reflection: Anna was very confident with the situation. She tried to express herself 

well, often chose educated expressions instead of colloquial everyday language, but I still 

had the impression that she was telling her own opinions openly and that she was not 

intimidated. She did not have strong opinions about PSB, because they simply are not 

relevant for her. 

Anja (18): Anja lives together with her parents, her older sister has moved out already. 

Anja’s socio-economic background can be described as lower middle class, since her mother 

is a geriatric nurse and her father is an electrician. 

Interview Reflection: Anja did not talk too much and it was hard to motivate her because she 

was not highly interested in television in general and therefore did not feel like she had a lot 

to say about the topic. Furthermore she clearly wanted to keep the distance to the 

interviewer. Her viewing behaviour can be described as conservative, without any new 

technologies involved. Her opinion on PSB is rather negative. 

Simon (18): Simon lives together with his parents. His mother is a nurse, his father used to 

be a lagger but has retired due to occupational disability and hence his background can be 

described as working class or lower middle class. Simons owns a TV-set and a computer. 
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Interview Reflection: Especially after the first couple of questions, Simon seemed really 

comfortable with the interviewing situation and talked very freely. It was obvious that he 

was interested in the topic and that he really tried to reflect on the questions. Nevertheless, 

the answers seemed spontaneous and honest which could be seen in him not hesitating to 

admit a contradiction between his opinion about TV-channels and his use. 

Lea (19): Lea lives with her parents and her (only slightly younger) brother. Her father is a 

chemist and her mother a music teacher which indicates a more upper middle class 

background. Lea has her own computer which she also uses for watching TV with the help of 

TV software. 

Interview Reflection: Lea has quite a conservative opinion about and use of TV (she likes 

crime series and Sportschau on PSBs) and it was important to her that she is not watching 

dumb content on TV. Maybe her answers were to some extend influenced by social 

desirability (only quite late in the interview she says that VOX is her favourite channel) but 

because she has arguments for her opinions they seem credible all in all. 

Robin (19): Robin lives together with his parents and his younger brother (15). His socio-

economic background can be described as lower middle class or working class since his 

mother is a medical technical assistant and his father used to work as a coalminer but he is 

in early retirement now. The family shares one TV-set but Robin has his own computer.   

Interview Reflection: Robin was very comfortable with the interviewing situation. Even 

though he needed some encouragement to elaborate his answers further, his opinions 

showed self-reflection and even knowledge about the TV-market.  

Sweden 

Alexander (16): Alexander lives together with his parents and his younger sister. His father is 

a cook and his mother works in a travel agency which means that the family belongs to the 

middle class. Alexander has both, his own TV-set and an own computer. 

Interview Reflection: The interview was conducted in Swedish and Alexander seemed quite 

confident and very comfortable with the interviewing situation. He used quite a lot of filling-

words like typ or liksom which however should not be seen as a sign for insecurity but rather 

as an indicator that he has not so much reflected on his habits before. Even if Alexander had 
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something to say about all questions, he does not watch TV a lot and therefore his answers 

were often rather short. 

Christine (16): Christine lives together with her parents and her younger sister (15). Her 

father is working as an analyst at a bank and her mother is a housewife. Christine and her 

sister share a TV-set which she says is no problem because they like about the same 

programmes. 

Interview Reflection: Christine seemed confident and had no problems giving well reflected 

answers. She did not appear to be too interested in the topic however. The interview was 

conducted in Swedish. 

Linda (18): Linda’s parents are divorced and she lives together with her father outside of 

Södertälje. Her father is a truck driver delivering drinks to Systembolaget. Linda can 

therefore be said to have a rather lower socio-economic status in comparison to the other 

interviewees. She has an own TV-set and Computer in her room. 

Interview Reflection: Linda said several times that she considers herself as “strange” or that 

her media behavior is “embarrassing” which indicates that she was insecure but on the other 

and did she express her opinions and media habits anyway even if they could not be 

considered as popular, for example that she is never watching the news. The interview was 

conducted in English. 

Daniel (18): Both of Daniel’s parents are working. His mother works as a kindergarten 

teacher and his father is a self-employed businessman. He lives together with both of them. 

Daniel has his own computer but shares his parents’ TV-set. 

Interview Reflection: Daniel was very confident and comfortable with the interviewing 

situation. He also seemed interested in the topic and was therefore easy to talk to. The 

interview was conducted in English which was no problem for Daniel. 

Linnea (19): Linnea is graduating from high school (Gymanasium) in summer 2012 and 

before starting university in fall, she is working full time as an office assistant. Her parents 

are divorced so Linnea spends approximately half of the time at her father’s place and the 

other half at her mother’s. That is why she says that she owns actually two TV-sets and two 

computers. Linnea’s mother works as an office manager at a cosmetics company and her 
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father is working as a project manager in the construction are which means that Linnea has a 

middle class background.  

Interview Reflection: Since Linnea was not too comfortable speaking English, it was agreed to 

do the interview bilingual, the questions were asked in English and she was answering in 

Swedish. That turned out to be a good method, since she felt more comfortable speaking her 

mother tongue and the understanding worked well on both sides. 

Jonas (20): Jonas is a Law student at Stockholm University in his first year. He lives together 

with his parents and his younger sister (18). His social-economic background is an average 

middle class one with his father being a public servant and his mother being a teacher. 

Interview Reflection: Jonas was not very interested in the topic and so he did not talk a lot 

and his answers were rather short. He nevertheless had an opinion about the themes and 

especially PSB, one can see in his answers that he has background knowledge about the 

media system and that he has thought about it before. The interview was conducted in 

English. 
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D Model of Analysis  

 

Main category Sub-category Codes 

Content Favourite genre Comedy 

Crime 

Sport 

Reality TV 

Series 

Media use Choice of content Zapping 

Active search for content (pull) 

 Ways of watching TV Background noise 

Relaxation 

Social Event 

Focused watching 

 

 Social function Peer group 

Family 

 Technology Classical TV-set (push) 

Computer with TV software (push, 

Convergence) 

VoD, websites (pull, convergence) 

Download (pull, convergence) 

 Significance of TV  

(on media agenda) 

Important 

Dispensable 

Other medium preferred 

 TV channels, media 

repertoire  

 

PSB channel = favourite 

PSB channels among top 5 

no PSB channels included 

Attitude towards 

PSB 

Content watched on PSB none 

news 

entertainment 

sport 

information 

fiction 

ZDFneo (GER) 

 Attitude towards PSB Informative (obligation) 

Educative (obligation) 

Entertaining (obligation) 

High quality 

Low quality 

Serious 

Irrelevant 

Old 

Boring 
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 Advantages in comparison 

to private channels 

No commercials 

Better programme 

Credibility 

National productions 

Language (SWE) 

 Disadvantages in 

comparison to private 

channels 

“Older” programme 

National productions 

Language (SWE) 

 News  TV PSB 

TV private channels 

Newspapers 

Radio 

Online 

Mobile 

Personal conversations 

Other Ownership of media 

(access) 

Own TV and own computer 

Own TV, no own computer 

No own TV, own computer 

No own TV, no own computer 
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E Additional Resources 

Personal E-mail communication with the ZDF, sent March 8th 2012 from 

zuschauerredaktion@zdf.de: 

Sehr geehrte Frau Lingnau, 

 vielen Dank für Ihre E-Mail an das ZDF. 

 Leider müssen wir Ihnen mitteilen, dass wir aus zeitlichen wie personellen Gründen im 

Sinne der Unterstützung bei Bildungsarbeiten keine Einzelrecherchen durchführen können.  

 Unsere Journalisten sind ausschließlich für die Produktion unseres Programms zuständig - 

und würden wir in Ihrem Fall tätig werden, so müssten wir dies, dem Gleichheitsgrundsatz 

gehorchend, in unzähligen ähnlich gelagerten Fällen auch tun. Wir bitten hierfür um Ihr 

Verständnis und möchten Ihnen den Ratschlag geben, die Daten Ihres Interesses durch die 

Hinzunahme einschlägiger Fachliteratur oder auch via Internetrecherche zu ermitteln. Gerne 

geben wir Ihnen hierfür folgende Informationen und Recherchetipps: 

 Grundsätzlich richtet sich das Programm des ZDF als öffentlich-rechtlicher Sender 

ausdrücklich nicht an eine ganz bestimmte Zielgruppe, sondern an die gesamte Bevölkerung 

jeden Alters, denn öffentlich-rechtliche Rundfunkanstalten sind gemäß § 11 (1) des sog. 

Rundfunkstaatsvertrags dazu angehalten, "... durch die Herstellung und Verbreitung ihrer 

Angebote als Medium und Faktor des Prozesses freier individueller und öffentlicher 

Meinungsbildung zu wirken und dadurch die demokratischen, sozialen und kulturellen 

Bedürfnisse der Gesellschaft zu erfüllen." In diesem Zusammenhang haben unsere Angebote 

der Bildung, Information, Beratung und Unterhaltung aller Bevölkerungsschichten zu dienen. 

 Zur Erweiterung unseres Angebots für jüngere Zuschauer ging Ende 2009 außerdem der 

neue Digitalkanal des ZDFs, ZDFneo (ehemals ZDFdokukanal) an den Start. Die Besonderheit 

dieses Programms ist es, dass es sich an der Lebenswelt junger Familien und den 

Nutzungsgewohnheiten der Zuschauer zwischen 25 und 49 Jahren orientiert. 

 Nähere und ausführliche Informationen zu unserem Unternehmen sowie unserem 

gesamten Programmangebot finden Sie auf unserer Homepage www.zdf.de unter der 

entsprechenden Rubrik "Das Unternehmen" bzw. hier wiederum unter den Reitern 
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"Programme", "Engagement", "Grundlagen", "Technik" usw. sowie unter der Rubrik 

„Unternehmen A–Z“.  

Weiterhin empfehlen wir Ihnen das „ZDF-Jahrbuch“, ebenfalls direkt abrufbar unter der 

Rubrik „Das Unternehmen“, sowie – im Hinblick auf den Fernsehmarkt allgemein – die 

Zeitschrift „Media Perspektiven“: http://www.media-perspektiven.de/  

 Eine Übersicht mit den Zuschaueranteilen diverser Sender hält die Kommission zur 

Ermittlung der Konzentration im Medienbereich (KEK) unter http://www.kek-online.de/cgi-

bin/esc/zuschauer.html bereit. 

 Klicken Sie sich einfach durch - Sie werden erstaunt sein, was dort alles hinterlegt ist.  

  

Wir wünschen Ihnen für Ihre Masterarbeit viel Erfolg. 

 Mit freundlichen Grüßen 

Petra Leist 

ZDF, Zuschauerredaktion 

 

 

 


