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The first article in this three-part series, The future of publishing and media
1
, provided a snapshot of the current state

of the sector and outlined some of the major trends and drivers influencing it. Building on this, the second article, In
search of a realistic future

2
, explored the future of the sector by reviewing some futures research and scenarios. In this

third article, the focus is on policy implications and, in particular, policies that can balance the interests of producers
and consumers.

In considering policy issues concerning the future of the publishing and media sector, several general points are raised
in the first two articles. First, publishing and media is a very broad category embracing a wide variety of different sub-
sectors, sometimes bearing little relation to one another. Definitions of the sector vary, but generally include industries
as diverse as:

filmed entertainment;

terrestrial, cable and satellite television;

music recording;

newspapers and magazines;

business information;

educational, professional and consumer book publishing;

advertising.

Secondly, it is a complex sector: because economies of scale are important, media markets tend to be highly
concentrated, and media companies frequently operate in more than one sub-sector. This broad and complex picture
means it is difficult to envisage a single future that would be both complete and relevant to the sector as a whole. This
was reflected in the first two articles and in the identification of scenarios for the sector. Consequently, a discussion of
policy issues faces similar difficulties - some of the issues explored are only relevant to some sub-sectors.

A third and obvious, but highly relevant, point is that information and communication technologies (ICT) are by far the
biggest driver of change in the publishing and media sector. All the industries falling into the publishing and media sector
have been affected to a greater or lesser extent by the rapid adoption of ICT over the past 20 years. This has made an
impact on the production of content and its distribution, opened up the possibility of new products and services, and
brought about changes in work organisation, the kinds of jobs needed and skills required. 

The first two features also highlighted the considerable uncertainty that currently surrounds the future of the publishing
and media sector. This arises almost entirely because of the lack of clarity concerning the adoption of new ICT.
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Less than a decade ago, the path forward seemed clear and very positive with many different approaches and models
blooming during the first flourish of the Internet era. With digitisation, media players and publishers foresaw
convergence between telecommunications, broadcasting and computing, and the prospect for new media and new
services with lower distribution costs. The Internet also offered the potential for almost anyone to become an information
provider. The steadily growing number of niche services as well as bloggers

3
is evidence that this is true, as far as it goes.

However, while many people were happy to be able to access information and entertainment online, persuading them
that they should pay to receive services in this way has proved much more difficult. Consequently, many ‘free’ services
have struggled to find a sustainable basis for existence. They have also found it difficult to make the transition to services
that are paid for either by advertising or subscription.

The dot.com crash and the difficulties faced by the telecoms sector are still fresh in the minds of all in the media sector.
The focus is now very much on finding sustainable and realistic business models, with the need for products and services
to produce profits and returns on investment in the foreseeable future. The era of idealistic experimentation and hoping
for returns sometime in the future has passed. With the concentration on these commercial aspects, it is perhaps not
surprising to find that futures imagined for the sector are cast in the relatively short term, typically only looking a few
years ahead. As a consequence, the policy discussion is also framed in this way – the media sector is concerned about
issues that will support its search for commercial success. This, too, is in European governments’ interest and the media
sector is likely to find that legislators are willing partners in terms of policy responses. 

Because ICT is seen as the major driver of change for the future of publishing and media, policies in support of
innovation and adoption of ICT and the regulatory framework for ICT are critical for the sector. Thus, the policy
discussion in the rest of this feature is divided into two broad categories:

underlying policy issues regarding ICT;

more specific policy issues concerning publishing and media.

Underlying ICT policy issues

Since innovation in publishing and media is closely intertwined with innovation and adoption of ICT, the policy issues
regarding ICT in general are highly relevant for the publishing and media sector. It is in the publishing and media sector’s
interests for the European Union and its Member States to support measures which encourage research and development
in ICT. Similarly, the sector will favour a clear and transparent regulatory framework promoting fair competition and
consumer choice. Measures encouraging the adoption of new ICT, building trust, and supporting ‘an information society
for all’ are important for the media sector.

These underlying issues were identified and discussed in some detail in the third article on the future of ICT, Policies,
issues and the future of ICT

4
, so they will not be explored further in this feature, but the main issues and EU policy

responses are summarised in Table 1.
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Table 1: Underlying policy issues concerned with ICT

Note: *All links are given in detail in the Bibliography.

Specific policy issues for publishing and the media

Convergence and competition issues
In developing policy for the digital age, and responding to the issues raised by convergence, a distinction needs to be
drawn between regulation of transmission and regulation of content. In terms of the transmission of information, the
principles will undoubtedly continue to be liberalisation and deregulation of the market as well as a horizontal approach
to ensure maximum competition. As far as content regulation is concerned, the main objectives of policy cover:

freedom of expression and pluralism;

cultural and linguistic diversity;

protection of minors;

consumer protection.

In the past, limited channels existed for dissemination of information and entertainment and there was a need, therefore,
to ensure pluralism. As explained in earlier articles, digitisation removes the barrier of a scarcity of spectrum. There are
now many more options for citizens to receive news and entertainment. The number and variety of newspapers, radio
stations, Internet websites, and terrestrial, cable and satellite television channels arguably means that the fundamental
traditional role of media policy – to ensure pluralism – is no longer necessary. Nevertheless, economies of scale continue
to be important to media markets. Moreover, with digitisation comes the prospect of convergence between previously
separate media sectors and pressure for vertical and horizontal agglomeration. As media players seek to find more
commercially successful business models, there will undoubtedly be continuing pressure for mergers. 
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Issue Main European policy response 

Ensuring fair competition and choice 
for consumers 

Regulatory Framework for Electronic 
Communications* 

Supporting innovation and research in 
ICT 

Prioritising IST within European Framework 
Programmes for Research 

Promoting take up of ICT eEurope 2005 

Issues of trust and convenience: 
Cybersecurity; a safer Internet; spam; 
user interfaces; etc 

eEurope 2005 
Safer Internet Programme 
Directive on Privacy and Electronic Communications 
Prioritising IST within European Framework 
Programmes for Research 

Digital divide Regulatory Framework for Electronic Communications 
eEurope 2005 
eInclusion 

5

5
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Thus, the EU and Member States must continue to ensure that pluralism exists in media markets. On the one hand, policy
will need to be supportive of new platforms and restructuring where it benefits consumers, but should not allow moves
towards monopolisation either vertically or horizontally. Controlling media concentration is of course the responsibility
of national governments but they will have to take account of the European Regulatory Framework for Electronic
Communications, and also EU competition law. The problem is that, in choosing to prevent anyone from owning too
many newspapers, television and radio stations, Europe’s media companies may not be able to build themselves into
sufficiently strong players to take advantage of the potential opportunities.

Intellectual property issues
Digitisation of content, coupled with broadband distribution networks, is clearly in the interests of the publishing and
media sector as it strives for commercial success. But as more and more people have the facility to download audio and
visual recordings, the prospect of widespread unauthorised use of copyright material looms over the media sector.
Digitisation dramatically reduces the cost of making copies that are indistinguishable from the original. ‘Illegal’ peer-to-
peer file sharing potentially is a problem facing the whole sector, but films and especially recorded music are particularly
vulnerable.

Global music sales, worth almost €33 billion in 1999 fell by more than a fifth by 2003 to about €25 billion. Record
companies blamed online file-swapping services almost exclusively for their plunging sales, and successfully managed
to shut down the largest and most prominent service, Napster, in September 2002. The true extent of the effect of file
sharing on music sales is still a matter of debate. For instance, a recent study found that file sharing had no statistically
significant effect on purchases of the average album (Oberholzer and Strumpf, 2004). Despite this, the popular belief is
that file sharing is a real threat.

The demise of Napster, and legal action against the most prolific file sharers, seems to have halted the apparent decline
in music sales, at least for the time being. Perhaps belatedly, some industry-sponsored commercial initiatives for the legal
downloading of music have begun to emerge (e.g. Apple’s iTunes

6
and Roxio’s Napster 2.0

7
).

Nevertheless, the legal argument surrounding file sharing remains unresolved. For instance, file sharing was recently
ruled as legal under Canadian copyright law (Smith, 2004). Moreover, many industry analysts believe that the music
industry’s legalistic approach will ultimately fail. It will be impossible to prevent file sharing if the public really want to
do it. According to The Economist (2004), the record companies have only sued 0.1% of those who regularly share files.
While the legal action may have dissuaded some, there is no doubt that huge numbers still engage in the activity.

The reason they do so, of course, is because of the popular view that the music industry is charging far too much for its
products. Thus, until the music industry properly establishes cheap online services that mimic the popular underground
sharing of music files, unauthorised use of copyright material will continue as a potential threat to the industry. 

While the media sector will want to see national and EU policy strengthened to support their position on protection of
intellectual property, at the same time, the industry will look to technical solutions. Digital rights management systems
(DRM), a term used to describe a variety of techniques including encryption, digital watermarking and signatures, are
seen as ‘a way of addressing the description, identification, trading, protection, monitoring and tracking of all forms of
rights usages over tangible and intangible assets, including management of rightsholders’ relationships’

8
.

But DRM has been criticised for overturning hundreds of years of common practice in the application of copyright (May,
2003). Traditionally, copyright has always allowed a certain flexibility in the public use of intellectual property. In the
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digital age, the owners of intellectual property are seeking to remove the ambiguities that have always existed. They also
seek to ensure that the balance is tipped firmly in their favour. It may be too extreme to suggest that this shift in the
balance will widen the digital divide but the media sector needs to be aware that it risks alienating its customers. The
Napster experience should at least give pause for thought.

Current European policy is set down in a Directive on the harmonisation of certain aspects of copyright and related
rights in the information society

9
, but this will need to remain under review to ensure that the interests of copyright

holders and users are kept in balance.

Analogue to digital switchover
A major concern for the media sector over the coming years will be the issue of the transition from analogue to digital
television transmission. The benefits of a complete switchover to digital television include (Ofcom, 2004):

creating a more effective and well-functioning broadcasting market;

opening new avenues for the creative talents of the broadcasting industry; 

providing the scope for new opportunities in broadcasting and in new communications technologies by freeing up a
large amount of potentially valuable radio spectrum.

Digital television can be transmitted via a variety of platforms: cable, satellite or terrestrial broadcasting. Progress
towards digital television in Europe varies enormously. While some, such as the United Kingdom (UK), Spain and
France, have made progress towards digital television, others, notably Germany, are a long way behind (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Digital television ownership in Europe

Note: Includes all platforms (satellite, cable, terrestrial, DSL)
Source: Strategy Analytics, 2002
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The UK, which leads the world in digital television, has an overall digital penetration rate of about 34%, through satellite
and cable. Following the collapse of its commercial digital terrestrial television service ONdigital (later ITV Digital), a
free-to-air service was launched with a limited number of channels. Freeview now serves about two million homes. 

The UK government’s plan is that there will be an analogue switch off sometime before 2010 but only when access to
digital is available at reasonable prices to the vast majority of the population. While penetration is likely to continue to
increase, the problem is that all the surveys show that there is a significant proportion of the population who do not want
digital television under any circumstances (DTI/Generics, 2004). Thus, switching off analogue is not a rarefied matter
to do with the future information society. It is about disgruntled viewers who will resent paying anything, however small,
for something they previously received for free. And disgruntled viewers are likely to be disgruntled voters. In these
circumstances, analogue switch off would be political suicide for any government.

It is now recognised that the market alone will not bring about complete digital switchover, and Ofcom (2004) has
proposed establishing an independent body, SwitchCo, to coordinate the transition to digital. However it is not yet clear
whether this proposed body or other agencies will provide financial incentives to viewers to aid the transition.

Clearly, the rest of Europe will be watching developments in the UK closely, but it is probably safe to say that a
European-wide transition to digital television is unlikely to take place until well into the next decade.
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