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Media policy makers are looking for safeguards for freedom of expression other than statutory 
guarantees. The economic tools of media policy are one of the forms they use. The presented anal-
ysis is based on the assumptions of constructivism. The adoption of this theoretical perspective 
is also connected with the authors’ accepting the statement that shared norms, values and ideas 
are strengthened, consolidated, worked out, contested and changed in social processes. The 
starting point for the adopted research strategy was a case study. The article presents indirect and 
direct subsidies supporting media pluralism in Austria, the Czech Republic, France, Germany 
and Italy. All of the analysed countries decided to use this form of media support, but the scope 
of assistance provided is different. The media are most strongly supported by France and Austria 
while in Italy the level of support can be defined as medium and economic interventions on the 
media market are taken to the smallest extent by Germany and the Czech Republic. The analysis 
was supplemented by a discussion of the relationship between media ownership and economic 
and political elites. The economic and political elite connections with the media, as indicated in 
the text, are the best recommendation for countries to use economic forms of supporting media 
pluralism. 
Keywords: media pluralism, media policy, indirect and direct subsidies, Austria, the Czech 
Republic, France, Germany, Italy.

Introduction

Pluralism is a conditional value the scope, limits and criteria of which are conditioned 
by politics [1, p. 506]. This is reflected in the media policy of states which, by adopting 
legal regulations, make efforts to secure it. Manuel Puppis has distinguished two regula-
tory approaches: “the competition or market approach, endorsing economic regulation to 
prevent market failure, and the interventionist or public regulation approach, involving 
an active media policy” [2, p. 13]. Activities under the second approach relate to: media 
organisations (public media, setting rules for private broadcasters), media financing (sub-
sidies, support for audiovisual production, financing of public media), their ownership 
(regulations regarding concentration), distribution (must-carry obligation) and content 
(content requirements). The indicated areas of state activity justify the assessment that 
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media policy makers are looking for safeguards for freedom of expression other than 
statutory guarantees. The economic tools of media policy aimed at limiting the process of 
media concentration are one of the forms they use.

Methodological assumptions

The presented analysis is based on the assumptions of constructivism. In this theory, 
for the construction of social reality, the ideas and values are important, such as undoubt-
edly media pluralism. The adoption of this theoretical perspective is also connected with 
the authors’ acceptance of the statement that shared norms, values and ideas are strength-
ened, consolidated, worked out, contested and changed during social processes. This ap-
proach puts an emphasis on data analysis ascribed to the social context [3, p. 12]. In the 
case of media policy, the social consequences of decisions are particularly important. In 
the article it was highlighted in the summary but it also found a special expression in the 
presentation of information on the links between the world of economics and politics with 
the media sphere.

The starting point for the adopted research strategy was a case study. This method 
“explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems 
(cases) over time, through detailed, indepth data collection involving multiple sources of 
information <…> and reports a case description and case themes” [4, p. 97]. Analyzes car-
ried out using this research strategy “to refer to both within-case analysis of single cases 
and comparisons among a small number of cases” [5, p. 20]. 

Five countries were analyzed: Austria, France, Italy, Germany, and the Czech Repub-
lic. The choice of states was not accidental. One of the selection criteria was the diversity 
typical of the European market. Selected states represent media markets of various sizes, 
the process of liberalization of these markets has been variously different, they have their 
own media capital with various investment possibilities, implement various models of the 
media system, they are characterized by different degrees of democratization of public life 
and different corporate culture.

The next selection criterion was the state policy regarding the use of economic media 
policy tools. Based on the literature of the subject, the so-called crucial case studies [6, 
p. 2] were chosen — countries strongly supporting the media (Austria, France) — and the 
state that does not have an active policy in this area at central level (Germany). The choice 
of the Czech Republic was determined by the dominance of regulations protecting the 
national market from the presence of strong foreign capital, different from those adopted 
just after the Second World War in France or in the 1980s in Austria. Italy is a special 
case. By 2016, the state actively supported media pluralism through the economic tools of 
media policy, and now its policy can be described as passive. The leading research method 
was complemented by a comparative perspective. The combination of both methods is 
not surprising, as described by Arend Lijphard, „certain types of case studies can even be 
considered implicit parts of the comparative method” [7, p. 691]. 

The study was based on the analysis of legal acts and literature on the subject, as well 
as primary sources, such as press materials. The issues of the organisation, principles of 
financing and functioning of public media were not analysed. Legal regulations limiting 
media concentration were also omitted. This issue was presented by the authors in a sepa-
rate article [8].
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The aim of the analysis was to determine the economic tools of media policy support-
ing media pluralism in Austria, the Czech Republic, France, Germany and Italy. In the 
course of the analysis, answers to the following research questions were sought:

 — How is media pluralism defined?
 — What are the links between media ownership and political elites? 
 — What are the links between media ownership and economic elites?
 — What forms of direct and indirect media support are used in selected countries?

1. Pluralism and media concentration

The media are at the same time both an economic venture and institutions that pur-
sue important social goals. Their dual nature leads to conflicts of values in the media 
policy of states [9, p. 53], which becomes especially visible in the case of media concentra-
tion and attempts to reconcile “two ‘competing’ interests: safeguarding competition on 
the one hand, and ensuring media plurality/diversity/pluralism on the other” [10, p. 98]. 
According to the assessment of most researchers, there is “a strong link between the level 
of media concentration and media pluralism and/or media diversity” [11].

The preservation of media pluralism is one of the main goals of media policy in 
democratic states, moreover “the existence of a sufficiently plural and diversified media 
system represents one of the basic preconditions for a political regime to be considered 
democratic” [12, p. 424]. Most often, pluralism is reduced to the diversity of media (social 
perspective) and the freedom of their economic activity (economic perspective). As Beata 
Klimkiewicz assessed, these perspectives prompt researchers to consider issues in various 
perspectives: “within media systems, media entities, political and legal conditions, jour-
nalistic and organisational practices, media content”, and also reducing media pluralism 
to “conceptual alternatives: external/internal, organised/spontaneous, balanced/polarised, 
open/proportional, cultural/political” [13, p. 2]. Dichotomie external/internal pluralism 
consists of “two major normative approaches that come to the fore in national and Euro-
pean policy discourses, as well as social science literature” [14] (see also: [12; 13; 15–19]), 
although there is no consensus among researchers regarding their conceptual scope. 

External pluralism is defined in the reference to the diversity of information sources 
[20], the multiplicity and diversity of media institutions or organisations “reflecting the 
points of view of different groups or tendencies in society” [16, p. 29] or it is limited to 
the existence of independent, autonomous media entities [21, p. 51]. Beata Klimkiewicz 
noted that this pluralism is also associated with the use of the media. She defines external 
pluralism as “the existence of a wide range of media outlets, organisations, and services 
reflecting various points of view, recognising diverse cultural representations, and offering 
different ways of interaction and use” [13, p. 906]. Tadeusz Kowalski completed this defini-
tion with another aspect: the diversity of content (including topics, concentration “on the 
type of content or a specific point of view”) offered by independent, autonomous media 
and their owners [18, p. 21].

In the case of internal pluralism, greater compatibility among researchers is notice-
able. They all emphasise that internal pluralism occurs at the level of a media institution. 
Klimkiewicz related it to the diversity of media content [13, p. 46]. Hallin and Mancini 
brought it to pluralism “achieved within each individual media outlet or organisation” 
[16, p. 29]. The broader definition was proposed by Tadeusz Kowalski: “the diversity of 
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content, services and sources of their origin within a given media unit, offering as a result 
a broad spectrum of opinions, points of view, representing and evaluating social, ethnic, 
political and cultural issues” [18, p. 22]. The issue of the diversity of media content, “that 
is, media fulfilling various social functions and presenting different views, also on political 
topics” was also emphasised by Ewa Stasiak-Jazukiewicz [21, p. 51].

Concentration of media ownership may pose a threat to pluralism, including for “a) suf-
ficient programme diversity (variety of programme content); b) sufficient access to infor-
mation; and c) sufficient balance in the provision of news and information” [22, p. 661]. This 
phenomenon may, therefore, lead to a reduction of the market of ideas, limit the possibility 
of obtaining information about public issues, limit access to the media, and it may lead to 
the lack of criticism towards the authorities [21, p. 18]. Thus, when threats associated with 
the concentration of media ownership concern the following spheres: economic, political, 
cultural and national, in particular, the local media markets are at risk [23, p. 477]. 

Concentration on the media market becomes particularly dangerous when the own-
ers or media groups are associated with political and/or economic entities [24, p. 37]1.

2. Relations between media ownership and political and economic elites 

The main functions of the media in the democratic system include: informing (the 
media are guarding the openness of public life), controlling (the media protects citizens 
against the abuse of economic and political elites) and organising public debate (they indi-
cate both problems bothering the public and views on how to solve them). The concentra-
tion of media ownership poses a threat to the correct implementation of these functions. 
The links between the media and the political elite are particularly dangerous, because 
they create the possibility of manipulating public opinion [24, p. 37]. It threatens to influ-
ence the procedures for the appointment of editorial staff. It can lead to the disappearance 
or limitation of pluralism of opinion, e. g. when particular media are preferred when ap-
plying for state subsidies or are the main or only beneficiaries of state-owned advertising 
[25, p. 29]. In spite of the concentration restrictions in the analysed countries, these dan-
gers have not been avoided. 

A similar danger exists in the case of media connections with economic elites, and 
especially with oligarchs. According to Arystoteles, an oligarchy is usually an implicit gov-
ernance of the few with rich financial and organizational resources, operating mainly in its 
own interest [26]. Anders Åslund stressed that the political threat with the consequences 
for the economic system are not the oligarchs themselves but their relations with the state 
institutions [27]. A well-known example of such political problems was the long-term ca-
reer of Silvio Berlusconi in Italy. Oligarchisation is becoming an international norm [28]. 
An indicator of asset concentration underlines it. It is favored by unprecedented circum-

1 Strong relationships between the media and political and economic spheres are visible in Hungary, 
where the media are taken over by politically engaged owners. András György Vajna, the government com-
missioner for the Hungarian film industry, purchased the leading TV2 TV station in 2015, whereas the 
political advisor of Victor Orbán, Árpád Habony, is the owner of the free daily “Lokál” and the information 
portal 888.hu. Hungary lacks transparent rules for the distribution of state-owned advertising. In addition, 
the amendment to the media law introduced in 2013 limits the rights of journalists to information about 
development projects and spending public funds. Journalists of private television stations cannot register 
plenary meetings of the parliament — in their reports they must use recordings made by a company acting 
on behalf of the parliament. 
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stances that accompany, for example, political changes, when state resources are available 
to politicians. In addition it is favored by the rapid development of capitalism, institutional 
weaknesses and corruption. Factors hampering oligarchisation are: egalitarian society, 
influential trade unions as well as free media tracking irregularities [29]. Among other 
things, the last of these factors justifies the interest of the economic elites in their own 
media. In spite of the concentration restrictions in the analyzed countries, these dangers 
have not been avoided, which is clearly illustrated by the information presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Relations between media ownership and political and economic elites in Austria, 
the Czech Republic, France, Germany and Italy

Austria Czech 
Republic France Germany Italy

media connections with economic elites

media oligarchisation X X

legal protection, independence of 
journalists from media owners X X

powiązania mediów z elitami politycznymi

prawne ograniczenie własności państwowej X

legal restriction of property by a politician X X X

legal limitation of party property X

reguły stosowania reklamy państwowej X X

S o u r c e: own study.

Media oligarchisation

There is no media oligarchisation in Austria. In the Czech Republic, however, the links 
between the media and the economic elites arouse anxiety. As examples of this kind of con-
nections, we can recall, among others, billionaire Ivan Zach, owner of the financial group 
Ges, who is the main shareholder of the television station Prima; Daniel Křetínský, co-own-
er of the football club AC Sparta Praha and energy holding EPH, who together with Patrik 
Tkáč owns Czech Media Invest a.s., which is the sole shareholder of the Czech News Cent-
er, which publishes, among others, the two most widely read tabloids “Blesk” and “Aha!”; 
Zdenek Bakala, former owner of the mining complex, which is the owner of the economic 
daily “Hospodářské noviny”, the weekly “Respekt” and the information service [30]. 

The “oligarchisation” of the Czech media has caused a public discussion in this country 
about the motivations of the new owners. It was pointed out that it results from a desire 
to use the possibilities of shaping public opinion to fulfil their business and political ambi-
tions. As an example confirming this assessment, we can recall Babiš’s influence on one 
of the editorial offices after it did not present information about the ANO conference [31, 
p. 19]. This assumption is also confirmed by the Penta Investments declaration: “The poten-
tial of commercial media cooperation with our companies was the key reason for entering 
the media industry. As an investor, we want to provide our media companies with financial 



420 Вестник СПбГУ. Международные отношения. 2018. Т. 11. Вып. 4

stability in exchange for high professionalism and quality of journalistic work in creating 
and supporting a social environment” [32]. This situation can be summed up in the words 
of Vaclav Stetta, formulated in 2010 and still valid, stating that you can identify “growing 
interest of leading Czech businessmen and industrialists in establishing their own media 
empires and exercising through them their business PR and political influence, becoming 
thereby akin to the ‘media moguls’ known particularly from the Southern European coun-
tries” [33, p. 882]. It is worth recalling that the indicated Czech-Slovak company invests 
in the medical sector, in the real estate market, financial services in the Czech Republic, 
Slovakia, Poland and Germany. They ownVltava Labe Media, the company publishing the 
largest regional newspaper in the Czech Republic “Denik” and the magazine “Astrosat” and 
two Slovak publishing houses News and Media Holding and Petit Press. 

In France, the majority of media entities belong to large industrial or retail and com-
mercial conglomerates. Altice, an international telecommunications company operat-
ing in Israel, the USA, the Dominican Republic, Portugal and France, is the publisher of 
newspapers “L’Express” and “Libération” and owns a cable TV Numericable. Bolloré, an 
international transport group, present in the automotive industry and an energy distribu-
tor is a 60 % shareholder of Havasa and from 2017 the owner of the media giant Vivendi. 
Bouygues, a company operating in the construction sector, is the main shareholder of the 
largest private TV station TF1. And above all, Lagardère, a holding company operating 
in the automotive and aerospace industries, a shareholder of the European Space Agency 
and aviation EADS, owns 13 press titles, including “Elle” and “Paris Match” and 80 in the 
world, 26 radio stations and 17 television stations (see also [34, p. 114–116]). 

In Germany, in the first half of 2017, only 5 media companies had a 55.1 % share in the 
consumer market. They were: public TV broadcasters ARD (21.2 %) and ZDF (7.4 %) and 
private media groups Bertelsmann (12 %), Springer (7.9 %) and ProSiebenSat.1  (6.7 %) 
[35]. Unlike France, the activity of these groups is basically limited to the media industry 
(printing, paper, distribution, advertising agencies, record companies, film studios) (see 
also [36]). 

The Italian media system is often indicated as an example of a too strong connection 
between the economic and political spheres and the media. No legal restrictions have been 
introduced in this area.

Legal protection, independence of journalists from media owners

The independence of journalists from media owners is poorly secured in the Aus-
trian system. The Code of Ethics in Journalism states that the economic interests of the 
media company owner should not affect editorial work [37]. However, there are no legal 
safeguards stating that decisions regarding the appointment and dismissal of the editor-
in-chief must be made irrespective of the commercial interests of media organisations. 
Editorial authorities do not defend editorial charters, only TV stations and radio stations 
are obliged to introduce them [38]. 

Czech and Italian journalists are not protected by either real or theoretical rules 
against submission to the owners.

French journalists are protected against the influence of the owners by the clause of 
conscience (Brachard’s law establishing the journalist’s professional status) [39], allowing 
refusal to prepare material in which they would have to express views contrary to their 
beliefs, protecting them at the same time also from being dismissed for the refusal. In 



Вестник СПбГУ. Международные отношения. 2018. Т. 11. Вып. 4 421

addition, the law provides for the possibility of voluntary departure in the event of a “sig-
nificant change in the orientation” of the letter while retaining the right to compensation 
in the amount of one month’s payment for each year worked. Similar financial benefits are 
foreseen for a journalist leaving because of a change in the owner of the magazine (assign-
ment clause). Editors’ employees, on the other hand, have no influence on the appoint-
ment and dismissal of the editor-in-chief.

These regulations, however, do not guarantee the independence of journalists who 
censor their own materials or are subjected to pressure from corporations or media own-
ers. An example of this kind of impact was the refusal of the Bolloré Group to publish 
a text on the intervention of police officers against the Roma, under the pretext that it 
might be particularly unpleasant for the French, or the lack of information on accusations 
against Serge Dassault for buying votes in the titles issued by his company [40, p. 31].

German journalists were protected against the dictates of employers by a strong trade 
union and intra-factorial statutes. Media convergence, progressing press crisis caused by 
the economic crisis and drop in readership, development of civic journalism caused that 
the majority of media workers in Germany of the second decade of the 21st century are 
self-employed (Outsourcing), flat-rate workers (Pauschalist) and freelancers, not bound 
by any form of contract for work with any media entity [41]. According to the data of 
the Bundesverband Deutscher Zeitungsverleger (BDZV), in 2017, nearly 10,900 full-time 
journalists and over 900 volunteers were employed in the daily press and weeklies against 
over 15,300 full-time editors and 1,370 volunteers in 2000 [42, p. 270; 43].

Legal restriction state media ownership

Only in Germany, state media ownership is prohibited except for the media addressed 
to a foreign audience. For example, Deutsche Welle has such a status, it is directly super-
vised by the Federal Minister for Culture and Media [44], which also results in financing 
the activities of the institution — in 2017 at the level of EUR 325 million [45]. 

Legal restriction on media possession by politicians or political parties

In Austria, although state and party property in the media is not prohibited, there are 
no electronic media belonging to or associated with political elites, and the share of the 
daily press associated with political entities is below 0.5 %.

In the Czech Republic, despite the amendment to the law on conflict of interests 
adopted in 2017 [46], prohibiting members of the government from owning shares in the 
media and the companies owned by them (more than 25 %) from using public funds [14], 
Andrei Babiš, from January 2014 to May 2017, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of 
Finance in the Bohuslav Sobotka government, and since December 2017 the Prime Min-
ister of the Czech Republic, owned Agrofert. It is an international group of 250 enterprises 
operating in agriculture, the chemical and nutrition industry. It also publishes significant 
Czech newspapers (as part of the Mafra group, among others “Mladá fronta dnes”, “Lidové 
noviny” and free “Metro”), it runs informational internet portals (iDnes.cz, 5pus2.cz), ra-
dio stations and music TV station Óčko. The fact that a politician owns a media group 
raises concerns about the possibility of him influencing the media message, moreover, 
Babiš himself, among the premises for the group’s acquisition, indicated that the media 
“wrote lies about him” [30, p. 12]. Doubts also arise from the reduction of the VAT rate on 
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newspapers, magazines, bulletins and other periodicals (up to 10 %) in March 2017 — in 
the period when Babiš was the Minister of Finance [47]2. 

In France, despite the legal prohibition of media possession by political parties and 
politicians, some of the media companies are directly connected with them. Serge Das-
sault (Serge Bloch) is an example, being the owner of the Dassault Group operating in the 
armaments industry (the manufacturer of Rafale) and a Senator on behalf of the Republi-
cans (LR) and at the same time the owner of the daily “Le Figaro”, magazines and internet 
portals. Another example is Jean-Michel Baylet, who heads the group issuing, among oth-
ers, regional dailies “La Dépêche du Midi”, “L’Indépendant”, and the sport bi-weekly “Midi 
olympique”. Baylet was associated with the Radical Left Party, deputy an MP, a Senator for 
several terms, and additionally a Minister between 1990–1993 and 2016–2017. 

In Germany the ownership of political parties in media companies must be reported 
to the Bundestag chairman and these reports are published. The relationships of media 
owners with political elites are, however, clear. For politicians to be publishers or editors 
of the opinion-forming press titles is not just a phenomenon of the past as, for example, 
was the case with Rudolf Augstein, the publisher of the Der Spiegel magazine and a mem-
ber of the FDP, from the lists of which he got to the parliament in 1972. Such links can be 
observed now as well. Thus, Friede Springer, the wife of the deceased creator of the group, 
has been a member of the national parliament in Berlin for years on behalf of the CDU, 
and as a member of the Federal Assembly, she was elected presidents of the republic five 
times in the following years: 2004, 2009, 2010, 2012 and 2017. In the seven-member board 
of trustees of her foundation (Friede Springer Stiftung) sits the former president Horst 
Köhler and Joachim Sauer, the husband of Angela Merkel [48].

Over the years, Silvio Berlusconi, acting as the prime minister of Italy in 1994–1995, 
2001–2006, 2008–2011, had shares in the Mondadori publishing house and, above all, the 
largest sharepackage in the Mediaset group — a company which, apart from RAI, remains 
the most important player on the television market. In 2017, Mediaset stations ranked 
second in terms of audience coverage (31 %) and RAI ranked first with 36 % [49, p. 8]. 

Berlusconi’s practices, combining the economic, political and media power in the 
hands of one man [50, p. 82], became an infamous example of how to “destroy” democ-
racy. The ban contained in the so-called Frattini Act — which does not allow the holders 
of some public offices (prime minister, minister) to undertake certain activities, including 
economic activity — remained unchanged [51, art. 2]. Even changes in the government 
have not led to a reform of the legal framework regarding media ownership, and more- 
over, one can observe “political unwillingness to regulate the technological development 
in a way that favors pluralism” [52, p. 180].

Rules for the use of state and public advertising

In Austria despite the 2011 Act on transparency of the media structure [53], the rules 
for the use of public institutions advertisements were not specified. Only the obligation to 
provide the public with information on the amount of advertising expenditure has been 
introduced. In practice, the advertising orders are directed mainly to selected media, in 
particular the “Kronen Zeitung”, “Heute” and “Österreich” dailies, without observing, for 

2 This form of media support is used in many European countries. In this case, however, it is also used 
by the group belonging to Babiš. 
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example, the principle of proportionality to market share. The indicated newspapers in 
2016 received almost 24.5 % of funds allocated for publicity in the media. Kronen Zeitung 
received EUR 19,381,347, Heute — EUR 13,208,731 and Österreich — EUR 9,979,720 [54]. 
In total, the expenditure on inserts and public administration ads in 2016 amounted to 
over EUR 175 million [54]. It is also controversial that the information on some part of the 
expenses, according to the estimates up to EUR 60 to 100 million, is not made public. This 
is due to the threshold of EUR 5,000 introduced by the Act, according to which in the case 
when the orders do not exceed this amount, information on them is not published [55]. 
It should be added that there are family connections between the first two of the listed 
titles. Christoph Dichand is a co-owner of “Kronen Zeitung” and his wife Eva Dichand 
publishes “Heute” [56, p. 102]. 

In the case of the Czech Republic, there are no clear rules on the distribution of ad-
vertising from public institutions to the media. There is also no obligation to inform about 
the amount of expenses for this purpose.

The German legislation did not foresee the obligation to publicise information on ad-
vertising expenditure. The amount of expenditure for this purpose was estimated at EUR 
16 million in 2016 [57].

Italy’s policy regarding state-owned advertising deserves special attention. In Decree 
N 177  of July 31, 2005, it was specified that the advertising plan of public institutions 
should specify the schedule of how the advertisement would be broadcast and the budget 
that would be allocated to each type of media. The distribution of budgetary amounts is 
supervised by the AGCOM media market regulator (Autorità per le garanzie nelle comu-
nicazioni). Each ministry should allocate funds for advertising in the following propor-
tions: 50 % for newspapers and national radio stations; 15 % for private local television 
and local radio stations operating on the territory of EU Member States; and 35 % for 
other media [58, art. 41]. It is worth noting, however, that these advertisements represent 
a small share in the earnings of the media industry and have no impact on the market.

3. Media support by the state

Media subsidies are one of the instruments to ensure pluralism. They help keep on the 
market the media, that would otherwise lose the competitive struggle with large corpora-
tions. The discussion on the legitimacy of subsidising the media did not result, however, in 
constructive conclusions. There are two opposing views on the impact of public interven-
tion in the media industry. The first is based on the theory of public service. It is repre-
sented by such theoreticians as: Todd Gitlin, Edward S. Herman, Noam Chomsky, Adam 
Gamble and Takesato Watanabe. They say that the government is obliged to support the 
diversity of opinions and mitigate the consequences of a free-market game leading to the 
collapse or takeover of less-effective media [59–61]. In conrast, Mauro Wolf negatively 
evaluates state intervention in market law. He is afraid that using the subsidy will con-
tribute to building government-friendly media. The double-voice on this form of state 
influence on the media market can be expressed in two positions: 1) the assessment that it 
distorts the mechanisms of the free market, 2) the assumption that this solution makes it 
possible to realise socially important goals. Public aid for the media takes the form of both 
direct financial support and indirect subsidies. In the countries selected for the analysis, 
the subsidy system is developed variously, most elaborately in France (Table 2). 
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Interesting solutions in the field of subsidising media activities were introduced in 
Austria. The solutions adopted are elaborate and allow for granting public aid to all types 
of media, which allows Austria to be included, next to, among others France, in the group 
of countries that use the subsidies in media policy to its fullest extent [62, p. 29]. 

The state’s obligation to provide assistance to the media has been included in the 
Constitution [63], in the acts and executive acts, while the types of media and the form 
of support provided to them were specified. The press receives co-financing from several 
funds: 1) funds for the promotion of journalism (Publizistikförderung) based on the Act 
of 1984 [64]; and specified in the 2003 Act on press support [65]; 2) funds for sales and 
distribution; 3) funds for preservation of regional press diversification; 4) funds for im-
proving the quality and securing the future of the media; 5) funds supporting organisation 
of media self-control. Under the last four funds, EUR 8,912,000 was distributed to pub-
lishers in 2017 [66; 67]. In the case of the fund for promotion of journalism, the amount of 
funds transferred were lower and in 2017 amounted to EUR 340,000 [66]. 

Funds for preservation of regional press diversification are meant to strengthen the 
media pluralism. This goal was achieved by excluding the possibility of applying for subsi-
dies for titles with a dominant position in the country and/or the region. In the case of the 
publicity promotion fund, the main purpose of the regulation is to ensure diversification 
of the periodical press, including regional press, and as a result to guarantee pluralism 
(more: [68]).

Funds for the media are also transferred from five special funds, which ensure the 
implementation of specific tasks or provide the society with certain values. They are allo-
cated to commercial broadcasters — 1. Digitisation Fund (Digitalisierungsfonds) — every 
year from 2009, EUR 500,000; 2. Austria Television Fund (Fernsehfonds Austria) in the 
amount of EUR 13.5 million in 2016 [69]; 3. Non-Commercial Broadcast Support Fund 
(Fond zur Förderung des nichtkommerziellen Rundfunks) — EUR 2,901,863 [70]; 4. Pri-
vate Broadcasters Support Fund (Fonds zur Förderung des privaten Rundfunks) — EUR 
15 million in 2016; 5. Self-Regulatory Fund for Media in Commercial Communication 
(Förderung von Selbstkontrolleinrichtungen bei der kommerziellen Kommunikation) — 
EUR 50,000 every year from 2009. 

Two of the funds indicated are of particular importance in the context of media plu-
ralism. As part of the Non-Commercial Broadcast Support Fund, the funds are allocated 
to non-commercial broadcasters to provide a variety of high-quality programs. They are 
to contribute, among others, to the promotion of Austrian culture, national and European 
consciousness and education. Therefore, the support is granted to the broadcasters, whose 
offering is often less competitive due to the content, but it fulfils socially important func-
tions. The Private Broadcasters Support Fund is to support the development of a dual 
media system, ensure the diversification of the programming offer, including local and 
regional broadcasters, and the high quality of the programming content [71]. 

In addition, in Austria, cinematographic production is supported by the FISA Film 
Production Support Program, which has an annual budget of EUR 7.5 million [72]. As 
part of the fund, one can get, among others a grant of 20 % of the production costs and 
a 25 % subsidy for being an Austrian production company. Meeting the criterion of spend-
ing and the so-called cultural test is the condition for co-financing.

The solutions adopted in the Czech Republic differ significantly from those in Aus-
tria. The basic form of support for printed media consists of indirect support in the form 
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of a reduced tax rate for newspapers, magazines, bulletins and other periodicals. A 10 % 
rate for them has been introduced (from March 15, 2017, earlier it was 15 %) [69], other 
products being subject to a 21 % rate. 

Funds for publishing initiatives are transferred by the State Culture Fund of the Czech 
Republic (Státní fond České republiky). It is a public fund entrusted with tasks in the field 
of supporting projects related to culture, and co-financing media projects is only a part 
of the tasks carried out. Its activity is financed, among others, from subsidies from the 
state budget, from own revenues from the sale of materials issued by the Fund, interest 
on loans granted to applicants, public collections and lotteries, from funds raised from 
international institutions and organisations, and from donations. The Fund’s tasks include 
activities for the implementation of specific cultural projects, including the provision of 
financial support to periodicals and non-periodicals of significant importance to Czech 
culture, as well as to minority publications. The funds are transferred as targeted subsi-
dies, loans or refund of contributions. The applicant may maximally receive up to 2/3 of 
the grant. Natural and legal persons with registered office or permanent residence in the 
Czech Republic are eligible to apply for the support. If the applicant is a Czech company 
but is co-owned by a foreign entity, it is possible to obtain co-financing provided that the 
foreign entity holds less than 50 % of shares [73]. 

Support is also directed to the audiovisual sector. The State Fund for Cinematography 
(Státní fond cinematografie) decides on subsidies, among others, 20 % deduction of ex-
penses related to the purchase of goods and services incurred in connection with the pro-
duction of a film in the Czech Republic, 66 % allowance of tax paid in the Czech Republic 
in the case of remuneration for foreign servicing and casting [74]. Co-financing is granted 
subject to the fulfilment of minimum criteria, including the length of cinematographic 
production and minimum expenditure in the Czech Republic and the passage of the so-
called cultural test. The fund has a budget of EUR 51 million per annum [75].

The French subsidy system is extensive. The country has been developing forms of as-
sistance for the press since 1796. Initially, they relied only on introducing privileged postal 
rates. They have gradually developed it into an expensive system of promoting a pluralistic 
media landscape, which in 2015 already included 326 out of 3,675 press titles registered 
by the Joint Publication and Press Agency3. Not only national titles with information con-
tent or those with low advertising content are supported, but all newspapers and some 
magazines with educational values addressed to young people. In the budget act for 2017, 

3 La Commission paritaire des publications et agences de presse is an independent administrative 
body composed of representatives of the state administration and the media environment (appointed at 
the request of journalistic associations), it is responsible for issuing opinions on economic benefits (postal 
and fiscal tariffs) to the information press and online press services, and grants the status of an information 
agency. The activities of the commission are governed by Decret N 97-1065  of November 20, 1997, as 
amended in 2016 (Décret N 97-1065 du 20 novembre 1997 relatif à la commission paritaire des publications 
et agences de presse). In particular, it is responsible for: adherence by news and online information services, 
to the criteria contained in Chapter 17 of Annex N 2 of the General Tax Code; controls the weekly edition 
of periodicals qualified for co-financing under Art. 9 of Decree N 2012-484 of April 13, 2012 on reforming 
aid to the press and strategic fund for the development of the press; controls the fulfilment of the following 
criteria: low advertising share in information revenues of national dailies included in Art. 1 point b-1 of 
Decree N 86-616 of March 12, 1986 and the criterion of coverage of regional and local titles provided for 
in art. 3  points 2  of Decree N 2004-1312  of November 26, 2004; reviews the situation of organisations 
registered on the list of news agencies. Entries entitling to discounts in the registers are valid for a period of 
five years, whereby information is verified on an ongoing basis and the register is updated.
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EUR 127,84 million was allocated to aid for the media. It included: EUR 5 million for new 
media entities (Le Fonds de soutien à l’émergence et à l’innovation dans la presse); EUR 
16 million for regional and local press (Les aides concourant au maintien du pluralisme ); 
EUR 9.8 million for network information agencies; EUR 1.58 million for informational 
community media (Fonds de soutien aux médias d’information sociale de proximité); 
EUR 4 million for subsidies to modernise the press distribution network (Les aides à la 
diffusion (aides directes)) and, after deduction of the postal subsidy, additional subsidy 
for VAT and subsidies to social insurance premiums for journalists, the rest, approx. EUR 
60 million — for direct support for the press (Le Fonds stratégique pour le développement 
de la presse) [76]. The amount of subsidies for individual titles varies, depending on the 
effort and space allocated to advertising. The upper limit amounts to 10 % of the annual 
costs of maintaining the title. For example, in 2015 EUR 7,770,562 was allocated to the 
daily “Aujourd’hui en France”, the national edition of the Paris boulevardi “Le Parisien”. 
EUR 1,000,805 went to the regional “La République des Pyrénées” closing the list of the 
20 highest-subsidised daily newspapers [77]. 

Similarly to subsidies dedicated to the press, forms of financing film productions are 
developed. One of the forms of support consists of a 30 % tax break for qualified produc-
tion expenses, and there are 41 local film commissions, which also offer support [78].

In Germany, media policy is conducted by the federal states. They also subsidise me-
dia production as needed. Nevertheless, the federal administration feels responsible for 
the media. The Federal Minister for culture and media is responsible for adapting media 
legal regulations to current social needs, promoting cultural and media institutions, rep-
resenting their interests on the international arena. It has a substantial budget for this 
purpose, which in 2017 amounted to EUR 1.6 billion [45]. As part of the promotion, vari-
ous media projects are subsidised. State subsidies are mainly granted for the production 
of films and are distributed according to transparent procedures [79]. Established in 2007, 
the German Film Production Financing Fund (Deutscher Filmförderfonds — DFFF) in 
2017 co-financed 100 film productions to the amount of EUR 57.3 million and from the 
establishment of DFFF until the end of 2017, 1,187 productions worth EUR 651 million 
were financed [Deutscher Filmförderfonds]. The refund of 20 % of the costs incurred in 
Germany is granted to every producer registered in Germany. The grant is equal to the 
applicant’s own contribution and amounts to a maximum of EUR 4 million per project 
(in exceptional cases up to EUR 10 million). Print media does not receive direct finan-
cial support from the federal administration. The main intermediate subsidy for all print 
media (with the exception of free advertising magazines) is a reduced VAT rate of 7 % 
instead of 19 %. In addition, since 2009, the Federal Minister for Culture and Media has 
been conducting the “National initiative for print media — newspapers and magazines in 
democracy”, which educates students about the important role of print media in shaping 
public opinion. Important forms of this education include subscribing to newspapers and 
magazines for school libraries, organising workshops to raise pupils’ media competences 
and holding contests among school youth for the best article. These activities are to build 
the habit of using the printed media offer [80].

In the case of Italy, in 2016, the media funding system was fundamentally reorgan-
ised. Media co-financing tasks were entrusted in accordance with the 2016 Act [81] to 
the Plural Information and Innovation Fund (Fondo per Pluralismo e Innovazione 
Dell’informazione), which aims to distribute annually the funds allocated to the media. 
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The project was supported by publishers and journalists associations because they expect-
ed to introduce fairer distribution criteria. The tasks of the fund included, among others, 
ensuring the implementation of the principles set out in Article 21 of the Constitution in 
the field of rights, freedom, independence and pluralism of information, support for inno-
vation in the provision of information and in the distribution and sales process, strength-
ening the ability of companies in the industry to invest and ensure a sustainable position 
on the market, as well as the development of new publications. The fund is inended for 
press publishers, as well as local radio and television broadcasters. The newspapers of po-
litical parties and trade unions, and those of large publishers and companies listed on the 
stock exchange, as well as specialist press titles and scientific publications were excluded 
from the possibility of obtaining support. Co-financing can not exceed 50 % and depends, 
inter alia, on the amount of effort. The fund consists of state funds for newspapers and 
magazines (in 2016 EUR 154.8 million), state funds for local radio and television stations 
(EUR 49.5 million in 2016), funds allocated to RAI (a maximum of EUR 100 million), 
a solidarity fund — 0,1 % from the revenues of the advertising industry, including from 
advertisements in dailies and magazines, radio, television and digital media [82]. In 2016, 
direct contribution from the fund was given to 47 titles / press offices, of which the most, 
more than one-third of the funds (31.98 %), was allocated to “Avvenire”, “Libero” and “Ita-
lia Oggi” [43]. It is worth mentioning that the distribution of resources is controversial in 
itself. 

Indirect subsidies for the media in Italy deserve special attention. Until 2010, they 
could take the following forms: loans for publishing companies, tax credits for the pur-
chase of print paper, support for local radio and television broadcasters. Currently, in-
direct subsidies have been significantly reduced and state aid is basically limited only to 
support for the press in the form of subsidies for distribution [83]. This form of help can 
be granted to all titles, regardless of their profile. Financial resources are also received 
by dominant titles on the market issued by corporations, including “La Repubblica”, “Il 
Corriere della Sera” or “Il Sole 24 Ore” [84]. Another form of assistance that the press can 
obtain consists of subsidies for interest on loans for restructuring and modernisation. In 
addition, local radio and TV broadcasters may benefit from a 50 % reduction in charges 
for telephone and postal services. A system of discounts for advertisers is an interesting 
form of support for print media and local broadcasters. 

In Italy, as in other analysed countries, film productions are supported by a budget 
of EUR 115 million per year. The support takes the form of a 25 % tax credit for qualified 
production expenses and up to 100 % tax exemption for taxable income invested in the 
production and distribution of films. One of the conditions for obtaining co-financing is 
the passage of the so-called cultural test. Film productions may also receive co-financing 
from the regional administration [85]. 

4. Conclusion

The directions of media market development observed in the first decades of the 21st 
century have not diminished the interest of democratic states in ensuring media plural-
ism. This value remains one of the main goals of media policy in the analysed countries. 

This goal is extremely difficult to implement due to the connections of the media 
world with the world of politics and economy. In all analysed countries, these relation-
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ships exist. The network of connections has not been limited despite the regulations being 
introduced, i. e. the ban on politicians owning media. In this context, one cannot forget 
about the pressures imposed on journalists by media owners regarding the conveyed con-
tent. 

For the countries with political and economic elite connections to the media, as indi-
cated in the text, the best recommendation is to use economic forms of supporting media 
pluralism. All of the countries discussed in the text decided to use them. The solutions 
adopted by them can be reduced to subsidies provided to ensure the most diverse publish-
ing offer (in terms of issues or forms of presentation) and diversification of the market 
structure (titles and press publishers). It should be emphasised that subsidies, as Rasmus 
Kleis Nielsen put it, “remain ‘frozen in their late-20th-century form’ <…> First, they re-
main structured around inherited conceptual distinctions between different forms of de-
livery (broadcast and print). Second, the vast majority of the public funds used directly 
and indirectly to support media operations continue to be channelled to legacy players 
that have grown out of the previously technologically distinct media markets of broadcast-
ing and print” [86, p. 128].

The scope of media support in individual countries is different. France and Austria 
support their media to the largest extent. In its activities, France concentrates on printed 
media, and both prestigious and boulevard titles can count on state aid. Indirect and di-
rect subsidies are used. In the case of Austria, subsidies are addressed to both print and 
electronic media, but restrictions have been introduced so that the dominant titles could 
not benefit from the aid. Direct subsidies are the most often used form of support. In the 
case of both countries, the regional and local media remained a particularly prominent 
group. 

This category of beneficiaries was also specified in Italy. For this country, the level of 
media support can be defined as moderate. Only a few years ago, the state began to pur-
sue an active policy in this area. However, due to the economic crisis, it was decided to 
reorganise forms of media support. Both print and electronic media can get direct help — 
in the latter case regional and local broadcasters. However, indirect subsidies have been 
significantly reduced. 

To the smallest extent, economic interventions on the media market are made by 
Germany and the Czech Republic. In both countries, the reduced VAT rate remains the 
most important form of assistance to the media. In addition, magazines important for 
culture are supported in the Czech Republic, whereas in Germany reading is promoted. 
It should be stressed, however, that in the case of Germany, the decisions of the Länder, 
which run their own media policy, are also important to support the media. 

What deserves special attention is the support of the media through advertising of 
public and state institutions. This form of indirect subsidies is used in all countries, how-
ever, regulated in detail in Austria and Italy. Still, this did not reduce the controversy re-
garding the distribution of funds between media and the amount of expenses. 

It is extremely difficult to assess the extent of the impact of public funds and whether 
they really serve to ensure the diversity of views [87, p. 48]. The functioning of magazines 
that play an important role in the public debate and of politically diverse media that ad-
dress social or cultural issues is an indirect proof of the legitimacy of this kind of support. 
Probably, however, some of these media would function even in the case of a suspension 
of public aid. 
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In addition to positive assessments of the impact of public funds, we should also 
point out the negative ones. Not only niche titles, but also those with significant market 
positions benefit from public aid. This leads sometimes to assessments that subsidies “do 
not satisfy the journalistic needs, they only support the dominant newspapers and do 
not encourage subsidies to invest either in quality or in order to improve the competitive 
position” [88, p. 94]. It is enough to mention that they are used by dailies with the largest 
nationwide circulation in Austria: “Neue Kronenzeitung” and “Kurier”, in Italy “Repub-
blica”, “Corriere”, “Sole 24 Ore”, “La Stampa”. It is also critically assessed that the support 
also applies to boulevard media, as is the case in France. However, the importance of me-
dia pluralism encourages democratic states to use this tool of media policy. Certainly, it 
guarantees the possibility of existence of unprofitable titles that enrich the public debate. 
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