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ABSTRACT: This article explores the ambiguities
and failures of media regulation in balancing public
interest against powerful political and industrial
influences. Examining the limitations of classical
media frameworks like Hallin and Mancini’s model
in the digital era, the study analyses the performance
of regulatory bodies, specifically Ofcom in the UK
and the KPI in Indonesia. It reveals that excessive
regulatory flexibility and institutional weaknesses
often subordinate civic protection to market logic.
Ultimately, the paper highlights that effective reform
requires enhancing regulator independence and
placing citizens at the centre of communication
policy.
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I. Introduction

The development of media and
communication technology has brought about
profound changes in the way societies, countries, and
industries interact. Media are no longer simply
channels of information, but also arenas for the
struggle for political and economic influence (Wang,
2025). In this context, media regulation should serve
to maintain a balance between public interest and
industry interests (Veintuck & Varney, 2016).

However, media regulatory principles often
lose their way. Regulations, which should ideally
serve as ethical and normative guidelines, instead
become flexible instruments, easily interpreted, and
prone to abuse. This lack of clarity in principles raises
a fundamental question: who is protected by media
regulations? The public as citizens or the industry as
market players?

This paper attempts to explore these
questions by examining how regulatory flexibility
creates uncertainty, and how regulators fail to carry
out their oversight function amidst changes in the
global media ecosystem.

I1. Unclear Principles of Media Regulation

The principles of media regulation applied
to electronic media, such as television and radio
broadcasts, are considered excessively flexible
(Napoli, 2001). This excessive flexibility causes the
boundaries and provisions within the regulations to
become unclear. Napoli highlights the ambiguity
between policies that emphasize the importance of
serving the public interest and policies that focus on
the diversity of media ownership. Fundamental
problems arise from questions such as who is meant
by the public, how to measure diversity, and whether
indicators of diversity can be determined by the
number of television or radio stations available. This
lack of clarity in definitions and measurements opens
room for various interpretations in policy
implementation.

In addition to giving rise to differing
interpretations, unclear regulatory principles also
impact the low integrity of regulatory institutions
(Karppinen, 2009). In practice, regulatory principles
are often used symbolically to legitimize certain
decisions. For example, regulators may justify the
merger of two media companies on the grounds of
increased competition and serving the public interest.
However, regulators lack the ability to conduct
empirical analysis of the effectiveness of
implemented policies. Regulatory institutions should
be able to measurably assess the extent to which these
policies provide public benefits, such as through
increasing community representation and the
diversity of media and content (Beveridge, 2020).

Regulators' weaknesses in consistently
applying regulatory principles stem from problems
within the policy formulation process itself. One key
issue is the influence of interest groups, both political
and industrial (Napoli, 2008). Powerful political
actors often use their positions to push policies that
benefit certain groups. Meanwhile, industry players
with strong financial resources and lobbying
capabilities can pressure regulators to formulate
regulations that favour their business interests.
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Another issue is the limited human resource
capacity within regulatory agencies, particularly in
terms of understanding and competency related to
information and communication technology. For
example, many regulators lack experts with a deep
understanding of how new technologies like the
internet and streaming services operate in a
broadcasting context. Ideally, regulators should have
dedicated teams capable of analysing developments
in media technology to ensure that their policies are
relevant to industry dynamics (Flew & Wilding,
2020). However, many regulatory agencies still
adhere to the old paradigm based on analogue media
logic and treat interactive digital media with a similar
perspective. This situation makes regulatory
implementation feel rigid and unadapted to changes
in the media ecosystem.

I11. Limitations of the Three Media Systems
Model in the Digital Age

The ambiguity of media regulatory
principles, as criticized by Napoli (2001), shows that
regulatory problems stem not only from weaknesses
in institutional practices but also from our theoretical
understanding of media systems. To gain a broader
understanding of how the relationship between the
state, the market, and the public operates within the
media system, it is important to revisit the model
offered by Hallin and Mancini (2004). Through three
models of media systems (polarized pluralist,
democratic corporatist, and liberal) we can explore
how idealizations of the relationship between the
state and the media often do not align with the
political and economic realities of communication in
many countries, including Indonesia.

The ambiguity of media regulatory
principles, as criticized by Napoli (2001), indicates
that the problems within the regulatory system are not
only caused by weaknesses in institutional practices,
but also rooted in limited theoretical understanding of
the media system itself. To obtain a more
comprehensive picture of how the relationship
between the state, market, and public operates within
a media system, it is necessary to review the media
system model proposed by Hallin and Mancini
(2004). Through three main models, Hallin and
Mancini attempt to explain the configuration of the
relationship between media, state, and society in the
context of the politics and economics of
communication. However, the idealization of this
relationship is often at odds with the reality,
especially in the context of non-Western countries,
including Indonesia.

Hallin and Mancini's (2004) media system
model is based on a study of eighteen democratic

countries in Europe and North America. While these
three models offer an important analytical
framework, they have limitations in explaining media
dynamics in other regions such as Asia, Africa, and
Latin America. In the context of non-Western
countries, the relationship between media, the state,
and the market often demonstrates a strong pattern of
dependency between media institutions and political
elites and capital owners. This dependency can
manifest itself in the form of licensing, political
support, and even funding, ultimately hampering
media independence.

One implication of this situation is the
instrumentalization of the media by political actors
and political parties. Media owners often use their
media as a tool to advance personal or group
interests, rather than serving the public interest. For
example, media owned by political party leaders are
used to attack their political opponents (Baskara,
2025). Furthermore, the lack of press autonomy from
the government exacerbates the situation, as media
outlets lose their freedom to report and report.
Protection for journalists remains minimal, indicating
a fragile press freedom ecosystem.

In addition to its inherent Western bias,
Hallin and Mancini's three media systems model is
also deemed irrelevant when applied to contemporary
media developments. The advent of the internet has
fundamentally changed the global communications
landscape. Social media platforms such as Instagram,
TikTok, Twitter, and Facebook are now integral parts
of the media ecosystem and exert significant
influence on the political economy of
communications. Hallin and Mancini's three models
fail to explain how these digital platforms reconstruct
the relationship between media, political power, and
the state.

Furthermore, the phenomenon of digital
convergence also reveals the limitations of the
classical model. Previously separate media
categories, such as television, newspapers, and the
internet, have now been unified through digital
devices like smartphones. Through a single device,
individuals can access information and entertainment
in both text and audiovisual forms. Thus, traditional
boundaries between media types are blurring.

Another limitation not addressed in Hallin
and Mancini's model is the increasingly thin line
between media commercialization and globalization.
For example, while Germany still maintains public
broadcasting as a national priority, it now must
compete with private, commercial broadcasters. This
situation suggests that the differentiation between
public and private broadcasters is diminishing. Such
changes cannot be adequately explained by the three
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media systems theory, which still maintains a
dichotomy between public and commercial interests.

IV. When Regulators Fail to Protect the Public:
A Comparative Study of Ofcom and the KPI

The limitations of Hallin and Mancini's
three models of media systems have become
increasingly apparent in the digital era, when the
boundaries between state, market, and public are
increasingly  blurred due to  technological
convergence and media globalization. In this context,
regulatory institutions such as the Office of
Communications (Ofcom) in the UK and the
Indonesian Broadcasting Commission (KPI) in
Indonesia play a strategic role in maintaining a
balance between public and industry interests.
However, this ideal role often faces a crisis of
authority and the failure of these institutions to carry
out their function of protecting the public. The cases
of Ofcom and KPI demonstrate the fundamental
dilemma in communications regulation amidst the
tug-of-war between market logic and the principle of
citizenship.

In their study, Lunt and Livingstone (2009)
demonstrated that rapid changes in the media
landscape have shifted the relationship between the
state, industry, and society. They examined Ofcom,
which was originally designed to encourage public
involvement in the oversight of media content. This
ideal goal was to make the public not only media
consumers but also share responsibility for the
broadcast content they consume. However, in
practice, this idealism has not lived up to
expectations. The British public expressed confusion
about the participatory policies implemented by the
government through Ofcom, as public participation
seemed like an obligation imposed from above, rather
than a bottom-up initiative.

Furthermore, persistent government
intervention prevents Ofcom from being fully
independent. Public participation is also uneven,
limited to certain groups with relatively high levels
of education and access to decision-making
processes. As a result, Ofcom is perceived as elitist
and only displays symbolic public participation.
Public voices are seemingly accommodated, but they
have no significant impact on policy direction.
Within this framework, the public's position becomes
unclear: they are reduced to media consumers, not
citizens with the right to voice their concerns and
receive protection.

The dominance of market logic has led to
media being treated as an economic commodity,
rather than as a public space that supports democracy.

Consequently, values such as information justice,
media literacy, and equal access have been
marginalized. This phenomenon demonstrates that
even in a developed country like the UK, there is a
tension between efforts to protect the public interest
and the drive to support the growth of a market-based
media industry.

A similar situation can be found in the
Indonesian context. Media regulation in Indonesia
remains heavily influenced by political interests and
power. Regulatory institutions often lack adequate
autonomy because their institutional structures are
controlled by political actors, including ruling
parties. As a result, the public's position in the policy-
making process is weak and subordinate. During
President Joko Widodo's administration (2014—
2024), various communications policies sparked
controversy, such as the Personal Data Protection
Law No. 27 of 2022 and the Job Creation Law No. 6
0f 2023, which sparked both pros and cons among the
public. Meanwhile, the revision of the Broadcasting
Law No. 32 of 2002 remains unclear, particularly
regarding the transition from analogue to digital
broadcasting systems.

The Indonesian Broadcasting Commission
(KPI), the institution tasked with overseeing
broadcast content and the national broadcasting
system, has also faced various challenges.
Throughout its existence, the KPI, which regulates
broadcast content and the Indonesian broadcasting
system, has also experienced ambiguity. The KPI
frequently makes blunders in implementing policies,
ultimately demonstrating its unclear position.

In one case, the Indonesian Broadcasting
Commission (KPI) reprimanded Metro TV and TV
One for their unbalanced coverage of a presidential
and vice-presidential candidate pair in the 2014
presidential election. However, the two stations
continued to violate the regulations, and the KPI
issued a second warning. The KPI even reported the
matter to the Ministry of Communication and
Information Technology to have their Broadcasting
Licenses (IPP) evaluated.

In addition to the election coverage case, the
Indonesian Broadcasting Commission (KPI) also
made a blunder in the 2019 Spongebob Squarepants
animated series. The KPI reprimanded Global TV,
stating that the animated series contained numerous
violent scenes unsuitable for children. Many
considered the KPI to be excessive and unable to
differentiate between humorous contexts. The KPI
was also criticized for not understanding popular
viewing culture and audience age categories
(kompas.com, 2019).
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Thus, both Ofcom and the Indonesian
Broadcasting Commission (KPI) face similar
challenges in carrying out their regulatory functions:
both are caught in an ambiguity between protecting
the public interest and serving market logic. On the
one hand, they are expected to be guardians of
democratic and civic values; on the other, they cannot
fully separate themselves from the political and
economic pressures that shape the media ecosystem.
This situation suggests that the crisis in
communications regulation is not only an
institutional issue, but also a reflection of the power
dynamics that frame the relationship between the
state, the market, and the public in the digital age.

V. Closing
The lack of clarity in media regulatory
principles suggests that the underlying problem lies
not simply in policy, but in the power structures and
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