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Introduction 
 
In the spring of 2014, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) announced that it will cut 657 
positions and get out of the business of airing professional sports, a pillar of its programming for 
more than 60 years. As part of a plan to confront a $130-million revenue shortfall projected for the 
2014-15 broadcast year, the cuts represent about 8 per cent of the broadcaster’s total work force, 
compensating for lower ratings and an industry-wide slump in the TV ad market (Houpt & Simon, 
2014). Viewed by some as a sign of the  imminent collapse and possible restructuring of the CBC 
(Rowland, 2013), the sidelining of the public service mandate (in favor of the commercial mandate 
for ratings and profit) offers an opportunity to reimagine what public service media means.  

In a sociopolitical context of unprecedented disengagement from traditional political organiza-
tions, eroding faith in modernist institutions, growing individualism, and neo-liberal globalization 
(Bastedo, Chu, Hilderman & Turcotte, 2011, p. 2), this paper explores how the CBC could do more 
than simply reporting on events, but rather compelling and engaging citizens to act together in de-
cisions about public media.  Through a “public sphere” lens, I explore how the possibility of re-
situating citizens as active participants in the direction of the CBC can help facilitate a more public 
society by dismantling some of the traditional dichotomies between private and public life, institu-
tional and non-institutional action, and political and social realms. 

Using the Reimagine CBC project as a case study, this paper is an effort to encourage open inno-
vation between the CBC and citizens in order to manifest new directions for public media in Cana-
da. Given Canada’s image as a highly technologically advanced nation1, open innovation provides a 
particularly relevant strategic direction for the CBC, considering the increasing role of the Internet 
user in a “participatory culture, which is transforming value systems, undermining notions of au-
thority, and creating rhizomatic pathways for autonomous innovation” (Draper, 2008, p. 137).  
 

Public Media, Public Society 
 
Public sphere theorist Jürgen Habermas argues that with the rise of late capitalism, citizens are sus-
ceptible to becoming passive consumers of goods, services, political administration, and spectacle. 
He suggests that neglecting a more participatory approach, public opinion may shift from debate, 
discussion, and reflection (what he refers to as communicative action) to the manufactured opinion 
of polls and spin (Habermas, 1989, p. 5). In his view, the public sphere has been colonized as rela-
tionships are increasingly mediated by money and power, and entrenched political parties and in-
terest groups substitute for participatory democracy. A related phenomenon, referred to by Hannah 
Arendt as “the rise of the social”, is the tendency within Western cultures to privilege private, inter-
nal life at the expense of a shared public world (Arendt, 1958, pp. 38-50). Arendt worried that “the 
rise of the social” symbolizes a new way of relating to the world characterized by thoughtlessness, 
routine, and an abiding normalization that is simultaneously misunderstood as individuation. The 

                                                
* The author is a co-founder of Gen Why Media, and was directly involved in the Reimagine CBC project. 
 
1Canadians rank first in the world when it comes to Internet usage, spending an average of 45 hours per 
month online (Canadian Internet Registration Authority, 2013). In addition, 40 per cent of Canadians have 
used a community or social networking site and almost a quarter do so weekly (Zamaria & Fletcher, 2008). 
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realm of “the social” cripples the sphere of action and is associated with ideas of behavior, not ac-
tion (Poyntz, 2011, p. 23).  

 
Facing a direct and constant threat from capitalist forces that seek to exploit the commercial po-

tential of media (McChesney, 1999, p. 46), the CBC will continue to struggle to find a distinctive 
voice in an increasingly fragmented, corporatized media environment unless it can offer what pri-
vate broadcasters cannot: public media positioned as a facilitator of a “public society”. American 
critical sociologist C. Wright Mills explored how the power elites in society use the culture indus-
tries and the media to manipulate mass society into passivity. He sketched the difference between a 
“public society” and a “mass society” in terms of the characteristic forms of communication found in 
each. In a public society, the archetype of communication is a conversation between equals where 
“virtually as many people express opinions as receive them” (Mills, 1956, p. 302). . A public can 
translate its opinions into effective action. It can change policy as its opinions change. In a mass so-
ciety, however, there is little or no opportunity for individuals to answer back. As the institutions of 
modernity like public broadcasting crumble in the face of neoliberal globalization (McChesney, 
1999, p. 46), providing a space for the public to help shape the direction of the CBC offers citizens 
the chance to self-identify as something other than merely media audiences. As such, the public 
sphere does not begin and end when media content reaches an audience; this is but one step in 
larger communication and cultural chains that include how the media output is received, made 
sense of and utilized by citizens (Dahlgren, 2006, p. 274).  

Similarly, Peter Dahlgren’s (2006, p. 268) concept of the “cultural turn” in political orientation, 
combines notions of civic agency derived from political science and political communication within 
the horizons of cultural theory, cultural studies and popular culture. The “cultural turn” employs a 
radical democratic view of the public sphere by contending that one individual can encompass sev-
eral (even contradictory) political positions at a particular point in time by virtue of multiple group 
identities or memberships. This emphasis on difference and highlighting tensions requires new 
ways of framing social reality that “de-naturalize” conventional perceptions and entrenched ideo-
logical positions (Dahlgren, 2006, p. 267). The formation of new publics requiring new communica-
tive strategies takes as its starting point the notion of citizens as social agents, and it asks what the 
cultural factors are behind such agency (or its absence). The key here is to underscore the proce-
dural and contextual dimension: the political and politics are not simply given, but are constructed 
via word and deed (Dahlgren, 2005, p. 159).  

In the context of the “cultural turn”, the CBC could ask itself: how do we use cultural and media 
production to put the “public” back into “public broadcasting”? Gassmann and Enkel (2004) define 
open innovation as the cooperative creation of ideas and applications outside of the boundaries of 
any single organization. In the broadest sense, citizen participation, like open innovation, seeks in-
volvement on the part of users, audiences, and “thinkers” as a means for augmenting the perspec-
tives found inside an organization or group. Writing about the origin of “good” ideas, Steven John-
son (2010) notes that: “…we are often better served by connecting ideas than we are by protecting 
them…. Good ideas want to reinvent themselves by crossing conceptual borders” (p.22). Johnson 
proposes that progress most often comes from the relentless probing of what can be done with 
combining and recombining what is known, something he calls the “adjacent possible.” He writes: 
“Good ideas are not conjured out of thin air; they are built out of a collection of existing parts, the 
composition of which expands (and, occasionally, contracts) over time” (Johnson, 2010, p. 35). In 
regard to citizen participation, Johnson’s “good ideas” come not from sitting “around in glorious 
isolation”, but from bringing more ideas into the mix (Seltzer & Mahmoudi, 2012, p. 6). 
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Reimagine CBC  
 
In late January 2012, the Conservative government was set to cut the CBC’s 1.1 billion dollar budget 
by 10%. This was considered to be crippling to the operations of the organization and sparked a 
major strategic review of both internal and external operational strategies (Casey, 2012). 

In reaction to the devastating budget cuts, the Canadian Media Guild, a union of 4,500 CBC em-
ployees, approached netroots engagement organization Openmedia looking to galvanize support 
for the CBC. Rather than a traditional public advocacy campaign, Openmedia proposed an open and 
participatory engagement strategy that invited the public to offer their ideas for the direction of the 
CBC and, in the process, mobilize interest around public media in Canada. Openmedia then invited 
two other engagement organizations, Leadnow.ca and Gen Why Media, to collaborate on realizing 
the vision of Reimagine CBC. 

The stated objective of Reimagine CBC on the website was: 
 

“To ignite a national conversation to reimagine the role of public media in the age of partici-
pation, develop a crowd-sourced plan to enable the CBC to take on a leadership position in 
the digital era, enable the CBC to delve deeper into exploring online tools and web-inspired 
practices for collaboration, civic engagement, conversation, innovation and new forms of sto-
rytelling.” 

 
Over the ten-month duration of the project, the major milestones were as follows: 
 

 36,479 people signed an online petition opposing severe cuts to the CBC; 
 496 ideas were submitted by the public (and rated) in the Online Ideas Forum; 
 1500 people attended the “Reimagine CBC Celebration” on May 7th, 2014; 
 10,940 people participated in the public survey, created from the top-ranked ideas from the 

Ideas Forum (Yeo & Trusz, 2012, p. 4).   
 
The data and input collected from the engagement activities was organized into a crowd-sourced 
policy reform report detailing five citizen-driven recommendations of how to innovate the CBC for 
the digital age: 
 

1) Focus on more courageous reporting; with in-depth, uniquely Canadian content that holds 
powerful interests accountable. 
2) Prioritize radio. Canadians who believe in public media think radio provides the best value for 
each dollar invested, and should not be cut in favor of more expensive TV. 
3) Enrich the digital ecosystem with the best content from CBC’s past and present, freeing the 
CBC archives and bringing television and radio online. 
4) Collaborate with the right partners: those who have deep roots in community, and can help 
CBC tell authentic local stories. 
5) Use open and participatory processes to help shape a vision for the future of the CBC, and to 
create an active community who supports that vision (Yeo & Trusz, 2011, pp. 4-5). 

 

Outcomes 
 
After the report was released, the CBC invited Reimagine CBC director Reilly Yeo to the CBC head-
quarters in Toronto to give a lunch-and-learn to various departments about the process and find-
ings of the report. Given the CBC’s closed-door decision-making process, it is difficult to know what 
impact the Reimagine CBC report and project had on the direction of the CBC.  
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Representatives from the Canadian Radio and Television Commission (CRTC) said that the 
Reimagine CBC project was a “guidepost” and “case study” for how to make media policy, and that it 
enriched the process of navigating policy for the future of Canadian public media (Yeo &Trusz, 
2011). A year after publishing the Reimagine CBC report, the CRTC, a notoriously bureaucratic and 
closed institution, changed its public consultation processes. We cannot prove this was a result of 
the Reimagine CBC campaign but we can speculate, as the CRTC’s new engagement process bears 
many similarities to the Reimagine CBC process: “In the past, the CRTC engaged Canadians through 
public forums and written mail. With the vast majority of Canadians owning a mobile device, this 
consultation required a wider reach of engagement and the CRTC decided to implement an online 
forum to allow citizens to share their ideas” (OPIN website).  

In 2013, the CRTC launched a public engagement campaign about the future of television and 
continued to demonstrate a change in tone with regard to public feedback: “We are very interested 
in receiving your views on what’s on TV, how it is being delivered to you and whether you have 
enough information to decide what you want and how to get it. We encourage you to get together 
and discuss these issues and let us know what you think in any way you like -- hold a meeting, get 
together for coffee or join others on your local community television channel. You can then send us 
the results by email, in a video, or in a report, as informal as you want” (Canadians Radio and Tele-
vision Commission, n.d.). 
 

Challenges 
 
The Reimagine CBC project faced significant challenges and limitations. Money and time constraints 
clashed with the ambitiousness of the enterprise. Facing entrenched institutions and well-financed 
opponents, it could be argued that the traditional dichotomies that Reimagine CBC attempted to 
dismantle were reassembled shortly after the campaign, or were never really dismantled in the first 
place. Although there are indications that some of the recommendations in the report have been 
adopted by the CBC and CRTC, the extent to which the campaign was actually politically threaten-
ing, provoked a political reprisal, or inspired institutional adoption of the core recommendations is 
not clear.   

In addition to this, long-standing structural barriers and complex conditions made the revitaliza-
tion of public media a tremendously challenging task. The main barriers included:  the antagonistic 
orientation of neo-liberal governments puts the organization in a defensive crouch, making it chal-
lenging for the institution to take risks or make necessary changes to operations or decision making 
processes (Raboy, 1990, p. 15); reliance on traditional broadcast revenue models make it difficult to 
address the service needs of a web-based audience (Raboy, 2006, p. 305), making it harder to com-
pete with leaner and more nimble web-based revenue models; the decision-making at the CBC is 
largely top down, opaque, and does not have clear mechanisms to incorporate citizen input (Skene, 
1993, p. 5); The power and level of concentration of big telecommunications and media conglomer-
ates restrain the opportunities available to the CBC; some have gone so far as to make highly publi-
cized claims that the CBC should not be allowed to compete with their services given their public 
funding (McChesney, 1999, p. 46).  
 

Learnings 
 
The seemingly insurmountable difficulties facing the CBC further illuminate the need to re-situate 
grassroots support around a new approach. Reimagine CBC offers some preliminary insights into 
reinvigorating support for the CBC through culturally driven public participation:   
 

1) Utilize open and transparent public participation as an alternative to closed door, top-down de-
cision-making. In order to enable as many Canadians to participate in the project as possible, 
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Reimagine CBC was open to any user with an email address. Participants were highly encouraged to 
respond to the question “What is your idea to make the CBC a leader in participatory, creative and 
engaging media?” Creating space to openly discuss problems, then communicate potential solutions 
avoided the often negative and even bitter public conversations that often revolve around the CBC 
(Yeo & Trusz, 2012). Reimagine CBC acted as a convener and facilitator of cultural community pro-
cesses, designed not only “to inform, enlighten and entertain” but also to establish new collective 
identities around the public broadcaster (Carty, 2011, p. 157). 

2) Function as a social, cultural, political and pedagogical device by giving participants an easy 
way to make choices about a complex issue while providing people with the knowledge to act mean-
ingfully. By using the Internet to coordinate diverse publics, Reimagine CBC encompassed interper-
sonal networks of discussion and idea generation that created spaces for construction and demo-
cratic negotiation (Kahn & Kellner, 2003, p. 304). The public was encouraged to create and share 
their own op-eds, videos, articles, photos, memes, infographics, questions, quizzes, and polls (Yeo & 
Trusz, 2012) describing how they would reimagine the CBC. These were used as prominent com-
munication tools by the campaign to reflect participation back to the community. The ideas, discus-
sions and comments were then used to write the final policy recommendation report.  

3) Combine virtual social relations in cyberspace with face-to-face interactions by providing a plat-
form to organize and engage their networks. Reimagine CBC led people “up the ladder of engage-
ment” by starting with an easy entry point, like signing a petition or sharing an image, and gradually 
offered them deeper opportunities for engagement. Participants could connect with others online 
to organize face-to-face discussions about the future of the CBC with a facilitation guide provided by 
Reimagine CBC. Participants could also to download a “local action toolkit” and receive key updates 
about how to participate in actions leading up to the government’s decision on the cuts to the CBC. 
The kit provided step-by-step instructions on how to spread the word about the budget legislation 
(Bill C-60) and its potential impact on the independence of the CBC. It also included a poster and 
local posting instructions as well as a letter-to-editor template to contact local media and instruc-
tions for joining the Reimagine CBC social media team. Mobilizing and organizing became more ac-
cessible to new and existing CBC supporters who may not have considered themselves politically 
engaged. It called for coalitions based on affinity, culture, contingency, and mobile positioning: us-
ing what is shared in common at a particular time and setting (Carty, 2011, p. 159). 

4) Harness strong affiliations to mobilize existing supporters and attract new supporters. Reimag-
ine CBC took advantage of the broad range of loosely affiliated networks interested in the CBC and 
welcomed their part-time participation in the project. The project reached out to Canadian cultural 
leaders with a fan base like Wade Davis (author and National Geographic photographer), Dan Man-
gan (musician), Ivan Coyote (author and poet), Nettie Wild (filmmaker) and Hey Rosetta! (Indie 
band) and asked them to join the discussion and share their unique perspectives on how to reimag-
ine and revitalize the CBC. The project also reached out to the mainstream and independent media 
around a shared sense of opportunity to reshape what the public broadcaster meant to medias-
phere in Canada. This led to widespread coverage and discussion on the topic across several outlets 
like the Toronto Star, the Tyee, the Georgia Straight and the Globe and Mail. The Toronto Star even 
volunteered to host its own national conversation and created a special website called “The Net-
work” – “a national discussion forum about the CBC and what public broadcasting means to Canadi-
ans” (Himelfarb, 2012).  

5) Allow for organizational flexibility and efficiency in order to follow through on policy recom-
mendations. Early in the process the campaign reached out to the president of the CBC, Herbert 
Lacoix, for his public endorsement of the process. He responded with an encouraging letter of sup-
port, which was used to leverage internal decision-making after the Reimagine CBC engagement 
process was over. The data collected from the engagement activities was organized into a crowd-
sourced policy reform report detailing recommendations of how to innovate the CBC for the digital 
age, based on the ideas submitted by the Canadian public. The report was made available online 
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and given directly to decision-makers at Canada’s telecom authority, the CRTC, Heritage Minister 
James Moore, the entire Heritage Committee, CBC’s Board of Directors and President, and journal-
ists who cover the CBC. Supporters of Reimagine CBC were also encouraged to share the report 
with their networks and send it to government offices and newsrooms across the country (Yeo & 
Trusz, 2012). 
 
Conclusion 
 
In the absence of a participatory approach, we risk creating increasingly private niches of activity 
and identity at the expense of a shared public society. In his book The Public and its Problems, phi-
losopher John Dewey (1927) argues that the key to restructuring public life is to be found in im-
proving methods of communication. Dewey believed that the reason citizens are ill-equipped to in-
telligently perform public functions is because they have been unable to identify, much less culti-
vate, democratic habits that are learned only in open communication (Kadlec, 2007, p. 94). As an 
institution mandated to serve the public interest, the CBC must improve its methods of communica-
tion to determine what the public interest is.  

In spite of its shortcomings, Reimagine CBC demonstrated how fostering a culture of open inno-
vation could provide effective methodologies for engagement in public media - combining net-
worked communication with face-to-face communities (Carty, 2010). Looking ahead, opportunities 
for the CBC to nurture open innovation are abundant: introducing social wiki software as a means 
to identify the concerns of the community (Lih, 2004); establishing deeper partnerships between 
the CBC and universities to produce political and cultural media (Hermida&Ash, 2010); operation-
alizing the notion of e-commons through collaborations between the CBC, the federal government, 
and citizens (Bélanger, 2005). These examples, along with Reimagine CBC, point to exciting possi-
bilities for public media in Canada.  
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