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Editorial on the Research Topic
Understanding media policy in the 21st century: affirmation,
challenge, re-constitution

Media policy plays a central role in shaping the evolution of the structure and
functioning of media systems and the public sphere. A key feature of media policy
evolution concerns debates about the future of often long-established but now questioned
systems of media governance and regulation. Another is the consideration of how the
course of evolution of newer media technologies and associated infrastructures and
services might be steered to maximize their commercial, cultural and societal value, whilst
minimizing their apparent and potential negative repercussions for the public sphere of
democratic societies. In understanding the opportunities and problems arising from the
functioning of established and newer media as well as platforms, there is no doubt that
media policy makers currently face some of the greatest challenges in the history of mass
and personal communication. For scholars, this not only makes the study of media policies
of various kinds compelling, but also points to the potential value of scholarly research
in contributing to—and assisting the resolution of—key policy debates on the future
structure and functioning of the media system in its established and newer hybrid forms.
Academic research on media policy is thus constantly in search of refined and new ways
of determining causal relationships, characterizing complex phenomena, and providing
solutions to deliver better understandings of fast-evolving communications environments
(Simpson et al., 2016). In so doing, media policy scholars in their work aim to establish
and determine the significance of, variously: key matters of debate and controversy in our
media system; the core positions taken and strategies and actions deployed by policy actors
of various kinds and from various quarters; and the key policy outcomes from media policy
processes and their consequences and implications.

The eight articles in this Research Topic reflect much of this approach to media policy
scholarship. Whilst their subject matter illustrates the breadth of coverage of contemporary
media policy research, the articles also coalesce around two fundamental concerns of
21st century media policy research: ongoing research on the value and governance of
well-established private and public service media; and, by contrast, the features and
consequences of the rise of online digital platforms. Regarding the former, articles in this
Research Topic address the key issues of transparency; prominence; journalistic values;
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subsidization of news content; and public media lobbying activity.
Regarding the latter, the Research Topic provides contributions
on the highly topical matters of the relationship between
digital platforms and news publishers; digital propaganda; and
digital sovereignty.

“Legacy media”—both private corporations and public service
media—continue to be an extensively researched aspect of media
policy. In an increasingly marketized and commercialized media
environment, PSM not only is more than ever asked to justify the
public resources allocated to its provision, but its online remit is
subject to heated debates. Moreover, the financial crisis of many
private news media turned the introduction, continuation and
reform of media subsidies into a highly contentious subject as
well. Kammer and Blach-@rsten in their treatment of subsidized
new media innovation provide evidence from the Danish case that
subsidized new news media have tended to establish themselves
in the market in a sustained way, even if they may not be widely
recognized news brands by consumers. In a different context, Van
de Elst et al. in their exploration of the application of the EU’s
Audiovisual Media Services Directive in Flanders, focus on the
application of rules on ensuring prominence of general interest
broadcast services. They sound a cautionary note on the need
to produce clear media policy measures as well as the need
to monitor their implementation and performance by showing
how differences of perspective evident between broadcasters
and hardware manufacturers can create challenges in securing
the prominence of general interest services on online digital
interfaces. Van den Bulck et al. in their contribution to the
Research Topic argue persuasively for a radical re-think of the
principle of transparency in public service media and present
a framework that, if properly applied, can create much-needed
robust, participatory practices that these authors argue can deliver
long term organizational sustainability. Ali and Forde provide
interesting insights into the public television lobbying process in
the US, the success of which is crucial to maintain already very
limited public service provision. With a particular focus on the
debate on the ATSC 3.0 broadcast technical standard, they show
the complex relationships that can exist between the strategic
interests of lobbying firms and the welfare of organizations on
whose behalf they are working, reaching the concerning conclusion
that the welfare of US broadcast stations has been compromised
by the profit maximizing motivations of lobbying interests that
are supposed to act on their behalf. Prieto-Arosa and d’'Haenens
explore the challenges for PSM providers of engaging with younger
audiences. They reach the interesting conclusion from their case
study of the Belgian public service broadcaster, RTBE that the
integration of core journalistic principles as early as possible in
content development does not, in fact, damage the image of the
broadcaster and even can enhance its credibility in the eyes of
younger audience members, thus contributing to growth of critical
and well-informed perspectives in these audiences.

The digital platform world, though by now well-established,
continues to be a vital matter of concern to both media policy
makers and media policy scholars. Recent years have witnessed
a fierce, often controversial and as yet unresolved, debate on the
commercial arrangements for the hosting of news content on digital
platforms. Tosifidis contributes to this in his article by finding
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that both news media providers and digital platforms benefit from
the distribution of news content on platforms but urging a more
transparent relationship to be developed between the two in order
to sustain the much needed public interest functions of journalism
into the future. Rather differently, though no less important,
Yildrim-Vranckaert and Hyzen explore the complex and growing
phenomenon of digital propaganda and how consumers of content
can navigate the well-documented platform world where mis-
and disinformation proliferate. Their article innovates through
the positing of a new theoretical model of mental autonomy
containing both protective and freedom-enabling characteristics
that, it is argued, can assist policy makers in creating measures to
address the problems that arise from online propaganda. Musiani’s
contribution to the Research Topic addresses the vital matter of
digital sovereignty through the deployment of an “infrastructuring”
perspective that, from a media policy stance, recognizes the series
of practices, tensions and debates built into media infrastructures
of various kinds. The still very much evolving character of
our understanding of digital sovereignty from a media policy
perspective leads Musiani to recommend more research on, in
particular, European and US approaches to digital sovereignty that
are displaying key similarities and differences. The debate on digital
sovereignty and its consequences is likely to be germane to the
future of global media development in the coming decades and is
thus crucial to engage with from a scholarly perspective.

Taken together, the contributions assembled in this Research
Topic demonstrate that media policy research in the 21st century
is necessarily concerned both with the governance of established
structures like public service media and legacy private media, and
with the pressures of emerging transformations. In this respect, the
field simultaneously addresses the ongoing salience of institutional
arrangements, regulatory frameworks, governance principles and
entrenched debates that continue to shape the conditions of media
production, dissemination, and use, while also interrogating the
emergence of new dynamics associated with processes such as
algorithmization, datafication, and platformization that introduce
new actors, shaking up established and generating new policy
and governance challenges. Although the latter more frequently
command public attention, the former remain of equal, and
perhaps under-acknowledged, significance not only as the terrain
upon which current policy processes unfold but also as the
foundations upon which the scholarly study of media policy
continues to build.
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Public service media (PSM) in Europe continues to grapple with redefining its
role in a rapidly evolving media landscape, balancing quality and accessibility
while striving to engage diverse audiences—including younger and marginalized
groups—in an increasingly market-driven environment. This study examines
how the Belgian public service media organization, Radio-Télévision Belge de la
Communauté Francaise (RTBF), confronts the challenge of aligning journalistic
values with content tailored for a youth audience marked by pronounced ‘media
egocentrism.” Employing non-participant observation and in-depth interviews with
RTBF staff, the research studies the internal processes and professional practices
that shape youth-focused programming. Findings reveal that RTBF integrates
journalistic principles from the earliest stages of program development, effectively
balancing media appeal with news integrity. This approach not only enhances
RTBF's credibility among young audiences but also cultivates critical and informed
awareness within this demographic.

KEYWORDS

young audiences, RTBF, media egocentrism, journalistic values, EBU

1 Introduction

The future of PSM in Europe depends on its ability to remain a universal, diverse, and
independent service, playing a vital role in supporting Europe’s creative economy and fostering
cultural dialog (Bardoel and d’Haenens, 2008). As non-linear viewing habits grow and
competition from commercial platforms intensifies, PSMs have the potential to stand out as
trusted and reliable content providers. However, they face increasing pressure to justify their
relevance, particularly in light of funding debates and shifting state roles toward concepts like
self-regulation (Campos-Freire et al., 2018). In recent decades, technological advancements
and internet expansion have profoundly reshaped news and entertainment consumption,
particularly among young audiences like Generation Z. These shifts impact not only the
content type but also the ways young people interact with and engage in media. Digitization
and instant access to information have fostered a ‘me’-centered media consumption, where
users actively select, personalize, and participate in what they view and share (Jenkins, 2006;
Erickson, 2012; Prado, 2017; Costera Meijer, 2023). The digital era presents both significant
challenges and unique opportunities for public service media (PSM).

Young audiences have undergone a significant shift in media consumption, transitioning
from traditional formats to digital environments and social media platforms (Asseraf and
Nyberg-Frankenhaeuser, 2014). According to the Reuters Digital News Report (Newman et al.,
2024), the media is facing a ‘platform reset; as Generation Z prefers to access news on platforms
such as Reels on Instagram, TikTok and Shorts on YouTube, where information is delivered
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in short, visually appealing formats that combine entertainment and
news. Similarly, the EBU notes that young audiences seek
customizable, on-demand content (Newman, 2022), contributing to a
decline in linear TV viewing in favor of streaming services and digital
platforms (Cortés-Quesada et al., 2022). This trend presents a strategic
challenge for public and private media in retaining and engaging
younger audiences (Tosifidis, 2019).

The OfCom 2024 Report indicates that young people are
continuing the trend for short, easily accessible content and are
increasingly relying on ‘micro-updates’ via social media rather than
in-depth, long-form news (OfCom, 2024a). This shift has transformed
the narratives in news and entertainment for younger audiences
(Vazquez-Herrero et al,, 2021), redefining what is understood as
information and establishing a new epicentre in the news ecosystem
(Lopez-Garcia et al,, 2023). Barlovento Comunicacion’s reports on
audiences in Spain also show a trend among young people toward
mobile devices and digital environments, rather than traditional
media, resulting in fragmented and less linear media consumption
(Barlovento Comunicacion, 2024).

In Belgium, the television market reflects the country’s tripartite
media structure, serving the Dutch-, French-, and German-speaking
Each
consumption patterns, shaped by historical media traditions and

communities. linguistic community exhibits distinct
regulatory frameworks. According to the Reuters Digital News Report
2024, the Dutch-language market continues to see strong engagement
with linear television news, while media consumption in the French-
speaking market is shifting toward digital platforms (Newman et al.,
2024). This divergence aligns with broader regional media habits:
Flanders follows the Northern European tradition of print media and
strong public broadcasting, whereas the French-language part of
Belgium adheres more to Mediterranean broadcasting trends,
characterized by higher engagement with audiovisual media. These
differences are particularly evident in public service broadcasting.
RTBF remains the most watched, most valued, and most trusted
media outlet in the French-speaking region, playing a central role in
shaping the information landscape. Findings from the Belgian section
of the Digital News Report, along with the RTBF Annual Report 2023,
highlight its commitment to fostering connectivity through
information, debate, learning, questioning, and entertainment, with
the goal of integrating into a highly personalized media world
(Newman et al., 2024; RTBE, 2024). At the same time, a generational
shift is reshaping audience preferences across all three linguistic
communities. Younger viewers prioritize immediacy (Clouet and
Lozada, 2023) and demand greater control over their media
experiences. They favor platforms that offer interaction and
personalization (Budzinski et al.,, 2021), a feature that traditional
public service broadcasters struggle to match. This shift underscores
the growing challenge for public service media in maintaining
relevance in an increasingly fragmented and algorithm-driven
media landscape.

RTBF was chosen as the focus of this study because of its active
efforts to engage young audiences in a rapidly changing media
environment. As a leading public broadcaster in French-speaking
Belgium, RTBF provides an important case for examining how
traditional journalistic values are adapted to meet the needs of
Generation Z. The media organization has introduced interactive
features and new content formats to stay relevant, making it a useful
example for analyzing how public media connects with younger
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audiences. To better understand this relationship—particularly how
Generation Z’s media egocentrism interacts with RTBF’s journalistic
values—this study addresses the following research questions:

RQ1. How does RTBF implement its digital and multiplatform
content strategy to attract and retain young audiences across
different age groups?

RQ2. What challenges does RTBF face in balancing traditional
journalistic values with the expectations of young audiences
across different age groups?

RQ3. How does RTBF tailor its content to reflect the specific
interests and values of young audiences across different
age groups?

RQ4. How much control or participation does RTBF believe is
appropriate for young people of different age groups in their
media consumption?

RQ5. How do RTBF staff perceive the influence of ‘media
egocentrism’ on the expectations and behaviors of young

audiences across different age groups?

These questions aim to explore RTBF’s internal perspectives and
strategies for engaging a generation that challenges traditional media
structures. The study examines how the broadcaster navigates the
tension between innovation and journalistic responsibility in public
service media.

1.1 Traditional journalistic values: a
contextualization in today’s media system

In the current European context, journalism faces significant
challenges due to the technological revolution and economic
pressures. These changes have affected both journalistic practices and
traditional professional values, generating a debate on how to adapt to
a constantly evolving media environment. O’Sullivan and Heinonen
(2008) point out that as the Internet evolves in often unpredictable
directions, new questions arise regarding journalistic practices and
values, some of which challenge its essential foundations.

The evolution of journalistic values in content creation has been
shaped by digital transformation and changes in media consumption.
Traditionally, principles such as truthfulness, impartiality, and
independence have been the foundation of journalism (Kovach and
Rosenstiel, 2001). However, the emergence of digital platforms and
social networks has introduced new dynamics that challenge these
values, bringing factors such as immediacy and content personalization
(Newman et al., 2024). Reputation, credibility, and accountability are
the cornerstone of public audiovisual service governance to sustain and
enhance its legitimacy today (Campos-Freire et al., 2018).

In this regard, journalistic values such as excellence, transparency,
and reliability are essential to maintaining the credibility of journalists
and the content they produce. These values help citizens assess the
trustworthiness of the information they consume (Hayes et al., 2007).
The EBU (2018) identifies six core values that public service media
(PSM) must uphold to empower society: universality, independence,
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excellence (boldness), diversity (accessibility), accountability
(transparency), and innovation. Meanwhile, RTBE, 2022, the case
study of this research, adds reliability and public service to these
principles, which its journalists must strictly apply in their journalistic
routines and content creation aimed at young audiences. The
sustainability of PSM in today’s competitive media environment is
closely linked to their ability to maintain legitimacy among audiences
(Urbéanikova and Smejkal, 2025). These authors conclude that the
public primarily focuses on individual value and, to some extent,
social value, while completely neglecting the value of the industry.
Likewise, Nielsen, in the report “Old, Educated, and Politically
Diverse: The Audience of Public Service News” by the Reuters Institute
(Schulz et al., 2019), warns that the challenges faced by public service
media are greater than commonly recognized. If they fail to find more
compelling and engaging ways to deliver news online, especially to
younger people and those with limited formal education, they will
ultimately be unable to fulfil their public service mission or justify the
public funding they receive.

Journalism in Europe is at a crossroads, where traditional values
must adapt to a digital and globalized media environment. Preserving
professional autonomy and ethical values is essential to address
current and future challenges, ensuring that journalism continues to
play its vital role in democratic society (Lauk and Harro-Loi, 2017;
Lowe and Stavitsky, 2016; Bastian et al., 2021). In the specific case of
public service media, they have had to adapt their fundamental
principles to maintain public trust without losing their editorial
identity (EBU, 2018). The pressure for virality and audience
fragmentation has led to a reconfiguration of journalistic production,
where the commitment to public interest must be balanced with the
need to attract new generations of information consumers (Newman
etal., 2024).

1.2 Belgium’s media landscape: navigating
linguistic divisions

Belgium’s media landscape is shaped by its linguistic, cultural, and
economic divisions, resulting in three distinct media ecosystems
serving the Dutch-, French-, and German-speaking communities.
Each operates its own largely independent media system, with minimal
overlap and highly concentrated ownership structures (Van Besien,
2010). This fragmentation limits federal dialog, as media outlets tend
to reinforce the political perspectives of their respective communities
rather than fostering a shared national debate (Sinardet, 2013).
Regulatory approaches also differ, particularly in cross-media
ownership and cultural identity protection. The Flemish community
enforces stricter regulations, prioritizing public broadcasters and
locally produced content with strong cultural value (d'Haenens et al.,
2009). In contrast, French-language media integrate more transnational
content into their programming. Public service broadcasters play a
central role in shaping these media ecosystems. VRT serves the Flemish
community, while RTBF leads in the French-speaking region. The
German-speaking public broadcaster, Belgischer Rundfunk (BREF),
became independent from RTBF in 1977 and has since maintained
continuous communication with its community. While BRF serves a
smaller audience, its presence reinforces Belgium’s tripartite media
structure, where public service media remain key players in news and
entertainment consumption.
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1.3 Media egocentrism in the era of social
and video platforms

The rise of platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube has
transformed news consumption, making it increasingly fragmented
and ephemeral (Kang et al., 2020). These platforms blur the boundaries
between news and entertainment, offering quick, visually engaging
content tailored to shorter attention spans, particularly among
younger audiences (Estrada-Garcia and Gamir-Rios, 2023; Newman,
2022). This change aligns with Buckingham (2008) concept of the
fragmentation of the media experience, as young people are
increasingly seeking media personalized to their interests, while at the
same time, such content is being offered to them due to the
consumption trends of active generations in front of the media. This
transformation is driven by the proliferation of mobile devices, social
media platforms, and streaming services that provide on-demand
access to both news and entertainment. These changes have pulled
young audiences away from traditional media, like linear television,
toward digital platforms that offer greater autonomy and control over
their consumption (Groot Kormelink and Costera Meijer, 2019). This
transition reflects a broader process of identity formation, where
young people use their media choices to assert and differentiate
themselves (Feixa Pampols, 2020).

According to Costera Meijer (2023), a central concept in this shift
is ‘media egocentrism;, which describes how users—particularly young
people—focus their media consumption on their own interests and
perspectives, rather than engaging with communal or collective media
experiences. This trend is amplified by the personalized content
recommendations of social media algorithms and video platforms
(Fieiras-Ceide et al., 2023a). Users increasingly act as ‘curators’ of their
media consumption, selecting and personalizing content based on
what they find relevant or appealing (Rojas-Torrijos et al., 2023). This
self-centric approach extends to content creation, with platforms
enabling users to produce and share media that reflects their personal
experiences and perspectives (Jenkins, 2006). For young audiences,
this represents a shift from passive consumption to active
participation, where individuals create and disseminate content as a
form of self-expression and co-creation (Vaz-Alvarez et al., 2021).

Here, black-box algorithms take center stage for young audiences
on social media. These algorithms are opaque processes in which users
are unaware of the internal workings that determine the results. On
digital platforms, these algorithms personalize the content displayed,
significantly impacting young audiences, especially those of young
audiences. By interacting with media filtered through these
algorithms, young people may become trapped in filter bubbles or
reinforce cognitive biases, without being aware of the processes
underlying these decisions (Hagar and Diakopoulos, 2023). Reviglio
and Agosti (2020) already said years earlier that it is very important to
decentralize control of social media, to ensure democratic oversight
that mitigates the ‘algorithmic sovereignty’ of content that generates a
cyclical consumption of the same ideas and, for the most part, of a
single piece of entertainment content.

The implications of this shift are significant. Media egocentrism
fosters fragmentation, grouping young people into niches centered on
specific interests, often isolating them from diverse viewpoints or
alternative content. This reinforces the ‘media self; where users take
center stage in their digital experience, exercising control over their
consumption (Costera Meijer, 2023). As a result, media consumption
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increasingly prioritizes personal gratification and interaction with
tailored content over sustained engagement with broader, more
general topics (Cheng and Li, 2024). The gratification of content
through a feedback loop based on likes, comments, and shares causes
the user to only see algorithmic content tailored to their consumption
preferences, shaped by their interactions with the content they engage
with on social media (Boesman et al., 2021). This transition highlights
the dual-edged nature of digital platforms: while they empower users
to shape their media experiences, they also risk limiting exposure to
diverse perspectives, undermining the potential for shared
media communities.

1.4 New dynamics of youth news
consumption and media egocentrism

Youth news consumption has undergone a profound
transformation in recent years, driven by the rise of social and video
platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube (Newman et al.,
2024). Traditional media, like television, has lost its dominance as the
primary news source, replaced by websites, apps, and social platforms.
For instance, more than half of UK adults now access news via
platforms like Facebook and YouTube, and for 88% of 16-24-year-
olds, social media is the main source of information (OfCom, 2024b).
Studies on young audiences and news consumption argue that news
consumption is influenced by both daily habits and, increasingly,
incidental exposure (Boczkowski et al., 2018). This trend is reflected
in Belgium, where reports indicate a shift toward platforms such as
Instagram, TikTok —above all between 13 and 24 years old-, YouTube
and Twitch, especially among younger audiences, who follow figures
featuring content of interest that they feel represents them (Denecker
and Van Damme, 2024; Imec.digimeter, 2024).

Social platforms have radically altered the flow of news, mixing
entertainment with information and redefining the way content
circulates. TikTok has gained popularity as a news source for younger
users, especially in regions such as Africa, Latin America and
Southeast Asia. However, in Europe and the United States, its growth
is tempered by concerns about data security and geopolitical issues
(Lopez-de-Ayala et al., 2020). Meanwhile, platform strategies such as
proprietary formats and algorithmic recommendations have disrupted
traditional media by retaining users within their ecosystems, reducing
traffic to mainstream news media (Bonini Baldini et al., 2021). This
shift reflects deeper changes in the dynamics of media consumption.
It is the implementation of the ‘digital first’ strategy, which implies that
media organizations prioritize the creation and distribution of content
on digital platforms over traditional media. This approach responds
to changes in consumption habits, especially among younger
audiences, who prefer to access content via the Internet and mobile
devices, something that Robotham (2021) relates when he talks about
the ‘external forces’ that come into play in these new communication
dynamics and which the media must adapt to by adopting.

The landscape of public service media has been transformed by
social media, which has shifted the traditional one-to-many
broadcasting model toward a many-to-many interaction framework.
Social media platforms enable audiences—particularly younger
generations—to engage with content in more dynamic ways, fostering
greater user control over what they consume. This transition allows
for more segmented and specialized content experiences, where
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algorithms personalize recommendations according to individual
preferences. While this enhances accessibility, it also raises concerns
about content diversity, particularly in terms of exposure to a broad
range of perspectives and information sources. The personalization of
media consumption can lead to ‘filter bubbles’ (Moller, 2021), creating
homogenous information environments that increase polarization
and reinforce ‘media egocentrism. In this context, users prioritize
content aligned with their own beliefs and interests, sometimes
repeatedly engaging with the same narratives without considering
alternative perspectives. Though the ‘filter bubble’ concept has been
debated and nuanced through terms such as algorithmic
personalization, echo chambers, and content fragmentation, its effects
remain particularly relevant for younger audiences, as their content
consumption patterns can contribute to self-reinforcing biases and
polarized worldviews.

Young audiences approach news consumption through three key
stages: routine surveillance, incidental consumption, and directed
consumption, each shaped by different forms of media use (Antunovic
et al, 2018). These behaviors reflect distinct news consumption
patterns, ranging from minimalists and traditionalists to omnivores
and online-focused users (Geers, 2020). These patterns demonstrate
how media egocentrism drives young people’s preferences for specific
content types. The implications of these trends are significant.
Addressing these challenges requires understanding the complex
interplay of personalization, platform strategies, and user behaviors.
Promoting algorithmic designs that prioritize content diversity could
help counteract media egocentrism and foster a more informed and
less polarized youth audience (Machado Lunardi et al., 2020; Liu
etal, 2021).

1.5 Public service media’s relationship with
young audiences

The expansion of new media platforms presents both challenges
and advantages for young audiences, as they provide unprecedented
access to information and entertainment, facilitating connection with
a global community and learning about their environment (Ortega-
Mohedano and Marcos-Ramos, 2023). Within this framework, public
service media have a public value mission toward young audiences,
giving them their place and space within the media ecosystem of
their broadcasters.

Public service media are implementing various strategies to attract
young audiences, such as the use of transmedia narratives and the
integration of social networks (Iosifidis, 2007). However, they face
significant challenges, including the need to redefine their mission in
the digital environment and clearly communicate their benefits. The
key to success lies in adapting content to young people’s interests while
maintaining the journalistic quality that characterizes these media.

RTBF upholds core journalistic values that emphasize quality in a
rapidly changing media landscape characterized by hyper-reactivity,
errors, sensationalism, and diminished rigor, all of which erode
audience trust. This commitment is exemplified by the position
articulated by the Director of RTBFE.info, who underscores RTBF’s
dedication to maintaining credibility and rigor as a foundation for
reinforcing public trust in an era dominated by speed and
sensationalism. RTBF’s commitment to credibility and journalistic
rigor also addresses the challenge posed by the media egocentrism
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prevalent among younger audiences, who frequently favor content
tailored to their personal interests and perspectives. In this context,
RTBF faces the dual task of providing information that meets the
demand for personalization while simultaneously broadening young
people’s perspectives. By delivering pluralistic journalism, RTBF
encourages young audiences to engage with diverse viewpoints and
trust sources that extend beyond their immediate preferences.

Spain (RTVE), the
United Kingdom (BBC), France (France Télévision), and Sweden

Furthermore, countries such as
(SWR) have found transmedia informative and entertainment content
to be a first step in reaching these audiences. Young people prefer
content that can be viewed across multiple platforms while also
allowing them to comment and participate in decisions about future
content via social media (Azurmendi, 2018; Robotham, 2021).

In Germany, public television has integrated social media into its
strategies, creating platforms such as funk, which seek to increase
young people’s engagement through content tailored to their interests
(Stollfuf?, 2019). A similar approach is taken by VRT, RTBF’s
counterpart in the Flemish region of Belgium, which informs young
adolescents aged 13 to 17 daily through Instagram via @nws.nws.nws
(Hendrickx, 2021). Switzerland and Austria follow the same connected
and social trend, responding to young audiences’ demands for more
connectivity and fast, personalized content through mobile devices
(Autenrieth et al., 2021; Reiter et al., 2018). Focus groups on current
adolescent issues, talk shows, and fiction series addressing social
concerns relevant to this generation have also become essential
content for attracting young audiences on RTVE and RTP. Portuguese
television has the added feature of broadcasting live gaming sessions,
which has successfully engaged young Portuguese audiences through
Twitch (Fieiras-Ceide et al., 2023b).

Meanwhile, RTVE (Eguzkitza et al., 2023), BBC, DR, and ERT
(Karadimitriou and Papathanassopoulos, 2024) seek a direct
connection with young audiences through on-demand OTT
platforms. Choosing when and where to watch content is a priority for
young people. However, both studies conclude that without a clear
strategy and well-defined public service objectives for online offerings,
young audiences’ interest declines, eventually rendering the
media irrelevant.

After reviewing some successful cases of public service media
engagement with young audiences, these broadcasters follow two
strategies to connect with them, mimetic isomorphism, adopting best
practices from other public service media, and tight coupling,
adapting closely to their audience (Sehl and Cornia, 2021). While
digital-native media are more successful in attracting young people,
public service media combine external references and their own
identity to fulfil their mission, striving to meet the demands of a
generation that is not particularly loyal to public service media content.

2 Methodology
2.1 Research objectives

This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore how
Generation Z’s ‘media egocentrism’ intersects with RTBF’s traditional

journalistic values in French-speaking Belgium. The main goal is to
analyze how RTBF navigates the challenge of balancing its journalistic
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principles with the preferences of a young, self-directed audience.
Using non-participant observation and in-depth interviews with
RTBEF staff, the study focuses on three key areas:

1. RTBF’s strategies for engaging with young audiences and
addressing their expectations for participation and control.

2. The challenges faced by RTBF staft in adapting traditional
journalistic values to meet these expectations.

3. The extent to which RTBF’s content reflects and represents the
interests and values of young Belgians.

2.2 Research techniques and methods

2.2.1 Non-participant observation

This study examines not only RTBF’s linear television news
production but also its content creation for digital platforms,
reflecting the evolving ways in which young audiences engage with
media. By analyzing both traditional and digital formats, we gain
insight into how RTBF adapts its journalistic values to meet the
expectations of younger viewers across multiple platforms. To better
understand RTBF’s approach,
observation was conducted in the newsrooms of its Nouvelles

a two-week non-participant

Générations department, which is responsible for producing content
for young audiences. This method allowed for an in-depth analysis of
both editorial processes and the narrative and aesthetic strategies
used to capture young viewers’ attention (Riba-Campos, 2017). The
observation focused on identifying elements of ‘media egocentrism,
such as the integration of interactive platforms, the selection of
themes and characters relevant to young audiences, and techniques
aimed at fostering audience engagement.

The study covered three key programs that cater to different age
groups within RTBF’s Nouvelles Générations division. Les Niouzz,
targeting children aged 7 to 11, was observed at RTBF’s headquarters
in Liege from March 18 to March 22, 2024. In Brussels, the study
focused on Mise a Jour, designed for teenagers aged 12 to 16, and
TARMAC, which primarily targets 17- to 25-year-olds but has been
increasingly integrating content for the 12-16 age range. These
programs were chosen because they represent RTBF’s structured
approach to engaging young audiences at different developmental
stages. RTBF categorizes viewers under 7 as children, who have access
to a separate linear and online channel, while those over 25 are
considered young adults who transition to mainstream news and
entertainment via RTBF’s regular channels and TIPIK, a platform
positioned between youth-oriented and general French-speaking
Belgian audiences.

Access to the newsroom was negotiated with the editor-in-chief
of Nouvelles Générations three months before the research began. The
agreement allowed a researcher to observe daily work routines without
intervening in the editorial process. The researcher documented the
workflows, the content strategies aligned with RTBF’s core journalistic
values (RTBF, 2022), and notable events that arose during the
observation period. Non-participant observation was chosen to
ensure an objective analysis of work processes and newsroom
dynamics, avoiding any influence on professional interactions or
editorial decisions. This approach provided a detailed and impartial
view of how RTBF tailors its content—both linear and digital—to
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TABLE 1 List of professionals interviewed at the RTBF.

Professional role Date and place of the

interview

Producer of Les Niouzz 18 March 2024, Liége (Belgium)

General manager of RTBF
10 April 2024, Brussels (Belgium)
Director of RTBFE.info

Editor-in-chief of Nouvelles Générations
11 April 2024, Brussels (Belgium)
Head and creator of TARMAC

Director of RTBF Gaming

Social media manager TARMAC
26 April 2024, Brussels (Belgium)
Editor and presenter of Mise d Jour

Editor and presenter of Mise d Jour

reflect the media habits and preferences of younger audiences
in Belgium.

2.2.2 In-depth interviews

In this study, we conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews
with RTBF staff to explore their perspectives on the network’ strategies
for engaging young audiences across various age groups. Participants
were selected through purposive sampling to ensure a diverse range of
roles and viewpoints related to youth-oriented content. The interviews
examined perceptions of the quality and relevance of RTBF’s content
for young viewers, as well as how effectively the programming reflects
the interests and values of different youth demographics. We also
discussed the strategies employed to encourage interaction and provide
young audiences with greater control over content. Additionally, the
interviews addressed the expectations and challenges involved in
adapting traditional journalistic values, such as objectivity and
accountability, to appeal to various youth segments. The composition
of the interview sample was as follows (Table 1).

All interviews were recorded with the informed consent of
participants and transcribed for thematic analysis. This method
enabled the identification of patterns and variations in staff
perceptions of RTBF’s efforts to adapt to the values and preferences of
different youth demographics.

3 Results

The findings from the interview study reveal that RTBF’s
journalistic approach is anchored in the core values outlined in
Valeurs Editoriales de I'Info et Réglements d'Ordre Intérieur Relatif au
Traitement de I'Informationnelle et & la Déontologie du Personnel
(RTBE 2022), a document obtained during one of the newsroom
observations. These values—reliability, independence, transparency,
diversity, boldness, public service, and accessibility—form the
foundation of RTBF’s editorial practices. They reflect the organizations
commitment to ethical and rigorous journalism while aligning with
the European Broadcasting Union’s public service values (EBU, 2018).

Interviewees highlighted that in response to the evolving media
habits of young audiences, RTBF has developed five interconnected
strategies to maintain relevance. These strategies focus on adapting
content to digital consumption habits, fostering personalization and
audience proximity, navigating algorithm-driven platforms, encouraging
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audience migration to proprietary platforms, and promoting critical
thinking and media literacy. The interviews suggest that these efforts are
essential for balancing journalistic integrity with the shifting
expectations of younger viewers, who increasingly consume news in
fragmented, interactive, and algorithmically curated environments.

3.1 Evolution of consumption and
adaptation of content

Recognizing the shift in teenagers’ media consumption toward
digital platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube, RTBF has
implemented a ‘digital first’ strategy, prioritizing creating content
specifically designed for digital spaces to align with the preferences
and behaviors of young audiences. By focusing on digital platforms,
RTBF aims to engage younger viewers more effectively, acknowledging
the importance of meeting them where they are most active. The
General Manager of RTBF underscores the importance of this shift,
highlighting that digital platforms are now the primary point of
contact for young audiences. Consequently, RTBF invests heavily in
these platforms to establish a connection with this demographic. This
strategic prioritization ensures RTBF’s presence in the digital
environments where young people engage daily, leveraging the
immediacy and popularity of social media to remain competitive in a
media landscape dominated by these platforms.

Building on this perspective, the Editor-in-Chief of Nouvelles
Générations acknowledges that the key challenge lies in transitioning
young audiences from social networks to RTBFs own digital
platforms while maintaining their engagement. Social media thus
serves as both a recruitment tool and a stepping stone for fostering
deeper audience connections. This ‘digital first’ strategy is also
reflected in the approach of Les Niouzz, which prioritizes social
media formats in its production process. While the program airs on
linear television, its production focuses first on creating content
suitable for platforms like TikTok and YouTube Shorts. Observational
data highlights how Les Niouzz has adapted to the short-form video
format, producing brief capsules designed to engage younger
audiences aged 7-11, who typically have shorter attention spans.

RTBF’s commitment to serving the under-25 demographic is
evident in its focus on digital adaptation while maintaining its mission
to inform, educate, and entertain. The Media Department, established
in 2018, plays a pivotal role in this transformation by overseeing the
adaptation of content and the creation of digital products for social
media and RTBF’s platforms. This adaptation includes offerings such
as Les Niouzz’s TV content tailored for social networks, Mise a Jour’s
exclusive content for Instagram and TikTok, and TARMAC’s
transmedia and hybrid digital content, which stands out as the flagship
initiative targeting younger audiences.

Further illustrating RTBF’s adaptive efforts, the Director of RTBE
info emphasizes the TARMAC at School initiative, where podcasts
are recorded in secondary schools, fostering direct engagement with
17-18-year-olds. Observations reveal that this format encourages
active participation, allowing teenagers to discuss cultural, political,
and social topics in a manner aligned with their linguistic and
cultural environment. This project highlights the importance of
understanding young people’s usage patterns and interests, as
emphasized by the Head of TARMAC. Through these efforts, RTBF
demonstrates a dynamic approach to adapting content for
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digital-native audiences while upholding its mission of delivering
meaningful and accessible information.

The adaptation of content is further evident in RTBF’s strategic
use of social media platforms, where programs such as Les Niouzz,
Mise a Jour, and TARMAC maintain a strong presence. Platforms like
Snapchat, WhatsApp, Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, and Twitch are
pivotal in ensuring that Generation Z feels represented. RTBF tailors
content specifically for each network, creating exclusive formats that
resonate with the platform’s unique audience. For instance, TARMAC
features a twice-weekly news section published as a slider on
Instagram, alongside its IZI News program, which delivers information
in Reel format for Instagram and TikTok. This program targets young
audiences aged 17-25 and addresses topics of interest, with new
content released every Tuesday and Thursday.

According to Hendrickx’s (2021) explorative case-study on VRT’s
popular Instagram channel @nws.nws.nws targeting 13- to 17-year-
olds, revealed significant shifts in journalistic practices to engage
younger audiences. Similarly, our research on RTBF through
non-participant observation and in-depth interviews, indicates
comparable changes in work routines. RTBF has shifted from
internally determining content for young audiences to actively seeking
their input. The producer of Les Niouzz emphasizes the importance of
understanding each audience’s environment, noting that young
people’s attitudes should inform content creation. To incorporate
diverse perspectives and avoid routine, RTBF consistently hires
freelancers for its three youth-oriented projects, ensuring fresh
insights beyond those of internal journalists. To further strengthen its
connection with Generation Z, RTBF has adopted a collaborative
approach by engaging freelance journalists who rotate every three
months. This dynamic model ensures that the programs are
continuously enriched with fresh perspectives and approaches,
allowing RTBF to respond to the rapidly changing interests and trends
of younger audiences. This strategy not only diversifies viewpoints but
also guarantees that programs like Les Niouzz, Mise a Jour, and
TARMAC authentically and accurately represent the realities and
interests of young French-speaking Belgian audiences. This flexible
and inclusive approach underscores RTBF’s commitment to staying
relevant and engaging in a competitive digital media landscape.

RTBF’s strategy of segmenting content into various brands and
programs for different target groups offers clear benefits for young
audiences. It allows for personalized, relevant content that fosters
emotional connection and engagement. This diversification helps
young people find topics of interest, ensuring they stay informed. It
also encourages experimentation with new formats, adapting to their
consumption habits, such as ephemeral or interactive content.
Ultimately, RTBF reaches a broader youth audience, addressing a
wider range of informational needs and preferences.

3.2 Personalization and proximity

Young audiences prefer content that aligns with their individual
interests and allows them to maintain control over their viewing
choices in daily life. RTBF addresses this preference by balancing its
journalistic values—transparency, reliability, diversity, and public
service—with the goal of responsibly informing and educating young
people while personalizing content to meet their needs. Content
adaptation is central to RTBF’s strategy, as highlighted by interviews
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and observations involving its staff. The organization strives to tailor
content to young people’s consumption preferences (e.g., themes,
formats, and platforms), as emphasized by various contributors.
However, the Director of RTBEinfo insists on upholding core
journalistic values such as credibility, rigor, and diversity when
creating digital content. These values underpin RTBF’s approach to
transforming formats and content to match the habits of a generation
accustomed to consuming information at its own pace.

Through our interviews and non-participant observation, it
became evident that RTBF adapts its thematic focus to include issues
directly relevant to young people, such as the environment, gender
equality, bullying, and mental health. This approach ensures that young
audiences see their realities reflected in the content, fostering stronger
connections with the broadcaster. The Editor-in-Chief of Nouvelles
Générations underscores the importance of making news relevant to
Generation Z, emphasizing the need to go beyond headline stories and
focus on topics that resonate with their experiences and concerns.

Furthermore, RTBF personalizes its content according to age and
platform, with TARMAC emerging as a key example of transmedia
adaptation. By providing content across various platforms, TARMAC
allows teenagers to engage with information at their convenience while
adhering to RTBF’s mission to inform, educate, and entertain. This
personalized approach aligns with RTBF’s public service values,
ensuring that the issues addressed are directly relevant to young people’s
lives and meet their expectations for meaningful and accessible content.
This balance of personalization and proximity strengthens RTBF’s
ability to connect with Generation Z, leveraging tailored themes and
formats while maintaining its ethical and educational responsibilities.

According to Les Niouzz producer, proximity on social media
requires presenters to appear as friends, adopting a tone that is
informal, authentic, and relatable—distinctly different from the formal
demeanor of traditional television. The narrative style is adapted to
create this sense of familiarity and trust, making young audiences feel
connected to RTBF presenters as if they are trusted peers or
companions. This connection is especially evident in programs like
TARMACs ixPé, where streamers engage with gaming audiences in a
way that combines professional content delivery with a personal,
approachable style. In many of the in-depth interviews conducted, it
is said that young viewers not only look up to these presenters and
streamers but also expect an interactive and genuine relationship that
reflects their digital consumption habits. The producer of Les Niouzz
summarizes this statement by saying, “the presenter is like your friend
telling you something, making the news fun for them” The RTBF’s
professional also adds that there is a shift between television and social
media, where presenters are perfect on linear TV and more natural in
Instagram and TikTok videos, which creates a closer and stronger
relationship with their young audience. This dual demand for
relatability and reliability underscores the importance of tailoring
content to meet the emotional and social needs of Generation Z, while
maintaining the credibility and professionalism that RTBF represents.

RTBF recognizes that young audiences seek representation and
connection through well-known figures who resonate with their
identities and experiences. To meet this demand, Les Niouzz features
three presenters who not only appear on each program but also create
tailored content for social media. These presenters adapt their personas
based on the age group and topic they are addressing, thus fostering a
stronger connection with their audience. Similarly, Mise a Jour relies on
two presenters who attract viewers aged 12 to 16. In contrast, TARMAC
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emphasizes its brand identity as a collective point of connection for
young people, while IZI News features notable personalities such as
Yveline Leila and Pierre OG Lucas, self-styled ‘news anchors, who serve
as representative figures for the platform and the young audiences aged
17 to 25, known and representative in the French-speaking community
of Belgium. RTBF further enhances its proximity to young audiences
by actively involving them in the content creation process. Programs
such as TARMAC at School and Les Niouzz visit high schools and
primary schools biweekly, providing opportunities for young people to
discuss topics of interest and contribute to the platform’s output.
Coverage of music festivals and other youth-centric events similarly
reflects RTBF’s strategy of integrating young people’s voices into its
programming. Additionally, RTBF caters to younger audiences desire
for tangible souvenirs by distributing promotional items such as posters
from Les Niouzz or caps from Mise a Jour during school visits, further
strengthening their connection to the brand.

Interaction is a cornerstone of RTBF’s approach to engaging
young audiences. The General Manager highlights that allowing
young people to express their opinions and participate in the
programming process is essential for building proximity and fostering
loyalty. By creating spaces where youth can actively contribute, RTBF
reinforces its journalistic values of diversity and inclusion while
delivering messages that resonate. The Editor-in-Chief of Nouvelles
Générations emphasizes the importance of relatable presenters and
carefully crafted narratives to deliver impactful, meaningful
information to young audiences. Through these efforts, RTBF ensures
its content remains relevant, engaging, and representative of the
experiences of French-speaking Belgian youth.

3.3 Algorithms and changing trends for
young audiences

RTBEF faces a significant challenge on social media: engaging a
generation characterized by youth media egocentrism, where
personalized, self-driven content dominates. In an algorithm-driven
landscape that prioritizes viral entertainment over educational
content, RTBF has adapted its strategy to remain relevant while
upholding its public service mission. The broadcaster’s ‘digital first’
approach emphasizes short-form formats, topics of personal interest
to young audiences, and an accessible tone. By leveraging platforms
like TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube, RTBF creates content that,
according to in-depth interviews, employees believe resonates with the
preferences of Generation Z. This strategy allows young audiences to
feel a sense of ownership over the content while ensuring they are
exposed to rigorous, verified information. This balance between
personalization and educational values is central to RTBF’s mission.

RTBEF recognizes the constraints imposed by algorithms that often
limit the reach of news content. The General Manager highlights the
need to adapt formats to these algorithms, ensuring the content remains
appealing while fulfilling the broadcaster’s mission to inform and
educate. The same interviewee explains that “the TikTok algorithm in
2021 worked for them when they launched a new news offering aimed
at teenagers, where they had a good score initially. However, a year later,
the score started to drop significantly. This meant that RTBF had to
change the format again to start increasing views from their young
audience due to the algorithm. By selecting timely, relevant issues and
presenting them through visually impactful and concise formats, RTBF
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maintains its relevance on platforms that prioritize brevity. This
approach, as noted by the Director of RTBEinfo, underscores the
importance of short versions of programs in sustaining engagement and
visibility in an increasingly competitive digital media environment.
Through these efforts, RTBF effectively navigates the challenges of
modern media consumption, offering content that aligns with the
preferences of Generation Z while adhering to its core journalistic values.

In addition, RTBF fosters youth engagement by incorporating
polls and questions into its social media posts. This interactive
approach not only strengthens connections with its audience but also
enhances the visibility of its content within algorithm-driven
platforms. The Editor-in-Chief of Nouvelles Générations highlights
that increased interaction from younger users directly contributes to
greater content reach and improves RTBF’s individual positioning in
the personalized algorithms of social networks. By leveraging these
interactive tools, RTBF successfully balances its public service mission
with the demands of social media platforms. This strategy allows
RTBF to achieve visibility and relevance among younger audiences
while upholding its core journalistic values. In doing so, RTBF
effectively navigates the challenges posed by youth media egocentrism,
ensuring that its content remains both engaging and aligned with its
educational and informational goals.

3.4 Challenge in migrating to proprietary
platforms

RTBF faces challenges in encouraging young audiences to
transition from social networks like TikTok and Instagram to its
proprietary digital platform, Auvio. Launched on April 13, 2016,
Auvio offers live and on-demand access to RTBF’s TV, radio, news,
and sports content, aiming to align with current media consumption
trends across various devices. Social media environments, which
prioritize immediacy and virality, are deeply embedded in the habits
of young users. Migrating these audiences to Auvio, where RTBF can
provide a more comprehensive and controlled news experience,
demands a carefully designed strategy. The General Manager
acknowledges that the greatest challenge lies in motivating young
people to move from social media to RTBF’s digital platforms. To
address this, RTBF has invested in creating exclusive, personalized
content for Auvio that underscores the truthfulness, depth, and
credibility characteristic of public service media. This strategy also
includes reinforcing RTBF’s brand identity in ways that appeal to
RTBF understands the
strengthening its brand identity with labeled and relevant content for

younger audiences. importance of
its young audiences to attract and retain them on its platform, as it
allows the organization to connect more deeply with a public that
values authenticity, innovation, and interaction. By focusing on a solid
and appealing brand identity, RTBF can not only capture the attention
of young people but also foster a continuous and loyal relationship
through its own platform, Auvio. This, in turn, can strengthen its
position in an increasingly competitive media landscape, where
audiences seek content that resonates with their interests and values.
To compete with the instant gratification offered by social
networks, RTBF is transforming the user experience on Auvio. This
includes integrating interactive features and agile formats that align
with the consumption preferences of Generation Z. Additionally,
RTBEF fosters a sense of community on its platform by encouraging
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youth participation, ensuring that young users view the content as
relevant and personally significant. The Editor-in-Chief of Nouvelles
Générations emphasizes that the success of this migration depends on
RTBF’s ability to connect with young peoples interests and
consumption styles while maintaining the informational rigor that
defines its public service mission. By balancing personalization and
control with journalistic quality, RTBF invites young audiences to
explore its proprietary platforms. This approach offers content that
transcends the limitations of social media, ensuring that RTBF
remains relevant and effective in engaging with younger generations.

3.5 Promoting critical thinking and media
literacy

RTBF emphasizes the importance of fostering critical thinking
and encouraging a diversity of perspectives among young audiences
as part of its public service mission. The Director of RTBF Gaming
highlights the need to include topics related to democracy and
plurality of opinions, stressing that young people must learn to listen
to and respect differing viewpoints, even when they disagree. This
approach promotes empathy and critical thinking, directly
counteracting the self-centered consumption habits often seen among
younger audiences.

RTBF Gaming, an initiative primarily aimed at young audiences,
plays a key role in this effort by offering content related to video
games, news, reviews, and live broadcasts of events and competitions.
As one of the fastest-growing areas of content consumption, video
games have become a dominant form of entertainment and digital
socialization. Through RTBF Gaming, the broadcaster not only
diversifies its offerings but also adapts to new trends in media
consumption, strengthening its connection with an audience
increasingly interested in this field. The director of RTBF Gaming
integrates these considerations into the content and distribution
strategy, ensuring alignment with RTBF’s journalistic values.

Observations in the newsroom revealed that critical thinking
development is embedded in the editorial decision-making process.
The Head of TARMAC underscored the importance of educating
young people on how media shapes their perception of the world.
Discussions among editorial teams frequently centered on ensuring
that content encourages young audiences to reflect on the reliability
of sources and the framing of narratives. Editors and producers were
observed debating how best to present diverse perspectives within
content, often opting for formats that stimulate discussion rather than
passive consumption.

This emphasis on media literacy was also apparent in social
media strategies. The Social Media Manager of TARMAC highlighted
efforts to engage young audiences in conversations about
misinformation and bias, reinforcing the need for critical engagement
rather than passive acceptance. These observations illustrated that
RTBF actively incorporates strategies to encourage media literacy,
equipping young audiences with skills to navigate an increasingly
complex digital environment.

In summary, RTBF recognizes the importance of fostering dialog
and critical thinking among young people, providing them with tools
to exchange diverse perspectives and develop as informed citizens. As
the Editor-in-Chief of Nouvelles Générations succinctly states, the
ultimate goal of RTBF’s content for Generation Z is to prepare young

Frontiers in Communication

15

10.3389/fcomm.2025.1534133

audiences to become tomorrow’s viewers and internet users who can
engage responsibly with media in their future roles as active citizens.

4 Discussion and conclusion

Based on the results of the non-participant observation and
in-depth interviews conducted, it can be said that RTBF’s strategies
for attracting and retaining young audiences showcase its adaptability
to the demands of the digital environment. RTBF has shown great
flexibility in responding to the demands of the digital environment by
diversifying its offerings and adopting interactive formats suited to
platforms popular among young people, such as social media and
streaming services. Its content segmentation strategy, inclusion of
ephemeral formats, and collaboration with influencers and experts on
topics of interest to young people, such as video games and current
news, allows it to remain relevant in a saturated media ecosystem.
Additionally, its commitment to a strong and consistent brand identity
in these spaces strengthens its connection with an audience that values
immediacy, authenticity, and personalization. By focusing on the
informational and entertainment needs of new generations, RTBF
ensures continuous presence in their digital lives, fostering loyalty and
engagement with its platforms (RQI).

Acknowledging the evolving consumption habits of Generation
Z, RTBF has embraced a ‘digital first’ approach, prioritizing platforms
such as TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube (RQ1). This strategy enables
RTBF to connect with audiences under 25 and establish an early
relationship with quality journalism, addressing the research objective
concerning engagement with young audiences. Initiatives like Les
Niouzz, Mise a Jour, and TARMAC illustrate RTBF’s ability to tailor
content to different platforms, reinforcing its image as a trusted
source (RQ3).

RTBF faces the challenge of aligning its traditional journalistic
values with Generation Z’s preference for fast-paced, personalized
content. Maintaining credibility in a digital space dominated by viral
and often unverified information requires adapting tone and format
to make news accessible without compromising rigor. Striking this
balance is essential, given that Generation Z favors immediate,
interactive formats over lengthy, static content (RQ2, RQ5). RTBF’s
approach includes addressing youth interests through relevant topics,
authentic communication styles, and opportunities for interaction.
However, translating this engagement to its proprietary Auvio
platform remains a challenge. While RTBF provides exclusive and
in-depth content on Auvio, Generation Z perceives a lack of full
customization aligned with their personalized expectations, creating
a barrier to migration from social media (RQ4).

Youth ‘media egocentrism,; characterized by a preference for
content tailored to individual interests, presents both challenges and
opportunities for RTBE. By offering pluralistic journalism in
perspectives, diverse in content, formats, and audiences, and above all
trustworthy, RTBF combats information bubbles while broadening the
perspectives of young people, fostering critical thinking, and
promoting media literacy (RQ5).

RTBF’s journalistic values, including plurality, impartiality, and
reliability, are integrated into its strategy to engage young audiences.
By offering diverse perspectives and content, RTBF aims to provide
quality information that fosters critical thinking among young people
(RQ2). Additionally, RTBF has adopted a multiplatform approach,
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adapting to digital trends to reach younger audiences while
maintaining its core ethical principles (RQ1). This strategy seeks to
strengthen user trust in a context of highly segmented and dynamic
news consumption (RQ3).

In conclusion, RTBF has actively adapted to the digital habits of
young audiences while maintaining its public service mission. By
addressing the complexities of digital consumption and promoting
critical engagement, the broadcaster seeks to remain a relevant and
credible source of information. However, as media egocentrism
intensifies and algorithm-driven consumption shapes audience
behavior, RTBF faces the ongoing challenge of balancing
personalization with journalistic integrity.

The case of RTBF illustrates how a public service media
organization navigates the transition to a multiplatform environment
while upholding fundamental journalistic values. Its efforts to
diversify content, integrate digital strategies, and maintain editorial
standards reflect broader trends in public service media’s response to
changing audience expectations. As media fragmentation continues,
the capacity of public broadcasters to sustain public trust will likely
depend on their ability to balance innovation with their core mission
of providing accurate and inclusive information (Costera
Meijer, 2023).
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This perspective contribution takes stock of recent research conducted through
the theoretical lens, grounded in science and technology studies (STS) and more
specifically infrastructure studies, which | have previously defined as “infrastructuring
digital sovereignty” (Musiani, 2022). With this concept, | address “digital sovereignty”
beyond its strictly legal interpretations and its rhetorical uses in political discourses
by understanding it “from within” as an ongoing series of negotiations, practices,
struggles, and controversies embedded in infrastructures, their creation, their
development, and their maintenance. The contribution will discuss how, via two
recently started projects, French and global interdisciplinary teams seek to provide
an empirical and theoretical understanding, informed by the social sciences, of
digital sovereignty as a set of processes and co-constructed techniques, practices,
and norms “in the making.”

KEYWORDS

digital sovereignty, infrastructure, digital technologies, science and technology
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1 What is meant by “digital sovereignty”? A notion in
the making

The notion of “digital sovereignty” (DS) is increasingly mobilised not only by a variety of
actors to describe various forms of independence, control, and autonomy by states but also by
quasi-states and even less formal political entities over digital infrastructures, technologies,
and data forming the internet. This kind of claim was first made by so-called “authoritarian”
regimes such as China and later Russia (Zeng et al., 2017; Litvinenko, 2021). However, various
actors in liberal democracies around the world are currently also mobilising the DS concept
to emphasise their aim of increasing their self-determination with regard to digital technologies
and services (Floridi, 2020).

In addition, over the last decades, states have made it possible to enforce national laws and
undertake governmental interventions in the digital sphere—and they have successfully
convinced their citizens that sovereignty is necessary to protect “vital goods” ranging from
security to prosperity, cultural norms, diversity, and media control (Heidebrecht, 2023). In
many countries, citizens today expect their governments to protect these goods and their
rights, for instance, by strengthening privacy online or countering online disinformation and
cybercrime. As a result, the DS concept has become a powerful political discourse for the state
to become once more a relevant category in the development and global governance of digital
infrastructures and digital services.
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The DS concept is also increasingly mobilised by “quasi-states”
entities such as indigenous first nations in America and Oceania,
autonomous regions such as Quebec (Canada), or even civil society
collectives in order to articulate their claims for increasing people’s
capacity for self-determination in the digital sphere both vis-a-vis
powerful economic players and dominant state actors. The DS concept
is acquiring yet new facets as it is increasingly associated with
pervasive technologies, from artificial intelligence to the internet of
things. DS discourses are attracting increasing attention by scholars of
digital governance; however, with few notable exceptions (e.g.,
Couture and Toupin, 2019; Pohle and Thiel, 2020), we still lack
systematic assessments of DS claims and their political and
technological consequences, such as the possible decentring of power
hegemonies concerning the internet, as well as its increased
fragmentation (Pohle and Voelsen, 2022; Perarnaud et al., 2024).

2 Flows and frontiers: towards a study
of practices (and technologies) of
digital sovereignty

Digital services and infrastructures play a growing role in the
government of populations, with implications for issues as diverse as
data management, economic competition, regulation of the public
sphere, or surveillance and security. “Digital governance” is the
administration and design of these technologies as an extension of
internet governance (DeNardis, 2014; Radu, 2019; DeNardis et al.,
2020). It involves a diversity of private and public actors as well as
national and international institutions, which take part in the process
of direct regulation but also technical standardisation, maintenance,
and innovation. Together, these shape a digital “normative order”
(Kettemann, 2020), which manifests an evolving balance of power
between stakeholders.

At the dawn of the digital age, both Western democracies and
socialist authoritarian states perceived emerging informatisation and
digitalisation technologies as a strategic issue of national sovereignty
and a “soft power” tool in the Cold War competition. For example, in
the 1960s and 1970s, the French state implemented industrial
strategies aimed at creating a system of European computers involving
East European socialist countries and the Soviet Union in order to
contest US technological hegemony, considered threat to national
sovereignty (Gouarné and Kirtchik, 2022). Telecommunication
networks, created during this first phase, embodied distinctive cultural
visions and political projects: the DARPA by the US military (Edwards,
1996), the National Automated System of Economic Information
(OGAYS) in the Soviet Union (Peters, 2016), and the Minitel in France
(Masutti, 2020). At the same time, the postwar decades were marked
by an increasing homogenisation of techniques and the formation of
global standards in telecommunication and information technologies
through the activities of international bodies. Multiple programmes
of technical cooperation between the capitalist West and the socialist
East, driven by the need to modernise and catch up with more
technologically advanced nations, contributed to their alignment with
global standards (Zakharova, 2020). Since the 1990s, dominant
approaches to digital governance have relied on a liberal paradigm
based on notions of “free flow of information” and self-organised
networks (Loveluck, 2015). Such perspectives were in line with widely
shared perceptions of globalisation, which assumed a liberalisation of
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exchanges and declining government involvement in economic,
social, and political matters (Rosenau and Czempiel, 1992).

Thus, until the past 10 years, the “digital age” was generally
presented as a challenge to the nation-state (Owen, 2015). However, a
reshuffling of globalisation is underway, marked by economic crises,
trade wars, disruption of supply chains, environmental emergencies,
political upheavals, and revived geopolitical tensions. These have led
to increased competition between states and shifting balances of
power. Against this background, calls for a (re)assertion of government
intervention in the digital realm are increasingly been voiced.

In practice, states, governments, and intergovernmental
institutions have arguably always been involved in digital governance
(Goldsmith and Wu, 2006; Mueller, 2010), but in recent years, several
events have pointed towards “an ongoing, state-centred battle for
information resources” (Powers and Jablonski, 2015) and reassessment
of the role of nation-states in digital governance (Haggart et al., 2021).
A key moment was the 2013 revelations by Edward Snowden of the
extent of US surveillance on communications, made possible by the
dominance of US companies on digital services and infrastructures.
One consequence was to accelerate data localisation initiatives,
requiring “that data be physically stored within a country’s jurisdiction
and/or not to be transferred abroad” (Sargsyan, 2016). Since then,
other events have led to revised assumptions regarding digital
governance, such as global interconnectivity issues with threats of
fragmentation or “splinternet” (Mueller, 2017).

From Europe, Russia, and China, competing approaches to digital
governance are emerging that challenge the original model of the
“Silicon Valley open internet” (O’Hara et al., 2021). Retrospectively,
the global internet can be seen as a key instrument of “soft-power
internationalism” (McCarthy, 2015; Baykurt, 2021) serving US
hegemony. Alternatives invoke self-determination, understood as
“digital sovereignty”: government intervention in digital governance
is expected to defend citizen and consumer interests, stimulate
competitive advantages and innovation, and manage security matters
and strategic issues.

Digital sovereignty is, however, a polysemic notion. As mentioned
earlier on, it has been subject to radically different interpretations and
has entailed contrasting regulatory, policy, and technical options
(Couture and Toupin, 2019; Pohle and Thiel, 2020). It has found its
footing in both authoritarian countries and liberal democracies, and
it often involves a defensive position vis-a-vis the US model—where
such initiatives are often seen as “digital protectionism” (Aaronson,
2019). However, the US itself is currently the target of state-backed
“data trafficking” (Kokas, 2022), has adopted protective measures in
the face of growing Chinese digital power, e.g., banning Huawei from
the 5G market (Moore, 2022), and is massively subsidising domestic
research and manufacturing of semiconductors through the CHIPS
and Sciences Act passed in 2022. Assertions of digital sovereignty can
also provide a convenient justification for increased centralised
control over domestic digital infrastructures as well as restrictions on
foreign investment. Before waging war against Ukraine, Russia
sustained a long-term effort to establish a “sovereign internet”
(Musiani et al., 2019; Litvinenko, 2021), whereas China built a
controlled digital space from the outset (Arséne, 2019).

Alternative claims to digital sovereignty have also been made,
which are not based on territorial borders and state power but insist
that self-determination must be firmly seated with users and civil

society (Haché, 2018). Some of these approaches define
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self-determination on an infrastructural level and stipulate
dependencies between the architecture and design of digital
platforms and the models of data sovereignty that they produce
(Ermoshina et al., 2022). For instance, in the current context of the
crisis of trust towards centralised social media (such as X, formerly
Twitter), advocates of decentralisation (both technical and social)
have spurred growing interest in the so-called “fediverse” (with
Mastodon as its main project): self-hosted, open source, and
federated ecosystems are promoted as an alternative both to
proprietary US-based networks and state-controlled solutions. Open-
source technologies are also at the heart of state-driven digital
sovereignty projects developed in Europe (where Mastodon is
actively used by public administrations), Russia (with its nation-level
OS Astra Linux), and China (moving away from Microsoft in favour
of Kylin Linux).

Several public and private actors have been key promoters of
digital sovereignty, with different strategies and discourses. Russia and
China have been presented as endorsing “illiberal” norms of digital
content control (Flonk, 2021), whereas the EU may be seen as
defending a form of “digital constitutionalism” (De Gregorio, 2022)—
often in tension with member states’ national security objectives.
Indeed, the EU, through initiatives such as the GDPR (General Data
Protection Regulation, 2016), the recent DSA and DMA (Digital
Services Act and Digital Markets Act, 2023), and the very recent
Artificial Intelligence Act (2024), has favoured a regulatory response
whilst its industrial strategy and incentives seem unable to foster
regional champions and technical solutions on the scale of the
United States and China. On the other hand, since the 2000s, the
design and administration of internet technology and related
policymaking have been amongst the key domains where China and
Russia have asserted their national brands and influence.

Indeed, the Chinese and Russian governments have co-advanced
the narrative of “internet sovereignty” in opposition to the perceived
technological and governance hegemony of the United States. Baidu,
Alibaba, and Tencent of China and Yandex and VKontakte of Russia
have been integral to the internet strategy of their countries. China
and Russia have forged a public-private relationship with respective
digital media champions in the context of building and branding an
internet sovereignty agenda (Budnitsky and Jia, 2018), which is
actively promoted as a wider model throughout the world. In the
2010s, China dramatically increased participation in global internet
governance institutions (Arséne, 2021) and its promotion of digital
norms in third-party countries (Erie and Streinz, 2021). The features
of digital authoritarianism in Russia (Daucé et al., 2023), which
emerged throughout the 2010s and culminated in the massive war
against Ukraine in February 2022, are embedded in codes, knowledge,
and infrastructures (Daucé and Musiani, 2021; Ermoshina et al.,
2022). Since 2014 and the annexation of Crimea, and more clearly
since February 2022, Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine has
led to a breakdown in cooperation and links with the EU, but other
flows remain, notably with China, as Russia has pivoted to the East
(Lupion, 2021). On the eastern borders of Russia, especially in Central
Asia, exchanges are being recomposed to bypass political barriers
created by the war. Ukraine, on the contrary, tries to move westwards,
strengthening its digital cooperation with the EU. Looking closer at
the circulation of technical norms and policy solutions, however,
complicates the picture and shows how the European, Russian, and
Chinese models can be permeable to each other’s features.
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Different actors sometimes share perspectives and policies, and
points of convergence have already been noted, e.g., between China
and the EU regarding anti-monopoly actions (Wang and Gray, 2022).
Even in the case of Chinese behemoths, the money funding
innovations often come from highly globalised actors (Jia and
Winseck, 2018). Moreover, in the context of combined political,
economic, and health crises, some features of the Russian and Chinese
models are increasingly finding currency not only in autocracies and
populist regimes but also within democracies, including in Europe.
Democratic governments are interested in intrusive surveillance
solutions, from facial recognition to credit scoring (Tréguer, 2021;
Greitens, 2020; Werbach, 2022). Conversely, the contribution of
Western tech companies to the development of authoritarian systems
is well documented (Tesquet, 2020). In a context of open
confrontation, practices of mimicry paradoxically develop,
contributing to the circulation of oppressive practices justified by the
opponent’s action.

The question of the circulation of norms and practices of internet
sovereignty requires considering it from different angles and enriching
models based on US and European prisms. The issue of circulating
digital regulations and technological solutions is particularly salient
between China and Russia and is played out on different scales and in
different international arenas. Indeed, Chinese and Russian norms in
terms of infrastructural components are finding their way to various
regions, including countries in Central Asia, Southeast Asia,
and Africa.

3 DIGISOV and ClaimSov, two nascent
projects

Starting in 2024 and until 2028, two research projects co-led by
Centre Internet et Société, my research unit, will investigate digital
sovereignty, adopting this focus based on practices and the
technologies supporting them.

The first one, DIGISOV [2024-2027, Digital Governance and
Sovereignty in a Fractured World: Competing States and Circulating
Norms, funded by the French National Agency for Research (Agence
Nationale de la Recherche, ANR), https://digisov.org] aims at moving
beyond strictly legal interpretations of digital sovereignty and its
rhetorical uses in political discourses by understanding it “from
within” as an ongoing series of negotiations, practices, struggles, and
controversies. It thus aims to provide a better empirical and theoretical
understanding, informed by the social sciences, of the production and
circulation of digital norms, as well as a more thorough appreciation
of state involvement in shaping these norms. Our main hypothesis is
that national and regional institutions are not only increasingly
involved in regulating existing digital services and infrastructures but
also seek to promote specific models for the digital environment. This
reflects a dynamic process of competition as well as imitation between
different political regimes, which we intend to document and analyse.
The project focusses on three key regions and countries: Europe,
China, and Russia. It aims to show how these digital models and
norms are constructed and maintained in distinct contexts, investigate
the role and leverage power of the different actors involved, and trace
how policy initiatives, regulatory frameworks, technical
infrastructures, and discourses and practices circulate between
national and regional entities.
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The project seeks to rely on both legal and political sociology, STS
perspectives, and discourse analysis to examine the co-development
of the material, institutional, and territorial components of digital
sovereignty. We propose to approach digital sovereignty as a process,
a set of co-constructed techniques, practices, and norms “in
the making”

The second one, ClaimSov [2025-2028, (Re-)claiming digital
sovereignty in discourse, policy, and practice, funded by the Open
Research Area 8 call], considers that DS claims, policies, and practices
are key expressions of shifting power relations in a world marked by
digital interconnectedness and (geo)political tensions. Thus, the
scientific objective of this project was to better understand these
shifting relations by developing a nuanced and empirically grounded
understanding of contemporary discourses and governance
mechanisms (policies, regulations, practices, and infrastructures)
related to DS in various political contexts and by proposing a
categorisation and conceptualisation of such discourses
and mechanisms.

As with the previous one, the project seeks to have an important
interdisciplinary component, building on science and technology
studies, communication studies, and digital governance studies.
We seek to provide systematic theoretical and empirical research on
DS-related discourses and governance mechanisms in national and
supranational contexts pertaining to three key geopolitical blocks: (1)
the European Union, both at the EU level and within France and
Germany, (2) North America (with a focus on the United States and
Canada), and (3) Russia and China as the two most prominent
countries run by authoritarian regimes that present DS as a
cornerstone of their foreign policy.

Opverall, we aim for the project to provide a baseline of empirical
data to assess, contextualise, and categorise how DS is enforced and
practised in different contexts and countries around the world. Our
findings will contribute to empirically grounded policy discussions
about possible risks and hopes attached to DS initiatives as they relate
to internet governance, digital democracy, and the construction of a
global digital public space—or its increased fragmentation. Therefore,
we aim for the findings of the project to be of great practical relevance,
as they can contribute to a more robust knowledge base for policy
debates and actions worldwide.

"

4 Looking into the “infrastructurin
of digital sovereignty: exemplars o
case studies

In 2022, I published in Information, Communication, and Society
the article “Infrastructuring digital sovereignty: a research agenda for
an infrastructure-based sociology of digital self-determination
practices” With this article, I suggested a roadmap for how the
concept of digital sovereignty could be studied via the infrastructure-
embedded “situated practices” of various political and economic
projects that aim to establish autonomous digital infrastructures in a
hyperconnected world (Musiani, 2022). With both projects, I now
have the possibility to put to the test the research agenda outlined in
this article.

Indeed, both DIGISOV and ClaimSov projects include work
packages that are focussed on the exploration of practices related to
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the governance of/by infrastructure, e.g., modifications made to, and
co-optations of, digital infrastructures for political objectives related
to self-determination and digital sovereignty. We aim to examine how
technical development is enacted at different infrastructural levels,
how it intersects with industrial/economic (as well as regulatory)
practices, and how it is affected by them. This involves a gathering of
in-depth accounts of concrete practices and arrangements related to
the processes of “infrastructuring” of digital sovereignty to account
for (a) how technical infrastructures and architectures are developed
and deployed and (b) how economic and industrial policies are
drafted, implemented, and adapted to politico-economic realities.

Potential avenues for fieldwork that we have started to explore
include at the level of the EU, the European “sovereign cloud” initiative
GAIA-X and its alternatives (e.g., Euclidia) and the DNS4EU initiative
that has, for a time, aimed to support the development of a European
DNS resolver. At these different levels, controversies abound. GAIA-X
is under scrutiny for its inability to move beyond the “concept” stage,
the bureaucracy of its procedures, and its governance gaps. Indeed,
key European actors such as Thalés have recently fallen back on
partnerships with Silicon Valley “giants,” such as Google (S3NS) and
Microsoft Azure (for key management solutions). DNS4EU is
criticised for the potentially excessive concentration of core Internet
management functions that it would entail whilst claiming better
cybersecurity and smoother enforcement of content regulation
measures. These two projects (and their shortcomings) provide an
opportunity to observe how the different normative levels at which the
EU attempts to build/strengthen its digital sovereignty (physical/
software infrastructure, data protection law, and market/fair
competition law) interact and what are the actual “contact points”
between these different levels.

Another arena that has been singled out for fieldwork is Chinese
interventionism in the digital sector—by regulating heavily, picking
winners, and subsidising them massively—which has served as a
model for some and a “wakeup call” for many. Beijing takes the digital
industry and digital economy as a key multiplier of economic
development and state control over society. Digital infrastructure and
data management have also been a high priority on the international
stage by promoting digitisation in bilateral development projects as
well as multilateral institutions, in which Chinese providers play a key
role and could find themselves in a position to challenge US control
over information flows and exercise surveillance. Furthermore, the
United States-China geopolitical rivalry is leading to important
reconfigurations of industry policies in Europe, China, and third-
party countries (with high-stakes regulation measures such as
investment screening, subsidies, and relocalisation), with potential
controversies burgeoning around the role of sovereignty and human
rights in these policies. Country-specific case studies such as Kenya,
Vietnam, and Singapore reveal the ripple effects of such global
reconfiguration under the impact of the Belt and Road Initiative, the
Digital Silk Road, and the EU’s Global Gateway project, all of which
have ambitions to build key connectivity infrastructures. European
industrial policies, on the other hand, are aimed at positioning
European firms in this global competition, fostering, in particular, the
exportation of European surveillance infrastructures in the Global
South—Safe City projects, biometric identification, and equipment
interference (“hacking”) tools.

The dynamics surrounding international sanctions, exemplified
by the responses to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in a more general
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context of “sovereignisation” of the Russian Internet, also have an
important focus on infrastructures, such as traffic routing, and on
the export of Russian-made middleboxes and software for traffic
interception and filtering. In a context marked by the withdrawal of
major international suppliers of infrastructure, devices, and
software, our research focusses on the infrastructural difficulties
posed by the abrupt withdrawal of international actors after the
Russian aggression against Ukraine but also on the reorientation of
supplies and circumvention of sanctions taking place in the
digital industry.

5 Conclusion and overture

The notion of “digital sovereignty” is increasingly mobilised by a
variety of actors to refer to an increasingly central set of issues in both
the practice of and the research exploring Internet governance. At the
same time, the contours and definitions of this notion have never been
more open to debate. Thus, there is a need to place a detailed analytical
focus on the practices related to the governance of/by infrastructure,
e.g., modifications made to, and co-optations of, digital infrastructures
for political objectives related to self-determination. This short
“perspective” article has sought to assess the state of the
“infrastructuring digital sovereignty” approach 3 years after this
research agenda was outlined and examined some concrete avenues
for developing this approach through fieldwork—with the double aim
of categorising the complexity of discourses and governance
mechanisms surrounding digital sovereignty and understanding their
“situatedness” in different political and societal contexts.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in
the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed
to the corresponding author.
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People across the globe increasingly rely on digital platforms to communicate,
entertain and access information. Whereas many of these activities were conducted
through legacy news media, entities such as Google, Facebook, YouTube and
Instagram currently dominate in most national contexts. The business models of
digital platforms, their global nature and the pace that digital technologies and services
evolve challenge existing regulatory frameworks concerning consumer protection,
transparency, and power imbalances, especially in ensuring that substantial market
power does not reduce competition in media and advertising services markets.
This article deals with regulating relations between digital platforms and news
publishers. It discusses recent reforms which respond to the unequal bargaining
power between digital platforms and news media publishers. It questions whether
tech giants should pay news media for news content that they carry and whether
there are guarantees that funds received by news publishers will be reinvested
into public interest journalism. By doing so, it examines the competitive impacts
and implications of their existing commercial relationships, in particular the role
of online advertising in the dissemination and monetisation of news content and
the long term impact on the sustainability of the news media sector. It is clear
that news media providers and digital platforms are both benefiting from the
distribution of news content. However, the digital platforms need to improve the
transparency of their operations for news media providers as they have a significant
impact on the capacity of news media organisations to build and maintain an
audience and derive resources from the media content they produce. Overall,
the article asks whether the discourse surrounding digital platform regulation
generally, and measures by nation-states to rebalance market relations to the
benefit of news publishers, can safeguard public interest journalism, promote
reliable information, and promote democracy.

KEYWORDS

digital platforms, news publishers, big tech, policy, regulation

Setting the scene

Digital platforms (including social media, chat, search engines, generative Artificial
Intelligence models and applications) and news publishers (providers of original print, digital,
or broadcast news) have had an uneasy relationship for a number of years. This has been
triggered by the shifting nature of news, the manner in which news is delivered, and the ways
people trace it. The ongoing digital revolution or third industrial revolution (i.e., the transition
from analogue to digital electronics) is bringing benefits to consumer-citizens as online outlets
offer unprecedented choice of formats and perspectives, but is also affecting the future
provision of news. While the rise of online services have widened the concept of news, public
interest news and investigative journalism are decreasing. “Public interest news” can
be interpreted to include informative, reliable and accurate news that reflect a wide plurality
and diversity of viewpoints that typically can be delivered through high-quality journalism.
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As traditional business models and revenue streams are declining,
trust in online news across the world is decreasing and news avoidance
is rising as a growing share of audiences are turning away (Reuters
Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2024, p. 26-27). Meanwhile,
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is altering internet research and the
profession of journalism.

Various government reports from around the world have attempted
to address unconscionability among digital platforms and news media
publishers. Let us first define unconscionability, which reflects precisely
the tensions between digital platforms and news media publishers. It
points to conditions where powerful platforms take advantage of their
dominance over news publishers, potentially resulting in less quality
and more homogeneous news content. This can materialise in disparity
in negotiating strength, terms of reference that are hard for users to
understand, unclear content moderation practices that can be used to
penalise users, and lack of transparency in platform algorithms. Online
platforms often use algorithms to prioritise content recommendations,
which can reduce exposure to different viewpoints. This is common in
politics. For example, if a user regularly accesses content favouring a
particular political viewpoint, the algorithm may rank high that content,
even if it is not the most objective or accurate view.

But how have governments tackled unconscionability? In the UK,
the Cairncross (2019) Review considered the long-term survival of the
production and distribution of high-quality journalism, and especially
the prospects of the press industry, in a radically transforming ecology.
It has looked at the overall state of the news media market, the threats
to the financial sustainability of publishers, the impact of search
engines and social media platforms, and the role of digital advertising.
In Australia, the ACCC (2019) report looked at the impact of digital
platforms on: consumers, businesses using platforms to advertise to
and reach customers, and news media businesses that also use the
platforms to disseminate their content. The Canadian Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Legislative Review Panel (2020) examined
Canada’s future of communications in the light of rapid market
changes and the dominance of digital platforms.

Academic studies have also paid attention to the disruptive nature
of social media platforms to commercial news business operations and
also shifting consumer habits. Nicoli and losifidis (2023) analysed the
European Commission’s competition policy approach regarding big
tech by adopting a critical political economy of communications
approach. By using the Australian ACCC Report as a case study, Flew
and Wilding (2021) discussed digital platform regulation with a focus
upon the impact of digital platforms on news and journalism.
Schlesinger (2020) reflected on the accelerated transition from the
mass media epoch to the ramifying entrenchment of the internet era
and the impact on the public sphere, which he refers to as unstable
-post-public sphere. By taking the Codes introduced in Australia and
Canada as case studies, Flew et al. (2023) provided an account of how
news media bargaining codes may regulate the connection between
digital platforms and news publishers. The authors’ main objective was
to check whether these codes adequately defend public interest
journalism and ensure accurate information.

This paper builds on research in platform studies, journalism
studies, as well as the above relevant literature by dealing with
regulatory relations between large, mainly US-based platform
companies such as Meta and Google and news publishers. It attempts
to address two research questions. First, it asks whether the recent
reforms by national governments which respond to the unequal
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bargaining power between digital platforms and news media publishers
are suffice to rebalance market relations to the benefit of news
publishers. Second, it asks whether there are guarantees that funds
received by news publishers will be reinvested into public interest
journalism. The paper addresses a crucial research gap, namely whether
the discourse surrounding digital platform regulation generally, and
measures by nation-states to rebalance market relations to the benefit
of news publishers, are likely to yield necessary safeguards required to
sustain public interest journalism, promote reliable information, and
stabilise democratic societies.

To achieve the above, the paper discusses contemporary measures
that intend to address unconscionability among digital platforms and
news media publishers. The paper could work well as an introductory
text going through the relationship between digital platforms and
news publishers to future research and/or editions of the journal
containing more detailed analyses on the specific issues discussed in
it. The first section deals with the platformisation of the internet and
provides statistics and data showing the power of social media
platforms. Having provided this background, the next section directly
addresses the question of whether news media firms should get
support from digital platforms. The third section of the paper explores
the international regulatory responses from both the Global North
and the Global South, whereas the last section makes a case for
maintaining and promoting public interest journalism as a guarantor
for the continued availability of public interest news. While it is clear
that news media providers and digital platforms are both taking
advantage of the wide distribution of news content, the paper joins
forces with those arguing that digital platforms should improve the
openness of their activities and support news publishers, for they can
benefit financially from the media content they deliver.

Platformisation of the internet

News media developed into an increasingly independent
institution in the 20th century but are now becoming dependent upon
new digital intermediaries that structure the media environment in
ways that both individuals and powerful organisations have to adapt
to (Nielsen and Ganter, 2017). The new media landscape is dubbed
platformisation of the internet, and is associated with the prominence
of digital platforms as the dominant model for the web. Platformisation
is not static but should be understood as an ongoing process as it is
constantly evolving. It is defined as the penetration of infrastructures,
economic processes and governmental frameworks of digital
platforms in different economic sectors and spheres of life, as well as
the reorganisation of cultural practices and imaginations around these
platforms (Poell et al., 2019). According to Flew (2019a), debates
about the internet in the past two decades tend to go along one of two
distinct tracks. The first pointed to the new affordances of digital and
social media. The second track focused upon the growing
concentration of ownership and control over the internet by a handful
of giant digital entities. The platformisation of the internet is a key
development as it leads to the end of open internet and toward
concentration of control. The concentrated immense economic,
political, and communicative power in the hands of tech giants and
tech barons such as CEOs Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook/Meta), Jeft
Bezos (Amazon), and Elon Musk (Twitter/x) calls for fresh media laws
and policy (Iosifidis and Andrews, 2020; Nicoli and losifidis, 2023).
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The rising popularity of online platforms influences the
infrastructure of the digital field and may narrow the range of voices
that are heard and disseminated. This is because online platforms can
create so-called “echo chambers” and “filter bubbles,” thereby limiting
exposure to diverse perspectives, reinforcing existing biases, and
ultimately resulting in a narrow range of viewpoints (Rhodes, 2021).
Specifically, the terms echo chambers and filter bubbles refer to
conditions in which people have access to opinions that align with
their pre-existing beliefs. The mechanism that enables this to happen
is social media algorithms that can personalise content
recommendations. The end result can be increased polarisation,
limited critical thinking and assessment, and homogenisation of
online culture. It might be worth mentioning here that some studies
(for example, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/242388425_
Consumer_trust_in_an_Internet_Store) have raised questions about
the conventional wisdom that the internet creates a “level playing
field,” for it influences individuals’ assessments of trustworthiness.

The fact is that social media platforms are now more prominent
than linear media both in terms of advertising expenditure and news
consumption. Let us start with advertising. The advertising-supported
financial model of news production, which dominated mass media in
the 20th and early 21st centuries, is no longer sustainable (Flew et al.,
2023). Search and social media giants in the likes of Google and Meta
command the digital advertising market. In the US, UK and Australia
these two companies have been recipients of more than 70% of all
digital advertising revenue. To illustrate, US ad spending for TV in
2024 was $58.99 billion while social network ad spending (with
Google and Meta at the forefront) was much higher at $86.75 billion.
Print media (newspapers and magazines) currently get <5% of total
advertising revenue. In the UK, the Advertising Association/Warc
Expenditure Report noted online formats are now recipients of more
than three quarters of the total. All the growth went to tech giants with
Alphabet (Google’s parent company) the biggest winner (Ponsford,
2024). Advances in Artificial Intelligence (AI) are accelerating market
developments. Generative AI tools promise faster and easier
advertising and personalised content, potentially changing consumer
engagement with experiences (E-marketer, 2024).

Perhaps more importantly, television is no longer a monopoly or
the core source in news provision in a number of national contexts. In
the UK, for example, where TV has been considered the leading
source of domestic news since the 1960s, when it overtook radio and
newspapers, recent Ofcom research shows that 71% of adults now
access news shows online, compared to 70% for TV (Ofcom, 2024).
The trend toward the increasing use of social media for news is
evidenced by a recent Ofcom report which states that more than half
of UK adults (52%) now use online platforms to access news. Similar
trends have been observed in other countries. For instance, Australia’s
Generation Z use social media as their main source of news (Park
etal., 2022). The worrying sign though is that only 6% of people in the
UK and 14% of people in the US trust the information on social media
(Newman et al., 2022). This is worrying and directly relates to the
trends toward mis/disinformation. The issues of mis/disinformation
have been widely discussed in academia but also in regulatory agency
reports. Nicoli and losifidis (2023) delve into this ongoing, global
discussion, by aiming to conceptualize both the theoretical
frameworks and policy initiatives in fighting digital disinformation.

Discussion on disinformation has mainly focused on
authoritarian regimes like Russia and China engaging in
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information warfare. However, democratically elected leaders are
now accused of spreading disinformation, complicating the issue.
State-sponsored disinformation poses a heightened threat to
Western liberal democracies, undermining human rights and
democratic processes (losifidis, 2024). On the regulatory body side,
Ofcom (2024) found that online news sources—and social media
platforms in particular—are rated much less favourably than
traditional platforms such as TV and radio for accuracy, trust
and impartiality.

Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) claimed that the growing role of
social media as a source of news can increase the production and
distribution of disinformation and fake news due to the confluence of
three factors. The first is associated with the rapidly declining costs of
producing and distributing news content online. The second relates to
the trend toward news packages (collectives of news stories presented
on digital platforms, that turn it difficult if not impossible to identify
the accuracy and source of the story). Third, practices of sharing,
liking and commenting build upon established friend/follower
networks where there may be a relatively high degree of ideological
agreement, leading to the formation of what are known as “filter
bubbles,” where the relationship of a news story to pre-existing
preferences is more important than its accuracy (see also Flew, 2019b).

Should news media firms get support
from digital platforms?

So far, the paper has discussed the increasing power of Big Tech
firms and the various concerns this has raised, including the spread of
disinformation. This section considers the institutional relations
between platforms and news organisations and delves into the
discourse of whether digital platforms should pay news media
companies for the news content they carry. Certainly, the
aforementioned developments call for a reconsideration of the
relationship among digital platform and news businesses. Shall
we treat these trends as part of an inevitable upheaval associated with
fast technological shift? For those advocating this line of argument,
incumbent media businesses should not be protected from trends like
shifting of ad spend to tech giants. To gain more systematic insight
into this, the paper first goes through the arguments by pro-market
economists and digital platforms before engaging with voices that
dispute them and favour compensation to news publishers.

Matthew (2023), Director of Public Policy and
Communications at the UK Institute of Economic Affairs, summarised

Lesh

the arguments against platforms providing financial support to news
publishers. He admitted that the internet has brought about a new
business model that has expanded competition both for advertising
revenue and audiences. In this new environment, news outlets have
struggled to attract advertising revenue and/or subscribers, whereas
digital platforms are (unfairly?) profiting from the thoroughly
researched and fact-checked work of news publishers’ journalists. Lesh
also acknowledged that most publishers’ responses have been to seek
revenue transfers from digital platforms. Publishers’ main argument
is that they need some form of compensation from the tech platforms
if ad-funded news media is going to survive in the digital era. But his
view is that, as the economic change continues, news publishers
should not get compensation, for this should end up in a mistargeted
system that could have a negative impact.
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Lesh explained that firstly, in his view, the major digital platforms
are not directly to blame for the bleak financial position of news
publishers. Instead, responsibility should rest with the drop of
classifieds advertising, which in turn undermines the traditional
publisher business model. A relevant factor is that consumer habits
shifted as new technology surfaced. Lesh continued that the value of
news to digital platforms has been overstretched. He noted that the
significance of news to digital platforms is not great, for the presence
of this content is unimportant compared to e-commerce, social
networking, etc. Lesh concluded that the introduction of a revenue
transfer system could stifle innovation and diminish journalistic
quality. This is in line with most pro-market reports which claim that
regulation reduces aggregate equilibrium innovation and growth (see,
for example, Aghion et al., 2023).

Unsurprisingly, big tech companies share similar arguments.
Meta, the parent company of Facebook, has recently shared some
opinions about carrying news content as well as opposition to the
News Media Bargaining Code introduced by the Australian
government (MetaANZ, 2024). These can be summarised as follows.
First, the tech giant claims that interest in news content is dropping on
its platforms. Second, users use Facebook and Instagram mainly for
other types of content, rather than news. Third, Meta actually benefits
news publishers as their services have much greater visibility. Fourth,
technology firms are not to blame for the financial struggles facing
news organisations. Meta concludes that the future availability of
public interest journalism very much depends on how news publishers
will cope with new technology, the shifting consumer behaviour, and
the prevalence of online advertising, all of them impacting on old
traditional business models.

Gawer (2023), Professor in Digital Economy at the University of
Surrey, contradicted the above arguments by pro-market economists
and digital platforms. Gawer emphasised that revenues for the news
publishers now more than ever depends on negotiations with
technology firms. The author reiterated that digital platforms have the
upper hand in such negotiations for several reasons. The platforms are
more powerful due to a series of consolidations in the past decades,
enabling them to achieve the role of gatekeepers. At the other side of
the spectrum, news organisations are smaller in size and have typically
a more pluralistic and competitive structure. Therefore, platforms’
negotiating power is much higher. In addition, the platforms have
collected and monetised user data from various publishers and do not
normally share these consumer data with news publishers. Gawer
concluded that we need to address the bargaining power imbalance
between digital platforms and news publishers and suggested:
addressing concerns about the transparency of algorithms; giving
publishers appropriate control over presentation and branding of their
content; driving improved practices in the sharing of user data
between publishers and those platforms that host their content.

The issue of algorithmic transparency is particularly important. In
their recent report, the House of Lords (2024) quoted Dame Melanie
Dawes, CEO of Ofcom, who mentioned that the lack of transparency
about how tech platforms’ recommender algorithms work remained
“one of the biggest challenges” around improving the health of the
online media ecosystem. She called for the regulator or vetted
researchers to be given access for testing. The report claimed that
Audits of algorithms could investigate potential biases or the impacts
of service changes. It added that, under the Digital Markets,
Competition and Consumers Act 2024, the Competition and Markets
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Authority  could over

recommender algorithms.

require greater  transparency

The next section explores the legislative initiatives taken by
governments mainly in the Global North to address news media
sustainability in the era of Big Tech. Although digital platforms in the
Global South compete with news publishers in a similar way (i.e.,
attention, advertising revenue, consumer spending), it appears that
most Southern regions are in the process of employing “principles”
with regard to media sustainability rather than taking initiatives via

legislation and competition authorities.

International regulatory interventions

Legislators and policymakers in various national contexts across
the globe share the view that digital platforms benefit significantly
from featuring news and should therefore pay news media companies
for news content they carry. In 2021, Australia devised and
implemented a novel regulatory approach. In particular, it introduced
a News Media Bargaining Code that established a framework forcing
digital platforms to undertake deals with news companies. The main
objective of the reform is apparently not to designate platforms, but
rather to motivate them to do enough deals that the government is
satisfied with their commitment to sustaining the Australian news
media sector that they derive value from (Flew et al., 2023). A year
later, Canada adopted Australia’s regulatory approach and enacted the
Online News Act (C18). According to Flew et al. (2023), the
differences in regulatory approach in Australia and Canada is that the
former has adopted a market-oriented angle to the survival of
commercial news media, while the latter is promoting public interest
journalism rather than commerce. Seemingly, the drive behind the
Canadian Act is attention to social externalities associated with public
interest journalism. But the take-away from both initiatives is that
public policy is needed to rebalance the relations between platforms
and commercial publishers.

Several countries from the Global North have introduced
legislation along these lines. In June 2023, the Senate Judiciary
Committee in the US passed the Journalism Competition and
Preservation Act (JCPA) (S. 1094) (2023) bipartisan bill that intends
to help news publishers and safeguard the American free press by
addressing the market imbalances imposed by Big Tech and guarantee
that small and local news publishers/broadcasters have a future. In the
UK, the former Conservative government proposed a regime to
enhance competition in the digital epoch that would also incorporate
obligatory codes of conduct applying to digital firms with Strategic
Market Status (SMS). Specifically, in April 2021, then Digital Secretary
asked the Digital Markets Unit (DMU) in the competition and
Markets Authority (CMA) to work with Ofcom to “look at how a code
would govern the relationships between platforms and content
providers such as news publishers, including to ensure they are as fair
and reasonable as possible” The CMA’s and Ofcom’s response to that
request was that a code would work better than direct price setting by
the regulator. To reach that conclusion, the CMA and Ofcom
consulted widely with publishers who expressed concerns about the
reliance on Google and Facebook for traffic.

As it is the case with Global North, digital platforms in the Global
South compete with publishers for attention, advertising revenue, as
well as consumer spending. Bouquillion et al. (2023) examined the
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strategies of some of the main US-based Big Tech platforms toward
the Global South and considered the relations between them and the
constellation of local or regional platforms that have emerged. The
authors also noted that news publishers in Africa, Asia, Latin America
or the Middle East have raised concerns about the expansion of
Western digital players and in particular the new forms of cultural
entrepreneurship that has reconfigured the conditions in which
cultural contents are produced and circulated in the Global South. A
recent report by Nielsen and Cherubini (2022) examined the various
strategies pursued by a range of news media operating in eight
developing countries, namely Colombia, India, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Mexico, Nigeria, Peru and South Africa. The report found that the
overall approaches the publishers take to platforms have these
commonalities: clarity about editorial mission, funding model, and
target audience; adaptability to a constantly changing environment
and transient platforms; selective and diverse investments in platforms
to pursue key platform opportunities while hedging against platform
risk; proactive relations to identify useful contacts inside platform
companies; constant monitoring of the editorial and financial return
on investment in platforms.

The 2023 “Big Tech and Journalism - Building a Sustainable
Future for the Global South” conference, held in Johannesburg, made
it clear that most countries in the Global South are currently
considering “principles,” rather than policy measures, to address news
media sustainability in the era of Big Tech (Big Tech and Journalism:
Principles for Fair Compensation, 2023). The conference was attended
by journalists, news publishers, media organisations, scholars,
activists, lawyers, and economists in order to address the crisis of the
sustainability of journalism and its intersection with the role of major
tech platforms. It aimed to “share lessons learned and identify
commonalities within and across regions with regard to media
sustainability initiatives via legislation and competition authorities.”
In the end, it proposed 10 principles for fare compensation, intending
to “help with the design, implementation, and evaluation of public
policy mechanisms that oblige digital platforms and news publishers
to engage with each other to develop fair economic terms.” There are
public interest, plurality, diversity, sustainability, fairness, collectivity,
transparency, accountability, independence and outcomes. It appears
that countries in the Global South, while carefully designing principles
for fair compensation, play a wait-and-see game to check how
initiatives via legislation and competition authorities develop in the
Global North in order to proceed with their own specific policy
interventions to address the power of technology platforms.

Public interest journalism: can it
survive?

As mentioned in the opening, the remainder of this paper
makes a case for maintaining and promoting public interest
journalism as a guarantor for the continued availability of public
interest news. The objective of public interest journalism is to
promote democratic ideals by encouraging the public to engage with
journalists and news outlets and building community’s trust in
journalists. This is particularly important in the current era of
information abundance, mis/disinformation and the widespread of
fake news. In 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO)
announced that, together with the health pandemic, it was also
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addressing an “infodemic,” that is, an “overabundance of
information, both online and offline” (WHO Director General,
2020). Many years later, the “infodemic” continues to undermine
trust in vaccination efforts aiming to bring an end to the pandemic.
In addition, disinformation is as much a weapon of war as bombs
are, judging from the ongoing Ukraine-Russia war, where
disinformation is particularly widespread (Iosifidis, 2024).

Trust in journalism and news is key. In the UK, for instance, the
2018 Dame Frances Cairncross was asked to conduct a Review into
the sustainability of high-quality journalism in the country. The report
emphasised that at the heart of any thriving democracy is a free and
vibrant press. This is because it plays a vital role in holding power to
account and keeping the public informed of local, national and
international issues. Yet it painted a concerning picture, for there are
now around far fewer journalists than a decade ago and print
circulation of national and local newspapers has declined sharply. As
the Review makes clear, the main driver for these developments is a
rapid change in how we consume content as the majority of people
now read news online. But trust in social media and online news is
lower than in legacy media. A recent research (Fletcher et al., 2025)
found that across the world “trust has declined more in environments
that have become less structured by television news use, and
increasingly structured by social media new use”

This paper’s stance is that news and journalism involve public
good characteristics that cannot be left to the market to guarantee the
delivery of specific forms of news such as public interest journalism
and local reporting. Public interest journalism - the kind of journalism
that serves the interests of the public by going beyond the commercial
viability of individual brands - is essential for maintaining and
developing a workable democratic political system and a democratic
public sphere, independent of vested political and economic interests
(Flew et al., 2023; Schudson, 2020; Walters, 2022). The issue of trust
and the right to get accurate information are central to the future
viability of news and journalism.

“Free and independent media constitute the cornerstone for a
healthy and thriving democracy” (Media Intelligence Service, 2021,
p. 2). Strong, well-funded, politically independent, non-profit media
guarantee the democratic health of contemporary nations whose
democratic values may be in danger due to the rise of platformisation
and spread of disinformation (but also populism and political apathy).
In particular, platformization, with the increasing presence of global
platforms such as Google, Amazon, Meta and Apple in the digital
economy, as well as how platforms shape economic and social
relationships, has impacted on the public service remit of promoting
key public values in the likes of universality, independence, diversity.
On the misinformation front, as mentioned above, we have recently
witnessed a surge of disinformation and fake news spread through
digital platforms (Nicoli and Iosifidis, 2023). While this certainly
undermines the legitimacy of democratic institutions and leads to
fragmented public spheres, the existence of public interest journalism
may serve as a guarantor of delivering trusted news to a well-informed
citizenry. Public interest and investigative journalism can provide
public interest, reliable and accurate news, widely acknowledged as
one of the instruments of countering disinformation.

The concern about the continued availability of public interest news
is exacerbated by the fact that the journalism profession itself is in
danger. According to Press Gazette’s analysis, 2023 was a bad year for
the journalism industry, with at least 8,000 job redundancies in the UK,
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US and Canada." This is in line with the Cairncross Review. The tide has
continued in 2024, with around 1,000 people losing their jobs in January
alone. The main reason for journalist cut jobs is that the digital
revolution has forced publishers to cut costs. In an update, found that
layoffs reached a new record in 2024, for at least 17,436 job cuts were
announced by June 2024, making the level of cuts even worse than at
the outset of the pandemic in 2020, when 16,750 job cuts were
announced at the same period. Kahn also mentioned that Artificial
Intelligence (AI) may have begun to displace journalists, whereas the
ongoing war in Gaza claimed the lives of a record number of reporters.

All this, according to Kahn, was compounded by long hours,
chronic underpayment and a declining number of journalism jobs.
One needs to remember that investigative reports are difficult to
achieve as journalists are typically bringing into light hidden
situations. Consequently, journalists need to work extremely hard to
uncover the facts. The situation in the journalism profession is
expected to get worse with Donald Trump’s second term as US
President, for he attacked directly US press freedom. The president
made it clear during the campaign that he had the press in his sights
(The Conversation, 2024). In effect, the continued provision of public
interest news is in real danger. This has brought to the spotlight the
issues of trust and accuracy in the provision of news. Not adequately
staffed media are less likely to critically engage with serious political,
economic and climate questions and therefore serve the public sphere.

However, the threat has been more profound at the local level.
According to Cairncross (2019) Review, while investigative and
national level reporting have suffered, it is local provision that is most
under threat. According to Howells (2015), quoted in House of Lords
(2024), the decline in numbers of local journalists is associated with
subsequent declines in reporting on local institutions, falling civic
engagement and lower voter turnout. The Cairncross Review provides
a rather gloomy picture, for while it acknowledges that many news
publishers nationally will struggle to be profitable in the online world,
those at the local level will be affected greatly in the provision of public
interest news.

Conclusion

The broader question is whether national and/or international
policy measures guarantee the delivery of public interest news and
journalism. Do they promote accurate information and therefore
stabilise democratic societies and rational public spheres? As shown
by Flew et al. (2023) but also Brown and Grudnoff (2023), the
immediate impact of the Australian intervention has been rather
positive as evidenced by the growth in journalist job advertisements
as well as the payment of money to news media companies. It should
be noted though that such interventions, like the bargaining codes,
will not by themselves generate the advertising revenue that has been
converted to digital platforms during the last couple of decades.

Governments, academics, policymakers and other interested
stakeholders should undertake further research and propose workable
solutions regarding the long-term relationship between the news
media industry and digital platforms. Australias News Media

1 https://pressgazette.co.uk/media_business/journalism-job-cuts-2023/
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Bargaining Code and Canada’s Online News Act (Act C-18, 2022)
have initiated a long overdue debate about who pays for news for the
interests of democracy. It is not clear if policy measures such as the
effective forced arbitration to digital platforms will provide an answer
to the questions raised in this paper. The government and
policymakers’ role in supporting the future of news is crucial. But the
government cannot force people to engage with the news. In addition,
well-meaning financial support risks doing more harm than good by
undermining media independence.

The industry itself needs to be involved for designing and
implementing a “workable solution” The House of Lords recent report
The Future of News (2024) claimed that much of the work needs to
be led by industry itself to ensure audience needs and expectations are
well served. Of course there are no silver bullet solutions on the extent
of policy intervention to address the influence of technology
platforms. But different stakeholders (government, regulators,
industry) have options that can be discussed in a round table.

Also, the issues of how to support public interest journalism and
public interest news remain very much controversial. In the past, it
was largely public service media (PSM), funded by the licence fee, and
terrestrial commercial media, mainly funded by a mix of advertisers
and subscribers, that provided public interest news. The moving of
online news to digital platforms, and the dominance of the digital
landscape by a handful of platform providers, has fundamentally
changed that environment. There needs to be an extensive dialogue
between the major digital platforms such as Google and Meta and
news media publishers, in order to design acceptable and workable
policies. As Flew et al. (2023) noted, “Governments will need to
balance inclinations to support the incumbent news organisations
with the difficulties of enforcing rules for global digital platforms at
the level of nation-states.” More generally, there is a need for a wider
set of policy interventions beyond commercial bargaining that can
support the critical form of democratic infrastructure (Pickard, 2020).

High-quality, reliable news is at the heart of a democratic society.
According to Gawer (2023), a vibrant democratic society also requires
a plurality of voices in its news media. The author detailed that the
production of first-rate news requires publishers’ time and effort.
Policymakers should ensure the preservation of high quality news
organisations undermined by global digital platforms in the likes of
Google, Meta, Apple and Microsoft which have captured the
gatekeeper role. losifidis and Nicoli (2020) offered a descriptive
account of Facebook’s public announcements regarding how it tackles
disinformation and fake news. Based on a qualitative content analysis,
the article examined ways to hold social media platforms more
accountable for how they handle disinformation. One should
remember that in an era of information abundance media firms and
platforms can establish a stronger position if their journalism is built
on accuracy and fairness.

Before stating the limitations and possible future research
direction, it might be worth finishing the main body of the paper by
referring to Gans (2003) seminal work Democracy and the News. In
his volume, Gans highlights that news and journalism should be at the
core of democracy, enabling citizens to take informed decisions on
important local, national and international matters. He reasserts the
claim that the press is considered the Fourth Estate and press freedom
should be guaranteed. Gans quotes Pulitzer prize-winner Anthony
Lewis who, in his last column for the New York Times, wrote “The
most important office in a democracy, Justice Louis Brandeis said, is
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the office of the citizen” Citizens need to be informed accurately if
“the democratic process is to be truly meaningful to them?” Otherwise,
as book reviewer Mclnerney claimed in 2024, “the concept of
democracy as ‘a country belonging to its citizens' risks looking
meaningless” (McInerney, 2024).

Limitations and future research
direction

As stated in the first section of the paper, the current piece serves
as an introductory note aimed at providing impetus for future research
on an under-researched topic. It is a theoretically based overview, both
descriptive and critical in its storytelling, as it raises some crucial
arguments regarding the core theme in question. The paper places
emphasis on antithetical arguments, those advocated by pro-market
economists and digital platforms, as opposed to those that favour
compensation to news publishing entities. It would be really
interesting if future research could shed light on the perspectives of
the media market through empirical methods such as case studies,
surveys and/or interviews. As mentioned above, “public service
journalism” and “public service news” need to be preserved in a
democratic society. To achieve this, future research could be based on
designing acceptable and workable policies that can only
be materialised if major digital platforms, news media publishers, and
policymakers sit in the same table to discuss and elaborate them.

Initiating a regular dialogue with publishers, platforms and
policymakers to review the broader developments within the industry
and assess progress on possible government recommendations is a good
way to take things forward. Such a dialogue could ensure that there are
further opportunities to help identify additional interventions, where
and when they are considered necessary. The common denominator is
to ensure audience needs and expectations are well served. In addition,
future research direction could focus on how Southern regions, which
are in the process of employing “principles” with regard to media
sustainability, could actually turn these principles into initiatives via
legislation and competition authorities. Potential interviews with local
experts could shed light to peculiarities of the Global South and the
obstacles to implementing regulatory or otherwise measures.
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This paper focuses on the governance structure that links US public television
station’s largest federal lobbying firm (America’s Public Television Stations or
APTS) with the recently approved ATSC 3.0 broadcast standard, in which APTS
is @ major advocate. Using a political economic approach to understand the
incentives and motivations behind seemingly contradictory APTS lobbying efforts,
we interrogate a string of relationships between large industry players and APTS
leadership and board members pertaining to ATSC 3.0 adoption. Through an
exploration of motivations driven by logics of market-based success that so
often praise the pursuit of innovation, we propose that the actual wellbeing of US
public broadcasting stations has been sidelined in its own lobbying firm'’s efforts
to maximize external private profits.
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public media, PBS, ATSC 3.0, public broadcasting policy, APTS

1 Introduction

Public Service Media (PSM) organizations are often praised for producing more
democratically minded journalism due to their separation from the economic forces that
constrain commercial media (Lincoln and Pickard, 2024). Of course, varying models of
organizing public media across nations leads to varying degrees of commercial influence, with
the US system being particularly distinct in its structure. Having been described as unique
among western nations in its near complete reliance on commercial media (Benson and
Powers, 2011), what little public service media exists in the United States is almost entirely
decentralized (Hilmes, 2018; Rowland, 2016). Split into two distinct entities of television
(Public Broadcasting Service, “PBS”) and radio (National Public Radio, “NPR”), US public
media operations include more than 1,500 individually licensed radio and tv stations across
the nation.

To maximize the strength of individual public media stations for continued federal
funding to the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) which then distributes money to
stations, independent public television stations from across the country have banded together
under the unified front of the Washington DC lobbying organization America’s Public
Television Stations (APTS). APTS has, for the past 13 years, been run by President and CEO
Patrick Butler. During this time, the CPB has faced 10 years of flat federal funding (APTS,
2023), while increasingly incorporating advocacy for the adoption of the ATSC 3.0
broadcasting standard by public media stations as one of its top priorities. Described as
“NextGen TV;” ATSC 3.0 promises a swath of public facing attributes that appear to align with
the mission of local public television stations (enhanced educational content, for instance)
while simultaneously providing the expansion of “interactive” advertisements to the
broadcasting realm. From pushing public broadcasters to front the equipment bill of NextGen
TV, to pre-emptively lobbying the US broadcast regulator, the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) to remove the ban on public broadcasters ability to rent out unused signal
to commercial entities before ATSC technology was even available in the US (with the new
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promise of targeted television advertisements), APTS appears to
be advocating for more than just increased federal funding for public
television stations." We thus propose that APTS - as the primary
organization entrusted to advocate for the continued funding of public
television stations - should be more closely examined in order to
provide important context to US public broadcasting’s organizational
decision making and priorities.

Using a political economic approach to understand the incentives
and motivations behind APTS’s lobbying efforts, we build on Mosco
(2009) description of analyzing an organization’s corporate board of
directors. Mosco (2009, 163) explains “the goal of this approach is to
map relationships among members of the body holding primary
responsibility for corporate performance”. In doing so, we interrogate
a string of relationships between large industry players and APTS
leadership and board members pertaining to ATSC 3.0 adoption. This
paper builds upon an earlier article where we critically examine the
politics behind ATSC 3.0 adoption (Author Removed). The focus of
this present paper is not ATSC 3.0 technology, but the relationships
orbiting APTS and the push for private interests via the adoption of
ATSC 3.0.

This paper focuses on the governance structure that links APTS
with ATSC 3.0. Through complicating the reasons why APTS has
seemingly shaped its entire policy agenda around the implementation
of NextGen TV by public television stations - a move that would, in
turn, stretch already paper-thin budgets of stations to expand services
they cannot afford to provide - we aim to explore the rationale behind
such emphasis. In this paper, we rely on McChesney’s definition of
public media:

A system that is nonprofit and noncommercial, supported by
public funds, ultimately accountable in some legally defined way
to the citizenry, and aimed at providing a service to the entire
population — one which does not apply commercial principles as
the primary means to determine its programming (McChesney,
1999, 226).

With this normative definition in mind, we propose that the
actual wellbeing of US public broadcasting stations — while struggling
to stay afloat after 10 years of stagnant (and thus decreased) funding -
has been sidelined in its own lobbying firm’s efforts to maximize
external private profits.

2 Background and literature review

2.1 Background: what is ATSC 3.0?

The ATSC 3.0 broadcast protocol was created by the Advanced
Television Systems Committee (ATSC) and approved for use in the
United States by the FCC in 2018. Using the branding name “NextGen
TV, ATSC 3.0 is the latest standard for over-the-air broadcast

1 According to APTS.com, "“America’s Public Television Stations (APTS) is a
nonprofit membership organization ensuring a strong and financially sound
public television system and helping member stations provide essential public

services in education, public safety and civic leadership to the American people.”
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television in North America, promising endless benefits for viewers
and broadcasters alike. It is an IP-enabled protocol that allows for a
host of new digital affordances including the one-way transmission of
data (FCC, 2020). “Datacasting” was originally explored by public
media stations during the pandemic to reach school children
unconnected at home to an internet network (Fybush, 2022). In
addition to benefits like children’s educational opportunities and
hyperlocal news, the FCC writes how

This new standard has the potential to greatly improve broadcast
signal reception, particularly on mobile devices and television
receivers without outdoor antennas, and it will enable broadcasters
to offer enhanced and innovative new features to consumers,
including Ultra High Definition (UHD) picture and immersive
audio, more localized programming content, an advanced
emergency alert system (EAS) capable of waking up sleeping
devices to warn consumers of imminent emergencies, better
accessibility options, and interactive services (FCC, 2017, 2).

As an IP-enabled delivery standard, it also allows for mobile
reception and is compatible with 5G networks. The Public Media
Group - itself described as a “boutique investment bank serving
public broadcasters” (see Langer, 2021) - added the following benefits
to this list:

(i) distance learning services, such as distributing subject- and
classroom-specific lectures and reading materials to students,
and broadcasting content to school buses during long rural
commutes to make that time more enriching for students; (ii)
trusted, encrypted, and curated distribution of health-related
content to those unserved and underserved by high speed
internet; (iii) emergency alerting services that allow more
homes, vehicles and first responders to gain access to life-
saving information; (iv) expanded distribution of local and
hyper-local news to audiences across a community; and (iv)
software and cybersecurity updates to power smart cities,
automobiles and IoT products and applications (PMG, 2020, 2)

ATSC 3.0 was originally proposed to the FCC by a consortium of
stakeholders including America’s Public Television Stations, the
AWARN Alliance, Consumer Technology Association and the
National Association of Broadcasters (2016).

Strongly encouraged by the commercial broadcast industry who
has formed multiple partnership groups to experiment with and
deployment ATSC 3.0 technology, the adoption of ATSC 3.0 was
nevertheless a controversial decision. Specifically, Sinclair
Broadcasting, one of the largest television station ownership groups
in the country, and one of the loudest advocates of ATSC 3.0 adoption,
is also one of its leading patent holders (Nasr and Chao, 2018). In 2017
FCC Commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel explained “We know that
Sinclair Broadcasting—which holds essential patents for ATSC 3.0 —
has been one of the biggest champions of this new standard” (Halonen,
2017), cautioning the rapid adoption of ATSC 3.0 based on the well-
being of consumers before FCC Chair Ajit Pai’s approval of the
standard in 2018 under voluntary adoption. Three other major
concerns of the protocol concern reception, return traffic, and privacy.
First, ATSC 3.0 is not compatible with previous television sets,
meaning that consumers will either need to purchase an adaptor or a
brand-new set, something Rosenworcel said amounts to “a tax on
every household with a television [qtd. in FCC (2017, 132)]. Second,
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while ATSC 3.0 permits the transmission of a data stream over
broadcast frequencies, it lacks a return path, thus stymying
interactivity. Again, according to Rosenworcel:

That means while it can push data to the public, it cannot receive
data back. That’s a big obstacle for work, education, or telehealth
online. Because as our movement to online life during the past
several weeks has demonstrated, we are going to need more
symmetrical connections to support next-generation services on
our networks [Rosenworcel qtd. in FCC (2020, 32)].

The third issue is that of privacy because ATSC 3.0 allows for the
same level of data capture as broadband and social media services
(FCC, 2017). This includes the harnessing of data for targeted
advertisements (Author Removed). Providing private broadcasters
with the capacity to introduce targeted advertising, would help close
the gap between digital and broadcast advertising. Such practices
benefit commercial broadcasters who would host the targeted ads,
advertisers looking to reach television heavy audiences more precisely,
and the technology production firms who would be required to
provide equipment for such.

2.2 Literature review

US public broadcasting differs from other comparable systems
(notably Canada, Australia and the Public Service Media organizations
of western Europe) in terms of both history and funding. Public
television followed commercial television and was not formally
codified in US law until the passage of the 1967 Public Broadcasting
Act. The formalization of public broadcasting was hoped to correct
what then-FCC chair Newton Minnow described as the US’s “vast
wasteland” of commercial television (Ouellette, 2002; Hilmes, 2018).
Earlier, the 1965 Carnegie Commission on Educational Television
argued for a strong local television system catering to local
communities. While today, the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) is
indeed comprised of over 350 stations, the commitment to localism
and communities is debated (Ali et al., in press; Lincoln and Pickard,
2024). Historically thought of as a second-tier system to correct the
market failures of commercial television rather than stand on its own
and constantly challenged with defunding initials by political
conservatives, Hilmes (2018) has described PBS as the “dark horse in
American public consciousness” (47).

A second difference between US and European-style public
broadcasting is funding. Owned and operated by community,
educational or governmental organizations, US public television
stations are largely independent and thus must find their own funding,
aside from small federal and state funding. This funding has, in recent
years, been increasingly bleak. Congressional appropriation has
stagnated at $465 million a year (with an extra monetary bump during
COVID-19) and is supplemented with donations and grants. This
underfunding of public media is made clear in calculations by Neff
and Pickard (2021) that found the US contributed, on average, only
$3.16 per capita (when all revenue sources are counted), roughly a
third of the global average of $9.87 per capita. Through a systematic
analysis of the funding of public media in 33 countries, Neff and
Pickard (2021) link the spending on public media and the thriving of
public media to a healthy democracy, arguing “that funding
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mechanisms that deliver high levels of secure (multiyear) funding and
regulatory structures that establish ‘arms-length’ relationships
between public media and governments consistently go hand in hand
with strong support for and engagement with democratic processes”
(19). The authors worry therefore about the state of democracy in the
United States with such a poorly funded public media sector.

Because of its meager public allocations, recent revisionist
histories of US public broadcasting have suggested that public
broadcasting has always depended on the commercial realm,
including commercial broadcasters (Shepperd, 2023). Similarly,
Barnouw (1978) and later Ouellette (2009) use the term “safely
splendid” to capture the attempt of public broadcasters to present
noncontroversial programming so as to not offend corporate and
individual donors.

ATSC 3.0 joins the list of examples of how public broadcasting has
always required the “help” of commercial outlets (Author Removed).
What is different in this case, however, is the fact that one of the entities
leading the charge toward the adoption of ATSC 3.0 is the federal
lobbying group for nearly all public television stations across the
country. This paper critiques the role of APTS - an organization funded
by local stations to establish representation and good-will in an
extremely divided US government - and the role they have played in
bringing US public broadcasting even closer in line with the logics and
representatives of commercial, private broadcasters (Author Removed).
We do this through a two-pronged approach, looking both at the
macro-organizational level of APTS involvement in the push for ATSC
3.0 through a stakeholder analysis consisting of filings to the FCC, as
well as through a micro level stakeholder analysis of the relationships,
experience and expertise of “at large” members on the APTS board
of trustees.

3 Methods and materials: the political
economy of ATSC 3.0 stakeholders

To better understand the extant power asymmetries in the
relationships between stakeholders regarding ATSC 3.0, we embrace a
critical political economy of communication approach (CPEC) (Mosco,
2009; Hardy, 2014). Critical political economy of communication
concentrates on a specific set of social relations organized around
power or the ability to control other people, processes, and things, even
in the face of resistance. For this reason, the political economist of
communication often looks at shifting forms of control along the
production, distribution, and consumption circuit (Mosco, 2009, 25).

Following this logic, we are interested in the role of powerful
stakeholders in the decision by US public broadcasters to not only
endorse, but to lobby for, the adoption of the ATSC 3.0 standard. We are
particularly inspired by the words of Mosco (2009) who encourages
CPEC scholars “to map relationships among members of the body
holding primary responsibility for corporate performance” (163).

Mosco (2009) and later Freedman (2014) note the importance of
not only studying individual owners of media companies, but the
larger social relationships impacting their decision making. These
social relationships, both individual at the level of boards of directors,
and structural, at the level of stakeholders, constitute what Freedman
(2014) has called “media power.” Here, Freedman reminds us that
“media power is best understood as a relational property.” Accordingly,
we ought to “focus on structure with an emphasis on whose interests
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are best representing by existing ownership arrangements” (57). As
Freedman continues.

[Media power] refers instead to a set of relationships that help to
organize the deployment of the symbolic resources that play a vital
role in social reproduction and that, in conjunction with other
institutions and processes, help to structure our knowledge about,
our ability to participate in, and our capacity to change the world
(Freedman, 2014, 30).

Earlier, Mills (1956) also focused on the interrelationships
between the boards of directors of major corporations and
organizations in his seminal study of the “power elite” Anticipating
the relational dynamics found in both Mosco and Freedman, Mills
writes how “the key organizations...are the major corporations
themselves, for on the boards of directors we find a heavy overlapping
among the members of these several elite” (283). Extending this
logic, Miliband (1969) adds that when sitting on the boards for
public sector enterprises, these elites ensure the ideological
organization of the public sector aligns with the private sector. As
he notes.

The exceedingly conventional, bureaucratic and ‘businesslike’
manner in which the government envisaged the administration of
the nationalised industries, combined with its appointment of
men drawn from large-scale enterprise to their boards, helped to
ensure that the enlarged ‘public sector; far from proving in any
sense an embarrassment - let alone a threat - to the private sector,

would in fact become an exceedingly useful adjunct to it (78).

A focus on relationships and the asymmetrical power
arrangements therein, allow us to interrogate the discourses and
coalitions formed in the discussion around the US adoption of the
ATSC 3.0 standard. To identify, diagnose, and decouple these
relationships, we rely on the method of stakeholder analysis.

Stakeholder analysis is a tried-tested-and-true method within
multiple strands of communication and media policy (Van den
Bulck, 2012; Ali and Duemmel, 2018; Van den Bulck and Donders,
2019). Stakeholder analysis involves the identification of
stakeholders pertinent to a policy issue, the description of their
positions, and the mapping of their relationships to the issue and to
each other (Van den Bulck and Donders, 2019). Explained by Van
den Bulck, “stakeholders are people groups or organizations with a
vested interest in (the outcome of) a particular policy” (453).
Stakeholder analysis encourages us to ask questions like “how do
actors try to stake their claim, how do they related [sic] to other
stakeholders and to policy decision makers; how do stakeholders
fight it out until a particular policy outcome emerges?” (452). In
addition to simply identifying stakeholders, one of the revealing
aspects of the method is to trace and map stakeholder’s “ideological
positions” (Van den Bulck, 2012) and to determine where discursive
or “advocacy coalitions” emerge (Van den Bulck and Donders,
2019). As described by Van den Bulck and Donders (2019)
advocacy coalitions.

See[] relationships between actors who share similar values and

beliefs result in advocacy coalitions. These can be tight or loose
and cut across governmental and non-governmental boundaries. ..
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What links them is a shared set of beliefs and a general agreement
on the best solution to a certain policy issue (89).

Stakeholder analysis allows us to map similar ideological positions
and discursive formations especially among those actors who typically
do not fall on the same side of the ideological coin (for instance,
consumer advocates and large broadcasters).

We conducted two levels of stakeholder identification as it pertains
to the complexities of APTS’s role in the ATSC 3.0 adoption. First,
we relied on the publicly available list of commentators to the FCC ATSC
3.0 docket (Docket No. 16-142). Here, we catalogued “players” - those
who issued interventions to the FCC's first call for comments in 2016 -
and included some later petitions as well. We screened out individuals
and focused solely on organizations, institutions, and corporations. This
came to approximately 89 unique stakeholders. We then employed
document analysis (Karpinnen and Moe, 2019) to analyze each of their
interventions to the FCC (which ranged from a few pages to over 20
pages per submission). In doing so, we were able to catalogue stakeholder
arguments, rationales, and ideological positions.

Next, we examined the board of trustees of APTS - the key
organization of focus for our study and one of the three initial petitioners
to the FCC regarding the adoption of ATSC 3.0. The members of the
board are stated publicly on the website, and we traced their positions
and mapped their other board responsibilities. Murdock (1982)
complicated the exploration of ownership by emphasizing that while it
may “seem” straightforward, “when it comes to large, publicly traded
corporations, we must distinguish between legal and economic
ownership” (Corrigan, 2024, 23). What is distinct about APTS is its
non-profit status as a membership organization, further complicating the
explicit traceability of political and economic incentives through
divisions of legal and economic ownership terms.

This dual focus allows for a nuanced understanding of the macro/
structural relationships that defined and determined the adoption of the
ATSC 3.0 and has provided us with a better understanding of the guiding
rationale and position of US public media’s chief lobbying organization.

Based on our stakeholder analysis inspired by political economy’s
focus on social relationships, we first identify a large advocacy coalition,
including APTS, PBS and CPB that focuses on the market-based logics
of ATSC 3.0 adoption. By market-based logics, we mean arguments and
conclusions that prioritize free market principles above (and often in
contradiction to) the interests of the greater public. Second, we argue that
the actual wellbeing of US public broadcasting has been sidelined in
APTSss efforts to maximize financial gains for external private interests.

4 Findings
4.1 Players
4.1.1 Initial petition

The initial Joint Petition for Rulemaking was submitted by
APTS, the AWARN Alliance,”> the Consumer Technology

2 The Advanced Warning and Recovery Network Alliance a consortium of
companies “Dedicated to expanding the capabilities of next-generation digital

TV broadcasting to deliver reliable, rich media alerts anywhere, anytime and
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Association, and the National Association of Broadcasters. Submitted
to the FCC in April 2016, the petition requested that “the
Commission to adopt Next Generation TV as an additional
broadcast transmission standard” (FCC, 2017, 2). More specifically,
the petitioners requested the FCC adopt ATSC 3.0 on a voluntary
basis, wherein:

Broadcasters will use market-based solutions to introduce this

enhanced capability on existing spectrum while not
disenfranchising viewers using ATSC 1.0 equipment, and consumer
electronics manufacturers will implement the new standard in

response to market demands rather than regulatory mandates (3).

Remarkable about this document are the stakeholder petitioners:
The chief lobbying arm of public broadcasting, the chief lobbying arm
of commercial broadcasting, an emergency response group, and a
consumer advocacy organization. The logic of the petition, as evidence
in the above quote, was that of the commercial market and individual
choice, rather than mandates and regulations. Despite repeated
mention of the market, benefit to consumers, and to (commercial)
stations, there was no mention of the specific advantages of ATSC 3.0
technology to public broadcasters.

4.1.2 Market-driven, light-touch, and voluntary

Our stakeholder analysis reveals a strong advocacy coalition
formed around the endorsement of ATSC 3.0 and the corresponding
rationale of market-based decisions and light touch regulation. This
coalition included private commercial broadcasters, station ownership
groups, networks, technology companies, the National Association of
Broadcasters (NAB), along with APTS, PBS and the CPB and consultant
firms like Public Media Company and the Public Media Venture Group.

Looking at the filings of those in the dominant advocacy coalition,
comments focused on four major themes:

1. The benefit to consumers in the formed of enhanced viewing
and options

2. The importance of market-place decisions

3. Voluntary adoption by stations

4. Light touch regulation

The benefits of ATSC 3.0 to consumers has already been
documented in this paper, as such the remainder of this analysis will
focus on the second, third and fourth themes. Connecting these is a
reliance on an individualistic and market-based logic that privileges
station decisions over regulatory authority. For instance, Pearl TV
(2017), one of the major industry trade associations created to advance
ATSC wrote:

In determining how ATSC 3.0 should be implemented, the
Commission should rely significantly upon market-driven adoption
of simulcasting agreements by which television broadcasters will

to enhance the nation’s emergency preparedness for the public and first
responders alike” (America’s Public Television Stations, the AWARN Alliance,
Consumer Technology Association and the National Association of
Broadcasters, 2016, 2).
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find innovative and efficient ways to bring ATSC 3.0 signals to
communities while maintaining access to ATSC 1.0 signals (2).

Edge Networks (2022) - a broadcaster - was more direct in its
comments to a later iteration of this docket: “the regulatory stage is set
for widespread deployment of 3.0 to the great benefit of consumers.
What is needed now are fundamental and free market forces” (4).

Together with a market-based logic, is that of “light touch
regulation” - in concert forming the dual pillars of neoliberal policy
making. Broadcast owner and network ION Media, for instance,
praised the FCC for its “voluntary adoption of ATSC 3.0” exclaiming
it “a quintessential example of how ‘light-touch’ regulation can
encourage technological progress and value creation for the media
industry without disrupting relied-upon service to viewers” (ION
Media, 2017, 3).

Even those who were skeptical of ATSC 3.0 adoption, namely
those representing Multichannel Video Programming Distributors
(MVPDs, re: cable companies) underscored the importance of
voluntary adoption:

All the public interest benefits of Next Generation TV can and will
be achieved without any risk of harm to industry stakeholders,
consumers, or the FCC. CMG strongly supports the Joint Petition’s
concept that broadcaster — and consumer - adoption of the Next
Generation TV standard should be entirely voluntary (Cox Media,
2017, 3).

AT&T (2017) connected all of the dots, reminding the
Commission that they “must ensure that consumers are not adversely
affected by such changes and that the ATSC 3.0 transition is truly
‘voluntary’ and ‘market-driven”™ (1).

APTS filed two comments to the FCC’s initial inquiry into ATSC
3.0. One with Consumer Technology Association, AWARN and the
NAB, and a second with PBS and CPB. In both filings, market
rhetoric reigned supreme. In its comments with the AWARN
Alliance, CTA, and the NAB, APTS stressed that “the Commission’s
goal should be to provide broadcasters with as much flexibility as
possible, consistent with their public interest obligations. The
Commission should allow the market, not regulatory dictates, to
determine whether or not Next Gen is successful” (America’s Public
Television Stations, the AWARN Alliance, Consumer Technology
Association and the National Association of Broadcasters, 2017, 3).
APTS doubled down on this logic in its joint filing with PBS and CPB
(PTV, 2017). Here, it emphasized the need for “a light-touch
approach” to “allow the Commission to maximize industry flexibility
to respond to evolving and unpredictable market dynamics” (16).
That the chief advocate of public broadcasting to the US broadcast
regulator assumed the same rationale as their commercial
counterparts opens the door to several avenues of critique, notably
around the logics used by APTS to advance ATSC 3.0 adoption.

413 PTV

Obviously, the direct filings from public broadcasters and their
supporters — notably PBS, CPB, and APTS - focused on the value of
ATSC for public broadcasting stations. Indeed, as one of the early
pages of the PBS, CPB, APTS (collectively “PTV”) filing stated “the
ATSC 3.0 broadcast television standard will enable public television
stations to advance their longstanding public service missions by
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pursuing a wide variety of benefits that the standard enables” (PTV,
2017, 4).

However, the petitioner’s reccommendations to the FCC for the
regulatory architecture of ATSC 3.0 mimicked those of commercial
entities, notably in recommendations for a light touch, volunteer, and
a preference for individual market focus. Words like “flexibility”

» <

“voluntary” “simplify” “fluid” and “light touch” pepper the filing of
PTV, coupled with phrases like “a nationwide one-size-fits-all
approach with extensive or detailed regulatory requirements would
not support the customized station implementation strategies that will
be necessary given varying local circumstances and needs” (3). This is
notable given that in a future petition, public television stations will
actually require enhanced regulatory support to allow for simulcasting
and “hosting” so as to not violate their noncommercial status
(Flybush, 2020).
Later in the same petition, PTV argued.

The Commission should adopt a flexible overall approach in all of
its decision-making for ATSC 3.0 rules that minimize regulatory
burdens and facilitates stations moving to the new standard (15).

And,

The Commission should aim to facilitate and simplify broadcaster
collaboration, without substituting its own judgement on the
inevitable trade-offs involved in ATSC 3.0 deployment for that of
local stations (17-18).

What is remarkable in these examples is not the endorsement
of ATSC 3.0 by public television advocates. Indeed, there are
arguments to be made that ATSC 3.0 provides the possibility of
unique benefits to public televisions and their viewers. Instead,
what is remarkable is the adoption of the exact same rationales
as their commercial counterparts. What is as remarkable as
public television and its supporters joining an advocacy coalition
in favor of a market-based approaches to ATSC 3.0 adoption, is
the silence that accompanies their petitions. Indeed, despite PBS
in its filing discussing “collaboration” with commercial entities,’
not a single initial filing outside of APTS, CPB, PBS, Public
Media Company and the Public Media Venture Group mentioned
the value and benefit of ATSC 3.0 to public broadcasting or the
value in having public television stations as partners
and collaborators.

Given that the power of public broadcasting in the US, even
with its lobbying arm APTS, is minimal compared to that of
commercial counterparts like the National Association of
Broadcasters, APTS’s adherence to the neoliberal status quo adds
symbolic emphasis to the rationale rather than nuance. Indeed,
while public broadcasting may not have political or economic
power in the US, as demonstrated by its historical trajectory, it
nevertheless possesses great symbolic power, notably in securing
trust from the American people (Al et al., in press). Said differently,
the presence of APTS through its Initial Joint Petition, and later its

3 "The commission should aim to facilitate and simplify broadcaster
collaboration” (PTV, 2017, 3).
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comments with commercial and public counter parts alike, renders
legitimate the petition to the FCC to adopt ATSC 3.0 and the
market logics that accompany it.

4.2 People

APTSs status as a non-profit membership organization
complicates the assessment of board members from typical for-profit
organizations more easily divisible into “legal” versus “economic”
terms. Instead, conceptualizing APTS board of trustees as a place for
collaboration and the progression of shared interests, we narrow in on
one subsection of the board who stand out as peculiar.

While twenty-four members of the board of trustees are listed on
the APTS website, many of these individuals come from within the
public broadcasting system as managers/CEOs of local stations, or act
as board members or volunteers (lay trustees) for local stations.
Individuals stemming from positions outside of APTS - those with no
affiliation to a public media station — are given the title “At-Large
Trustee” These individuals are tasked with contributing to the
responsibility and management of APTS without any clear connection
to public broadcasters or the public mission they mean to serve. Of
the 24 members on the board of trustees, six hold the title “At-Large
Trustee,” and five of those six hold no dual-title that affiliates them
with a public media station. These five members and their
relationships, interests, and expertise make up our key objects of
analysis throughout the following section that employs a stakeholder
analysis of the people involved in steering the organization. The
following section provides a brief background of each of these five
members, and then presents three core themes present throughout
their expertise and connections before examining these themes
against the interests APTS purports to serve, as well as the interests
that mean to directly perpetuate the expansion of ATSC 3.0. To
be clear, we are not making causal arguments with this analysis but
rather exploring the political economic relationships between the
APTS board, APTS priorities, and the promotion of ATSC 3.0.

4.2.1 Trustees

Leo A. Brooks Jr.: At-Large Trustee, Naples, Florida.

Leo A. Brooks Jr. recently retired from working as the Vice
President of enterprise subsidiary integration in government relations
for The Boeing Co (APTS, 2024a). Prior to his time with Boeing,
Brooks served in the army for 27 years, and currently sits on the board
of the National Defense Industrial Association.

W. Craig Fugate: At-Large Trustee, Gainesville, Florida.

W. Craig Fugate served as the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) under the Obama administration (APTS, 2024b).
Prior to this, he worked as Florida governor Jeb Bush’s emergency
management director. In addition to starting his own consulting
firm - Craig Fugate Consulting LLC - Fugate was a senior advisor at
BlueDot Strategies — which, now seemingly closed, described itself as
a public relations firm, with staff who “are former Federal Government
insiders ~ with
(Holdeman, 2018).

Ajit Pai: At-Large Trustee, Arlington, Virginia.

Ajit Pai is the former Chair of the FCC under the first Trump
administration (APTS, 2024c). The newest member to join the board

international ~ communications  experience”

in February of 2024 (Kurz, 2023), Pai worked as a lawyer in numerous
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DC offices, as well as for Verizon Communications, before his time at
the FCC. He is currently a partner with Searchlight Capital Partners
who describe themselves as a “global investment firm particularly
focused on technology, media, and telecommunications sectors”
(Searchlight Capital Partners, 2024), and recently joined the board of
directors of Rakuten Symphony, part of the Rakuten Group
Company - a Japanese technology conglomerate that describes itself
as “providing global B2B services for the mobile telco industry and
enabling next-generation, cloud-based, international mobile services”
(Rakuten Symphony, 2022).

Sherrese M. Smith: At-Large Trustee, Washington D.C.

Sherrese M. Smith is a managing partner of Paul Hastings in the
Media Technology and Telecommunications practice, who
“regularly counsels companies on complex transactional and
regulatory issues involving media, communications and technology
companies” (APTS, 2024d). Prior to this Smith served as Chief
Counsel to Chairman Julius Genachowski at the FCC, and she
currently sits on numerous boards including that of Cable One
(2020) — which hosts a family of large brands (including Sparklight,
Fidelity, ValuNet, Hargray, and CableAmerica) that serves “more
than 1.1 million residential and business customers in 24 states”
(Cable One, 2024).

John D. Zeglis: At-Large Trustee, Culver, Indiana.

John D. Zeglis is the former CEO of AT&T Wireless Services, and
former President of AT&T before that (APTS, 2024¢). Joining AT&T
in 1984 as corporate vice president in law, Zeglis quickly climbed the
ranks and was named AT&T’s executive vice president and general
council by 1986, and was named President in 1997. Previously he sat
on the board of directors for organizations such as State Farm Mutual
Insurance Co, and Telstra Inc. of Australia, a telecommunications
company.

4.2.2 Trends throughout

As explained in the methodology section, stakeholder analysis
allows us to map similar ideological positions and discursive
formations, particularly amongst actors who typically do not fall on
the same side of the ideological coin. The heavy presence of
commercial broadcaster relations amongst many of these board
members, for example, seems to present conflicting interests to the
betterment of widespread public media initiatives. Some may propose
that the seemingly peculiar nature of an organization meant solely to
serve the needs of public media stations across the country electing
members to the board of trustees that appear to have very little
experience with public media, but a substantial amount of experience
in lobbying and working with commercial counterparts, is not a
particularly surprising sight to see in the Washington DC lobbying
environment. Such an argument presupposes that the area of expertise
a board member brings to the table - so long as they assist in the
securing of funds or policies necessary for the driving mission of the
organization - is irrelevant. Employing this logic, we outline three
trends found throughout the five at-large trustees experiences and
affiliations - security, commercial, and legal — and question whether
the driving mission behind such relationships aligns with that
of APTS.

4.2.2.1 Security

In 2023, the APTS released a statement on “federal funding for
public broadcasting’s public safety infrastructure” where they
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announced that “The House Homeland Security Appropriations
Subcommittee today recommended $40 million for fiscal year 2024
for the Next Generation Warning System (NGWS) supporting public
broadcasting’s public safety infrastructure” APTS President and CEO
Patrick Butler noted “public safety and civil defense are essential parts
of public television’s mission to serve the American people” (APTS,
2023). This adoption of safety and defence, while not entirely new to
the APTS narrative surrounding the social value of public media,
demonstrates a doubling down on the role PSM plays beyond
traditional benefits afforded by public broadcasting. The statement
continued to explain how.

Public television has partnered with the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) to provide the Wireless Emergency
Alert (WEA) system that enables cell subscribers to receive
geo-targeted text messages in the event of an emergency
(APTS, 2023).

It also explained that “Public television stations have worked with
the US. Department of Homeland Security to demonstrate the
effectiveness of our public safety communications capability” These
expansions of PSM into providing a public safety warning system
connects with the technological adoption of the “NextGen Warning
System,” an extension of safety offerings coupled in with ATSC
3.0 capabilities.

The first appropriation request sent to Homeland Security
committees available on the CPB website is for 2021 (and filled in
February of 2020) (CPB, 2020). This is the same year that Leo
A. Brooks Jr. was invited to join the board of trustees at APTS
(Miller, 2020), and one year after Craig Fugate first joined (APTS,
2019). The shift of organizational priority toward security and
emergency management alongside bringing on two trustees who
have vast experiences in the realms of US national defence and
FEMA, suggests a re-organizing of APTS priorities. Importantly,
along with the clear necessity of CPB to expand funding venues,
comes the shift in purpose and value of public broadcasting away
from media and toward infrastructural development, such as the
NextGen Warning System.

4.2.2.2 Commercial

Ajit Pai has a long history of being friendly to the industries
he was meant to regulate as chair of the FCC [see Bode (2025)]. Upon
his letter of departure from the FCC, Pai received critiques from
activist groups speaking to his prioritization of industry profits over
American citizens (Spangler, 2020), and at the same time received
high praise from industry trade organizations, including the cable
trade group NCTA who explained.

We commend Chairman Pai for his exceptional stewardship of the
Federal Communications Commission. He set a clear vision for
his tenure and the industry and pursued it with purpose,
transparency, scholarly rigor and courage (Spangler, 2020).

Such praise from commercial industries meant to be kept in line
under regulatory control from FCC demonstrates a line of tenure
aligned with commitment to the betterment of industry. Pai’s current
position as a partner with Searchlight Capital [a private entity firm
with a history of acquiring communications organizations, see
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Abarinova (2023)] further demonstrates his personal ties to
industry interests.

4.2.2.3 Legal

The legal connections present amongst APTS at-large trustees
demonstrate a vast network of individuals with strong connections to
regulatory bodies. Beyond the defense and emergency management
connections outlined in the first theme, trustees demonstrate a vast
web of political connections closely related to those involved in APTS’s
push toward the adoption of ATSC 3.0.

Fugate’s experience within FEMA is one example, but his role as a
senior advisor to BlueDot Strategies is another. The public relations
firm boasted about their staff who “are former Federal Government
insiders with international communications experience” (Holdeman,
2018), demonstrating an open willingness to rely on government
connections. One critic noted the obliviousness of advertising this
perspective, explaining “they are playing off their “insider experience”
when much is written and said about the revolving door of federal
service and consultants going into and out of government”
(Holdeman, 2018). The openness of the commodification of policy
“insight” via existing connections demonstrates a unifying purpose
amongst many trustees.

Smith also presents a plethora of legal insider connections,
having previously worked as the chief council for previous FCC Chair
Genachowski, and currently working to help corporations navigate
“transactional and regulatory issues” on these very topics of media
and telecommunications policies (APTS, 2024d). Of course, Pai also
sits in an extremely powerful position with significant policy
connections. Having been the Chair of the FCC when the regulation
of ATSC 3.0 was approved for use in 2018, Pai has signaled that he is
committed to the development of ATSC 3.0 [see FCC (2017), Pai,
2020]. Yet, critical scholars have expressed that such support actually
signifies a corporate relationship looking to better the industries
similarly invested in the standard, rather than the core public media
message APTS should, presumably, be adopting [see Gonzélez
(2017)]. Beyond the connections and interventions Pai has made
within the government, his work with telecom giants - both in the
past via his background with Verizon, as well as his current position
as a partner focusing on corporate telecom expansion with
Searchlight Capital - demonstrates a commitment to bridging
corporate needs and federal policy.

4.2.2.4 Contradictory values

If examined from a perspective of commercial value gained by
the guidance of trustees well connected to governing bodies with
flexible budgets such as FEMA, the commercial players involved
in private broadcasting, or the policymakers able and willing to
emphasize deregulatory techniques on behalf of private values, the
at-large trustees on the APTS board would, of course, make good
logical sense. But, when considering APTS as the main federal
representative of public media interests in the United States, and
considering the definition of public media offered by McChesney
in the introduction, the question of if these values can be and
should be transferred from commercial to public benefit are
important questions to ask.

The clearest example of contradictory celebration from APTS
is seen in the invitation of Ajit Pai to the board. A “free-market
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advocate,” Pai described his regulatory principles as “basic
economics, the more heavily you regulate something, the less of it
you are likely to get” (Pai, 2020). From the beginning of his
appointment to the FCC by the Trump administration, which
immediately after taking office promised to slash the requested
congressional allocation for the CPB from $445 million down to
$15 million (Tani, 2017), the impact of Pai protecting the interests
of public media and the public good has come under question.
One consumer advocate described him as a “formidable opponent”
for public interest groups (Puzzanghera, 2017). Pai pursued an
agenda based on “de-regulating” media ownership rules - leading
to rules that allow for the further consolidation of the industry by
large conglomerates. Such prioritization of corporations over the
American people has been described as “hurting communities”
(Floberg, 2017).

Hurting communities, privileging private profits over public
benefit, and advocating for the overhaul of FCC regulatory powers do
not align with the normatively understood values of public media as
a people-focused alternative to commercial media. Yet, Ajit Pai’s
invitation to join the APTS board by then-president Patrick Butler was
described as follows:

Over the course of his four years leading the FCC, Chairman Pai
saw clearly the value of public television stations’” public service
missions of education, public safety and civic leadership, and his
support on matters ranging from the spectrum auctions to the
adoption of the NextGen TV broadcast standard reflected that
vision [quoted in Kurz (2023)].

The ease at which Butler flattens the public service “mission” to
broad notions of education, safety and civic leadership - three wholly
ambiguous goals — while simultaneously ignoring the track record of
Ajit Pai’s four years serving as the FCC Chair demonstrates an
avoidance of Pai’s actual impact in the field. In positioning Pai as a
champion of public media, we may infer that Butler really means he is
a champion of ATSC 3.0 - a line increasingly blurred throughout the
industry push for NextGen TV.

5 Conclusion

An analysis of the role of APTS in the promotion, indeed,
lobbying of ATSC 3.0, reveals two ways in which APTS is pushing
US public broadcasting further into the logics of the commercial
market, thus undermining the normative spirit (though as the
literature review notes, not the history) of public broadcasting.
First, our structural stakeholder analysis reveals a strong
advocacy coalition around the adoption of ATSC 3.0, a coalition
which includes APTS. Rather than promote the values of ATSC
3.0 for its constituents — public television stations - APTS
preferred to parrot the justifications and rationales of its
commercial counterparts. Next, our stakeholder analysis of the
APTS board reveals relationships with the security-industrial and
economic drivers of contemporary US neoliberalism. We suggest
that this may challenge the basis of APTS of an organization
lobbying for greater public support of public broadcasting at the
national level.
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What is of particular concern is when the professional
interests of board members and affiliated interest groups become
the pioneering logic of the organization itself. As found in the first
section of our analysis much of the rationale and logics employed
to justify the implementation of the new standard by public
broadcasters has simultaneously been used amongst commercial
broadcasters to maximize profits (Author Removed). This leads
to the reflection on what these end goals grounded in the need for
“innovation” - in this case via ATSC 3.0 - mean to do, and whether
that aligns with the purpose and values of public broadcasting
(McChesney, 1999).

The actions of APTS with respect to ATSC 3.0 have worked to
dissolve any remaining boundaries between public and
commercial media in the US. The role of APTS in the case of
ATSC 3.0 adoption has thus been to align the governance of public
broadcasting with those of commercial broadcasters: to make a
profit and, eventually, make a further profit off the data of
consumers generated. This, we argue, is a dangerous trajectory for
public broadcasting as it reinforces already existing arguments as
to why such a system is required at all in a digital age of
content abundance.

To push back on the current political economic climate in the
US where the second Trump Administration intends to zero out
funding for public media (Nowell, 2024), and the FCC’s
deregulatory campaign through its “Delete, Delete, Delete” agenda
(FCC, 2025), public media advocates and their representatives
would be wise not to seek the help of the market forces that
actively work to dismantle them, but rather to embrace and pursue
those normative core values that make them unique to US
audiences: trust, information, and education.
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Transparency has become a cornerstone of public service media (PSM) governance
yet it remains inconsistently understood and applied. Increased scrutiny from various
stakeholders has resulted in a need for actionable and meaningful transparency.
Scholarly evidence highlights transparency’s benefits and risks, including potential
misuse, as illustrated with current examples from Finnish PSM organization Yle and
tVRT in Flanders (Belgium). This brief provides a multidimensional framework for
actionable transparency efforts that allow PSM to move beyond ad hoc, reactive
and partial approaches by elaborating key dimensions of transparency about what,
when, how, by whom and to whom, transparency is required. Recommendations
include fostering transparency practices that are meaningful and resistant to
weaponization and politicization, developing participatory governance models,
and leveraging transparency as a tool for organizational resilience.

KEYWORDS

public service media (PSM), policy, transparency, EU, legitimacy, sustainability

1 The problem of transparency in PSM

Transparency is widely considered a cornerstone of democratic accountability and,
increasingly, the objective of governance initiatives, such as the most recent EU acts related to
media and platform governance, the Digital Services Act (2022) and the European Media
Freedom Act (EMFA, 2024), both of which include a wide range of transparency measures
and reporting requirements. Transparency has been central to PSM’s accountability principle
(Groenhart and Bardoel, 2012), the principle of good governance (Van den Bulck, 2015), or
PSM’s societal values (European Broadcasting Union, 2023). Yet, it increasingly dominates
discussions on PSM’s legitimacy (Herzog et al., 2018; Rivera Otero et al., 2021; Speck, 2023),
especially in digitized media ecologies and societies characterized by disruption, instability,
and opacity that contribute to distrust toward media and other institutions (Puppis and Ali,
2023). Indeed, transparency is essential to PSM’s legitimacy and sustainability, as it
operationalizes core values such as editorial independence, accountability, and public trust.
For example, many PSM organizations provide publicly available reports disclosing funding
allocations and performance metrics, ensuring financial and pluralistic accountability toward
government, tax/license fee payers and other stakeholders. Transparent governance structures
further represent democratic legitimacy. Publicly available editorial standards and complaints
procedures (e.g., BBC, 2020) exemplify how transparency can safeguard editorial autonomy,
while in the digital domain, PSM’s algorithmic transparency ensures that recommendation
systems align with editorial values and user empowerment (Sorensen and Hutchinson, 2018).
These efforts help build and maintain audience trust.

However, transparency too often functions as a catch-all concept, used by stakeholders in
various interpretations and operationalized by PSM organizations in specific but often
one-sided ways. Fundamentally, transparency provides information and insight into what
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decisions are being made, why, by whom, and with what outcome
(Ball, 2009). Yet, specific parameters often remain opaque, vague, and
volatile (Michener and Bersch, 2013). Moreover, how various
stakeholders deal with PSM transparency “reminds us about the
fundamentally political nature of transparency: it can easily move
from an unmarked taken-for-granted issue to a marked and
contentious issue” (Hansen and Flyverbom, 2015, p. 876). In what
follows we elaborate on the main problems regarding transparency as
an inroad to develop a multidimensional framework for actionable
transparency efforts that allow PSM to move beyond ad hoc, reactive
and partial approaches. To illustrate the problems, we refer to recent
discussions and controversies about a perceived lack of transparency
of Finnish Yle (Van den Bulck et al., 2025) and Flemish VRT. For YLE,
criticism resounds about financial transparency and broader decision-
making, and it is claimed that political biases are embedded. In the
case of VRT, continuous discussions on a perceived lack of
transparency revolve around particular - considered contentious -
expenditures, while private competitors also criticize insufficient
reporting of commercial revenues (Horowitz et al., 2025). Criticism of
VRT transparency reached a peak amidst discussions regarding third-
party financing from government departments for political
programmes, perceived to impinge on VRT’s independence.

YLE and VRT are situated in EU Member States, share
characteristics of Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) Democratic Corporatist
model and operate in media landscapes characterized by fierce
competition and politicization of media policy that put PSM
organizations under continuous scrutiny from stakeholders (Van den
Bulck et al., 2025; Donders et al.,, 2018). As elaborated below, the
recent transparency-related controversies regarding YLE and VRT
that result from various internal and external forces highlight how
existing PSM transparency efforts can be criticized on various
grounds. First, transparency is often narrowly conceived as disclosure
of information, neglecting its procedural and relational dimensions.
Most PSM, including VRT and Yle, typically must provide detailed
reports on financial expenditures, audience metrics, and programming
decisions. However, the large volume of disclosed data often obscures
rather than illuminates organizational accountability (Van den Bulck,
2015), so-called “opaque transparency” (Gorwa and Ash, 2020).

Information-oriented transparency can also be criticized for
overestimating data quality and neutrality, for assuming data will
be dealt with rationally (Freedman, 2006), and for instrumental
rationality that “erodes the normative basis of policymaking and
undermines the capacity for ‘appropriate’ practice” (Sanderson, 2002,
p- 36). Data disclosure is often nominal, without actual use, rather
than being effective, as the latter requires disciplined action of
returning rounds of practical, comprehensive, and adequately
processed transparency. So-called “transparency illusion” represents
the gap between practical and nominal transparency (Heald, 2006,
p- 34). This serves as an important reminder that an apparent increase
in transparency (e.g., through more legal obligations or audits) is
meaningless if the information is not appropriate to the means and to
the intended audience that must understand that information.

Second, Levy and Johns (2016, p. 1) point to the weaponization of
transparency either by the organization (PSM) or by stakeholders. PSM
can use transparency strategically, drawing stakeholders in detailed but
irrelevant information about certain aspects to distract attention from
other aspects (Gorwa and Ash, 2020). VRT, for example, provides detailed
reports to the Flemish media regulator on the volume of partnership and
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dialogue initiatives, yet remains opaque about whether these
collaborations revolve around external financing or effectively lead to
structural and meaningful alliances between players.

However, transparency requirements are weaponized by external
stakeholders like governments or commercial competitors to exert
undue influence and/or destabilize PSM operations, using
transparency as “Trojan Horses” through which other political [or
business] goals are pursued” (Levy and Johns, 2016, p. 1). In the past,
ex-ante tests for new PSM services, required by the European
Commission following criticism and official complaints from
commercial competitors, have been criticized for providing
competitors with advanced knowledge and opportunities to stifle
PSM innovation (Van den Bulck and Moe, 2012). Recently, Finnish
commercial competitors and the right-wing government (in place
since 2023) deployed a lack of financial and editorial transparency as
an argument to limit Yle’s remit and decrease its funding, resulting in
significant workforce shrinking and prospective reductions in Yle’s
services (Yle, 2025). In 2025, an amendment to the Act on Yle is in
process to increase the transparency and oversight of Yle’s operations
and finances (Finnish Government, 2024). Ironically, when Finnish
commercial media filed an EU complaint about Yle’s supposed unfair
competitive advantage, the ensuing discussions between Finnish
policymakers and the EU were opaque, further suggesting the
strategic nature of the transparency criticism (Ala-Fossi et al., 2024).
Importantly, criticism of perceived lack of transparency often is really
about the actual topic seen as problematic. For instance, complaints
about the lack of transparency in disclosing details of exclusivity deals
with television personalities is, really, criticism of the amounts spent
on these deals. In that sense, Freedman (2010) “media policy silences”
also works for transparency: whereas some issues become
“weaponized” in political discussions, other issues, that might justify
much more scrutiny, are not considered problematic, as they are
either too complex to weaponize politically or may affect other
stakeholders too. In the Flemish case, for instance, critics of
producers’ and broadcasters’ attempts to walk the tightrope of
acceptable product placement are not criticized openly by politicians,
as criticism would likely harm commercial broadcasters as
much as VRT.

Similarly, Riemer and Sobelman (2023) see coercive information
disclosure as the weaponization of transparency if it forces information
disclosure that goes against the best interests of an organization’s
operations or core values. In some instances, the issue is not
transparency as such but a failed (or weaponized) interpretation of
whom the organization should be transparent to, as not all information
needs to be transparent to all stakeholders. Here, transparency to
whom must be weighed against democratic benefits. VRT has been
criticized for not disclosing sports rights and personalities” exclusivity
deals while being mandated significant market shares in a highly
competitive market. Disclosing market-sensitive information to
broader audiences would undeniably affect market negotiations,
regardless of whether the criticism of VRT is justified in this particular
Third,
multistakeholderism’s shortcomings as not all stakeholders have any

case. transparency can be negatively affected by
or equal say in or impact on PSM policymaking, while specific visible
and influential stakeholders capture interpretations of accountability
and transparency (Van den Bulck, 2015; Van den Bulck and Moe,
2012; Donders et al., 2018). Typically, in multistakeholder PSM
policymaking, commercial competitors are visible and influential
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stakeholders, while audiences have a significant stake but lack visibility
and power.

For Pozen (2018, p. 100), these problems represent transparency’s
“ideological drift” as corporate capture and market-based theories of
regulation have the effect that “demands for transparency became
more and more threatening to the functioning and legitimacy of those
institutions and, consequently, to progressive political agendas
Ongoing weaponization of Yle transparency by Finnish government
and commercial competitors illustrates this: Even when Yle’s current
reporting about its editorial activities, governance practices and
budget spending incorporate many Audiovisual Media Services
Directive (AVMSD) and EMFA requirements, transparency debates
remain linked to budget cuts and layoffs (Horowitz et al., 2025).

These shortcomings do not negate the importance of transparency
in PSM organizations’ contribution to a well-functioning democracy
(Cucciniello et al., 2017; Holtz-Bacha, 2023; Thomass, 2016), but
suggest the need for a better understanding of various aspects of
transparency as a concept and in its implementation. The urgency of
addressing these challenges lies in the high stakes for PSM’s
sustainability and societal role in the current media ecology,
characterized by digital disruption and declining trust in institutions.
A failure to address the transparency deficiencies risks undermining
public trust, compromising editorial autonomy, and reducing PSM’s
efficacy as pillars of democratic society.

For transparency to be a sustainable tool, PSM and their
stakeholders must address the shortcomings in transparency practices.
To this end, they must better grasp and put to work the
multidimensional nature of transparency.

2 Understanding transparency
through a multidimensional
framework

An organization’s transparency in various dimensions can result
from multiple sources and types of intervention, from formal
legislation, to informal stakeholder pressure to voluntarily for genuine
reasons or “to be seen to be doing it” Regardless, “effective
transparency also includes (a) an organizations willingness to
consistently communicate and make transparent information available
to internal or external stakeholders and (b) the stakeholder’s
expectations on the visibility and verifiability of information” (Brooks
et al, 2021, p. 437). The following key dimensions inform
our framework:

2.1 Transparency: about what?

Cucciniello et al. (2017, pp. 32-33) identify four
transparency dimensions:

Institutional transparency: “degree of transparency about the
mission and functioning of the organization, their mandatory
activities, and the information they are legally required to provide.”
Effective institutional transparency involves clear communication of
organizational objectives and operations, ensuring alignment with
public expectations. For PSM, these are captured in media laws and
management contracts, and translated to broader audiences on web

pages and in annual reports.
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Financial transparency entails transparency in “the use of financial
resources, financial solvency, and other financial issues” Financial
transparency is often emphasized in PSM governance, yet it overly
relies on complex or vague metrics, which could lead to an illusion
of transparency.

Service delivery transparency entails the “performance of
organizations in delivering services to citizens and other stakeholders.”
This dimension is critical to fostering public trust and demonstrating
PSM’s value.

Political Transparency: refers to “accessibility of information about
political representatives, their political mandate and activities and
other aspects such as absenteeism and salaries.” This dimension is
particularly significant to ensure editorial independence and
safeguard against external manipulation and is relevant in a PSM
context in relation to Boards of Governors, the selection and affiliation
of CEOs and the appointment and backgrounds of key
management executives.

2.2 Transparency: when?

Heald (2006) distinguishes between:

Event transparency vs process transparency: event-oriented
transparency involves externally visible and measurable transparency
at specific points in time. While “easier;” it only provides snapshots.
Process transparency is critical for accountability but complex as it
relates to transparency about implementation (e.g., of a policy
decision) as it develops.

Retrospective vs. real-time transparency: real-time transparency
points to constant monitoring and reporting of actions/events,
potentially resulting in continuous surveillance. Retrospective
transparency occurs at periodic intervals (reporting cycle) in an
ongoing process, allowing an organization to conduct business and
provide regular feedback on events and processes.

2.3 Transparency: how?

Transparency can be realized in various ways:
System of control: Lodge (2004) identifies three elements
control: behavior

of transparency as standard-setting,

modification, and information setting. Most transparency
interpretations emphasize information accessibility, including
financial accountability.

Informational transparency as informed by two conditions: visibility
and inferability (Michener and Bersch, 2013). Visibility refers to
providing complete, findable information through active or passive
transparency. Inferability refers to information that allows third
parties to draw verifiable inferences through disaggregation,
verifiability, and simplification tailored to stakeholder needs.

Performativity: Brooks et al. (2021) add that transparency is a
process that includes performativity, emphasizing social and
organizational actions induced by transparency practices, including
that

implementing transparency is “a process with both intended and

agreements, conflicts, and negotiations. It recognizes

unintended dynamics” (Brooks et al., 2021, p. 245). Visibility alone

does not guarantee usefulness without consideration of how and why
information is provided.
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2.4 Transparency: by whom to whom?

Starting from the main distinctions between external and internal
transparency and between vertical and horizontal transparency, four
possible combinations occur (Heald, 2006; see also Cucciniello
etal., 2017):

Upward transparency: the hierarchical superior/principal-
stakeholder (the government) can observe (control) the behavior and/
or outcomes (results) of the agent (PSM), e.g., annual performance
report to media minister, financial report to the state comptroller.

Downward transparency: the agent (PSM) accesses information,
monitors the principal stakeholders’ conduct, and assesses their needs.
For example, the management contract solidifies government
expectations and resources for PSM.

Outward transparency: the agent (PSM) can observe/monitor the
outside of the organization, i.e., the habitat and conduct of other
external organizations, e.g., PSM having access to information about
commercial competitors.

Inward transparency: outside observers/stakeholders can monitor
what happens inside the agent (PSM); e.g., competitors and audiences
can observe/monitor PSM performances in different dimensions of
its operations.

2.5 Transparency and other PSM goals

Transparency must be balanced against other values. PSM can
have compelling reasons not to be transparent about certain aspects,
including privacy and intellectual property. As Levy and Johns (2016,
p- 3) put it: “data sharing may not be useful when those requesting
data have strong vested interests” Rodriguez (2020, p. 238)
furthermore warns against reducing transparency to “maximum
disclosure” as “many public processes and policies are subject to
secrecy based on the nature of the action” Heald (2022) sees
transparency as potentially conflicting with other values. When
transparency is “treated as an instrumental value (a means to other
objectives) rather than as an intrinsic one” (Heald, 2022, p. 38), the
organization and its stakeholders must make trade-offs. Moreover,
most empirical research suggests mixed benefits of transparency
(Bauhr and Carlitz, 2021), showing the advantageous impact of
increased transparency on performance and adverse effects like less
public trust (cf. Cucciniello et al., 2017).

3 Recommendations for sustainable
PSM transparency

Several recommendations for policymakers, academics and PSM
organizations can ensure PSM transparency measures enhance
sustainability and accountability, thus strengthening trust.

3.1 Adopt a nuanced understanding of
transparency

Transparency must be recognized as a multidimensional and

context-sensitive concept encompassing institutional, financial,
service delivery, and political aspects (Heald, 2006). This includes
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grappling with the “what,” going beyond information, and “to whom,”
ensuring that disclosures are in keeping with the interests and
capabilities of different stakeholders and of those with limited visibility
and power while protecting organizational integrity (Cucciniello et al.,
2017; O’'Neill, 2012). Rather than treating transparency as a one-size-
fits-all, it should be tailored to specific organizational PSM values and
the media and political context in which a PSM organization operates
(Herzog et al., 2018; Rivera Otero et al., 2021).

3.2 Prioritize effective transparency over
nominal transparency

Transparency efforts must focus on actionable, inferable, and
meaningful information rather than merely increasing the volume of
disclosed data. Research shows that increasing the volume of
information does not necessarily enhance trust or accountability,
especially when citizens and stakeholders are unable to interpret or
apply it effectively (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2012; Roberts, 2012).
Transparency, furthermore, should not be just about the outcome but
also about the process (Meijer, 2013). Effective or meaningful
transparency further includes reporting mechanisms that fit various
stakeholders’ capabilities and capacity to interpret and use information
effectively, what Fung et al. (2007) call “targeted transparency.” To
be meaningful, transparency as a trust-building exercise must
be carefully crafted for different audiences (O’'Neill, 2012).

3.3 Leverage transparency for
trust-building and resilience

PSM should view transparency not only as a regulatory or compliance
obligation but as an opportunity to build trust and demonstrate value.
This involves (1) communicating successes and challenges (Dubnick and
Frederickson, 2011) in ways that reflect PSM’s public mission; (2)
highlighting innovation, collaboration, and societal contributions as part
of transparency efforts. PSM organizations must also take ownership of
transparency to ensure long-term resilience: not merely responding to
stakeholders’ singular criticisms and demands (Meijer, 2013) but
developing transparency priorities based on PSM values and good
governance; (3) anticipating rather than responding with transparency
(Flyverbom and Hansen, 2019). Much politically or publicly disclosed
information results from direct criticism or inquiry (like parliamentary
questions), whereas this information rarely directly harms PSM
operations or legitimacy. Anticipating allows PSM to reduce the risks of
politicizing information or insufficiently contextualized information.

3.4 Safeguard against the weaponization of
transparency

Policymakers must design checks and balances that protect
against misuse of transparency, especially by external actors in
politicized and competitive contexts. This includes (1) establishing
clear guidelines on the scope and purpose of transparency measures,
(2) ensuring transparency requirements do not compromise
organizational core values (Levy and Johns, 2016; Pozen, 2018), and
(3) promoting balanced multistakeholder governance to counteract
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disproportionate influence of powerful political and commercial
actors (Donders and Raats, 2018).

3.5 Foster participatory and inclusive
governance

Transparency is not only about good governance but also about
innovation (Kosack and Fung, 2014). As PSM’s remit is challenged in
many countries, transparency practices should be embeddedin
participatory governance models to make sure transparency serves
democratic and PSM values rather than narrow interests (Thomass,
2016; Wittemyer et al, 2014). This requires engaging diverse
stakeholders, including civil society and marginalized groups. Since
citizens are not just stakeholders but also taxpayers and principal
shareholders, their participation should be prioritized.

4 Call to action

Our multidimensional framework, capturing transparency across
dimensions of what, when, how, from whom, to whom, offers PSM and
policymakers a strategic tool to move beyond checkbox-style disclosure
toward value-driven, context-sensitive transparency practices. First, it
enables PSM to systematically diagnose where transparency is lacking or
misaligned with other values. Second, it allows PSM to tailor transparency
practices to core values rather than to political or commercial demands.
Third, the framework encourages differentiated, audience-sensitive
communication, helping PSM build trust with various stakeholders
including citizens, regulators, and civil society. Fourth, it provides a
safeguard against weaponization of transparency by clarifying boundaries:
what must remain confidential and what should be open. Fifth, it invites
participatory governance by making transparency a reciprocal process
that allows for public engagement and institutional learning. Finally, it
serves as a platform for benchmarking and innovation, enabling PSM
organizations to compare practices, anticipate challenges (e.g.,
algorithmic accountability), and develop robust transparency standards.
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Pieter Van der Elst*, Adelaida Afilipoaie and Tim Raats

imec-SMIT, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium

Since the introduction of Article 7a in the Audiovisual Media Services Directive
(AVMSD), which enables Member States to impose measures that ensure prominence
of general interest services on user interfaces, discussions within media policy on
the need of these measures have increased markedly. In Member States such as
Germany, France, Italy and Ireland, commitments were already imposed on players
offering user interfaces to audiovisual—and in some cases also audio—media
services and content of general interest. This article presents the findings of a study
examining the desirability and feasibility of implementing due prominence measures
in Flanders (Belgium). The research adopts a media policy analytical approach
and examines the (i) positions of the different stakeholders on the desirability and
feasibility of a revised prominence regime, (ii) the extent to which interests across
different stakeholders can be aligned and (iii) the considerations governments
need to take into account when developing due prominence measures in Member
States. The research is based on a stakeholder consultation conducted with
broadcasters, television distributors, streaming services and hardware manufacturers
operating in the Flemish market. The research is complemented with interviews
with representatives of different market actors. The study identifies considerable
oppositional logics between broadcasters and hardware manufacturers and raises
challenges in defining the scope of ‘general interest’, the addressees of prominence
measures, contextual factors such as markets size and path-dependency in media
policy, and the commensurability between different existing legal frameworks at
the national and EU level. The authors argue for clearer, more explicit guidelines
at the EU level regarding the interpretation of Article 7a.

KEYWORDS

due prominence, discoverability, findability, audiovisual media services directive,
media policy, public service media, multistakeholderism

Introduction

The shifting dynamics of how audiences discover, access and consume content in a highly
fragmented media landscape has brought a heightened academic and regulatory interest in
the past few years on the notions of prominence and discoverability. Evens and Donders (2018)
argued that future profitability of the broadcasting industry will be linked to the control over
the operating system (OS), interfaces and digital marketplaces. On the same idea, Johnson
(2020, p. 172) underlines the presence of an ‘economics of prominence, in which “device
manufacturers, app providers and platforms sell access to the most prominent positions within
their user interfaces (UIs).” In a landscape driven by algorithms determining which content
and services are promoted, how easy they are found and whether audiences can come across
it, there is a risk that the content surfacing on interfaces is a result of commercial decisions,
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disadvantaging the smaller creators and providers (Desjardins, 2016),
and actors who do not have the financial nor the negotiation power to
strike deals for such visibility (Afilipoaie et al., 2021). Since 2015,
regulation on prominence, alongside ensuring the prominence of
particular content (for example European works) and services (the
visibility and findability of services considered relevant for public
interest reasons) has gradually been introduced on the policy agenda.
Regulatory interest in interfaces grew especially due to the challenges
met by broadcasters, especially Public Service Media (PSM), in
making audiences aware of their services (Hesmondhalgh and Lotz,
2020; Rozgonyi, 2023). PSM assert their mission and responsibilities
to serve the public interest rather than commercial and political
agendas, and ensure the accessibility and reach of high-quality,
culturally diverse and impartial content, are undermined by private
interest-ruled players via algorithmic recommendations and
commercial deals. This magnifies the concerns regarding the
marginalization of voices and perspectives, threatening cultural
diversity and society at large. Indeed, just because services and content
are made available, it does not mean that they are also clearly visible,
easily findable and thus discovered. The various content curatorial
decisions aid audiences to navigate the seemingly endless amount of
content on catalogues and services. Yet audiences seem to struggle to
find something to watch and many give up on watching altogether as
a result of choice overload (Lobato et al., 2024).

Since the introduction of Article 7a in the 2018 revision of the
Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMSD) (European Union,
2018a), Member States have been provided a dedicated legal
instrument to enforce due prominence measures for general interest
services and content. While ‘media services of general interest’ can
be a label that extends beyond solely PSM and comprises certain
commercial media, it is mainly PSM that advocate for such rules as
they fear that the access to and the visibility of their services are being
limited in an online TV landscape heavily disrupted by platform-
based media providers (Garcia Leiva and Mazzoli, 2023).

The implementation of prominence measures is, however,
complex (Rozgonyi, 2023). For instance, Article 7a does not specify
what is considered to be a service of ‘general interest or how
‘prominence’ should be achieved (Ledger, 2023). Furthermore,
assessing discoverability of media services of general interest is
challenging, due to the variety of spaces considered, hardware
shortcuts, TV and smartphone app overviews, smart TV interfaces or
voice assistants (Johnson, 2020). Moreover, the opacity of algorithms
and recommender systems leaves regulators with limited insight into
the mechanisms that determine the placement of services and content
of general interest on the Uls, as well as into existing commercial
deals—often involving international subscription video on demand
(SVOD) services or video sharing platforms and hardware
manufacturers—that affect prominence. Following platform
co-regulation practices, National Regulatory Authorities require
platforms to demonstrate prominence assurance, although with
limited means to verify claims (Ranaivoson and Domazetovikj, 2023).
Lastly, European policy contexts differ significantly and are
characterized by distinct path-dependencies with existing measures
and definitions (Kostovska et al., 2023), which render the
transpositions of rules and lessons learned difficult across different
policy contexts.

Most of the Member States that transposed Article 7a into their
national laws did so word by word, without further clarifications. This
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was also the case in Flanders, when in 2021 the region transposed the
article into its Media Decree, the main media law that regulates the
Flemish media landscape. Upon transposing the AVMSD, the
government at the time did commit to further elaborating on the
article’s definitions and specific measures. Since 2022, increasing
concern and open criticism on the lack of discoverability of content
on the interfaces of smart TVs and voice assistants were voiced by the
public service broadcaster. Ahead of the Flemish elections the Flemish
the regional elections in the Spring of 2024, a symbolic call for action
by the three largest broadcasters in Flanders (Delaplace et al., 2024)
and political calls in the Flemish Parliament (e.g., Vandaele et al.,
2024)—instigated a media policy window (Steen-Johnsen et al., 2019)
in Flanders in which the necessity of due prominence rules would take
center stage.

Seizing the momentum of this policy window, our research
addresses questions surrounding (i) the desirability and feasibility of
a revised prominence regime, (ii) the extent to which interests across
different stakeholders can be aligned and (iii) the considerations
governments need to take into account when developing due
prominence measures in Member States. The research builds on
evidence collected through a stakeholder consultation part of an
independent academic study commissioned by the Flemish
Government in preparation of a revised prominence regime; the study
was conducted by the authors of this article. The research is comprised
of a literature review and document analysis to identify key themes
and considerations for policymakers when deciding to introduce
prominence measures. The consultation combines written statements
and interviews from all (participating) relevant stakeholders operating
in the Flemish markets, as well as a series of additional interviews with
key representatives of stakeholders and representatives of European
media regulators. The recommendations of the study directly serve the
development of due prominence measures in Flanders.

The first part of the article theorizes the concepts of prominence
and discoverability, and contextualizes the shifting dynamics within
the audio(visual) market as part of this discussion. The second part
outlines the methodology, and it is followed by the findings section
which is comprised of two sub-sections. On the basis of the policy
scan, the first part identifies four key themes that are relevant to
examine when developing due prominence measures in European
markets. The second part of the results section presents the findings
from the stakeholder consultation. The final part outlines key lessons
learned on the implementation of Article 7a for the EU Member States
and frames the findings within the field of media policy and platform
governance studies.

The routes to content and
conceptualizations of prominence
and discoverability

Although creating opportunities for audiences to find, explore and
ultimately consume diverse content, questions are raised concerning
the mechanisms guiding or affecting the discoverability of content and
services in a digital environment (Salganik et al., 2024). Mazzoli and
Tambini (2020) define discoverability as the likelihood of content to
be discovered and interacted with. Discoverability is part of the content
prioritization design and algorithmic decisions. Along the same lines,
McKelvey and Hunt (2019, p. 1) argue that discoverability is “a kind of
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media power constituted by content discovery platforms that
coordinate users, content creators, and software to make content more
or less engaging” McKelvey and Hunt (2019) propose a framework
composed of three dimensions that lead to discoverability: platform
interfaces (surrounds), the pathways users take to find content and the
effects those choices have (vectors), and the user experiences resulting
thereafter. Inspired by McKelvey and Hunts (2019) framework,
Salganik et al. (2024) propose a Discovery Ecosystem framework of six
interrelated components, each playing a role in the content discovery
process; although written with the music sector in mind, the framework
is also applicable to other creative sectors. Presentations, one of the six
components related to this article’s topic, are defined as “mediums used
for presenting information, focusing on various design choices for
organizing content within online interfaces” such as the size, the
placement and relational positions (Salganik et al., 2024, p. 3). How the
information is presented on the interface affects the likelihood of
with it, thus,
(Vannieuwenhuyze et al., 2021; Salganik et al., 2024). Hesmondhalgh

interactions and leading to its discovery
and Lotz (2020, p. 389) describe video interfaces as “hubs of media
circulation power” due to their centrality and ability to direct audiences
towards certain content and away from other. This steering on the
interface is done through the various design choices—as mentioned in
the Presentations (Salganik et al., 2024)—and through various other
means such as “promotional carousels, recommendations, curated and
algorithmically-generated recommendations rows, search pages, and
ads” (Lobato et al., 2024, p. 1333). The ease of discovery on the
interfaces is linked to the ease of visibility, which leads us to the concept
of prominence, a concept rooted in the discussions concerning the
Electronic Programming Guides (EPGs).

According to Mazzoli and Tambini (2020), prominence is a content
prioritization design choice understood as the placement of certain
content and services more favorably than other. This could be the
result of search and recommendation bias, poor third-party
integration but also the prioritization of commercially lucrative
content over other content and services (Lobato et al., 2023; Gillespie,
2014). Content and services can also enjoy a more prominent
placement as a result of viewers and listeners interacting with them
(e.g., viewing, liking, bookmarking for later interaction), but also due
to third-party deals and self-preferencing practices (i.e., in-house or
owned intellectual property and services). Examples of such self-
preferencing practices include Amazon Prime’s or Netflix’s catalogues
showcasing their own originals much more prominently over other
titles in their catalogues, iPhone privileging Apple apps over similar
services or Sony TV clearly making its Sony Pictures titles easily
available for viewers on their smart TVs. The recent rise of various
Free Ad-supported Streaming TV (FAST) services, allowing to expand
channel portfolios at a rapid pace, and often offered by smart TV
manufacturers/OSs, has added an extra layer of competition for classic
broadcasting content and services. To exemplify, Samsung TV Plus—
the FAST service of Samsung—comes preinstalled on all Samsung
TVs and offers hundreds of live channels with availability differing by
region (Samsung, 2024; Clover, 2024). Likewise, Google and Amazon
(via Google TV Streamer and Amazon Fire TV respectively) offer
hundreds of FAST channels, combining traditional TV functionalities
with the flexibility of streaming services.

Commercial agreements with third parties tend to favor well-
funded players—such as US-based streaming giants like Netflix—who
can afford to pay for prominent placements. In contrast, smaller
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players or those operating in much smaller markets, like PSM, often
lack the financial resources to negotiate and secure advantageous
positions on Uls. As a result, their content risks remaining
undiscovered due to insufficient visibility or prominence, significantly
reducing the likelihood of user interaction. Over time, these smaller
actors may be forced to exit the market. Additionally, with consumers
being directed towards higher-priced services or less-fitting offers,
content variety and quality on these services might deteriorate.
Ultimately, as Kramer and Schnurr (2018) argue, it is the consumer
that suffers.

To summarize, in theory, separating the concept of discoverability
from that of prominence helps policymakers to clarify the goals of
their respective policies. In the case of discoverability, the policy goal
is to make the service or content easily discoverable (i.e., ensure that
content can be found) and thus increasing users’ potential interaction
with it. In this case, the ease with which the content can be found is
linked to the discovery taking place through active search, algorithmic
recommendations, metadata, tagging and various categorizations. For
example, ensuring metadata quality and optimizing the search engine
for local content are only a few ways to facilitate the discoverability of
content. Finally, discoverability mostly involves active user
participation. If the policy goal is to proactively push certain content
or services in front of the audiences (i.e., ensure that content is
unavoidably seen) for various reasons, including the safeguarding of
public interest, due prominence is used as a means to guarantee
visibility and findability of particular content. Prominence is about
the proactive decision to prioritize the position of the content or
services within the Ul in a clearly visible place (e.g., homepage, top
rows). In practice, prominence can be considered a subset of
discoverability, simply because prominence is just one other way of
making content discoverable by making it impossible to miss (see,
e.g., research on placement of content on interfaces of PSM portals
(Bruun et al., 2025)).

In the context of this research, we focus particularly on the
prominence and discoverability of services of general interest (SGIs)
on audiovisual interfaces or through audio commands in the context
of voice assistants. As non-linear viewing becomes the dominant
way people consume video content, smart TVs attained a high level
of significance as gatekeepers. They allow TV manufacturers and OS
providers to position themselves as key players, competing with
service providers and device suppliers by serving as gateways to
entertainment. TV manufacturers can modify the interface by
pre-installing apps, placing shortcuts, and other forms of
prioritization throughout the interface (Lobato et al., 2023). The
widespread adoption of smart TVs and connected peripherals is
accompanied by increasing offers of free alternative viewing options
to cable subscription and, to an extent, to streaming services.
Companies such as Google, Amazon and Apple did not stand by idly
and developed their own so-called streaming boxes which are
hardware devices attached to the TV set and connected to the
internet, that serve as interfaces organizing streaming services, live
TV and apps (Raats et al., 2025). According to Eurostat (2023), in
2022 already more than 52% of people in the EU were using a smart
TV. When it comes to smart streaming devices (e.g., streaming boxes
and streaming sticks), according to Statista (2024), the revenue
generated in Europe amounts to EUR 1.7 billion, being projected to
increase to EUR 2.7 billion in 2029 with approximately 59 million
units sold.
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Important to note, however, is that user-agency is also a factor to
consider as there is a clear difference between content that users are
exposed to and content that they actually consume (Hildén, 2022).
Moreover, as Johnson et al. (2023) and Lobato et al. (2024) highlight,
audiences interact with recommendations depending on their
developed habitual behaviors, literacy, and expectations. Therefore,
the interaction with UT design is not homogenously across all viewers,
with those less digital literate feeling less confident to use the TV
technologies and services to find and access content to watch.

To summarize, individuals’ choices about what content and on
which service to consume, take place in a carefully curated
technological environment which potentially affects societal values
such as freedom of choice and diversity. This highlights the importance
of how content and services are presented on Uls and the necessity of
adequate recommendations that surface not only personalized content
and content bound by commercial agreements but also
recommendations that reflect public interest characteristics of media
services and content.

Materials and methods

For this case study (Broughton Micova, 2019), we rely on a mixed
methods media policy analysis approach (Freedman, 2014). A first
phase included an identification of existing regulations across
European markets to identify the key themes for the stakeholder
consultation. This phase consisted of a literature review of existing
scholarly work as well as aggregated data within studies by the
European Commission (hereafter the Commission) and European
Audiovisual Observatory on prominence and discoverability
(Rozgonyi, 2023l; Garcia Leiva, 2024; Ledger, 2023; European
Commission et al., 2022; Cappello, 2022). Additionally, we conducted
a document analysis of relevant regulatory documents (laws, policy
notes and regulatory guidelines) from Member States in which
measures on prominence have been introduced.

The analysis of existing prominence regimes served as the
basis for the stakeholder consultation, which was part of a larger
study commissioned by the Flemish Government and conducted
by the authors. The study is part of the governments’ multi-
stakeholder approach, through which it wants to use evidence-
based practice and the multi-stakeholder dialogue (Donders et al.,
2019) to formulate its proposed legislation. For this study, a first
consultation was sent out to relevant stakeholders based in, or
offering services in the Flemish market. The consultation
composed of 10 questions sent out to 22 stakeholders who were
clearly briefed on the objectives of the study, inviting them to
reply ‘on the record; as their input was going to directly serve as
a basis for the recommendations advanced to the Flemish
government. The stakeholders consulted are PSM, commercial
and regional broadcasters, distributors, the Flemish Media
Authority, smart TV manufacturers, and regionally as well as
internationally operating SVOD providers. 15 stakeholders
submitted their answers between February and June 2024.
Secondly, a total of 16 complementary interviews were conducted
with scholarly and industry experts on the matter between March
and June 2024, particularly to contextualize some of the input
from the written consultation, and to test perceptions on the
desirability and feasibility of some of the suggested scenarios by
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the stakeholders. Our stakeholder inquiry focused primarily on
the development of a prominence regime for audiovisual services
and content. As such, we did not consult actors exclusively
offering audio or radio services. Nevertheless, various consulted
stakeholders include audio or radio services in their portfolio and
brought these issues up during the consultation. Based on the
consultation and interviews, we commenced the stakeholder
analysis (Flew and Lim, 2019; Van den Bulck, 2019) by
categorizing the surveyed stakeholders. This initial categorization
was done on the basis of the stakeholders’ guiding logics and their
attitudes towards the policy issue in its most fundamental form,
in this case the extent to which they were in favor or against an
updated prominence regime in Flanders.

Results part |: what regulation
stipulates and the analyses of policy
frameworks

Until the revision of the AVMSD in 2018 (European Union, 2018a),
online content curation practices related to online curation and
prioritization decisions were not covered by a specific regulatory
framework. The revision of the AVMSD included optional prominence
provisions through Article 7a, which reads that Member States can “take
measures to ensure the appropriate prominence of audiovisual media
services of general interest” Currently Germany, France and Italy have
been introducing measures (Raats et al., 2025). While the Commission
did not contest the German transposition, which also covered UI
providers (such as, e.g., EPG providers, OS providers or in-car
entertainment system providers) established outside its national
jurisdiction, the Commission did contest France’s and Italy’s transpositions
under the Single Market Transparency Directive (EU) 2015/1535
(European Union, 2015); mostly concerning incompatibilities with the
country-of-origin principle enshrined in Article 3 of the e-Commerce
Directive (European Union, 2000). In Flanders, the Government agreed
on a proposal on July 4th 2025, and, at the time of writing, was still to be
approved by the Flemish Government in the same year. Discussions in
Ireland and the Netherlands are pointing towards legislative developments
likely to take place in the future. In Sweden, the regulator MPRT (2023)
did not consider prominence to be a problem and advised against further
regulation, much to the dismay of Swedish public broadcasters. Outside
of the EU, the United Kingdom has also introduced extensive rules on
prominence in its Media Act, which received Royal approval in May 2024
and is being implemented at the time of writing (Ofcom, 2025).

Matters related to the (in)compatibility between Article 7a
and other existing rules within the EU legislation, do not only
relate to the compatibility with the e-Commerce Directive, but
also to existing rules on EPGs and must-carry rules as included in
the Electronic Communications Code (ECC) (European Union,
2018b). Additionally, more recent discussions related to the
interpretation of Article 7a in light of Article 20 of the European
Media Freedom Act (EMFA) (European Union, 2024)—which
grants users full control over the way they organize visibility of
services on interfaces—were also raised. These are just some of
the key issues that make the implementation of prominence
measures highly complex (Rozgonyi, 2023). The analysis of the
legislative transpositions on prominence reveal four key themes
that are central to shaping prominence rules.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2025.1569132
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org

Van der Elst et al.

Theme 1: defining which services (or
content) are of general interest

Article 7a does not specify what is a SGI. This leads to
arbitrary readings of concepts which in turn complicates the
policy-making process across the Member States. The addition
of the non-binding recital 25 accompanying Article 7a,
complicates matters further as the former refers to ensuring
appropriate prominence for the content of general interest, as
opposed to the service in its entirety as stipulated in the latter.
Although most of the countries that transposed Article 7a did
so by considering the entirety of the SGI and not their specific
content, our interviews revealed that some countries plan to go
down the route of recital 25. The remaining question is thus,
which services can qualify as having a general interest. By
default, the service of the PSM qualifies due to their public
remit. Some countries like the UK (UK Government, 2024) and
Ireland (Government of Ireland, 2022) limit the beneficiaries to
the PSM only, whereas the rest expand it to qualifying
commercial broadcasters as well, based on various criteria. In
Germany this criterion includes, among others, the time
dedicated to reporting on political and historical events, the
ratio of own productions versus content produced by third
parties, accessibility quotas, quotas for showcasing European
productions and quotas for offerings aimed at young target
groups (Die Medienanstalten, 2020). Usually based on a
designation criterion, several countries include radio services
under the definition of an SGI.

Theme 2: the players captured

There are various ways to access online content on a
TV. Generally, the main gateways are smart TVs (e.g., through EPGs,
home screens enabled by OSs, hardware shortcuts, TV app stores),
TV peripherals (e.g., streaming TV devices and sticks such as
Google TV Streamer, Amazon Fire TV, Roku; telecom service
providers’ set-top-boxes; shortcuts on remote controls), smartphones
(via app stores and through the casting function on the TV) and
game consoles (PlayStation, Xbox). Smart speakers (through the
voice assistants) can be used to surface content via voice command,
a feature most popular in North America (European Broadcasting
Union, 2024). It is unanimously agreed that content prioritization
occurs both at the level of the device’s Ul and its design, the hardware
layers which serve as the initial gateways to content, and at the level
of the service’s U, the different software layers with their distinct
designs, browsing, searching, and recommendation system
functionalities. Although in all the jurisdictions the focus is on smart
TVs and their different UTs, in some countries like Germany, the
prominence rules extend to all devices with a UIl. Moreover,
compared to the other countries, Germany is the only jurisdiction
where the in-car entertainment systems of certain car manufacturers
(Audi, BMW/Mini and Tesla) were officially categorized as a Ul
(Krieger, 2024). Although this inclusion was primarily done with
audio/radio in mind, it also extends to audiovisual content. To
determine which Uls are captured, some of the transposing countries
have established criteria based on user reach, monthly unique
visitors and number of connected units.
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Theme 3: making content prominent

Article 7a does not mention how ‘prominence’ should
be achieved (Ledger, 2023). On the matter of prominence of
European works (Article 13(1) AVMSD), recital 35 highlighted
three ways in which Member States could ensure their findability
and accessibility: (i) the services’ homepage; (ii) attractive
presentation; (iii) search tool. The responsibility and control over
content prioritization measures varies depending on the role of
different industry actors at the level of the device’s UI and the
service’s UL Inspired by the proposed solutions in recital 35,
some of the countries included similar requirements in their
rules and guidelines for ensuring the prominence of SGIs. These
measures include highlighting those SGIs on the homepage or
under a separate tile/category which includes all SGIs, resurfacing
these services in recommendations to the users and in the search
results of services and content searches carried out by users, or
on the remote controls of the devices. Some provisions are more
granular, like in the case of Italy, where the SGI category must
be named ‘Highlights’ with a logo/icon approved by the Italian
regulator, which must be placed on the homepage at the first level
of the user offering and must include all the icons/logos of the
SGIs in the same order of assignment as the corresponding EPG
numbers. Users must be able to access the SGIs in a maximum of
two clicks regardless of device (Raats et al., 2025).

Theme 4: reporting transparency and
supervision

In all transposing countries, the media regulators are
responsible for various tasks, which include (i) publishing and
updating of the lists including the recognized SGIs, and the list
of addressees to comply with the rules; (ii) elaborating on
concrete prominence measures and drafting of guidelines; (iii)
evaluating the measures adopted by the service providers and the
Uls and monitoring compliance with the rules; (iv) facilitating
the cooperation between the stakeholders; and (v) sanctioning
non-compliance, issuing reminders and fines. However, platforms
and services often treat their algorithms as proprietary or
confidential. Without transparency, regulators cannot understand
how algorithms rank or display content, limiting their ability to
verify if SGIs and their content are being given the required
prominence in search and recommendation functions, and
whether the measures to ensure prominence are effective or not.
Moreover, algorithms are dynamic—they continuously evolve
based on user interactions and other variables, making consistent
monitoring even more challenging. Finally, attributing decisions
to algorithmic processes, makes it harder for regulators to hold
those responsible for implementing them accountable in case of
non-compliance.

Some of the conclusions emerging from all these cases are that (i)
no two legislations are the same; (ii) the national context plays an
important role; (iii) different implementations are met with resistance
from UI providers; and (iv) there is a concern in several countries that
PSM—and, in some countries, additional players—seem to be at the
mercy of global players and their commercial deals to fulfill their
public service mission.
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Results part Il: stakeholder
consultation

Relevant stakeholders in the audiovisual
market

The Flemish audiovisual market (consisting of approximately 6
million inhabitants) is comprised of one public service broadcaster
VRT and two larger commercial broadcasters VTM and Play Media.
The former is part of DPG Media (which is also active in the French-
speaking part of Belgium, the Netherlands and Denmark) while the
latter is part of Liberty Global-owned Telenet. Aside from the three
generalist broadcasters, there are 10 regional television broadcasters—
operating through a public license and a mixed public-private
financial model—and 10 other small thematic channels.

A second category of stakeholders are the television distributors.
Proximus, Orange and Telenet are the most important distributors of
digital television in Flanders. Important to note in this analysis is that
in Flanders, television distributors pay retransmission fees to
broadcasters in return for carrying the broadcasters’ signals. Television
distributors are also required to pay a distribution fee to regional
broadcasters (Donders and Evens, 2014). While cord-cutting has
increased steadily in recent years, due to bundled offers of fixed-line
telephone services, mobile services, pay-television through cable or
Internet Protocol television and broadband internet (i.e., quadruple
play), distributors still hold a strong position in Flanders. They are
increasingly integrating on-demand and pay TV offerings and
combined packages that include Netflix and other streamers. Their
interfaces have been evolving away from the EPG-logic to a catalogue-
logic interface in which broadcasting offerings are integrated within
broader sets of tiles and decks centered around multiple titles
and apps.

A third stakeholder category comprises the domestic SVOD
service. Since 2020, Streamz, a joint venture between DPG Media and
Telenet, is a domestic SVOD service operating with predominantly
local content (VRM, 2024). A fourth type affecting and affected by
prominence discussions are the international streamers, which have
been increasingly integrated in the interfaces of smart TVs. Around
six out of ten people in Flanders have access to at least one streaming
service, with Netflix reaching 47%, followed by Disney+ at 19% reach
(De Marez et al., 2024). A fifth category are the different smart TV
manufacturers. At the time of writing, 65% of households in Flanders
owned a smart TV (De Marez et al., 2024). The consultation involved
stakeholder positions for each of these categories of players. Table 1
visualizes the stakeholders relative to their positions on the four key
themes that are central to shaping prominence rules.

Desirability and necessity of prominence
measures in Flanders

In line with the findings of Garcia Leiva (2024), a sharp contrast
was visible between domestic broadcasters and international video-
on-demand streaming services and hardware manufacturers. In terms
of the guiding logics (Van den Bulck, 2019), supporters of regulatory
intervention base their stances on either the importance of (local)
public values (like media pluralism, education, local information, etc.)
as well as the importance of a level playing field between legacy and
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local players versus international players. Both the PSM and the two
largest commercial players recognize the need for regulation in
response to a perceived significant shift in the power balance in favor
of international streaming services and technology platforms. These
businesses engage in direct commercial agreements with hardware
manufacturers or distribute their own hardware, allowing them to
secure preferential positioning on the UI of smart TV, as well as on
other devices such as smartphones, video game consoles, media
streaming devices (such as, e.g., Google Chromecast/TV Streamer),
and voice assistants. Given the limited territorial coverage, local
broadcasters claim they are either not invited to or lack the funding to
strike deals with these global players. All broadcasters emphasize the
importance of locally produced content to be locally visible and
findable on services, which implies that local content—in Flanders—
should be easily findable and discoverable. In a common statement
released shortly before the June 2024 elections, the three largest
broadcasters published a memorandum demanding ambitious media
policy, of which prominence rules were the prime demand (Delaplace
etal,, 2024). Prominence rules should, according to the broadcasters,
encompass both audiovisual and audio measures. Although smaller
broadcasters, notably the regional broadcasters and some smaller
thematic channels, were not included in this alliance of broadcasters,
they are also in favor of regulatory intervention.

International streamers, as well as the smart TV manufacturer
with the biggest international market share, stated that regulatory
intervention regarding prominence would be undesirable. One of the
international streaming services opposes such regulatory intervention
as they are concerned by “the potential legal fragmentation any such
Member State-specific rules would introduce” (written stakeholder
consultation). They substantiate their position by relying on the
‘country-of-origin’ principle (originating from Article 2 and 3 AVMSD
and enshrined in Article 3 of the e-Commerce Directive) by which
they would only have to comply with the German regulation; as this
is currently the European country they are officially located in, despite
being active in the whole of the EU. One of the international SVODs
would accept prominence measures, but only if the measures
exclusively target services and/or devices whose country of origin is
Belgium. With this statement, the SVOD echoes discussions on the
legal validity of transpositions of Article 7a, as is the case in France
and Germany, countries that target players located outside of
their borders.

A smaller smart TV manufacturer also finds prominence rules
rather undesirable, but favors “minimal, simple, reasonable (rules)
stakeholder
consultation) should the government proceed in developing

and based on industry standards® (written
prominence legislation. Arguments put forward to oppose
legislation are (i) a presumed lack of evidence that smart devices
are effectively making domestic apps less visible; (ii) the belief that
consumer sovereignty should prevail over prominence and should
not be hampered; and (iii) the assumed increasing costs for
hardware manufacturers to customize interfaces and hardware to
different markets across Europe, particularly for small ones. Thus,
hardware interventions for a low return-on-investment market like
Belgium—which, on top of that, consists of a Dutch-speaking and
French-speaking part each with their own beneficiaries of
prominence—would be very costly. The cost argument is
particularly mentioned concerning the visibility on remote control

buttons. Smart TV manufacturers claim the costs of customizing
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TABLE 1 Matrix of surveyed stakeholder groups relative to their positions on the four key themes that are central to shaping prominence rules, in

Flanders.

Key theme Stake-

holder group

Services of General
Interest (SGls)

Addressees of
prominence
measures

Prominence measures

Enforcement and
supervision

PSM

PSM and certain content of
commercial broadcasters

(based on public values)

All UT providers active in

Flanders

- App pre-installment on home page
for SGIs

- Prominent visibility in search and
recommendation functions for SGIs

- Prohibition on self-preferencing and
paid prominence

- Transparency reporting obligations

for addressees

Media regulator following
up, in consultation with

sector

Regional broadcasters

PSM and regional

broadcasters

All UT providers active in

Flanders

- -Prominent visibility in all menu’s
for SGIs

- Prominent visibility in search and
recommendation functions for SGIs

- Shortcut to SGIs

- Transparency reporting obligations
for addressees

- Stimulate cooperation between local

and international stakeholders

Industry self-regulation

Smaller thematic

broadcasters*

PSM, regional, commercial
and smaller thematic

broadcasters

PSM, regional and smaller

thematic broadcasters

All UT providers active in

Flanders

- Prominent EPG positioning in linear
UIs for SGIs

- Prominent app positioning for SGIs

Media regulator following

up

- Prominent visibility in search and
recommendation functions

- Shortcut to SGIs

- Stimulate cooperation between local

and international stakeholders

Industry self-regulation,
with media regulator that

can intervene

Larger commercial

PSM and larger commercial

All UI providers active in

Flanders, except distributors

- App pre-installment on home page
for sgis

- Prominent app positioning for sgis

- App pre-installment on home page
for SGIs

- Prominent visibility in all menu’s

Media regulator following

broadcasters* broadcasters up
All UI providers active in for SGIs
Flanders - Prominent visibility in search and
recommendation functions for SGIs
- Physical shortcut (remote
button) to SGIs
Local SVOD Providers of local content Smart TV manufacturers - Prominent app positioning for SGIs Not specified

Television distributors*

PSM and larger commercial

- Stimulate users to customize
interfaces (enact EMFA article 20)

- Stimulate local players to contact

Media regulator following

Not specified
broadcasters competition authorities when market | up
position of international players is
presumably abused
- Limited and flexible measures that
All hardware manufacturers,
Not specified leave room for innovation and Industry self-regulation
except distributors
user choice
Smart TV manufacturers and
PSM and regional
international software Not specified Industry self-regulation
broadcasters

providers
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Enforcement and
supervision

Addressees of Prominence measures
prominence

measures

Services of General
Interest (SGls)

Key theme Stake-

holder group

- Limited and flexible measures that

Limited cases, guided by leave room for innovation and

public value, especially not Not specified user choice Not specified
commercial broadcasters - A single ‘tile’ on the home page

for SGIs

International SVODs
- Limited and flexible measures that

leave room for innovation and
Limited cases, guided by Only UI providers originating

user choice Not specified

public value from Flanders

- Harmonized rules across EU with

respect for COO principle

- Limited and flexible measures that
Industry self-regulation,
Limited cases, not further All UT providers active in leave room for innovation and
with media regulator that
specified Flanders user choice
can intervene

- Must offer/must carry for SGIs

Smart TV manufacturers*
Limited cases, guided by Distributors and software
Not specified Industry self-regulation

consumer interest providers

PSM and regional Distributors and software

- Must offer/must carry for SGIs

Not specified

broadcasters providers

*This stakeholder group did not fully align on certain themes, as discussed in the results. Differing stances are visualized by splitting up the table cells.

remote buttons would be high and consequently detrimental for
customers. These stakeholders propose to shift the regulatory focus
away from hardware interventions to, for example, the digital
environments of telecom distributors and (meta)data that
audiovisual services signal through.

Situated somewhere in between the positions of the foreign
on-demand services and domestic broadcasters is the position of the
domestic television distributors. In principle, they are against
legislation, but to some extent, they also support the demand of
broadcasters for a level-playing field. This implies that they can cope
with regulation if it does not affect them, as they already have in place
agreements with broadcasters which include among others, their
placement on the Uls. The participating distributors with roots in
Belgium point out that international players in the smart environment
have less attention for local content and the health of the local Flemish
ecosystem, implicitly welcoming—or at least not opposing—legislative
intervention against such international players.

Addressees of prominence measures in
Flanders

The coalition of stakeholders that welcomes regulatory
intervention is also united in their stance on which services and
devices should be targeted by prominence measures. With the
exception of one larger local broadcaster, who is of the opinion that
distributors should not face additional regulation, all local
broadcasters—big and small, thematic, regional and national—are in
favor of regulating the whole range of smart devices and services that
offer intermediating Uls; it is, however, important to remark that this
broadcaster is fully owned by one of the television distributors, which
explains a diverting view. This television distributor itself refrained
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from replying further on this topic. The other local distributor was
mostly of the same opinion as the previously mentioned larger
broadcaster, only differing on the scope of the targeted devices. As this
local distributor wants to keep regulatory intervention at a minimum
compared to the broadcasters, it only explicitly mentions smart TV's
as players with whom negotiations might benefit from policy
intervention to mitigate “the absence of sufficiently similar interests”
(written stakeholder consultation).

More disparate views were present amongst the group of
international stakeholders that deems prominence measures
undesirable. One of the international SVODs and all three of the smart
TV manufacturers oppose a regime that would introduce region
specific (e.g., Flanders) technical requirements for addressees of
prominence rules. Only a minimum of EU harmonization is desirable
for them. Standing out the most on this question were perhaps the
smaller smart TV manufacturer and one TV distributor. Although not
in favor of intervention, they would not oppose rules if such rules were
to address specific problems identified in the market. In that case, they
would prefer the introduction of a technology neutral approach, thus
possibly subjecting all types of smart devices to the new regulation.
They justify their position by arguing for the need to establish a level
playing field among the various technologies that deliver or utilize
audiovisual media services such as “smart TVs, smart audio devices
and set-top boxes as Apple TV, Google Chromecast/TV Streamer, etc”
(written stakeholder consultation).

Stakeholders advocating for prominence regulation emphasize
that the scope of prominence measures should not be limited solely to
audiovisual Uls. Especially public broadcaster VRT has been highly
vocal about the inclusion of voice assistants, smart speakers, and
in-car interfaces within the regulatory framework. For in-car
interfaces, the primary concern is ensuring access to and visibility of
broadcast radio, particularly through a dedicated radio button or
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shortcut on media Uls in vehicles. This issue has also been highlighted
by the EBU, which has coordinated efforts over the past year to
develop a Europe-wide solution through its ‘Connected Car Playbook’
initiative (Granryd, 2024). Findability of radio channels is also
mentioned explicitly by other broadcasters who offer radio channels.
VRT further stresses the need for voice assistants to direct users to
their own online portal when, for example, requesting one of their
podcasts via voice commands, rather than redirecting them to third-
party platforms such as Spotify.

General interest and beneficiaries

A key challenge in implementing prominence measures is
determining how broadly the scope of services of general interest
should be defined. This issue raises three main questions for
policymakers. First, should the list of beneficiaries extend beyond
public broadcasting organizations, and, if so, what criteria should
be used to determine eligibility? Second, do players get the status of
beneficiary based on their entire offering, or only particular forms of
content (such as news, documentary or children’s programming)?
Third, at what level should beneficiary status be assigned—should it
apply to a broadcaster and all its associated apps, to individual apps,
or to specific broadcasting channels? While stakeholders remained
relatively vague on the last point, their responses to the first two
questions suggest an initial consensus, though closer examination
reveals nuanced differences. All broadcasters agree that the PSM
should qualify as a service of general interest. However, perspectives
diverge when defining who else should be included. Most consider
themselves to be of ‘general interest’ but do not necessarily share that
view for others. The PSM considers itself to be of general interest,
together with “certain content of the commercial broadcasters
according to criteria based on media pluralism, freedom of speech,
cultural diversity” (written stakeholder consultation). In contrast, the
two largest commercial broadcasters consider their entire content
offering to be of general interest. While this creates a partial alignment
among the three major broadcasters, none explicitly advocate for
including smaller regional broadcasters or thematic channels as
beneficiaries of prominence measures.

Smaller regional broadcasters, however, argue for a prominence
framework that benefits them alongside the PSM. They justify this
position by highlighting their existing must-carry status under the
Flemish Media Decree, which requires television distributors to offer
regional broadcasts across different Flemish provinces. Given this
legal recognition of their role in sustaining media pluralism, they
contend that their inclusion as beneficiaries is a logical extension.
Meanwhile, some thematic broadcasters propose a more restrictive
interpretation, limiting general interest status to the PSM, regional
broadcasters and themselves—while explicitly excluding the larger
commercial broadcasters. Additional issues can arise from this
position of the smaller broadcasters. First, if smaller thematic and
regional players consider themselves as beneficiaries, it is implied that
each of them should have an application that can be made prominent.
Thus, they should provide such apps with the necessary (meta)data
that Uls require to make their services searchable and visible. Efforts
to develop a joint VOD application to create synergies among these
players, could help mitigate part of the financial impact such an
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initiative would have. Nevertheless, discussions in this direction have
so far achieved limited progress.

Two of the smart TV manufacturers propose to attach prominence
rules to obligations for the beneficiaries/providers of general interest
services or content. Put simply, if beneficiaries want prominent
visibility for their services or content, they must first comply with
industry standards in terms of (meta)data signaling to ensure
availability on and compatibility with the desired smart devices. Such
an agreement would shift part of the technical, and thus financial,
burden from smart manufacturers to the providers of media (services)
of general interest. Another important issue, raised by most of the
stakeholders opposing prominence measures, is the presumed need to
keep the list of beneficiaries as limited as possible. To support their
cases, most of them refer to the prominence rules in Germany, which
resulted in a rather long list of beneficiaries, which they consider as a
“counterproductive” transposition of Article 7a (written stakeholder
consultation); or, as formulated by one of the stakeholders formulated
it, “if everyone has prominence, ultimately no one has prominence”
(written stakeholder consultation).

When inquiring on what level prominence measures should
be taken—that of the entire service or that of the (disaggregated)
content—we observed most consensus exists on the proponents of the
‘service-level. One of the local commercial broadcasters and one of the
thematic broadcasters would go as far as to install measures on both
the level of the service and the content level. Most of the stakeholders
though, are explicitly in favor of rules on the service level: the PSM,
the local SVOD, a thematic broadcaster, the regional broadcasters, and
a local distributor shared this vision. The two bigger smart TV
manufacturers prefer rules on a service level, should they be imposed.
Finaly, two of the distributors stated to have no preference for
measures on either level.

Measures to enact due prominence for
SGls

The specific measures proposed by our surveyed stakeholders
unsurprisingly diverge, yet some similarities could be noticed. All
stakeholders in the coalition welcoming prominence legislation
proposed in some way or form that prominence should be perceived as
“increased visibility and findability” All of them stated that prominence
or prominent visibility in search functions and in recommendations
should be assured for the beneficiaries of a prominence regime. On top
of these proposed rules, the PSM and the two larger commercial
broadcasters pled for pre-installation of SGIs and visibility on the
homepage of the UIs designated smart devices. The PSM, the larger
commercial broadcasters, the smaller thematic and regional
broadcasters, all desired a designated shortcut, either virtual on a home
screen of, as favored by some, physical on TV remote controls, directly
linked to the SGIs.

Some stakeholders also explicitly mentioned the visibility of
beneficiaries’ content in the different content decks on Uls. One of the
commercial broadcasters wanted content of general interest to make
up a “substantial percentage of the currently visible part of content
decks” (written stakeholder consultation). Less outspoken were
stakeholders on the question whether prominence obligations could
be seen as complementary to or replacing existing commercial deals
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between players (such as the deals between hardware manufactures
and global streamers), or, whether players that have been awarded the
status of beneficiary could get this as part of a commercial deal, and,
finally, whether players that receive the status of beneficiary could
negotiate additional deals with the owners of Uls for even better
placement or findability. In that regard, the PSM proposed to a
prohibition on prominence in return for financial contributions in
Flanders. The smaller regional broadcasters and one of the thematic
channels, on the other hand, want to include the “stimulation of
market agreements” (written stakeholder consultation) between local
and international players in a prominence regime. The regional
broadcasters also pled for periodical evaluation on the effectiveness of
prominence rules.

The coalition opposing prominence legislation, or favoring as little
interventions as possible, referred to guiding logics of safeguarding
innovation and user sovereignty to substantiate their positions. One
of the international SVODs would agree to prominence measures if
all beneficiaries of prominence measures were to be grouped together
under a single tile on the home screen, as opposed to granting them
all a prominent position separately.

All stakeholders agree that any legislative intervention should not
come at a high cost; it should not stifle innovation and interventions
should not impede the users’ sovereignty. Yet, for the latter, it remains
very vague as to when stakeholders consider user sovereignty to
be harmed. In that regard, a somehow ambiguous position is defended
by the large smart TV manufactures. They continuously stress the
importance of the user interest, yet at the same time, these players
place their own paid services and content, (regardless of their
popularity amongst users) significantly more visible in different Uls.
One of the local distributors suggested to include the promotion of
Article 20 of the EMFA in a Flemish prominence regime. The
promotion of this article, on ensuring the user’s right to customization
of the media offer, ought to increase users digital literacy and
stimulate them to put the Article into practice. They also proposed to
stimulate stakeholders in the Flemish media ecosystem to get in touch
with competition and anti-trust authorities when suspecting that
international players are abusing their dominant market position.

Enforcement and supervision

As a final point in our inquiry, we examined stakeholders’
perspectives on the supervision and enforcement of a
prominence regime. We enquired what form such supervision
and enforcement should take, and which actor(s) should
be tasked with these functions. Most stakeholders agreed that
measures should be ‘principle-based), referring to the different
types of Uls and devices. This approach avoids the impracticality
of highly detailed and specific regulations tailored to each
individual addressee. Secondly, most stakeholders seem to agree
on the need to keep measures ‘flexible, as measures need to
evolve at a similar rate as the continuously developing Uls of
smart devices. In this context, the PSM advocated for ‘adequate
consultation with the sector to ensure that practical input and
developments can be discussed in a timely manner’ (written
stakeholder consultation). Players in favor of prominence
regimes also put the burden of proof of legal compliance on the
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addressees. The prominence proponents stated that addressees
ought to report on how they ensure prominence for beneficiaries.
This point was also raised by the regional broadcasters and the
Flemish Media Regulator in our consultation, as the complexity
and diversity of interventions to ensure findability and visibility
is highly difficult to trace as an independent regulator.

On the side of the market intervention coalition there is no
entirely unified view on what supervision of prominence
regulation should look like. Most players (PSM, the larger
commercial broadcasters, smaller thematic channels, and one
television distributor) propose a system in which the media
regulator oversees compliance with prominence measures
outlined by the government. The other distributor, alongside the
other thematic broadcaster, consider self-regulation the best
form of supervision, provided that a regulator can step in and
mediate when conflicts arise. The regional broadcasters,
together with the PSM, would rather like to see a system of self-
regulation, but with transparency requirements relating to the
recommendation algorithms employed by the addressees of the
prominence regulations. In the market freedom coalition, there
is also no single unified stance on how to address this matter.
One large smart TV manufacturer, together with the
international distributor deemed self-regulation the best form
of legal enforcement. A smaller smart TV manufacturer
commented to be in favor of a self-regulatory system with a
regulator that can step in to mediate, referring to the same type
of co-regulation as some of the prominence regime proponents.

Discussion

This study presented the perspectives of a varied group of
stakeholders on the revision of Flemish local policy on appropriate
prominence, visibility and findability for audiovisual and auditive
media SGIs, following the transposition of Article 7a of the AVMSD
(European Union, 2018a). Our inquiry gives insight into the
stakeholders’ views on desirability and feasibility, considerations to
be made when developing prominence regulation, and presents
lessons to be learned beyond the Flemish case. The results of the
consultation are part of a large-scale study assessing the feasibility and
desirability of prominence regulation in Flanders.

This research was based on a snapshot of input collected
between February and June 2024 and is based on those viewpoints
submitted to the consultation or those of the experts selected and
available for interviews. Thus, the research cannot encapsulate
amended and deepened argumentations, as legal, market and
technical knowledge within media players’ strategy departments
also progresses as more Member States start imposing measures.
This study did not include the audience as a stakeholder, as we felt
the perspective of audiences warrants a separate more dedicated
focus. Research of Lobato et al. (2023), amongst others, support
the need for
demonstrating the lack of knowledge and understanding of

intervention based on audience research
audiences on how smart device Uls affect visibility and findability
of content and services.

The research identified two opposing stakeholder coalitions:
one advocating for the implementation of prominence
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obligations and the other opposing such measures. The former
comprises all the domestic broadcasters, and the latter consists
of foreign businesses without a direct link to (Flemish)
broadcasting. Positioned in between these two broad groups are
stakeholders
intervention, as it may impose additional obligations on them.

who typically do not support regulatory
However, they also acknowledge a perceived imbalance in the
competitive landscape, particularly between global streaming
services, technology platforms, and hardware manufacturers on
one side, and local market players on the other. Their concerns
align with broader debates on the lack of a level playing field in
areas such as advertising regulations, or obligations related to
the promotion of European works.

Most diverging opinions within this stakeholder group
related to defining which players should be considered to be of
‘general interest’ and, additionally, which criteria the
government should use to categorize players. That the three
larger broadcasters—including purely commercial players of
which one is a full subsidiary of an internationally owned media
conglomerate—have formed a strategic alliance on the matter,
corresponds with earlier findings showing the specificity of the
Flemish market context. This context has traditionally been
characterized by an ‘ecosystem’ logic in market discourse and
policy approaches (Raats, 2023) that aims to protect all players
investing significantly in domestic original content. At the same
time, it shows that this ecosystem logic does not extend to
smaller, admittedly, much less popular, regional or thematic
broadcasters, who struggle to secure sufficient revenue. This
issue is likely to become even more pressing in the coming
years.

Opposition to prominence rules is often motivated by several
arguments. First, the market context: critics contend that the Flemish
market is too small and complex to justify the customization of UIs
and hardware devices. Second, the legal context: stakeholders
highlight legal ambiguities and potential conflicts between Article 7a
of the AVMSD and existing EU legislation, particularly the
e-Commerce Directive (specifically, the country-of-origin principle)
and the ECC (which includes provisions on must-carry obligations
and EPGs). With a potential review of the AVMSD on the horizon, it
is essential that the Commission provides clear guidelines to ensure
coherence between Article 7a, internal market regulations, and
EMFA. Third, the technological context: UI providers and hardware
manufacturers argue that compliance with certain regulatory
requirements may be technically unfeasible or could hinder
innovation in UI design. Fourth, the audience interests: there are
concerns that prominence rules could conflict with audience
preferences and expectations. Fifth, the financial considerations:
opponents also emphasize the financial burden associated with
implementing prominence obligations on Uls and devices, an
argument that resonates with policymakers wary of potential price
increases for consumers. Additionally, critics call for empirical
evidence demonstrating the necessity of prominence regulations. For
policymakers assessing the feasibility and desirability of due
prominence obligations, it is crucial to incorporate audience
perspectives, to gather data on challenges in accessing general interest
content, and to establish a regulatory framework that allows for
flexible adaptations. Such an approach would enable timely responses
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to evolving market conditions and mitigate any unforeseen
consequences of new obligations.

Our research further highlights the challenges of translating
prominence obligations into clearly measurable and enforceable
interventions, as well as the difficulties regulators face in
assessing whether and how designated entities comply with
these requirements. This is especially difficult considering the
personalized nature of media consumption, which results in Uls
varying across consumers and interventions related to search or
audio recommendations which are simply not traceable. In this
context, prominence measures reflect a broader trend in digital
media policy, wherein large technology companies—and, in this
case, hardware manufacturers—are increasingly subjected to
European regulatory obligations. However, the burden of proof
and transparency largely remains with regulated entities
themselves. Regulators often lack the necessary tools and
expertise to systematically assess compliance, while media
limited
transparency, making regulatory oversight more difficult
(Helberger, 2019, p. 1004). The lack of knowledge regarding the
actual impact of hardware and UI manipulations—combined

devices and services frequently operate with

with the technical complexity of these systems—has emerged as
a significant obstacle to policy development, particularly for
non-technical stakeholders involved in the regulatory
process.

Additionally, our inquiry of different viewpoints and
argumentations of stakeholders also shows differences in how key
policy considerations such as ‘general interest, ‘public value,
‘level-playing field’ or ‘self-regulation’ or even ‘principle-based
policies’ are interpreted across the stakeholders. Each of these
interpretations are shaped by the stakeholders’ own respective
interests and market contexts. Eventually, self-interest was the
most dominant guiding logic amongst all stakeholders, and the
aforementioned concepts mainly serve this opportunistic stance.
In those cases where self-interest is transcended, stakeholders’
positions often reflect strategic considerations aimed at
increasing the likelihood that their own interests are ultimately
served. For example, commercial broadcasters advocating for
recognition as ‘general interest’ services would be quite unlikely
if PSM were not, ad minimum, afforded the same status. Based
on the consultation, several considerations for policymakers can
be made for policymakers in the development of prominence
regulations. An overview of key considerations and related core
questions can be found in Table 2. These insights may also serve
as a valuable reference for researchers, policymakers, and
regulators involved in future regulatory frameworks
on prominence.

This research demonstrates that despite efforts to ground
media policy in broad stakeholder consensus, the designation of
both the addressees and beneficiaries of prominence measures
ultimately remains a political decision, and multistakeholderism
does not necessarily allow decisions are based on shared
consensus amongst stakeholders. This decision should be guided
by a well-defined rationale and developed with careful
consideration to the regulatory and market developments in
other jurisdictions. Through this study, we have sought to

contribute to the formulation of such a rationale, recognizing
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TABLE 2 Overview of key considerations for policymakers when implementing prominence measures.

Theme

Addressees

Core questions

‘Which type of devices are included in the scope?

Key considerations (non-exhaustive)

Governments could choose to develop a broad definition based on characteristics of Uls, or

pinpoint specific services captured by the prominence rules.

Do prominence rules apply to audiovisual content

and services, or also audio services?

Audio services are not included in the scope of article (7a) and there are differences between visual

Uls for audio (such as in-car UIs) and voice command-operated audio services

Do measures also apply to players based outside the

market?

Provisions would need to be developed in line with the (allowed) exceptions to the country-of-

origin-principle as part of the e-Commerce Directive.

Beneficiaries

Which players are considered beneficiaries?

Should a series of criteria be developed that apply to all media services (see, e.g., Ireland), or should
a separation be made between the public broadcaster(s) and a series of specific criteria for
commercial players?

Does the status of general interest services apply to services or also content segments?

Choices need to take into account the limited ‘real estate’ available. The more players recognized as
beneficiaries, the more this also impacts the visibility of these players.

Can paid services also get the status of beneficiary or only freely accessible services?

Complementarity between beneficiaries of must-

carry or may-carry rules

Are players enjoying must-carry automatically beneficiaries of prominence?
Do services that receive the status of beneficiary also require to have a must-carry status for

television?

Which service gets recognized as beneficiary?

Does the status of beneficiary apply to media services as whole, to specific applications of media
services, or to certain multi-platform channels? Choices are important when developing criteria to

measure general interest, for example when measuring certain percentages of local original content

Prominence

measures

How detailed and prescriptive should measures be?

Should governments allow flexibility as to how prominence is arranged, should a list of options
be given of which combinations of due prominence measures related to findability and visibility can
be implemented, or should a minimum number of prescriptive measures be imposed (e.g., a general
interest ‘tile, a deck with general interest content, visibility on the landing page, etc.), keeping in

mind the need to make sure the diversity of measures is sufficiently considered by the obligations.

Monitoring
and

supervision

‘What do addressees need to be transparent about?

Choices to be made as to how addressees should report and on what to prove compliance.

How to ensure flexibility?

Choices to be made with regard to periodical evaluation, and the publication of lists of beneficiaries

and addressees.

Responsibilities of beneficiaries?

How long does the status of beneficiary last, and to what extent do beneficiaries have to report on

the ways in which they still meet the criteria to get status of beneficiary?

Cost of supervision?

Policymakers should align the monitoring, supervising and sanctioning of prominence to the
‘traditions’ (current range of duties and capacity/workforce) of their local media regulator or other

governmental institutions tasked with this, in line with the available capacity to oversee compliance

Other

arrangements

Prominence measures in relation to commercial

deals?

Do prominence obligations require players to come to a (commercial) arrangements? Or does it
entail requirements that addressees need to comply with without remuneration?

Do prominence regulations rule out commercial deals between general interest players and
addressees?

Do prominence regulations also inhibit other existing commercial deals between providers of Uls

and beneficiaries?

that the interests of various stakeholders often align across
different countries. Key directions for future research include
examining how Article 7a of the AVMSD is implemented across
EU markets to ensure compliance with internal market rules.
Additionally, further research should explore methodologies for
assessing the impact—or lack thereof—of prominence measures
across different market contexts. Lastly, legal analysis is needed
to clarify the interplay between Article 20 of the EMFA, Article
7a of the AVMSD, and Article 3 of the e-Commerce Directive,
and to assess how these interactions influence Member
States’ decisions to impose prominence measures, as well
as the Commission’s role in evaluating or contesting
such measures.
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In this article, we propose a new theoretical account of mental autonomy through
which policymakers can develop new legal instruments to mitigate the harms
caused by propaganda. We argue for a renewed understanding of mental autonomy,
informed by relational autonomy, highlighting its interdependent nature, shaped by
technological mediation and social structures in the digital public sphere. We begin
by defining propaganda and discussing its potential to inflict harm through the
transformational forces of datafication, algorithmization, and plaformization. A
historical review of legal approaches to propaganda reveals critical gaps in existing
frameworks, which continue to rely on outdated perceptions of autonomy that
assume the mind is largely immune to external influences. To address these
inadequacies, we build upon the novel concept of epistemic welfare—societal
structures and conditions to ensure epistemic agency—and extend it to mental
autonomy, which we argue is a necessary precursor to such welfare. Finally, while
recognizing the challenges of implementing legal protections against propaganda,
we advocate for a governance approach that balances protection and freedom
within the broader notions of free thought and expression.

KEYWORDS

law, propaganda, mental autonomy, computational propaganda, epistemic welfare,
public sphere, freedom of thought, mental harm

Introduction

This paper redefines mental autonomy through a relational lens, specifically focusing on
technological mediation, and situates it within the framework of epistemic welfare by examining
the social context and harms of propaganda. To this end, we lay the theoretical foundation for
developing more effective and comprehensive legal safeguards from propaganda. Recent years
have seen the role of the propagandist revitalized and democratized (Wanless and Berk, 2017).
In a world where political and ideological polarization have collided with the digital
transformation of the public sphere (Latzer, 2022; Splichal, 2022; Habermas, 2022) and the
so-called Web 3.0, characterized by the toolkit of computational propaganda, e.g., automated
bots, algorithms, deepfakes, and generative AI (Ghosh and Scott, 2018; DiResta, 2018; Hyzen,
2023), we argue it is necessary to rethink notions of mental autonomy. These conditions allow
for unprecedented production and distribution of disinformation and, particularly, propaganda,
conceived of here as “a sustained campaign of communication to enforce ideological goals,
manage opinion and codify loyalties” (Hyzen, 2021 p. 3482). Efforts to enact legal protections
against propaganda have been tempered by the fear that such measures would amount to
censorship or give even more power to digital platforms (Helberger, 2020). Beyond direct calls
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to war or violence, the current legal and policy landscape presents
significant challenges and shortcomings in combating the harms of
disinformation, conspiracy theories, and highly personalized, targeted
content spread by propaganda, as exemplified during the COVID-19
pandemic, QAnon movement, and the US Jan 6th riots. These instances
demonstrate the potential of propaganda to inflict both individual and
societal harm—not only to physical capacities, but also, critically, to
mental autonomy—defined by us as the capacity of individuals to
govern their cognitive processes free from illegitimate external influence.

Consequently, apart from the challenges of restricting propaganda
due to concerns of freedom of expression, existing legal frameworks
also present a challenge for protecting mental autonomy, which finds
its basis in their implied view of the mind and its relation to external
influences. These conceptions, influenced by traditional autonomy
theories such as Cartesian Dualism and Kantian Mind Mediation,
view the mind as a sacred, inherently autonomous, and largely
untouchable entity (Descartes, 1641; Kant, 1781/1787; Yildirim-
Vranckaert, 2023; Boire, 2000; De Jong, 2000). This outdated
perspective limits the effectiveness of current laws in addressing the
nuanced and pervasive nature of propaganda practices that
systematically undermines mental autonomy through technological
means. International human rights instruments, including Article 18
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), its enforceable
counterpart Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR), and Article 9 of the European Convention
on Human Rights (ECHR), explicitly protect these mental processes
under the right to freedom of thought. However, current
interpretations of these instruments, while illustrative of shared
normative commitments across international, regional, and domestic
contexts, fail to adequately account for the subtle manipulations
enabled by modern technologies, leaving individuals minds
vulnerable to such manipulation without adequate legal recourse.

To bridge this gap, this contribution combines insights from legal
and communication studies to adopt the notion of epistemic welfare
(Hyzen et al., 2025) as a framework centered on fostering the necessary
conditions and capabilities for individuals to exercise their epistemic
agency—defined as individuals’ control over how their knowledge,
opinions and beliefs are formed, revised, and discussed with others
(Coeckelbergh, 2023 p. 1342). The concept of epistemic welfare was
first introduced from a legal perspective (Majcher, 2023), conceived
of as directly corresponding “to individuals’ ‘right to know’, and
receive trustworthy, independent and varied information” (p. 3).
Continuing, “digital technologies [can] empower citizens...
co-existing harmful phenomena,” such as disinformation, have
increased in “form and magnitude” (p. 3). Expanding on Majcher’s
legal conception and incorporating research from communication
studies, welfare studies, social epistemology and governance, we follow
a more expansive conception of epistemic welfare as “creating and
maintaining the conditions and capabilities for individuals’ epistemic
agency in the public sphere” (Hyzen et al, 2025). Importantly, social
epistemology (Goldman, 1987; Godler et al., 2019) stresses and
illuminates the social organization of knowledge pursuit and
dissemination, i.e., how knowledge is communicated in society, and
maintains a normative goal to optimize organizations, institutions and
practices that lead individuals to attain epistemically valuable states.
As such, we see epistemic welfare as a comprehensive framework to
evaluate knowledge producing institutions, media systems and to
make legal and governance recommendations. By promoting a
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well-functioning media and information ecosystem, epistemic welfare
aims to prevent and protect individuals from mental harms inflicted
by manipulative practices, and importantly propaganda.

However, meaningful mental autonomy is a foundational
prerequisite for achieving epistemic welfare in the public sphere.
Considering the outdated perception of the mind within current legal
frameworks, in order to foster epistemic welfare, the complexities of
mental harm in the digital age should be addressed better by a
redefinition of mental autonomy fit for the digital age. Through a
relational autonomy perspective, we propose a nuanced redefinition
of mental autonomy that recognizes the reciprocal relationship
between individuals and technological systems. This approach
recognizes the dynamic and interactive nature of mental autonomy,
viewing it as a capacity cultivated through technological mediation
and socio-cultural contexts, rather than as an isolated or inherent trait.

The epistemic welfare framework, with the redefined concept of
mental autonomy, offers a synergistic methodology to address the
limitations of existing legal frameworks, particularly concerning
fundamental rights. Epistemic welfare establishes the conditions
necessary for individuals to exercise their epistemic agency, while the
redefined mental autonomy ensures that these conditions are
meaningfully realized within a relational and dynamic context. This
interdisciplinary approach is not only a step towards bridging existing
gaps in legal protections but also provides a more nuanced
understanding of how mental harm can manifest in the digital
information age. We begin by defining propaganda and examine how
the digital transformation of the public sphere has amplified its capacity
to inflict harm. Next, we explore the inadequacies of existing legal
frameworks in addressing these challenges, review traditional
perspective on mental autonomy, and propose a mediation approach
grounded in a relational view of technology. Finally, we discuss the
implications of this framework for developing more comprehensive
legal safeguards, both on redress and remediation and prevention and
proactive layers, that promote epistemic welfare in a society marked by
increasing interconnectedness and pervasive manipulation.

Propaganda and the digital public
sphere

Propaganda defined

Propaganda is an elusive concept. Is it an unpopular or controversial
idea? An absurd expression? Lies, falsity, disinformation, or
misinformation? Propaganda studies have a long history of theorizations
that debate a firm definition, however an aggerated consensus is that
propaganda is disseminated information designed and spread to
influence public opinion or behavior (Lasswell, 1927; Hyzen, 2021).
Propaganda is a term used in a variety of ways and contexts. Propaganda
is often conflated with mis- and disinformation, defined as mistakenly
false information and intentionally false information, respectively,
(Wardle and Derakhshan, 2018; Baines and Elliott, 2020), or used
alongside terms like fake news and alternate facts which lack refined
definition. Mis/disinformation, by definition, undermines individuals’
epistemic agency and is often used as a form of propaganda. However,
propaganda can also selectively incorporate true information for
intentional manipulation (Hyzen, 2023). Following our definition above
and Lukes (2005) conception of power, we “situate propaganda as a
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tangible expression of ideology: a mode of communication to spread
ideas, achieve ideological goals, and exercise power” (Hyzen, 2023,
p.52). Propaganda campaigns are a technique of social control to
intentionally mold belief and opinion by spreading, repeating and
elaborating ideological views through communication for a desired
outcome. As such, we focus on propaganda whose defining
characteristics are manipulative, persuasive expressions of power (Bakir
etal, 2019; Benkler et al., 2018; Hyzen, 2023), that, when permeating
the public sphere unchecked, undermine agency and autonomy,
potentially leading to harms.

The digital transformation and
computational propaganda

The digital transformation of the public sphere has increasingly
captured the attention of scholars (Seeliger and Sevignani, 2022; Staab
and Thiel, 2022), coupled with the fact that the “vast majority of political
speech acts [occur] over digital platforms governed by terms-of-service
agreements” (Woolley and Howard, 2016, p. 4882), raises serious
concerns for democracy and individuals ability to exercise agency and
mental autonomy without protections. Latzer (2022) argues this
transformation of the public sphere is driven by the trinity of
“datafication,” or big data, a new asset class and revenue stream,
“algorithmization,” or the automated selection processes that “assigns
relevance to this data in order to extract economic, social, and political
capital from it;” and “platformization” which “restructures markets and
business models” towards commercialization and neoliberal logics,
creating “organizational forms” that entrench and enhance datafication
and algorithmization (p. 4). Splichal (2022) argues this transformation
of communication, particularly datafication, enables networked
platforms “to systematically... influence users’ online communication
and even offline behavior” (p. 2), including “influencing and
manipulating opinions at a highly personalized level” (p. 5).
Computational propaganda, defined as “the assemblage of social media
platforms, autonomous agents, and big data tasked with the manipulation
of public opinion” (Woolley and Howard, 2016, p. 4883), allows
propagandists to operate in the space created by the aforementioned
trinity. The affordances of the emerging Web 3.0, machine learning, and
generative Al, deepfakes have proliferated sophisticated dissemination
capabilities for targeting individuals, and near infinite repetition of
message, to any organization or individual, what Ghosh and Scott (2018)
call “precision propaganda” This democratizes the role of the
propagandist, alongside traditional practitioners, in the digital public
sphere (Wanless and Berk, 2017; Hyzen, 2023). Driven by neoliberal
logic and a lack of any oversight beyond self-governance, platforms
remain unmotivated to curtail potential harms. Meta, for example, rather
than strengthening its content moderation, has removed its fact-checkers
entirely and announced it will favor even less interference in content
across its platforms (Thompson, 2025).

Unbridled propaganda in the digital public sphere is a key threat to
epistemic agency. As an expression of power to mold and manage public
opinion, propaganda is explicitly produced to distort justified beliefs,
undermine the accuracy and integrity of information in favor of the
propagandist’s desired outcomes. Computational and precision
propaganda, characterized by automated tools, near infinite digital
repetition, and widespread dissemination (Woolley and Howard, 2016;
Hyzen, 2023), combined with the participatory nature of social media
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(Wanless and Berk, 2017), have been shown to pollute and disrupt the
communication of verified information and knowledge in digital spaces
(Benkler et al., 2018). Propaganda can reproduce itself on social media
and digital platforms through audience participation, including
interactions between authentic users or programmed chatbots
continuously (re)posting content or responding to comment threads
(Wanless and Berk, 2017; Hyzen, 2023). Here, propagandists
increasingly leverage new media and digital popular culture, e.g., meme
and remix culture, to act as “ideological intermediaries” to achieve their
goals (Hyzen and Van den Bulck, 2021, p. 180). Datafication, in
particular, allows propagandists to identify vulnerable groups (Splichal,
2022) and precisely target said individuals to proliferate content in the
digital public sphere cheaply and easily (Ghosh and Scott, 2018). In an
ecosystem where propaganda, often in the form of disinformation,
thrives, citizens' ability to exercise epistemic agency and mental
autonomy is inevitably compromised, we maintain epistemic welfare is
a well-positioned framework to inform solutions.

Propaganda and legacy of traditional
mental autonomy in law

When to regulate propaganda

Building on Hyzen (2021) definition, it remains crucial to
delineate when propaganda becomes problematic. Regardless of its
intentional nature, whether its content is based on false or accurate
information, or technological architecture, in a legal sense, propaganda
is still a dissemination of an idea or expression. Under many legal
systems, both such dissemination and expression are protected under
the right to freedom of expression and access to information. People
cannot be denied their right to “offend, shock or disturb” (Handyside
v. 1976, The United Kingdom, no. 5493/72, ECtHR, 1976 $49). This
protection exists because what one holds sacred, either in thought or
expression, might sound “absurd or anathema to another” (Skugar and
Others v. Russia (dec.), no. 40010/04, ECtHR, 2009). Consequently,
we safeguard the “freedom for the thought we hate” (United States v.
Schwimmer, 279 U.S. 644, 1929, 655).

Such protection, however, is not absolute. Propaganda, including
its content and means of dissemination, cannot be subjected to a
blanket ban; but it can be regulated when such regulation is “provided
by law” and “necessary” to protect a legitimate aim. A legitimate aim
might arise, for instance, when propaganda interferes with the “rights
of others” or poses a threat to “public order”! Thus, there are two
possibilities for restriction without creating an undue chilling effect or
suppressing access to information: when propaganda harms or
controls another’s rights or interests, causing individual harm, and
when “one or more interests of society are wrongfully thwarted,”

1 See the three-part test under Article 19 of the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, which only allows for the right to freedom of
expression to be legitimately subject to certain restrictions if such a restriction
is justified: (i) the restriction must be provided for in law; (ii) it must pursue a
legitimate aim; and (iii) it must be necessary to protect a legitimate aim. Such
legitimate aims are: (a) for respect of the rights or reputation of others; (b) for
the protection of national security or of public order, or of public health

or morals.
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causing societal harm (Trenchard and Gordon, Cato’s Letters, No. 15,
1721; Smuha, 2021, p. 5). Accordingly, while we believe that
propaganda can have destructive effects on a societal level when left
unchecked, this contribution focuses on assessing its impact at the
individual level, which we recognize ultimately contributes to
collective and societal harm.

Using a bottom-up approach, one avenue through which
problematic propaganda can affect individuals is by undermining
their mental autonomy, thereby causing mental harm? (Yildirim-
Vranckaert, 2023). Given mental autonomy is such an “important
facet of individual’s existence” (Evans v. The United Kingdom [GC],
no. 6339/05, ECtHR, 2007, §77; Himaldinen v. Finland [GC], no.
37359/09, ECtHR, 2014, §$42, 67; O’Callaghan and Shiner, 2021;
Yildirim-Vranckaert, 2025, forthcoming), its interference raises
profound concerns regarding the regulation of problematic
propaganda practices. Consequently, it is crucial to examine existing
legal frameworks to determine whether they adequately address—or
fail to address—such harm.

Outdated view of the mind in legal
frameworks

When examining how legal frameworks address mental harm,
two critical observations emerge. First, these frameworks are
insufficient in meeting the challenges posed by the mediated digital
public sphere, specifically the computational and precision
propaganda disseminated within it. Second, this inadequacy stems not
from the laws themselves but from their foundational design and
interpretation, which are grounded in outdated conceptions of
the mind.

To elucidate this point, it is essential to define these outdated
conceptions. Two influential philosophical perspectives are
particularly relevant: Cartesian Dualism and Kantian Mind Mediation.
René Descartes posited that the mind is a distinct, self-aware entity—a
“thinking thing”—completely separate from the body and the material
world (Descartes, 1641). Cartesian Dualism suggests that while the
mind interacts with external stimuli, its core essence remains
autonomous and impervious to external manipulations, as illustrated
by the “evil genius” thought experiment (Meditation I-II). In contrast,
Immanuel Kant emphasized the mind’s active role in shaping reality
by organizing sensory input through innate (a priori) categories such
as space and time (Kant, 1781/1787). Kantian Mind Mediation asserts
that although the mind structures our experiences, it maintains
autonomy by limiting knowledge to phenomena (the world as it
appears to us) rather than noumena (the world as it is in itself) (Kant,
1781/1787), and extends this autonomy to moral reasoning, where
rational agents adhere to self-imposed moral laws, preserving the

2 lItis important to note that while much scholarly discussion focuses on
how manipulative practices can undermine mental autonomy or mental
integrity, however it remains a concept without a concrete definition in legal
or philosophical terms. Only in recent decades has it begun to receive attention,
largely due to growing awareness of the impact of emerging and increasingly
intrusive technologies. See, for instance, among others, Blitz and Bublitz (2021),
Ligthart and Van de Pol, 2025, Lavazza (2018), and McCarthy-Jones (2019).
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mind’s independence from external pressures or influences
(Kant, 1785).

These philosophies collectively conceptualize the mind as an
autonomous mediator, self-contained and resistant to external
influences. This conceptualization has profoundly influenced legal and
philosophical understandings of mental autonomy, grounding legal
instruments such as human rights laws and domestic constitutional
provisions in these outdated views.

For instance, international human rights frameworks—including
Article 18 UDHR, Article 18 ICCPR, and Article 9 ECHR—explicitly
protect freedom of thought to safeguard the forum internum-“person’s
inner sanctum (mind)” (U.N. Doc. A/76/380-Special Rap. Shaheed,
2021, 42), both from state and private actors. These provisions uphold
freedom of thought as an “inviolable” space that is “above the law;”
deserving “absolute” protection (U.N. Doc. E/CN.4/SR.14, 1947, §3;
U.N. Doc. E/CN.4/AC.1/SR.8, 1947, §12-13; U.N. Doc. E/CN.4/SR.60,
1948, §7; Bossuyt, 1987, p. 355; Yildirim-Vranckaert, 2023; Bublitz,
2025, forthcoming).

However, the scarcity of legal precedents from bodies such as the
United Nations Human Rights Committee (UNHRC) and the
European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) indicates that this
principle is rarely invoked. This rarity is attributable to the narrow
interpretation of the right to freedom of thought, which typically
recognizes only extreme practices—such as brainwashing, coercion,
indoctrination, ideology conversion systems, the use of force or
violence-as violations (Nowak, 2005; Vermeulen and Van Roosmalen,
2018; Kokkinakis v. Greece, no. 14307/88, ECtHR, 1993; Masaev v.
Moldova, no. 6303/05, ECtHR, 2009; United Nations Human Rights
Committee, 2003). To this day, the impact of more subtle and
pervasive manipulative practices capable of causing mental harm has
not been prima facie adjudicated under the freedom of
thought framework.

Similarly, as a domestic example, the United States Constitution’s
First Amendment indirectly protects freedom of thought (Whitney
v. California, 274 U.S. 357, 1927; Griswold, 1965), describing it as
“the matrix, the indispensable condition, of nearly every other form
of freedom” (Palko v. Connecticut 1937, 327). This protection
manifests itself as a negative right, against state action, by treating
the mind as an autonomous sphere beyond “all official control”
(West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette, 1943, 642;
Reynolds v. United States, 98 U.S. 145, 1878; Stanley v. Georgia, 394
U.S. 557, 1969; Ashcroft v. Free Speech Coalition 535 U.S. 234, 2002).
However, such constitutional protection does not extend to private
actors, unlike the positive obligations imposed on states under the
ICCPR or ECHR, operating under the assumption that government
non-interference suffices to safeguard the mind. Remedies for
private interference, such as the tort of Intentional Infliction of
Emotional Distress (IIED), require stringent proof that conduct was
“extreme” or “outrageous” and that the distress suffered was “severe”
(Hyatt v. Trans World Airlines Inc., 1997, 297). These high thresholds
reflect a persistent reliance on the outdated view of the mind as
largely impervious to subtle external influences and a historical bias
towards addressing physical rather than mental harm (Grey, 2011).
Consequently, the abovementioned approaches reinforce the notion
of the mind as a sacred, untouchable entity, protected by
impenetrable barriers against external forces (Yildirim-Vranckaert,
2023; Yildirim-Vranckaert, 2025; De Jong, 2000; Boire, 2000; Bublitz,
2013). The presumption that individuals possess inherent autonomy
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capable of resisting external influences—even highly intrusive yet
less “extreme” ones—reflects a partially Cartesian dualist and
predominantly Kantian Mind Mediation perspective.

From the mind to technology as a mediator

Emerging research demonstrates that computational propaganda,
as discussed above, and similar intrusive practices grounded in
technological systems, leverage digital footprints to predict behavior—
sometimes with greater accuracy than individuals themselves or their
loved ones (Kosinski et al., 2013; Youyou et al., 2015; Kosinski, 2021;
Ramon et al., 2021). These systems pose a threat of significantly
influencing cognitive processes, manipulating behavior, belief
formation, and 2015;
Panagopoulos, 2016; Woolley and Howard, 2016; Matz et al., 2017;
Ribeiro et al., 2019; Zarouali et al., 2022; Acemoglu et al., 2023;
Simchon et al., 2024; Yildirim-Vranckaert, 2023). DiResta (2018)
notes that “curatorial algorithms are designed to process simple social

individual decision-making (Tufekci,

signals,” yet they have no underlying ethics or human editors that
recognize the harms or consequences of spreading extremist
propaganda (p. 20-21). Consequently, it is no longer viable to view the
mind as an isolated mediator; external technological forces profoundly
shape cognitive processes and influence mental autonomy.

Given this shift, it becomes imperative to move beyond the
assumption of human cognition as the primary driver of
understanding and interacting with the world. Instead, we must
recognize technology as a significant mediator in cognitive processes.
This perspective draws on the work of post-phenomenologists Don
Thde and Peter-Paul Verbeek, who have extensively explored how
technologies mediate human experience.

Thde’s concept of multistability illustrates how technologies are not
fixed in function or meaning but take on multiple forms through
interaction with users (Ihde, 1990) (e.g., a smartphone can serve as a
communication device, a navigation tool, or a source of entertainment,
depending on the user’s context and intention). By shaping perception
and enabling or constraining experiences, technologies become active
components within relational contexts (Ihde, 1990, 1995, 2009).
Similarly, Verbeek, building on Ihde, argues that technologies “actively
mediate” (Verbeek, 2005, p.114) human experience by influencing
“the way in which humans have access to their world” (p.119), thereby
transforming perception, interaction, values, and moral decision-
making (Verbeek, 2005, 2011). Importantly, this mediation can both
support and undermine mental autonomy. For example, while
technologies facilitating “speech abundance” and fostering knowledge
sharing can enhance civic participation (Volokh, 1995; Hasen, 2017),
they can also be exploited in ways that deceive, manipulate, coerce,
and harass, distorting individuals’ cognitive processes (Norton, 2018;
Cohen, 2016).

Therefore, while recognizing the dual nature of this mediation,
encompassing both its beneficial and detrimental effects, these
frameworks underscore that technology is not merely a passive tool
employed by the mind but an active participant in co-constructing
cognitive processes. This underscores the urgent need to redefine
mental autonomy, and mental harm, in the digital era in line with
this updated understanding; otherwise, the traditional conception
of the mind risks yielding narrow interpretations in current legal
frameworks, thus hindering the development of robust protections
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against the intricate and pervasive methods of

cognitive manipulation.

Restructured understanding of mental
autonomy and harm to Foster
epistemic welfare

As previously identified, while epistemic welfare constitutes the
conditions that ensure a healthy and equitable information sphere to
enhance epistemic agency, achieving this goal is contingent upon
ensuring meaningful mental autonomy for individuals. Mental
autonomy serves as a foundational prerequisite to acquire knowledge,
beliefs and therefore formulate opinions for the exercise of epistemic
agency. Consequently, in Part II, we highlighted the necessity for
redefining mental autonomy. This section aims to address this gap by
first elaborating on the concept of epistemic welfare, then redefining
mental autonomy through the lens of technological mediation and
finally demonstrating how this redefined mental autonomy, can
inform the interpretation and application of existing legal
frameworks—across diverse jurisdictions and particularly within
human rights law—Dbetter promote epistemic welfare in the era of
digital propaganda.

The goal of epistemic welfare is to allow individuals to exercise
their epistemic agency, enabling them to, ideally, reach epistemically
valuable states and freely from beliefs and opinions. Below, we offer
a brief explication of the epistemic welfare framework and then how
it can be useful to envisage rights, laws and governance to curtail
harmful aspects of certain propaganda. To discuss the usefulness of
epistemic welfare as concept, we must first explain the definition
we follow. The framework combines conceptions of the epistemic and
of welfare, and is grounded in the fields of epistemology and social
epistemology. Epistemology encompasses the study of what
constitutes knowledge, what justifies or warrants “true belief;” and to
what extent humans can obtain knowledge (Zimmer et al., 2019). The
core of social epistemology studies the testimony of knowledge
between persons and how these social interactions bare overwhelming
on an individual’s conception of the world and their knowledge. As
such, how beliefs are formed and held under certain conditions and
the social “influences exerted by other knowers” (Goldman, 1987,
p- 109). While social epistemology has several schools, epistemic
welfare is rooted in the contemporary reformist school that follows a
veristic, truth-seeking conception, which postulates “standards for
valid knowledge claims” (Godler et al., 2019, p. 217), but also
critically acknowledges the influence of societal forces on knowledge
production and testimony. Importantly, the veristic approach
evaluates the institutions and practices with “truth-linked standards,
any or all of which can be used” for the appraisal of their procedures
and processes (Goldman, 1987, p. 187), in our case the digital
platforms and automated tools distributing targeted propaganda.
Veristic social epistemology postulates that institutions and
knowledge practices that meet such standards will produce and
promote epistemically value states for individuals: (i) having true
beliefs, (ii) avoiding errors, (iii) having justified beliefs, (iv) having
rational beliefs (or partial beliefs), and (v) having knowledge
(Goldman, 2011, p. 14). In turn, institutions or social practices which
fail to meet standards will undermine individuals’ epistemic agency
and the goals of epistemic welfare. The notion of “welfare” in
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epistemic welfare refers to the conditions and capabilities of a society,
including the structural forces that enhance or undermine epistemic
agency. Including what “should be organized by the state” in how
societies establish circulate knowledge and disseminate information
(Hyzen et al, 2025), and what legal protections should
be implemented against harm.

Likewise, exercising mental autonomy is a necessary condition
and precursor to exercising epistemic agency. As such, epistemic
welfare’s precepts can equally serve mental autonomy;, e.g., to enhance
agency in forming and holding justified beliefs or acquiring
knowledge, and to minimize power relations in the digital sphere.
We argue propaganda, especially in its targeted computational forms,
represents one such disruptor of epistemic agency and mental
autonomy. As such, novel imaginaries are required to curtail
proliferation, including protections for mental autonomy. In the next
subsection, we will discuss mental autonomy and its reformulation
in detail.

Redefining mental autonomy

Building on the concept of technological mediation, we propose a
framework for mental autonomy that evaluates the reciprocity
between individuals and technologies.? Reciprocity, characterized by
mutual dependence and interactive engagement, is operationalized
through three dimensions: power relations, openness versus closedness,
and reversibility. These dimensions assess whether individuals can
engage with, influence, or reshape the technologies that simultaneously
shape their cognitive processes.

o Power relations examine how technologies structure control
dynamics, fostering either balanced interactions or asymmetries
that undermine individual autonomy.

o Openness versus closedness evaluates whether systems enable
meaningful engagement and adaptability (openness) or constrain
agency through rigidity and opacity (closedness).

Reversibility emphasizes the bidirectional nature of interactions,
where technologies influence individuals but also remain subject
to their feedback and modification.

This framework offers a conceptual tool for evaluating mental
autonomy by identifying the conditions under which it is fostered or
undermined. While not prescribing specific implementation
measures, it provides a lens for analyzing risks such as manipulation,
cognitive distortion, and opacity that compromise individuals’ ability
to exercise epistemic agency.

By emphasizing balanced power dynamics, openness, and
reversibility, the framework establishes the conditions necessary for

3 This is a novel framework developed by us, inspired by the elements of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s principle of reciprocity or reversibility, which
emphasizes the mutual and dynamic relationship between subjects and objects.
Additionally, it synthesizes Don Ihde and Peter-Paul Verbeek's technological
mediation theories, which build upon phenomenological insights such as
Merleau-Ponty’s. For a comprehensive understanding of Merleau-Ponty’s

concept of reciprocity between objects and subjects, see Merleau-Ponty (1962).
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epistemic welfare. It facilitates a critical examination of how digital
systems shape autonomy and highlights pathways for addressing
manipulative practices. For instance, power relations can be assessed
by examining whether users have meaningful control over their data.
Openness involves evaluating whether platforms enable users to
adapt targeting mechanisms or operate with transparency, rather
than opacity, that restricts agency. Reversibility considers whether
users can challenge and modify algorithmic categorizations or if these
processes remain unilateral.

However, when mental autonomy is illegitimately disrupted—
particularly when individuals cannot engage openly or reversibly with
external forces, including technological systems—rmental harm arises.
Such harm, as conceptualized here, stems from the manipulation of
these interactions, resulting in diminished autonomy and a
compromised ability to critically engage with information.

From concept to governance: a legal
framework for mental harm to promote
epistemic welfare

While the conceptual framework above advances our understanding
of the mind’s relationship with technology, translating it into actionable
legal and policy measures is crucial. Without such translation, the
framework risks remaining abstract and intangible, failing to address
practical challenges or fulfill the conditions necessary for fostering
epistemic welfare in the contemporary context of propaganda.

First, it is essential to recognize that mental harm is neither static
nor universally measurable. However, this does not preclude its
tangibilization within a legal framework. Instead of reinventing the
wheel, drawing on established harm frameworks, such as those under
the ECHR, provides valuable guidance. Yildirim-Vranckaert (2025)
parallels the threshold of application found in Article 3 ECHR, which
prohibits torture and inhuman or degrading treatment. Like Article 9
ECHR, which protects freedom of thought, Article 3 ECHR is an
absolute right (Ramirez Sanchez v. France [GC], no. 59450/00, ECtHR,
2006), meaning no explicit limitations or restrictions are permitted.
However, this does not imply that every form of ill-treatment
automatically qualifies as a violation (Savran v. Denmark [GC], no.
57467/15, ECtHR, 2021). Instead, the ill-treatment must meet a
minimum severity threshold,* requiring a detailed examination of the
facts and circumstances of each case (Ireland v. The United Kingdom,
no. 5310/71, ECtHR, 1978; Khlaifia and others v. Italy [GC], no.
16483/12, ECtHR, 2016; Bouyid v. Belgium [GC], no. 23380/09,
ECtHR, 2015).

Considering that both Articles 3 and 9 ECHR aim to protect
individuals’ “fundamental” dignity and integrity (Soering v. The
United Kingdom, no. 14038/88, ECtHR, 1989, §88; Kokkinakis v.

4 The ECtHR has established that not all forms of ill-treatment automatically
constitute a violation of Article 3 ECHR. Instead, the treatment must reach a
minimum level of severity, assessed through a process of contextualization
that considers factors such as its duration, physical or psychological impact,
and the victim’s circumstances (e.g., age, health, vulnerability). Once this
threshold is met, Article 3's absolute prohibition applies, and the ill-treatment

is unequivocally considered a violation.
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Greece, no. 14307/88, ECtHR, 1993, §33), whether physical or mental,
legislation addressing mental harm should adopt a similarly refined
and robust approach (Yildirim-Vranckaert, 2025, forthcoming).

Establishing a threshold of application facilitates the adoption of
a flexible, case-specific methodology that accounts for all relevant
circumstances. This approach allows for a nuanced examination of
power relations, openness versus closedness, and reversibility to
determine the degree of reciprocity in human-technology interactions.
If reciprocity is significantly diminished, such that mental autonomy
is undermined to a degree meeting the minimum severity threshold,
interference can be presumed.

Furthermore, any comprehensive legal framework must address
two key layers of protection against mental harm: (1) redress and
remediation mechanisms, and (2) prevention and proactive measures.
These layers ensure both a response to existing harm and safeguards
against future violations, fostering an environment where meaningful
mental autonomy is ensured to promote epistemic welfare.

(1) Redress and remediation mechanisms

Addressing mental harm through redress and remediation presents
significant challenges. For instance, take illegitimate manipulation via
computational propaganda as an example, one immediate challenge
lies in the difficulty of producing concrete evidence or proof of harm
and establishing causation (Bublitz, 2014), particularly given the covert
and subtle nature of emerging manipulative propaganda practices.
These policies must therefore account for this difficulty; they should
rather consider all the circumstances (and context) surrounding claims
of mental harm. Thus, includes assessing the interference itself, the
characteristics of the individual affected, and the environment in which
the harm occurred (Yildirim-Vranckaert, 2025, forthcoming). A rigid,
one-size-fits-all approach would fail to address the complexity of
mental harm and its often-invisible effects.

(2) Prevention and proactive measures

In an optimal ecosystem, prevention should take precedence
over ex-post remediation, averting harm before it occurs. A
prevention-oriented framework—grounded in the redefined
understanding of mental autonomy and mental harm—prioritizes
the establishment of supportive environments that enhance
meaningful autonomy. This approach does not eliminate the
nuanced approach discussed above and the need for contextual
analysis; rather, it broadens the scope to anticipate potential harms
through systemic safeguards and proactive measures.

Given that mental autonomy is deeply intertwined with one’s
environment, the environment itself must facilitate individuals’ full
and meaningful exercise of autonomy. The responsibility for creating
such an environment primarily rests with policymakers, whose duties
extend beyond merely granting rights and expecting individuals to
exercise them in a vacuum. Instead, policymakers must provide the
necessary safeguards, guardrails, and foundational support systems to
ensure these rights can be effectively realized.

Aligned with this responsibility, we propose a two-dimensional
conception of liberty, encompassing the most basic negative liberty
(freedom from interference) and the crucial positive liberty (freedom
to self-determination and self-realization) (Berlin, 1969; Heyman,
1992). While protecting individuals’ minds from governmental
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interference fulfills a baseline level of providing conditions, a more
comprehensive framework demands proactive steps—positive
obligations—to enable meaningful engagement.

This necessity is accentuated by the fact that most digital power
asymmetries today are not solely the result of governmental action but
are primarily created by private actors or hybrid public-private
entities, thereby complicating the assessment of interference (Cohen,
2019; De Gregorio, 2022; Balkin, 2018). This poses unique challenges
in jurisdictions emphasizing negative rights, such as the US, where
proactive obligations may be limited or non-existent. Without such
obligations, achieving the necessary prerequisites for exercising and
realizing mental autonomy remains incomplete, particularly in
contexts where individual agency is subtly but systematically
undermined by manipulative practices.

Balancing freedom and protection

It is, however, crucial to avoid overreach in the name of
protection. Preventive and proactive measures must not cross into
overbearing paternalism or excessive control over individuals’
cognitive freedom. Once a state has fulfilled its obligation to protect,
prevent, and provide; individuals retain the freedom to make their
own choices—even if those choices may result in (mental) harm. For
instance, individuals may choose to engage with propaganda,
Any further
interference beyond these foundational duties would violate negative

weaponizing manipulative technologies. state
rights (and obligations) and infringe on personal freedoms.

Striking this balance requires careful calibration. The goal is to
create an enabling environment where mental autonomy is protected
and nurtured without undermining individual freedom under the guise
of protection. A robust mental harm framework must acknowledge this
dynamic interaction between mental autonomy, external forces, and the
preventive and remedial roles of governance, ensuring that protection
and freedom coexist to foster epistemic welfare.

Conclusion

This contribution has argued to redefine mental autonomy and
frame it within the concept of epistemic welfare to address the
challenges of propaganda in the digital public sphere. Though
we follow a broader, more robust concept of epistemic welfare,
nevertheless we return and connect it to Majcher’s (2023) original
legal conception and the active role the law can play to empower
citizens’ use of digital technologies in the public sphere. We maintain
that the transformations of the digital public sphere, largely through
datafication, algorithmization and platformization, has profoundly
changed the dynamics and management of public opinion (Splichal,
2022) and has given novel avenues for propagandists to precisely
targeted vulnerable individuals. By critically examining the outdated
conceptions of the mind—as self-contained and inherently
autonomous—embedded in current legal frameworks, we have
demonstrated the insufficiency of existing safeguards in tackling the
subtle and pervasive harms enabled by contemporary propaganda,
particularly its computational and precision forms.

The redefined concept of mental autonomy emphasizes its
relational and mediated nature, shaped by dynamic interactions
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between individuals, technology, and socio-cultural
environments. This concept, paired with the epistemic welfare
framework, offers a dual approach: mental autonomy provides a
lens to identify and address cognitive interferences, while
epistemic welfare establishes the broader societal conditions
needed for individuals to exercise their epistemic agency.
Together, these concepts offer a holistic model for evaluating and
mitigating the impacts
that

cognitive processes.

of propaganda while fostering
environments support the unfettered exercise of

While this research lays the theoretical groundwork for a
reinterpreted understanding of mental autonomy within the
context of the right to freedom of thought, further work is
required to operationalize this framework at regulatory and
policy levels. Advancing this interpretation allows for the
adjudication of subtle interferences with cognitive processes,
creating both the impetus and legitimacy for regulatory measures
that acknowledge the relational nature of the mind in a
technologically mediated world. Such measures, while universally
normative in scope, can provide guidance across diverse
jurisdictional contexts.

Ultimately, this contribution aspires to promote a more equitable
and resilient digital public sphere—one where individuals and
communities can exercise their mental autonomy and epistemic

agency free from undue interference.
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Subsidized news-media
Innovation: outputs, outcomes,
and impact

* and Mark Blach-Orsten

Department of Communication and Arts, Roskilde University, Roskilde, Denmark

Aske Kammer

Digital disruptions have put an emphasis on innovation as a means for survival
for news and journalism in uncertain times. As a response, Denmark introduced
a targeted subsidy instrument for news-media innovation in 2014 to support
both the establishment of new news media and the development of legacy
media. This study analyzes the first decade of this subsidy instrument (2014—
2023), where a total of 23,573,219 EUR was allocated. Guided by studies based
on innovation-policy impact assessment, we map and evaluate the news-media
innovation subsides with a focus on outputs, outcomes, and impact. The analysis
shows that 52 % of the subsidies has been allocated to legacy media, the rest to
new news media. Furthermore, we find that new news media predominantly do
innovation aimed at content and market development, whereas legacy media
pursue product development. One outcome is that 44 new news media have
been established with the support of the subsidy instrument, 31 of which still
exist. Finally, in terms of impact, the analysis shows that of the 31 new news
media, only few are both widely recognized and used by the Danish population.

KEYWORDS

innovation, media systems, news media, policy, press subsidies

Introduction

There is a long-standing discussion about the role of state subsidies in connection with
innovation. On the one hand, critics argue that such subsidies slow down or even hinder
innovation because they remove the incentive for pursuing new, better, and more efficient
ways of doing things. On the other hand, proponents argue that exactly the existence
of such subsidies create an environment with enough security and stability to make
organizations take risks and try new ways. These positions mirror a rather fundamental
disagreement about the role of the state in the market, invoking, respectively, notions
of an “invisible hand of the market” (Smith, 1961) and of expansionary fiscal policy
(Keynes, 2006).

Situated at this inflection point of publicly subsidized innovation is the news industry.
As the news industry finds itself in a funding crisis (Cagé, 2016; Park et al., 2024; Picard,
2010), innovation constitutes a Leitmotif in the current search for pathways to a financially
sustainable future. More than 20 years into the digital age, the news industry still struggles
with digital transformations and their consequences: the business models of the good
old days have not found a viable substitute in the digital context (Grueskin et al., 2011;
Nel, 2010; Nielsen, 2012), and changes in news consumption as well as ever-increasing
competition from digital intermediaries only add insult to injury (Newman et al., 2024;
Nielsen and Ganter, 2017). In response to this crisis, news media (old and new) as well as
policy makers and many researchers have heralded innovation as the remedy (Kiing, 2015;
Pavlik, 2013; Posetti, 2018; Solvoll and Olsen, 2024).
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This empirical research has often focused on individual actors
or specific organizations contexts, largely neglecting a macro-
level perspective on the structural frameworks that condition
news-media innovation (Noster et al, 2025). However, as
innovation is shaped by the environment it exists within, such
a structural perspective is important. But, the empirical research
is inconclusive. On the one hand, comparative research (building
on the media-systems theory by Hallin and Mancini, 2004) finds
that the digital transformation and innovation of news media
occur at a slower pace in countries within Democratic Corporatist
media systems than within those in Liberal and Polarized
Pluralist media systems (Meier et al., 2024). The explanation
given is that a government focus on media subsidies to legacy
news media crowd out innovative competition (Kaltenbrunner,
2024). On the other hand, public subsidies to news media
are also found to have beneficial effects such as securing the
public access to quality news, even in times of transition and
also in creating an economic foundation for news media to
experiment with innovation (Kammer, 2017; Murschetz, 2022).
While various foundations and privately owned initiatives support
news-media innovation and the development of journalism
(Buschow et al., 2024; de-Lima-Santos et al., 2023; Hermida
and Young, 2024; Lewis, 2011, 2012; Mesquita and de-Lima-
Santos, 2023), such public subsidies for news-media innovation are,
however, a rare breed internationally (Noster, 2024; Noster et al.,
2025).

Against this background, this article explores the first decade of
media-innovation subsidies in Denmark, mapping and discussing
what the allocation of public funds to the establishment and
digital transformation of the news media has resulted in. Denmark,
epitomizing the Democratic Corporatist media model (cf. Hallin
and Mancini, 2004; Humprecht et al., 2022), constitutes a pertinent
case to study, as media subsidies to news media innovation has
been an integral part of the system since 2014. The question is,
however, what has come out of such a policy intervention. With an
empirical focus on the first decade where this subsidy instrument
was in effect, that is the question this article answers.

(News media) innovation

Drawing upon Schumpeter’s (1950) argument that capitalism
develops through cycles of “creative destruction”, Storsul and
Krumsvik summarize the dominant terminological understanding
of innovation by stating that it “implies introducing something new
into the socioeconomic system” (2013, p. 14, emphasis in original).
Kline and Rosenberg (1986), likewise, argue that innovation is the
meeting between new technology and the market. This way, even
though innovation is an umbrella term (Schiitzeneder, 2022), the
scholarly literature emphasizes two characteristics that are typically
associated with innovation: first, that is has to do with newness
and, second, that that which is new enters the market and/or
social life (see also Fagerberg, 2006). The second characteristic
is what separates innovations from inventions. Newness, on the
other hand, can consist of novel combinations or improvements
of existing ideas and technology rather than necessarily the
development of something radically new. This way, innovations can
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(and will often) be incremental in the sense that they improve what
already exists (Ettlie et al., 1984; Schumpeter, 1950).

Conceptually, the notion of “something new” of innovations
is vague and ambiguous, and it can take many shapes and forms
in practice. For example, Storsul and Krumsvik (2013) distinguish
between “the four p’s” of innovation, namely product, process,
position, and paradigm (see also Noster, 2024). Along the same
lines, Garcia-Avilés et al. (2018) suggest that innovation in the
media will usually fall within the areas of product or service,
production and distribution process, company organization, and
marketing. This way, there are few boundaries as to what exactly
constitutes innovation.

Media innovation, in turn, is innovation that relates to the
media specifically. The media in general and the news media
in particular are “not just any other business” (McQuail, 2000,
p- 190), they are institutions of democracy as well. For this
reason, Trappel (2015) normatively asserts that there must be
more to media innovation than just introducing something new
to the market. Rather, he suggests, what defines media innovation
(and what he really refers to is news-media innovation) is the
underlying emphasis on democratic development through the
societal, political, and cultural roles of the media; media innovation,
in his view, must contribute to the realization of the social and
democratic objectives of the media, not just to the introduction
of commodities to the market. Such a perspective, underlining
the particularities of the news media sector and its importance
for society, also relates to Storsul and KrumsviK’s idea of social
innovation; that is, “innovation that meets social needs and
improves people’s lives” (2013, p. 17, emphasis added; see also Bruns,
2014). The same perspective runs through Danish media policy;
one anecdotal example is that the expert report that paved the
way for the 2014 overhaul of the press-subsidy framework (which
the news-media innovation subsidy is part of) carried the titled
“Democracy support” (The Agency for Libraries and Media, 2011).

That said, innovation in the news media that aims at
developing, for example, business models or work processes rather
than contributing to democracy is obviously also media innovation
(it is, after all, innovation that relates to the media). This way,
an explicit pursuit of democratic objectives is not necessarily a
definitional criterion for something to quality as media innovation,
even if it is often the case that there is a direct or indirect democratic
benefit from such innovation. Rather, what is important in terms of
definitions for innovation to qualify as news-media innovation is
that it happens within and supports organizations that contribute
to democratic society through conducting journalism.

Media innovation takes place in various organizational and
institutional contexts. Legacy media organizations, on the one
hand, continuously work on adapting to the digital age, developing
formats, tools, and practices that updates and makes “old”
organizations relevant to “new”, digital contexts of news making
and consumption (Cornia et al., 2017; Kiing, 2015, 2017; Pavlik,
2013; Sehl et al., 2017; Usher, 2014). While a number of incumbent
actors in the news industry have proved successful in becoming
digital innovators (Kiing, 2015; Usher, 2014), innovation processes
in legacy media organizations are, however, often counteracted
by the path-dependence and perseverance of established work
patterns (Belair-Gagnon and Steinke, 2020; Boczkowski, 2005).
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Steensen (2009), for example, shows how established hierarchies
and bureaucracies of the newsroom would often stall individual
journalists that want to experiment to improve their work.
Likewise, organizational bureaucracies have for many years created
a barrier for digital innovation because there would be no natural
“home” for those activities in the news organizations (Belair-
Gagnon and Steinke, 2020; Boyles, 2016).

On the other hand, as asserted by Achtenhagen (2008), news
start-ups often assume a prominent position in the discussion of
media innovation. They are new organizations without the path-
dependence of institutionalized newsroom routines, but (at least
in a US context) often with a Silicon Valley-inspired move-fast-
and-break-things approach to filling gaps in the market (Usher,
2017; Usher and Kammer, 2019). For this reason, this type of news
organizations at the periphery of the industry are where new ideas
and solutions are expected to see the light of day and be tested
against reality. A leaked innovation report from The New York
Times (2014), for example, highlighted newcomers to the news
industry such as Vox, Buzzfeed, and the Huffington Post rather
than incumbent news media as primary competitors in terms of
development and innovation (see also Kiing, 2015).

A conflictual relationship between business orientation and
the ideological work of journalism has existed throughout most
of modern journalism history in the so-called separation between
“church and state”. As such, one could expect the turn toward
news startups and entrepreneurial journalism to challenge and
apply pressure upon the professional tenets of journalism—and
studies of news startups also identify this tension as a central
one in the formation of new editorial enterprises (see, e.g., Naldi
and Picard, 2012; Powers and Zambrano, 2016). That this is the
case should come as no surprise since financial sustainability is
found to be a central problem for news startups (Bruno and
Nielsen, 2012; Sirkkunen and Cook, 2012). Even so, international
studies of news startups and the ways they articulate and legitimize
their ambitions and values show how they generally confirm the
fundamental values of journalism (Carlson and Usher, 2016; Price,
2017; Sen and Nielsen, 2016). As Usher observes, news startups may
represent alternatives to the established order, but they “leave the
fundamental doxa of the field intact” (Usher, 2017, p. 1116).

Research context: innovation in
Democratic Corporatist media systems

Innovation takes place in many different organizational settings
and also plays out differently from country to country (Meier et al.,
2024). Analyzing innovation subsidies in different countries, Noster
(2024) finds seven countries with national subsidies earmarked
for news-media innovation as part of the media policy, namely
Denmark, France, Luxemburg, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden
and Canada. Except for France and Canada, all these countries exist
within Democratic Corporatist media systems. While the definition

1 It should be noted how in a Democratic Corporatist context (like the
Danish one), such inspiration mainly manifests in the form of practical
approaches to problem-solving (e.g., using design thinking as a way of
developing solutions to problems) rather than ideological frameworks (e.g.,

the move-fast-and-break-things mentality).
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of the Democratic Corporatist system originates with Hallin and
Mancini (2004), it has been updated several times, most recently
by Humprecht et al. (2022). In this last update, however, the only
media system that remains largely unchanged by digital disruption
is the Democratic Corporatist system. Thus, what characterizes
this media-systemic model is still the co-existence of public and
private media, the high level of journalistic professionalism, and the
extensive state-intervention in the media sector. This intervention
exists in the form of both regulation and direct as well as indirect
subsidies, such as the news-media innovation subsidies that are the
focus of this article (see also Lund and Lindskow, 2011).

A reason for the strong role of the state can be found in the
fact that Denmark is what is also known as one of the Nordic
media-welfare states (Syvertsen et al., 2014; see also Kammer, 2016).
Here, the existence of media subsidies is not only understood as
support for a specific sector of society, but rather as supporting the
democratic function of the news media by supporting conditions
for democratic discourse to flourish through trustworthy media. As
Sondergaard and Helles (2014) summarize it, “the central values
of Danish media policy have stayed remarkably constant: the
political focus remains on securing the freedom of expression and
pluralism of voices by actively supporting both private and public
media” (p. 41).

Though welfare states come in different shapes (Esping-
Andersen, 1990; Kangas and Kvist, 2018), one can distinguish
between a social democratic Nordic model and different
continental models. Of the seven countries with media subsidies at
a national level investigated by Noster (2024), Denmark, Norway
and Sweden are all part of the Nordic social democratic welfare
state model, while Luxemburg, Netherlands and France typically
would be placed in a so-called continental model of welfare states.
Canada is a “liberal welfare” state, but as such much different from
the US (Myles, 1998). In other words, the Nordic media welfare
states stand out when it comes to media subsidies, and especially
subsidies earmarked for media innovation. Nordic media welfare
states also stand out as media markets where legacy news media
dominate and where trust in news and willingness to pay for news
is higher than average (Newman et al., 2024). In this light Denmark
is a case study of the Democratic Corporatist model and can be
understood as a “most likely” case (Flyvbjerg, 2006) in regard to the
study of innovation subsidies for both new and legacy news media.

The case of the Danish news-media
innovation subsidies

This study focuses specifically on the subsidies for news-media
innovation. This particular subsidy instrument has been in effect
since 20142 and allocates public funds for both the establishment of
new news media and the development (digital transformation) of

2 The subsidy instrument came into effect with "Act on media subsidies”
(Act no. 1604 of 26/12/2013), which was later amended through “Act on
change of Act on media subsidies” (Act no. 472 of 17/05/2017), "Act on
change of Act on media subsidies” (Act no. 1558 af 12/12/2023), and "Act
on change of Act on radio and television entreprise etc. and Act on media
subsidies” (Act no. 675 of 11/06/2024 §2). Furthermore, “Consolidation Act
on media subsidies” (Act no. 127 of 05/02/2024) and "Consolidation Act
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TABLE 1 The four types of innovation subsidies.

Preparatory  Realization
EREIWAH
Establishment (of new news media) 1 2
Development (of legacy news media) 3 4

legacy news media; within both categories, subsidies are allocated
for preparatory analysis (to research whether an innovation is
feasible) and for the realization of an innovation. This way, there
are four different types of innovation subsidies in the framework
(see Table 1).

Annually, 2,680,591 EUR® is allocated in subsidies for news-
media innovation (after the period researched in this article, the
amount of funding has increased to 4,181,723). This amount of
funding constitutes 0.4 % of the total public funding for Danish
media, which amounts to approximately 679,093,737 EUR (in
2023). The subsidies are administered by the Agency for Palaces
and Culture (an administrative unit under the Ministry of Culture)
and allocated on the basis of assessments made by the Media
Council, which consists of industry experts and works at arm’s-
length independence.

A newly established news medium can receive innovation
subsidies for a maximum of three years. After that, it should
be financially sustainable to a degree that it can transfer to the
ordinary press subsidies. The formal criteria for eligibility for,
respectively, the innovation subsidies and the ordinary subsidies are
almost identical.

Research questions

On the basis of the theoretical framework of (media) innovation
and the (media-systemic) characteristics of the empirical case, the
study asks what has come out of the innovation subsidies and
to what extent this specific subsidy instrument has supported
what it was supposed to support. To provide an answer, we draw
upon the literature on innovation-policy impact assessment. In the
evaluation of innovation policy, focus is commonly on outputs,
outcomes, and/or impacts (Lindmark et al., 2013). Outputs, first,
are the concrete results to come out of the implementation of an
innovation policy; that could be the specific products that the policy
supports or new actors in the market. Outcomes, second, “are the
changes that arise from the implementation” (Lindmark et al., 2013,
p. 133). Impacts, third, are the broader (long-term) consequences
which come into existence after the implementation and which can,
for that reason, only be assessed diachronically after a period of time
has passed.

Aligning with this assessment framework, we explore
analytically four research questions which also structure the
analysis. The first research question is somewhat descriptive,
creating baseline knowledge about the allocation of the news-media
innovation subsidies:

on change of Consolidation Act on media subsidies” (Act no. 1488 of
06/12/2024) are in effect at the time of this writing.
3 1 EUR=7.461 DKK.
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RQI: Who has received funding through the news-media innovation
subsidy framework?

Moving on to the three dimensions of innovation-policy impact
assessment, the next three research questions make inquiries into,
respectively, the outputs, outcomes, and impact of the allocation if
news-media innovation subsidies:

RQ2: Which types of news-media innovation have been subsidized?
RQ3: Which new news media have emerged with the support of the
innovation subsidies?

RQ4: To what extent are new news media, established with the
support of the innovation subsidies, recognized by audiences, and
how many audiences do they reach?

Methodology and data

To answer these research questions, we conduct a descriptive
mapping (RQs1-3) and a national survey (RQ4).

Descriptive mapping

Within media-policy research, mapping is a methodological
approach that employs the systematic registration of actors,
organizations, policies, origins and outcomes of said policies, and
so forth (Raboy and Padovani, 2010). The mapping in this article
is conducted through descriptive analysis of the data. Gerring
(2012) argues that descriptive analysis “aims to answer what
questions (e.g., when, whom, out of what, in what manner) about a
phenomenon or a set of phenomena” (p. 722, emphasis in original).
This way, description is not concerned with causality (“why”)
but, rather, with the thorough laying-out of a phenomenon and
what constitutes it; it is about providing an understanding of the
phenomenon, not an explanation.

On these grounds, this study descriptively maps “whom”
have gotten “what” out of the Danish subsidies for news-media
innovation 2014-2023 for “which stated purposes” and to “what
effect” (see also Kammer and Blach-Orsten, 2025).

The data for the descriptive mapping consists, first and
foremost, of the overviews of allocations that the Agency for
Palaces and Culture publishes annually and keeps publicly available
on its website.* Furthermore, the empirical material consists of
the applications for news-media innovation subsidies that were
successful (i.e., the applications that resulted in an allocation of
funds). These applications consist of filled-out forms, where the
applicants describe, among other things, the innovation they want
subsidized and specify its “unique character”; this information
enables us to register which types of news-media innovation
have been subsidized. Access to these documents were secured
through right of access to public documents (aktindsigt) from
the Danish Ministry of Culture and the Agency for Palaces
and Culture.

This way, the dataset for the descriptive mapping contains
information about the 210 allocations of innovation subsidies that
4 Available through https://slks.dk/omraader/medier/skrevne-medier-

trykteweb/innovationspuljen.
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TABLE 2 Overview of allocations and allocated funds, 2014-2023.

Year Number of allocations Allocated funds (EUR)
2014 21 1,409,007
2015 25 2,670,914
2016 22 2,278,432
2017 20 2,733,392
2018 19 2,595,806
2019 20 2,102,050
2020 25 2,402,297
2021 18 2,567,620
2022 20 2,166,797
2023 20 2,646,904
Total 210 23,573,219

occurred 2014-2023 and accounted to 23,573,219 EUR in total.
Table 2 provides an overview of these allocations and shows that
both the number of allocations and the allocated amount of funds
are fairly stable over the 10-years period (with 2014, the first year of
the subsidy scheme, as the exception).

Survey

To explore the impact of the innovation subsidies, we gauge
two dimensions: how many audiences recognize the new news
media that have been established with support from the subsidy
framework, and how many audiences they reach. Both of these
measurements are somewhat crude, but they nonetheless capture
whether the new news media are known and used among the people
in Denmark. Regarding reach, we know from previous studies that
public service news media and legacy newspapers online reach
the biggest audience (Newman et al., 2024) making it a challenge
for new media to enter the market. Regarding brand recognition
the same logic applies, as research suggests that new news media
struggle in competition with legacy news media, and that time is
an important factor in building up an audience (Blach-@rsten and
Mayerhofter, 2021).

To generate knowledge on brand recognition and media use,
we conduct a large survey among the adult Danish population (18-
75 years old). In addition to some baseline demographic questions,
the survey asked two questions: which of the following news media
have you heard or? And which of the following news media have
you used within the last week? For the sake of comparison, we also
include the most important legacy media.

The survey has 3,020 valid responses, which were collected
through Danish polling organization Norstat’s online panel from
August 14 through August 23, 2024. At this point in time, the
population (of people aged 18-75) in Denmark was 4,263,169, so
the number of responses and a standard deviation of 0.95 mean
that the margin of error is 1.78 %. The survey respondents reflect
the overall composition of the Danish population in terms of both
gender, age, education, and political leaning.
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Findings

The findings are structured around the four research questions.

RQ1: Who has received funding through
the news-media innovation
subsidy framework?

The mapping shows that 101

have received innovation subsidies through 171 allocations.

descriptive companies
Furthermore, 39 allocations of innovation subsidies have been
directed to individual persons, but even in the cases where
these individuals are identifiable, the dataset does not allow for
further analysis.

The allocation of the innovation subsidies is highly
concentrated around a small number of companies: half of
the total amount of innovation subsidies (11,990,522 EUR;
50.87 %) is allocated among only 13 of the 101 companies, three
quarters (17,832,033 EUR; 75.65 %) among 32. This way, we
observe the “Matthew principle” in effect as a small group accrues
a disproportionately large share of the available resources. One
company, Zetland ApS, accounts for no less than 7.19 % of all
the funds that have been allocated as innovation subsidies for the
news media.

Table 3 lists the 15 companies that have received the most
funds. This group of companies consists primarily of digital start-
ups (e.g., Zetland ApS and Foljeton ApS), pre-existing digtal
media (e.g., Alrow Media and POV International), and legacy
media from the newspaper sector (e.g., A/S Information and
JP/Politikens Hus). One digital start-up (Zetland ApS) did exist
as a company prior to receiving subsidies for establishment but
used the funds as an occasion to restructure the company and its
activities so fundamentally that it is, for all practical purposes, a new
news medium.

The companies are mainly general-interest media, but there are
exceptions: for example, Alrow Media’s main activity is Altinget,
which is a portfolio of sector-oriented online news media for actors
in the political realm, while Teknologiens Mediehus A/S is a media
company that focuses on covering technology in all ways, shapes,
and forms.

Both new and existing news media are eligible for innovation
subsidies; new news media get funds for establishment, existing
ones for development (digital transformation). Over the years, the
distribution between the two types is almost equal with 48.09 %
of the funds (11,337,513 EUR) going to new news media, 51.91 %
(12,235,705 EUR) to legacy news media.

However, as Figure 1 illustrates, the distribution of funds within
the four categories of allocations develops noticeably over the years.
In particular, it is worth noticing how the innovation subsidies
are increasingly allocated to development (i.e., to legacy media)
rather than establishment: in the first half of the analyzed period
of time (2014-2018), establishment accounts for 59.12 % of the
total innovation subsidies, whereas it is only 37.26 % in the second
half (2019-2023). This way, who gets subsidies changes over time,
and this change suggests a structural shift in the subsidizing of
news-media innovation in Denmark.
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TABLE 3 The top-15 recipients of innovations subsidies, 2014-2023.

10.3389/fcomm.2025.1578463

Company Type of media company Total amount % of all % of all
(EUR) subsidies subsidies,
accumulated
Zetland ApS Digital start-up, general interest 1,695,685 7.19 7.19
Alrow Media Digital only, special interest (the political sphere) 1,392,156 591 13.10
Foreningen Hus Forbi Legacy newspaper company, special interest (homeless people) 1,202,233 5.10 18.20
A/S Information Legacy newspaper company, general interest 1,194,857 5.07 23.27
Teknologiens Mediehus A/S Digital only, special interest (technology) 997,573 4.23 27.50
Foljeton ApS Digital start-up, general interest 795,485 3.37 30.87
JP/Politikens Hus A/S Legacy newspaper company, general interest 779,823 331 34.18
a4 medier ApS Legacy media company, special interest (labor market) 743,864 3.16 37.34
Herning Folkeblad (Vestjylland) A/S Legacy newspaper company, general interest (local) 730,762 3.10 40.44
Seismo Media ApS Digital start-up, general interest (aimed at young people) 710,337 3.01 43.45
POV International Digital only, general interest 609,610 2.59 46.04
Foreningen Globalnyt Digital only, special interest (international development) 575,215 2.44 48.48
Kommunikationsforum A/S Digital only, special interest (professional communication) 562,924 2.39 50.87
Aarhus Universitetsforlag A/S University press, general interest 442,365 1.88 52.74
Aktieselskabet Kristeligt Dagblad Legacy newspaper company, general interest 431,897 1.83 54.57
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FIGURE 1
Allocation of innovation subsidies to new and existing news media, 2014-2023.

It should, however, also be noticed how the allocation of the
subsidies obviously depends upon the applications; after all, the
Agency for Palaces and Culture can only subsidize those that
actually apply for subsidies. This way, the shift from establishment
(of something new) toward development (of something existing)
also reflects a shift in the body of applications for this subsidy.
The amount of funds applied for in those applications for
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establishment that meet the formal criteria is simply smaller than
that for development.

The empirical data for this study cannot reveal the reason
behind this shift, but one probable explanation is that new news
media that have “cracked the code” to getting subsidies continue
to pursue this source of funding after establishment. For example,
Foljeton ApS received subsidies for establishment in 2015 and later
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for development in 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022, and 2023. This
way, even though it is the same company, its subsidies register
differently over the years in Figure 1.

RQ2: Which types of news-media
innovation have been subsidized?

The next step of the analysis concerns the outputs of the news-
media innovation subsidies, namely what is subsidized. To analyze
that, we register the content of the application for innovation
subsidies, noting which type of innovation is proposed in each case.
We distinguish between five types of innovation, operationalizing
the different foci of innovation that are mentioned in the legislation.
These types largely correspond with, for example, Garcia-Avilés
etal’s (2018) proposed categories for analyzing media innovation.

The types are:

e New technology or infrastructure (innovation that aims at
implementing novel technology or infrastructure; e.g., AI).

e Product development (innovation that aims at developing a
new product; e.g., an app or a podcast).

e Market development (innovation that aims at developing a
new market; e.g., doing journalism for new audiences).

e Business development (innovation that aims at developing the
business; e.g., payment models).

e Content development (innovation that aims at developing

new content within existing products; e.g., particular types of
journalism or the coverage of new subject areas).
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Furthermore, an “other” category exists for the few instances of
innovation that do not fit with the other one.

The analysis shows that overall, a little over one third
(37.57 %) of the innovation subsidies 2014-2023 is allocated to
content development. Examples of content development include
the development of new content for younger news avoiders or of
better ways to cover local debates. Around one fifth of the subsidies
is allocated to product development and market development
(23.62 % and 21.12 %, respectively). One example of product
development is the development of a new app for tablets and
mobile phones or the development of a new type of newsletter.
Market development includes, for instance, the development of a
new ultra-local newspaper to cater to an under-served segment of
the population.

However, on the overall basis there is quite a difference
between what new and legacy news media get subsidized. On
the one hand, with the new news media (i.e., the subsidies for
establishment), 55.03 % of the funds go to content development
and 31.80 % to market development. This way, the new news
media first and foremost aim at developing new types of content
and at building new markets. An example of this is the Kids
Newspaper aimed at children from nine to 12 years old. On the
other hand, with the legacy news media (i.e., the subsidies for
development), the emphasis is on product development (36.44 %
of the funds) and to a lesser extent on content development (20.55
%). An example of product development is for instance a legacy
newspaper developing a monthly digitized magazine linked to the
newspapers brand. Figure 2 provides an overview of the allocation
of innovation subsidies to different types of innovation, showcasing
the difference between new and legacy media in terms of focus
of innovation.
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TABLE 4 The outcomes of innovation subsidies given to the establishment of new news media, 2014-2023.

Funds (EUR) % of total subsidies for establishment
(not including preparatory analyses)
News media never established 4 737,196 8.01
News media established and still exists 31 5,844,556 63.51
News media established but no longer exists 13 2,218,484 24.11
News media not yet established 1 402,330 4.37
Total 49 9,202,566 100.00

RQ3: Which new news media have
emerged with the support of the
innovation subsidies?

According to Bruno and Nielsen’s (2012) research, mere
survival should be considered success for news start-ups.
Journalism is a resource-demanding activity, and establishing an
organizational context for it is difficult.

RQ3 asks whether the allocation of funding from the
innovation subsidies has led to the survival of new news media;
or to put it in another way, how has the allocation of innovation
subsidies supported the emergence of news media, increasing the
diversity of the news media in the Danish media system. This
way, the third research question inquires what the outcomes of the
news-media innovation subsidies are.

Table 4 lists the fate of the new news media that have received
funds for establishment (only realization, not preparatory analysis).
In total, there have been 49 allocations of this type of innovation
subsidies, and 31 of these new news media still exist at the
time of this writing; 13 have been established but no longer
exist, four were never established, and one is currently in the
process of being established. The analysis furthermore shows that
87.62 % of the innovation subsidies that were allocated to the
establishment of new media (8,063,040 EUR out of a total of
9,202,566 EUR) went into new news media that actually came
into being. The majority of these funds (a total of 5,844,556 EUR;
63.51 %) was allocated to new media that still exist at the time of
this writing.

These findings suggest that the innovation subsidies do
contribute to the pluralism of the Danish news media as
they support the establishment of a fair number of new news
media in a fairly small country; this way, the innovation
subsidies have, indeed, expanded the field of news and journalism
in Denmark.

One further step in measuring outcomes is to look into
how many new news media received innovation subsidies to
then later move into the “ordinary” subsidy framework for
established news media. Of the 31 new news media, 11 (Avisen.dk,
Borneavisen, Fundats, Foljeton, InsideBusiness, Kulturmonitor,
Politiken Skoleliv, POV International, ScienceReport, Seismo, and
Zetland) have moved on to receive ordinary press subsidies; that
is, they have grown sufficiently financially sustainable to move out
of the sandbox of innovation and into the “established” news-
media sector. Of the 20 remaining new news media, some are still
subsidized through the innovation scheme, some are not eligible
for the “ordinary” subsidies (which, e.g., comes with a prerequisite
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for more employees), and some apparently do not rely upon public
subsidies as part of their business models onward.

RQ4: What impact has the innovation
subsidies had on news use in Denmark?

Finally, to gauge the impact of the innovation subsidies, we
measure the knowledge and use of the new news media (i.e., the
news media that have been established with financial support from
the innovation subsidies) among the adult Danish population.

Figure 3 shows the proportion of adult Danes (18-75 years old)
who “have heard of” the news media. It is clear that the legacy
news media have the highest degree of brand recognition (a finding
consistent with those of Schroder etal.,, 2024). Among the new news
media, Zetland (43 %) and Berneavisen (26 %) are the most widely
recognized brands, while a large number of other new news media
have much lower levels of recognition (>5 %).

Gauging reach, Figure 4 shows how many respondents have
used the news media in the past week. The pattern from the
measurement of recognition repeats itself: the established news
media score much higher than the new news media. Of the new
news media, only one is used by more than one percent of the
survey respondents, namely Zetland (3,9 %), whereas both Mit
Norrebro and Berneavisen® are used by 0.5 %. The rest of the new
news media are used by less than 0.5 % of the respondents.

Some of these figures may sound low, but for several reasons
it is difficult to assess whether they represent a success or a failure
of impact on behalf of the innovation subsidies. To begin with, the
legislation behind the subsidy instrument does not specify what is
“good enough”, and so there is no threshold to measure the reach
of the new news media against. More importantly, however, many
of the new news media target only limited groups of audiences
(defined by, e.g., demographics or interests), and so they are
unlikely in the first place to reach broad audiences. But that does
not mean that they cannot contribute valuably to the communities
they serve; a hyperlocal news website like Soften Nyt, for example,
is irrelevant for the vast majority of the Danish population, but it
can be immensely valuable for the people that reside in the small
town of Seften.

5 One caveat: Barneavisen is a newspaper for children, and so its intended
target audience is not among the respondents for this survey (which are all
adults, 18-75 years old). For this reason, additional analysis is necessary to

more properly assess the impact of this particular new news medium.
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TV 2 Nyhederne 91.4%
90.7%
Ekstra Bladet 88.8%
88.1%
Jyllands-Posten 86.4%
85.5%
Berlingske 82.7%
77.8%
Kristeligt Dagblad 74.9%
65.9%
Fyens Stiftstidende 55.8%
55.6%
JydskeVestkysten 55.2%
43.4%
Nordjyske 36.6%
36.0%
* Bgrneavisen 25.9%
— 4.9%
*Indblik e 4.0%
= 3.7%
*Kids News mmm 34%
= 34%
* Nyborg Avis mmm 3.29%
= 9%
* Solidaritet.dk wmm 2.79%
= 27%
* Politiken Skoleliv mwm 2.6%
= 20%
*Vores Jammerbugt mm 1.9%
= 1.6%
*Techliv m 1.4%
m 14%
*Vores Brabrand = 1.3%
= 12%
*Kiosk = 12%
= 11%
* Danmarks Fonde = 1.0%
0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

FIGURE 3
Knowledge of Danish news media. Only news media known by more than 1 % of the respondents are included. New news media (established with
financial support from the innovation subsidies) are marked with *. n = 3,020. Question: "Which of the following news media have you heard of?"

TV 2 Nyhederne | (5.8 %,
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Ekstra Bladet m - -———— 20 8%
B.7. mEEE—— 20.0%
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Jyllands-Posten m—— 10.7%
Berlingske n—— 10.7%
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Nordjyske mmmm 5 5%
JydskeVestkysten mmmm 4.7%
Arhus Stiftstidende  mmmm 4.3%
Information = 4.3%
Fyens Stiftstidende mmm 4.0%
*Zetland mmm 3.9%
Kristeligt Dagblad == 3.0%
*Avisen.dk mm 2.9%
* Mit Nerrebro 1 0.5%
* Begrneavisen 1 0.5%
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FIGURE 4
Use of Danish news media. Only news media used by more than 0.5 % of the respondents are included. New news media (established with financial
support from the innovation subsidies) are marked with *. n = 3,020. Question: "Which of the following news media have you used within the past

week"?
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Discussion

Whether public subsidies for news-media innovation are
“good” or “bad” is ultimately a normative issue. And regardless
of normativity, it is an empirical condition that within the media-
systemic context of the Democratic Corporatist model, such state-
intervention does figure prominently as a means to correct market
failure and support policy goals.

To judge from the analysis, the Danish subsidy framework for
news-media innovation has at the very least served the function it
was designed to serve. Most importantly, this policy instrument
has supported the emergence of a number of new news media,
expanding and adding to the pluralism of the Danish news industry.
One can of course discuss whether 31 still-existing new news media
constitute “many” or “few”, and whether 11 of them transitioning
from the innovation-subsidy framework to the ordinary one is
“enough”—but given the relatively small size of the Danish press,
31 new news media do represent a notable addition, even if many
of them are small, and even if many of them serve niche audiences.

That said, it should be noted how the analysis also indicates that
the innovation subsidies are increasingly allocated to news media
that already exist. One interpretation of this finding is that the
pool of ideas for new news media is drying up, that the market is
saturated and now more focused on consolidation rather than the
establishment of something new. Another interpretation would be
that the already-established news media, being in operation and
having laid the groundwork, are in a better position for crafting
the applications that lead to success in the pursuit of innovation
subsidies. To better understand this dynamics, more empirical
scrutiny (of successful as well as rejected application for the media-
innovation subsidies) is necessary.

One limitation of this research is that it does not explore
empirically the positive externalities that the innovation may have
generated. Even failed news-media innovation (e.g., new news
media that have later ceased to exist) can have contributed
to informing the public, and it can have accommodated
experimentation and knowledge-building among media
organizations and professionals that can later be carried over
to other contexts of journalism and media production. This way,
the 13 new news media that were established with the support
of the innovation subsidies but no longer exist can still be of
long-term value for a news industry under pressure. Furthermore,
the subsidies allocated to the development of legacy news media
can contribute to the digital transformation of the news industry
through supporting the entrepreneurial spirit within traditional
media (see, e.g., Achtenhagen, 2008), even if we cannot assess it
structurally through an analysis such as the one presented in this
article. Mapping and assessing these types of added value through
innovation is beyond the scope of this study, so more research
is needed to fully grasp the impact of state-intervention through
targeted media subsidies.

Conclusion

To sum up: analyzing the first decade of the Danish news media
innovation subsidies, this article asked three research questions:
who has received the innovation subsidies, which types of innovation
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have been subsidized, and which new news media have emerged with
the support of the innovation subsidies?

The analysis shows that the subsidies are fairly equally
distributed between new and legacy news media, but also that
over the years, an increasing share of the innovation subsidies
go to legacy media. The allocation of the innovation subsidies is
somewhat concentrated around a small group of media companies.
Furthermore, the analysis finds that for new news media, the
primary forms of subsidized innovation relates to content and
market (i.e., they aim at covering new topics and at serving new
audiences), whereas legacy media first and foremost receive this
type of funding to support the development of new products
(e.g., apps or newsletters). And finally, the analysis shows that the
majority of the new news media that have been established with the
financial support of innovation subsidies still exist at the time of this
writing—and that around one quarter of them (11 out of 49) have
even survived to become sufficiently sustainable to have transferred
to the ordinary press subsidies.
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