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Preface

This report was realised by a project group composed of Prof. Catrien Bijleveld
(principal council member), Prof. Godfried Engbersen (council member), Dr. Erik
Schrijvers (project coordinator), Prof. Alyt Damstra (staff member), Dr. Lana Askari
(staff member) and Koen Hoogendoorn MA (staff member). In addition, several
temporary members joined the project group: Rachel Koehoorn, Inger Ebeling,
Doortje Lenders, Mariska van Dam, Gijs Verhoeff, Matthias Rekers, Noor de Smit,
Pieter Beutler and Charlie Willemsen (interns). Finally, Paul van den Berg, Mitra
Javanmardi, Dmitri Berkhout and Magda de Wit provided valuable support.

Mediamatters: towards new safeguards for their democratic functions was created
on the basis of an extensive study of academic literature and policy documents,
interviews, discussion sessions and the WRR’s own analysis.

In addition, on behalf of the WRR, several researchers wrote working papers in
preparation for this report:

— Irene Costera Meijer, Veranderend mediagebruik door jongeren. Implicaties voor
de rol en betekenis van de journalistiek in een democratie (Changing media use
by young people: implications for the role and significance of journalism in a
democracy).

— Tim Luimes, Techplatforms en de pers. Een complexe financiéle relatie (Tech
platforms and the press: a complex financial relationship).

— Koen Hoogendoorn, Wat is wijsheid? De reikwijdte en effectiviteit van mediaw-
ijsheidbeleid (Words of wisdom: the scope and effectiveness of media literacy
policy).

These working papers are available in Dutch on the WRR website.

We conducted interviews and talks with over 100 external experts from the public
and private sector in The Netherlands and abroad. The parties we consulted include
government bodies, regulators, scholars, researchers, legal experts, media organisa-
tions and civil-society organisations. We also organized several expert meetings on
various topics, including filter bubbles, government communication and European
platform regulation. Additionally, we visited parties including the Haut-commissariat
a la Strategie et au Plan (formerly France Stratégie), the OECD, the municipality of
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Harlingen and the Dutch Media Authority. We are deeply grateful to our discus-
sion partners—particularly those who participated in the expert meetings—for their
important contributions to this report.

Throughout the project, Prof. Tarlach McGonagle shared his knowledge on inter-
national media law. During the last phase of the project, draft texts were submitted
to Prof. Luc Verhey (member of the Council of State, professor of Constitutional
and Administrative Law, Leiden University), Prof. José van Dijck (professor of
Media and Digital Society, Utrecht University), Prof. Thomas Poell (professor of
Data, Culture & Institutions, University of Amsterdam), Dr. Edmund Lauf (senior
researcher, Dutch Media Authority), Prof. Sanne Kruikemeier (professor of Digital
Media and Society, Wageningen University & Research), Prof. Rens Vliegenthart
(professor of Strategic Communication, Wageningen University & Research) and
Folkert Jensma LLM (legal editor of the NRC newspaper, chair of the Dutch Associ-
ation of Journalists). We would like to thank them for their comments and valuable
suggestions.

Arnhem, The Netherlands Erik Schrijvers
The Hague, The Netherlands Alyt Damstra
The Hague, The Netherlands Lana Askari
The Hague, The Netherlands Koen Hoogendoorn

The Hague, The Netherlands Catrien Bijleveld
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1.1 Introduction

Media are essential to a democratic society. They provide reliable information on
socially relevant issues and offer a platform for a range of perspectives. Over the
past decades, digitalisation has transformed the media environment. The supply of
information has expanded enormously, new parties have come to dominate the online
distribution of information, and digital channels have become the standard for infor-
mation consumption. These developments have forced media players to reinvent
themselves and have transformed the ways in which they are able to perform their
democratic functions.

In this report, we consider the relationship between media and democracy and
examine whether the current regulations and policies will be sufficient to ensure that
media can continue to fulfil their democratic role in the future. While our focus is on
the Netherlands, the analyses, findings and policy recommendations are also relevant
for other countries facing similar dynamics.

© The Author(s) 2026 1
E. Schrijvers et al., Media Matters: Towards New Safeguards for Their Democratic
Functions, Research for Policy, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-032-11327-6_1
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2 1 Introduction

1.1.1 Radical Transformation of the Information
Environment

Over the past decades, the infrastructure of the information environment has changed
dramatically. If you were interested in the outcome of a parliamentary debate 25 years
ago, it was wise to stay close to a media device such as a radio or television and wait
for the next news bulletin. Written information required even more patience. The
printed newspaper was delivered to your home in the morning or afternoon, so the
moment of information consumption was tied to when you were at home and able to
read it. Other types of information were obtained from physical locations with fixed
opening hours, such as libraries, video shops, cinemas or archives. In conclusion:
while information was widely available, its actual consumption was bound by time
and place.

Intoday’s digital environment, information is available anytime, anywhere. People
can access information on their smartphones at any moment and wherever they are—
on a train, on the beach, at the breakfast table, even in bed. Moreover, the smartphone
offers free access to an infinite range of content categories, from news, series and
social media updates to films, games, books, podcasts and music. Thanks to the digital
transformation, we no longer need to wait for information. Additionally, the sharp fall
in initial production costs has made it much easier for people to create and produce
content themselves. While creating content used to require advanced equipment
and—in many cases—specific training, today all you need is a smartphone that is
connected to the internet. Some facts and figures to illustrate this: the Netherlands has
a population of 18 million. Over 14 million of them use social media. On average,
people spend nearly 2 hours a day on social media, regularly posting or sharing
information.! This has led to all sorts of new genres such as blogs, vlogs and podcasts.

Within this new environment, new parties have emerged that do not consider
themselves to be media. They are driven by technological innovation and adver-
tising revenues.” This is particularly true for the companies behind search engines,
social media platforms and app stores, which have developed rapidly into leading
distributors of online information. These companies use various methods to
‘organise’ the vast amount of content on the internet—including the information
provided by traditional media, which until recently was largely distributed through
traditional media channels: cable, airwaves or door-to-door delivery. Additionally,
users themselves play an indispensable role in the distribution of information by
sharing content. Some users have audiences that exceed the membership of a public
broadcaster or the number of people watching a television show.

Shift in the Public Debate: From High Expectations to a Gloomy Outlook

The transformation of our information environment has not taken place quietly.
In fact, it has been the subject of public debate for years. The interpretation and

I Newcom (2024).
2 Gillespie (2018); Chadwick (2019).
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understanding of this transformation has gradually shifted. In the early years of the
digital revolution, there were high expectations of what digitalisation would bring to
democratic societies. The internet was said to herald the rise of a new transnational
community that would enable free and equal participation for all.> Unlimited access
to information was expected to bring about major changes in society.* The improved
knowledge position of citizens would eventually make the position of authoritarian
regimes untenable and lead to their collapse.’

This democratic optimism further increased in the late 2000s with the rise of
the first social media, which were believed to enable unlimited participation in the
public debate. In this newly emerged, online public space, ruled by the principle of
equality, previously marginalised groups would be empowered to make their voices
heard. They would be able to call the political elites to account, without interference of
traditional gatekeepers.® And again, the improved knowledge position of citizens was
expected to make them more inclined to participate in political activities, with mutual
reinforcement between online and offline participation.” In short, social media were
expected to contribute to a more democratic society by ensuring better informed,
more strongly engaged and interconnected citizens.

Most of this early optimism has evaporated. Interference in elections and refer-
endums, the spread of misleading and manipulated content and the rise of online
hate speech and threats have changed the debate. The literature has become domi-
nated by publications that highlight the harmful consequences of the digital infor-
mation environment. There are growing concerns about the extent to which society
and people’s social lives are intertwined with technology and media, and the impli-
cations of this phenomenon for the mental health of young people in particular.®
Rather than promoting democracy, the internet is actually said to obstruct it,” and
rather than connecting people, social media is said to fuel polarisation.'® Due to
these developments, we are said to live in an era in which facts are mainly a matter of
what any individual wants to believe. Dozens of books refer to post-truth to describe

3 Barlow (1996). In the Netherlands, see also Stikker (2019); Tarnoff (2022): 15-23; Morozov
(2011).

4 Negroponte (1995).

5 Morozov (2011).

6 Theocharis & Van Deth (2017): 50; Haunss (2015); Bennett & Segerberg (2013).

7 Poell (2021).

8 For examples, see Haidt (2024) and Carr (2020). Also compare Valkenburg (2022), who puts these
concerns into perspective. In France, the Mouton-Benyamina committee submitted an advisory
report to President Macron recommending a ban on social media for French children under the age
of 15. See A la recherche du temps perdu (April 2024). https://www.elysee.fr/admin/upload/default/
0001/16/0629854b34d98bb3e4fbf72b2b28ed3b0dd601al.pdf.

9 Bartlett (2018).

10 Olaniran & Williams (2020).
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the current era, identifying social media as a facilitator of manipulated informa-
tion.!! Terms like infodemic'? and infocalypse'® are coined to describe the current
information environment.

1.1.2 Democratic Opinion Formation Under Threat?

The above goes to show that the dreams of a more democratic future from the early
years of the internet have come true only partly at best.'* The question remains what
the exact implications of these new technologies have been for the use of news? In
countries with authoritarian regimes and state-controlled media, social media are
incredibly important for the dissemination and organisation of criticism, resistance
and collective action. On the other hand, the digital information environment has
also proved to be a powerful weapon in the hands of those authoritarian leaders. In
this context, political interference can go far beyond merely banning or blocking
information: politicians in many countries are systematically involved in the spread
of disinformation.!> Sowing confusion and deliberately obscuring the difference
between fake and real belong to the most powerful political tools. This ‘fake news
industry’ is almost invariably accompanied by a hostile attitude towards journalists,
which finds expression in threats and violence.

In many countries, journalists are not free to work without political, economic,
legal or social interference and without jeopardising their physical and mental
safety.'® Even within Europe, the freedom of the press is not guaranteed in all coun-
tries.!” Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the Kremlin has silenced
independent information provision within the country’s borders, sustaining a large-
scale and coordinated flow of state propaganda that is disseminated through news
portals such as Voice of Europe. Foreign news websites such as the BBC, Deutsche
Welle and CNN are blocked in Russia, as are the major social media platforms.'
In Hungary, too, independent news media find themselves in a precarious situation.

1A small selection: Mclntyre (2018); Davis (2017); Keyes (2004); Farkas & Schou (2019);
Gudonis & Jones (2020); Dudiak (2022); McGlinchey et al. (2022).

12 Simon & Mahoney (2022).

13 Schick (2020).

14 https://v-dem.net/.

135 Nielsen (2024).

16 https://rsf.org/en/index; of the 180 countries in the 2024 World Press Freedom Index, there are
only 52 (29%) where the situation regarding freedom of the press qualifies as ‘good’ or ‘satisfactory’.
In the other countries listed, the situation is ‘problematic’ (55 countries), ‘difficult’ (42 countries)
or ‘very serious’ (31 countries).

17 Freedom on the internet also shows a downward trend; https:/freedomhouse.org/explore-the-
map?type=fiw&year=2022 (no data available for the Netherlands).

18 In addition, there is a legal ban on disseminating “false information” about the Russian invasion
of Ukraine. Russians who call it a ‘war’ or ‘invasion’ rather than a ‘special military operation’ risk
being sentenced to years of hard labour.
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Since assuming office in 2010, Prime Minister Orban has built up his own media
imperium in which criticism of his government is not welcome. Journalists who
do express criticism become targets of smear campaigns and online intimidation
orchestrated by the government. What has happened in Hungary qualifies as a text-
book example of media capture: a situation in which the state controls the entire
media system, including the media regulator.'® There are also signals that indepen-
dent news provision is under threat in other countries in Europe, including Poland,
Bulgaria, Slovakia, Italy and Greece.?”

The Netherlands

The Netherlands usually does quite well in lists pertaining to journalism. In the most
recent overview of the World Press Freedom Index, the Netherlands ranks fourth—a
great score, and an improvement on 2022, when the Netherlands came sixth. Still,
this does not mean that the freedom of the press should be taken for granted. In
the Netherlands, as elsewhere, journalists have been confronted with intimidation,
threats and violence.?! In 2021, the murder of crime reporter Peter R. de Vries and
violence against several journalists caused the country to plummet in the Index by
22 places.?” A year earlier, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Dutch public news
broadcaster NOS decided to remove its logo from satellite vans in response to threats
against its reporters and journalists. During that same period, the potential impact of
disinformation became evident when demonstrably false stories about 5G or vaccine
side effects reached—and influenced—Iarge groups of citizens.

In the Netherlands, the rapid evolution of the information environment has gener-
ated an intense debate and a series of publications. There has been a great deal of
attention for disinformation, for instance in the context of elections.?? In 2019, the
Council for Public Administration (ROB) wrote that the Dutch government should
do more to safeguard the truth-finding process in the digital era.>* Indeed, the Dutch
Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations is coordinating a government-wide
strategy to tackle disinformation.?’> Efforts of this nature have become all the more
relevant as new technologies such as generative and artificial intelligence (Al) are
making it easier to produce fabricated information in all conceivable formats, with

19 petrova (2008).

20 Eyropean Commission (2023) (https:/commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/jus
tice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/rule-law-mechanism/2023-rule-law-rep
ort_en#documents); Dzhambazova (2022); Klima (2022); Maragoudaki (2024).

21 According to PersVeilig, a platform set up to reduce violence and aggression against journalists,
more than eight out of ten journalists have experienced threats and intimidation — an increase
compared with the previous survey. Additionally, female journalists are often confronted with
online threats and intimation merely because they are women. For other figures for the Netherlands,
see 1&0O Research 2022 and 1&0O Research 2021.

22 RSF 2024, available at: https://rsf.org/en/index.

23 Van Hoboken et al. (2019).

24ROB 2019.

25 Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations 2024, available at: https://www.digitaleoverheid.
nl/nieuws/nieuwe-rijksbrede-strategie-tegen-desinformatie/.


https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/rule-law-mechanism/2023-rule-law-report_en#documents
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/rule-law-mechanism/2023-rule-law-report_en#documents
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/rule-law-mechanism/2023-rule-law-report_en#documents
https://rsf.org/en/index
https://www.digitaleoverheid.nl/nieuws/nieuwe-rijksbrede-strategie-tegen-desinformatie/
https://www.digitaleoverheid.nl/nieuws/nieuwe-rijksbrede-strategie-tegen-desinformatie/

6 1 Introduction

the information ever more difficult for citizens to detect as fake.?° Filter bubbles are
another concern. This is the term used to describe closed information environments
with pronounced political or ideological leanings that people find themselves in due
to the recommendation systems of social media and search engines.?’

1.1.3 Beyond the Symptoms: Functioning of the Media
System

It is beyond dispute that the above concerns regarding the rapidly changing infor-
mation environment receive the attention they deserve. Even so, the focus of this
report is not on these or other symptoms of the digital information environment.
Filter bubbles and echo chambers have attracted attention for a quarter of a century,
but the evidence for these phenomena is mixed, to say the least.?® This report aims
to analyse the characteristics and functioning of the newly emerged media system,
while also aiming to identify democratic opportunities and risks that might present
themselves in the years ahead. More specifically, we focus on two broad develop-
ments underlying these opportunities and risks for the democratic opinion formation
process. Both developments are the subject of a chapter in this report. We provide a
brief outline of them below.

The Platformisation of the Public Space

The first broad development is the emergence of a digital public space, the func-
tioning of which has become increasingly intertwined with the services of a few
large platform companies.”” By aggregating and organising the virtually unlimited
supply of online content, these companies have become indispensable links in the
functioning of the digital information environment. Automated algorithmic recom-
mendation systems play a crucial role here. To do justice to the enormous influence
of automated algorithmic recommendation systems, the literature refers to an ‘auto-
mated public sphere’: not only information, but also conversations about it and the
associated social relationships are subject to automation.

In this automated public sphere, citizens may encounter information they would
never have found on their own. While this is in itself a positive development, the

26 Van der Sloot et al. (2021); Van der Sloot (2024).
27 Pariser (2011).

28 Ross Arguedas et al. (2022) provide an overview of the international literature on echo chambers.
For the Netherlands, see Zuiderveen Borgesius et al. (2016) and Moller et al. (2019). In its 2023
reports, the General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD) points to radicalisation through social
media platforms. For some more overarching analyses, see Lorenz-Spreen et al. (2023); Tucker et al.
(2018); and Persily et al. (2020).

29 Helmond (2015); Van Dijck et al. (2018) and (2019); Poell et al. (2021).

30 pasquale (2018). Nielsen & Ganter refer to this as a para-public sphere (2022). Cf. Bucher (2018):
8-12.
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underlying recommendation systems appear to be geared mainly towards promoting
fuss and entertainment. The digital economy is an ‘attention economy’, in which
technology companies deploy their interfaces as means that make users ‘stick’ to their
devices and apps.?! This ‘stickiness’—based on principles derived from behavioural
science—has become a key feature of virtually all digital products and services,
with social media such as Instagram and TikTok as prime examples. It also means
that citizens’ attention is not typically directed to issues that are subject to political
decision-making.

In the online information environment, communication patterns have drastically
changed as well*? due to a phenomenon that sociologist Manuel Castells refers to
as ‘mass self-communication’. This refers to a situation in which users influence the
information acquisition process by deciding for themselves what they receive and
to whom they distribute or forward this self-generated information.?* In addition to
blurring the traditional distinction between sender and recipient, this practice also
undermines the publicly oriented character of the mass media, in a phenomenon
that can be described as ‘non-public mass communication’.>* After all, social media
platforms enable individuals or groups to set up their own information channels and
share information within those channels without interference of traditional media.
While the reach of such channels (via YouTube, X etc.) or groups (via WhatsApp,
Telegram etc.) can be immense, the information circulating within them does not
necessarily target a broad and anonymous audience, as the mass media do.

In short, the current communication system is open to any number of participants,
whatever the distance. The traditional mass media established a unilateral connection
between a single sender and countless potential recipients. By contrast, platforms
establish a multilateral communicative connection in which all users are essentially
equal participants. The relationship between all these participants is hardly regulated,
as platform companies do not consider themselves responsible for the content they
distribute through their channels. On the one hand, this has liberated users from the
interference by traditional gatekeepers, providing ample opportunities for new voices
to be heard, for new societal issues to be put on the public agenda, and for social
mobilisation. On the other hand, it has given rise to the development of infrastructural
dependencies surrounding a wide range of platform services, and to a situation in
which the information that is crucial to democratic opinion formation and decision-
making has become difficult to find and to recognise as such. Moreover, it is often
unclear whether the information is reliable, and the safety of participants in the public
debate is no longer assured. As a result, the process of democratic opinion formation
is under pressure.*> We discuss these developments in further detail in Chap. 3.

31 Kim et al. (2016).
32 For this reason, several researchers have announced the end of the era of mass communication;
for example, see Couldry (2020): 84. Cf. Deuze (2021): 10.

33 Castells (2009): 5.
34 Tambini (2021).
35 Habermas (2023): 64.
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A New Playing Field for Journalistic Media

The transformation of the information environment has come with considerable
consequences for the position of legacy media in general, and journalistic media in
particular. Traditionally, European media companies obtained most of their income
from subscription fees and advertising revenues.’® A select group of global plat-
form companies now captures the vast majority of revenues in the digital advertising
market. As a result, legacy media have seen their revenues fall sharply. Their precar-
ious financial position is most acutely felt at the local and regional levels, where, in
recent years, titles and many editorial teams have disappeared. The emergence of so-
called hyperlocals (online news platforms with an exclusive focus on local content)
cannot fully compensate for the loss of local journalism due to this development.?’

The decline in advertising revenue and the massive shift towards online and indi-
rect media use have fuelled a process of concentration in the national media market.
The vast majority of Dutch private titles are owned by two large Flemish media
companies. Perspectives diverge about the societal and democratic consequences.
On the one hand, the concentration is said to have helped local titles to survive.
On the other hand, there are serious concerns about the impact on pluralism and, by
extension, about the overall vulnerability of national news provision. Due to a lack of
transparency on the side of these companies, for example about their revenue models
or workforce, many questions about the journalistic infrastructure of the Netherlands
cannot be answered. For example, the increasing flexibilisation of journalistic work
(in terms of insecure, temporary jobs and underpaid freelancers) is considered a
potential risk, but it is difficult to determine to what extent this is actually the case
in the Netherlands.*®

All in all, the picture seems rather gloomy. However, public trust in Dutch media
is relatively high, thanks largely to the reputation of a number of well-known news
brands. And despite the fact that the Dutch Foundation for Public Broadcasting
(NPO) is moderately funded—per capita, Dutch citizens pay less than the European
average’®—it manages to provide a level of quality that is widely appreciated among
Dutch audiences.*® At the same time, online intimidation of journalists on social
media has increased over the last few years, with female journalists and journalists
with a migration background being particularly targeted.*! Against this backdrop, a

36 In contrast to their European counterparts, media in the United States are much more dependent
on advertising revenues, which is probably one of the reasons why so many media companies have
disappeared and so many journalists have been laid off in the United States.

37 Bakker & Kik (2018); Kik et al. (2019); ROB and RvC (2020).

38 Vandenberghe & d’Haenens (2021).

39 European Audiovisual Observatory.

40 Dutch Media Authority 2020, 2024. Sixty per cent of Dutch citizens say they trust the public
broadcasting system — one of the highest scores in Europe. Of all Dutch news media, the public
news service NOS enjoys the highest level of trust.

41 hitps://www.mfrr.eu/netherlands-towards-a-safer-haven-advancing-safety-of-journalists-ami
dst-rising-threats-in-the-netherlands/;  https://repository.wodc.nl/bitstream/handle/20.500.12832/
3255/3331-beelden-van-geweld-volledige-tekst.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y.


https://www.mfrr.eu/netherlands-towards-a-safer-haven-advancing-safety-of-journalists-amidst-rising-threats-in-the-netherlands/;
https://www.mfrr.eu/netherlands-towards-a-safer-haven-advancing-safety-of-journalists-amidst-rising-threats-in-the-netherlands/;
https://repository.wodc.nl/bitstream/handle/20.500.12832/3255/3331-beelden-van-geweld-volledige-tekst.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://repository.wodc.nl/bitstream/handle/20.500.12832/3255/3331-beelden-van-geweld-volledige-tekst.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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clear prospect of a new, sustainable revenue model for journalistic media is lacking,
apart from further market consolidation. We discuss these developments in further
detail in Chap. 4.

1.1.4 Set-up and Structure of the Report

Our information environment and the way it operates have changed dramatically
in recent years, driven principally by digitalisation. As a result, the relationship
between media and democracy has also taken on a new form. This has unmistakably
yielded opportunities to improve the quality of information provision, of the public
debate and, hence, of the democratic opinion formation process. At the same time,
there are evident risks, such as the lack of transparency among platform companies
and large media companies, and the erosion of the traditional revenue model of
journalistic media. These observations prompted the Netherlands Scientific Council
for Government Policy (WRR) to reconsider the relationship between media and
democracy and examine whether the current regulatory framework will be sufficient
to ensure the media continue to fulfil their democratic role in the future.

In 2005, the WRR published an advisory report entitled Focus on Functions:
Challenges for a Future-Proof Media Policy. In it, the WRR called for a ‘function-
oriented approach’ to media, in which the public interests served by media are no
longer analysed and established per individual medium, but rather at the level of
the overall media environment. The report noted that old media were rapidly being
replaced by new media and that these new media were interconnected in various
ways. For the present report, we have adopted a similar function-oriented approach
by looking at the societal function of media and, in particular, their contribution to
the democratic process. More specifically, we will focus on the information function
and forum function of media, as well as on their associated watchdog or control
function.

While the WRR, in Focus on Functions, predominantly focussed on legacy
media—the written press, television, radio and the early internet—this report has
a wider scope that also includes search engines, social media, large-scale commu-
nication services, generative Al applications, smart electronic devices and the role
of users. In this report, the ‘media system’ refers to the set of actors and institu-
tions involved in the creation, production and distribution of content for large groups
of citizens. As a result, the media system explicitly includes parties which, strictly
speaking, are not media themselves but do have a great impact on how information
is disseminated, and on how the public debate unfolds. Moreover, since this system
is virtually unhindered by national borders, governments should look to the Euro-
pean Union (EU) for regulation in addition to setting rules at the local and national
levels.*?

42 The increasing internationalisation of media policy was already evident at the time Focus on
Functions was published; see Van Eijk et al. (2005).
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In this report, we discuss the ways in which the transformation of the media
system has affected the position of media and their contribution to the democratic
opinion formation process. In doing so, we not only consider the current Dutch media
system, but also look ahead, given the pressures on media and democracy worldwide.
In what follows, we identify the steps that governments and other parties can take to
strengthen the position of media. The WRR pleads for new media policy, which is
needed to safeguard and promote the democratic functions of media now and in the
future.

The Two Key Questions Covered by this Report Are as Follows

— What are the consequences of the transformation of the media system for
the democratic functions of media?

— What can the government do to safeguard and promote those functions for
the future?

Structure of the Report

In Chap. 2, we discuss the relationship between media and democracy, arguing that
media provide an indispensable infrastructure for the democratic opinion formation
process. Media provide reliable information on socially relevant issues (information
function), offer the necessary input for scrutinising those in power (control function)
and serve as a platform for a variety of perspectives (forum function). When media
do not function properly, this poses a huge risk to the democratic opinion formation
process. We therefore formulate several requirements that the media system should
meet.

Chapters 3 and 4 deal with the transformation of the public space and the evolving
playing field for legacy media. We describe the most significant changes of the past
few years, particularly in relation to the structure of the media system. In Chap. 5,
we take stock of the situation based on the analyses in the two preceding chapters.
The main conclusion is that the democratic functioning of the current media system
is under threat. Reliable information is marginalised, while online debates tend to be
unsafe and escalate rapidly—and widely.

In Chap. 6, we formulate three new guiding principles for media policy and four
recommendations with specific action points for the Dutch government. Media policy
needs to be reshaped for a better alignment with the current information environment.
The government must reorganise this environment and limit the role of commercial
platform companies in it. As a first step, the government should rapidly implement
the substantial package of new European laws and regulations and invest in strict
enforcement of these rules. Furthermore, it is crucial to ensure that information that
is vital for the democratic opinion formation process is visible and easy to find within
the media system as a whole. Additionally, the government should adopt a supportive
role in areas where media are no longer able to operate independently. Finally, there
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is a need for more responsible conduct among users. And we have all become users
in the online media system: citizens, politicians and journalists alike.
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2.1 Introduction

Informed citizens are essential for a functioning democracy. Whether it concerns
perspectives on migration, measures to control nitrogen emissions or the question of
whether a particular motorway should be extended, it is important that independently
produced and reliable information is available as a basis for discussion and dialogue
among citizens, politicians and other parties. Gathering and sharing information—in
the broadest sense—is a prerequisite for the process of democratic opinion formation
and the exercise of one’s right to vote.!

I Dahl (1989): 111-112.
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In this chapter, we explain our approach to media and democracy and the connec-
tions between them. This approach stems from the need in any democratic society
for an information and communication infrastructure that facilitates the democratic
opinion formation process. Legacy media such as radio, television and the printed
press are no longer the only entities that meet this need. For that reason, we start
this chapter by introducing the concept of a ‘media system’. The media system is
the set of actors and institutions involved in the creation, production and distribution
of content for large groups of citizens. Alongside legacy media, the current media
system includes search engines, social media, large-scale communication services,
generative Al applications, smart electronics and users who share information or
manage media channels themselves.

Next, we discuss the functions that media perform to support democratic opinion
formation and decision-making. The most important of these are the information
function, the control function and the forum function. In practice, the role of media
in the democratic opinion formation process is not necessarily a positive one. Media
can also disrupt or undermine the democratic process, as evidenced by phenomena
such as the spread of disinformation and online threats. For this reason, we also
present criteria that the media system must meet to positively contribute to democratic
opinion formation. We will use these criteria to clarify the functioning of the media
system further in subsequent chapters.

2.2 Media as Infrastructure of the Public Space

2.2.1 Media as Infrastructure

To explain the role of media in a democracy, it is helpful to distinguish between two
sites where crucial democratic processes take place:> Decision-making requires a
specific location, procedures and a set time to express political will on a particular
subject by agreeing on laws and regulations concerning that subject. Key venues
for democratic decision-making in the Netherlands are the Senate and the House of
Representatives, the Provincial Councils and the Municipal Councils.®> Additionally,
since the Netherlands is a Member State of the European Union (EU), it is also
influenced by decisions taken by the European Parliament, the European Commission
and the European Council of Ministers.

In a democracy, decision-making is preceded by opinion formation. This is a
permanent process in which citizens, politicians, experts and representatives of civil-
society organisations make their voices heard at various moments and in which
political judgments are shaped within a broad societal context. Within the opinion
formation process, elections have a crucial role. They enable citizens to determine

2 Based on Miiller (2021): 121.
3 See Andeweg & Irwin (2002) on the principal characteristics of the Dutch political system.
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the composition of the bodies that represent them, shaping the subsequent course of
political decision-making for a longer period. This is why free and fair elections are
considered to be a cornerstone of democracy.

Crucially, democratic opinion formation and decision-making processes require
information input and opportunities for people to exchange views. Politicians need
information to design problem-solving strategies and ensure support for those strate-
gies in society. They will also want to be able to review the effects of their policies to
assess whether they have made the right choices. Citizens need to know what deci-
sions politicians intend to take, especially if those decisions are likely to affect their
personal lives. In a more general sense, citizens need to stay informed of what is going
on in society and develop points of view on issues of societal relevance. Other parties
such as trade unions, environmental and nature organisations, patient associations,
privacy watchdogs and employer organisations also contribute to the democratic
opinion formation process, so they also benefit from an effective information system
and public channels to put forward their positions.

For this process to function effectively, it is important that all parties involved have
access to roughly the same factual information. This is less straightforward than it
sounds. Critically questioning and contesting facts has always been important and
drives societal progress. At the same time, it is important that a certain consensus
can be achieved on what qualifies as a relevant fact.* Without this consensus, it is
nearly impossible to conduct a meaningful debate. Such a consensus applies to the
most fundamental definitions of social and societal issues, such as: Malaysia Airlines
Flight 17 was shot down in 2014 by a Russian Buk missile that was launched in an
area of eastern Ukraine controlled by pro-Russian rebels; COVID-19 is an infectious
virus that can make people ill; or the earth is heating up due to greenhouse gas
emissions. A consensus that those are the facts is essential. Once the facts are clear,
people are free to disagree passionately about the implications, the distribution of
burdens or the priority to be assigned to specific issues.

Given this requirement of shared factual information, it is evident that the demo-
cratic opinion formation process requires facilities such as truth-finding institutions
and platforms that separate opinions from facts. This is where media come into play.
In practice, media serve as a ‘network for communicating information and points of
view’.® The printed press, television, radio and new digital media together constitute
a ‘constellation of communicative spaces in society that permit the circulation of
information, ideas and debates’.® Without such an information and communication
infrastructure, citizens are unable to form a picture of public issues or exchange
views on those issues.” In other words: without media, the notion of a public space
and of the democratic opinion formation process within that space would remain
meaningless.

4 Arendt (1969).
5 Habermas in Castells (2009).

6 Dahlgren (2005).Cf. Couldry (2019): 13-14, in which media are characterised as an ‘infrastructure
for connections between people’.

7 Herzog (2023); Curran (2005) and (2011); Aalberg & Curran (2012): 189.
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It is by no means unusual to regard media as an infrastructure, and even less so
when we adopt a historical perspective. For example, for a long time the concept of
‘communication’ was limited to roads, canals and railways. It acquired its current
meaning when the link with traditional modes of transport was lost and it began to
denote an autonomous system, a development that started with the telegraph and
has since led us to the internet (via cable and satellite).® The concept of ‘medium’
initially referred to newspapers (as a medium for advertisements). From the early
twentieth century, it also came to include broadcasters.’ The plural, ‘media’, gained
currency with the advent of radio and later television. Finally, the infrastructural
nature of media is also reflected in Dutch policy history. Media policy began with
the Ministry of Water Management and then moved to the Ministry of the Interior,
before eventually being accommodated within the current Ministry of Education,
Culture and Science (OCW).!°

2.2.2 The Development of the Public Space

Media evolve over time, which is why the appearance and operation of the public
space also change continually. In the seventeenth century, the Dutch Republic was
one of the world’s first and most prominent news centres. Magazines and pamphlets
served as input for discussions and streamlined the debate in bourgeois public circles.
Newspapers took over this function in the nineteenth century. Freedom of the press
and freedom of expression were enshrined in the Dutch Constitution in 1848, which
sparked the development of the printed press into a ‘vehicle for the nation’s discourse
with itself”.!! In other words, parliamentary democracy developed in tandem with
the public space, where citizens could speak freely with one another and unite around
certain ideas.!?

The newspaper as a mass medium is a product of the industrial revolution, dating
from the end of the nineteenth century. Before that, the state of the nation was
discussed mainly in coffee houses by small groups of mostly wealthy, male citizens.'?
The press enjoyed its golden age between 1870 and 1940, followed by radio and
television in the second half of the twentieth century, while the internet (and digital
information and communication services based on it) began to flourish at the start
of the twenty-first century. While mass media audiences were initially concentrated

8 Morley (2005): 211-214.

9 Williams (2015).

10 Telecom sector policy is the responsibility of the Ministry of Economic Affairs. A distinction has
therefore been made between the content-related and the broader infrastructural aspects of media.
1 According to Dutch liberal statesman Thorbecke, quoted in Bardoel (2018): 79.

12 Only a small group of male citizens was considered capable of participating in public debate.

The achievement of free speech must be seen within the context of this time. Curran (2005): 124,
135. Cf. Keane (2007) and Trappel & Tomaz (2021).

13 See Habermas (2023b).
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in cities during the era of the printing press, and later, with the arrival of radio and
television, largely overlapped with the total national population, the rise of the internet
and social media platforms—along with the associated global media market—has
now enabled media consumption to transcend national borders.

All these developments have changed the concept of ‘mass media’. The separate
and distinct technological environments of the past (radio, television) are giving way
to a seamless ‘media environment’ from which people have little or no opportunity
to escape.'* Indeed, media researchers claim that we are now living in media rather
than with media.'> Dynamics within the media have also begun to shift significantly.
Production and distribution of the printed press, for example, are unbundled, making
news organisations partly dependent on platform companies to reach readers. In
turn, those readers have ‘distributive power’ as they help determine which news
‘goes viral’.!® Probably the most significant revolution is that practically everybody
is able to produce and distribute content within this system without the intervention of
editorial gatekeepers. The one-way traffic of legacy mass media has been replaced by
a system of multilateral communication, in which users have come to play an active
role. As pointed out above, this has transformed communication patterns, blurred
the distinction between sender and receiver and driven an enormous increase in the
volume and variety of online information, especially on the internet.'’

The resulting new complex that has emerged is referred to in this report as the
‘media system’. As explained above, by this we mean the set of actors and institu-
tions involved in the creation, production and distribution of content for large groups
of citizens. Alongside the legacy media, the media system includes search engines,
social media platforms, large-scale communication services, generative Al applica-
tions, smart electronics and users who share information or manage media channels
themselves. While the regular media remain prominent within this system, they are
no longer the inevitable centre of communication.

The reach of legacy mass media largely overlaps with the various political
constituencies. While local media report on matters that concern local communities,
the national press tends to focus on issues at the national level. Media that operate
on a European scale are far and few between; language differences and diverging
national perspectives on issues have prevented the development of a truly Euro-
pean news service.'® Commercialisation and the rise of the global internet have, to a
certain extent, changed and put pressure on this national orientation.'® Parliamentary
democracy—and local and regional types of government and representation—need a
public space and, along with that, a media infrastructure that highlights issues at the

14 Ouellette & Gray (2017) distinguish three dimensions in which this blurring process occurs:
technologies, meanings and communication across time and space.

15 Deuze (2023). This finding is not new. Back in 1916, John Dewey claimed that society does not
exist through communication but in communication.

16 On the acceleration of communication, see also Rosa (2015).

171 ash (2002).

18 Koopmans & Statham (2010); Briiggemann & Schulz-Forberg (2009).
19 Skey (2022).
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relevant level to help citizens, politicians and other parties in society form their opin-
ions. This connection has come under pressure and is causing problems, including
for the government—which, as discussed in the next section, is responsible for media
policy.

2.2.3 Media (and Media System) Policy in the Netherlands

It is not easy to provide a brief outline of Dutch media policy. It has evolved very
gradually, in small steps and without any preconceived plan.”’ We will mention the
most relevant aspects below. To start with, there has always been a distinction between
policy for the printed press and policy for audiovisual media. In the first half of the
twentieth century, newspapers developed into true mass media, followed in the 1930s
by radio and, after the Second World War, by television. However, the first policies
for the press did not emerge until the second half of the twentieth century. These
were focused on guaranteeing pluralism in the press to serve the political opinion
formation process within a democratic society.

Press Policy

Press policy has traditionally been extremely cautious in the Netherlands; the
sector is mainly subject to self-regulation, through bodies such as the Dutch Press
Council. Press policy is dominated by two issues: financial support and concentra-
tion measures. For a long time, the printed press enjoyed generic support in the form
of a zero- VAT rate and a distribution rebate for the relevant state-owned enterprises
at the time (the national postal and telephone company, PTT, and Dutch Railways,
NS). This support was gradually phased out in the 1970s and replaced by targeted
support for financially distressed daily newspapers. Over time, as increasing market
concentration removed the need for this support, it was narrowed down to support for
innovative journalistic projects. Recent governments have made additional resources
available for this purpose, which are disbursed by the Journalism Promotion Fund
(Svd)).?!

Another consequence of market concentration in the 1960s and 1970s was the
genesis of a sector-specific merger code. In 1998, under the influence of deregulation
and liberalisation, this code was replaced by a general merger law that applied to all
sectors of industry: the Competition Act. To keep abreast of market developments, the
Dutch Media Authority launched an annual ‘media monitor’ in 2002, which focused
on the concentration of media companies and providers and also, later, on media use
among citizens. As a supplement to the Competition Act, the Media Concentrations
(Interim Measures) Act governed the markets for radio, television and newspapers

20 Bardoel (2018): 94; De Goede (1999).

21 Sych as 1.4 million for investigative journalism and 7 million for strengthening local journalism
in 2022.
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between 2007 and 2010.2? In particular, it imposed restrictions on the newspaper
market, guaranteeing the presence of at least three independent providers. The market
for television and radio was not deemed to be in need of such a guarantee. Due to
the exceptionally high concentration of the Dutch media market and the fact that the
major media companies are in foreign hands, there are now calls for new regulations.

Broadcasting Policy

While the press had always been organised in accordance with free market principles,
it did not take the government long to decide on a different approach for the radio
and television market. In the first half of the twentieth century, the government opted
for a compartmentalised (‘pillarised’) model for radio (i.e., a structure compartmen-
talised along socio-political lines), rather than for a national broadcasting service, as
in most other European countries. Television followed this model soon after, even
though the medium initially transcended the traditional, subcultural dividing lines
by offering all its content on a single channel and providing a more neutral program-
ming. The first Broadcasting Act, in 1969, opened up the system to new parties and
created NOS, the Netherlands Broadcasting Corporation. The Dutch public broad-
casting system consists of the Netherlands Public Broadcasting Foundation (NPO)
and several public broadcasting associations. Broadcasters claim airtime based on
the number of members they have. Two designated broadcasters, NOS and NTR,
have no members, as they have a specific task under the Media Act. In 1988, the
Broadcasting Act was changed into the Media Act and a third network for cultural
programmes was added.?® Broadcasters now had more freedom to decide on how to
spend their production budgets, which proved a tremendous boost for the market for
independent producers. The 1988 Media Act also introduced independent supervi-
sion in the form of the Dutch Media Authority, which took over supervisory tasks
from both the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science and the former govern-
ment authority for broadcasting, thereby increasing the government’s distance from
the sector. The Dutch Media Authority was also responsible for allocating airtime to
regional and local broadcasters, which for the first time were given their own legal
framework.

In the late 1990s, a dual broadcasting system was introduced, welcoming both
public and private parties. This dual system was the result of several concurrent
trends: the rise of commercial broadcasters, cross-border technologies and EU legis-
lation seeking to open the market for audiovisual services. As a consequence, the
publicly funded broadcasting associations lost their natural position in the broad-
casting system and now had to compete for periodic concessions that came with rights
and obligations. A distinction developed between commercial and public broad-
casters, whereby the public broadcaster should fulfil several statutory democratic
and cultural functions that were translated into a set of programming obligations. In
this way, the new key tenets of public broadcasting policy became distinction and
distinctiveness, encompassing both the pluralism of information and the quality of

22 Kooter (2023).
23 This choice was motivated in part by the WRR report entitled Coherent Media Policy from (1982).
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culture.?* In the years that followed, the NPO grew in importance within the broad-
casting system, at the expense of broadcasting associations. Programming became
based on the preferences of the public rather than on the choices of broadcasting
licensees.

Another change at the beginning of the twenty-first century was seen in the funding
of broadcasters. Television and radio licence fees were replaced by funding from
tax revenues, which made the public broadcasting system more vulnerable to polit-
ical interference and successive rounds of expenditure cuts.”> Advertising revenues,
which were introduced in 1967, are a subject of constant debate, as they are divided
between publicly funded and commercial providers.?® In fact, advertising revenues
for the public broadcasting system have declined consistently, partly because its
market share has shrunk considerably since the introduction of the dual system. Since
the rise of the internet and major platform companies such as Aphabet Inc. (Google)
and Meta (Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram), practically all broadcasters have
seen their advertising revenues level off, which has raised concerns on whether suffi-
cient resources remain available to safeguard the quality and quantity of national
programming.

Media Literacy Policy

As media are increasingly intertwined with all sorts of aspects of society, media
policy has seen its scope expand. This is illustrated, for example, by media literacy
policy, which first appeared on the political agenda in 2008.>” A decentralised
approach was chosen for this policy, mainly focusing on knowledge development
and sharing through a partnership structure. The Ministry of Education, Culture
and Science introduced the Dutch Media Literacy Network (previously known as
Mediawijzer.net) as the party responsible for this knowledge development and
sharing.?® The network maintains contacts with a wide variety of local institutions
across the country, such as libraries, schools and community centres, which can turn
to the network for teaching packages. Today, media literacy covers a wide range
of issues, including online bullying, sexting, cybercrime (including phishing and
doxing), identifying disinformation, finding high-quality information, technology
use and screen addiction guidance. Schools are free to shape the teaching package
to align it with the specific needs of their student populations.

Technological Convergence and Internationalisation

As the scope of media policy expands, an effective balance must be sought between
content-related considerations and market accessibility. This widening of scope can
be largely attributed to developments in cable, satellite and internet technologies. For
example, the latest amendments to the Media Act and the Telecommunications Act

24 Bardoel (2018).

25 Hins (2016).

26 De Goede (1999).

z Hoogendoorn (2024).

28 Netwerk Mediawijsheid, see Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (2008).
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eased restrictions on telecommunication businesses, removing the obligation to serve
as neutral carriers and allowing them to distribute content themselves. At the same
time, a must-carry rule was introduced covering a basic content package, including
content from public broadcasters. More recently, the Media Act was amended to
ensure that parties such as Netflix and Videoland (a Dutch streaming service),
are subject to the same obligations as regular broadcasters, for example regarding
consumer protection. In effect, this comes down to the integration of new parties into
an existing framework.

This is certainly not the last we will hear about these developments. Cable TV and
the internet put an end to the scarcity of distribution channels and triggered an explo-
sion of supply, which is now available anytime, anywhere and is largely indifferent to
location and time constraints, let alone national borders. These developments have
given rise to a completely new playing field that is difficult to understand when
approaching it from the angle of the old system. This is why several parties have
been urging the government for years to consider a paradigm shift in media and
communication policy.?’ In essence, they argue that the government’s involvement
should no longer focus primarily on broad support for the media sector or media
companies, but instead that government interventions should aim to ensure a robust
journalistic infrastructure and a healthy media ecology. However, this call mainly
struck a chord at the level of the EU, which has produced an impressive package of
new rules in recent years.

Because of the supranational character of these policies, the Dutch government
has limited room to shape them independently.>® In addition, the frameworks for
media regulation have changed considerably in two respects. First, the distinction in
terms of policy content between audiovisual media services and the printed press is
fading. For example, the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), which was adopted
by the European Commission in early 2024, imposes several rules and obligations
on the press as well. Second, the regulatory framework has expanded significantly,
as media-specific rules, such as the Audiovisual Media Services Directive and the
Dutch Media Act derived from it, have been joined by broader regulations, such as the
Digital Services Act (DSA), the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the Al
Act and the Regulation on the Transparency and Targeting of Political Advertising.
This has resulted in a complex and dynamic combination of regulatory and policy
mechanisms that now also involves a larger number of parties, for example in the
fields of supervision and enforcement.

29 See, inter alia, WRR (2005), the Temporary Committee on Innovation and Future Press
(‘Brinkman committee’) ((2009)), the Council for Culture (2014) and (2018), the Dutch Council
for Social Development (2014) and the Council for Public Administration (2019).

30 This development had already been identified at the time of the WRR report Focus on Functions.
See Van Eijk et al. (2005) and Larouche & Van der Haar (2005).
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Key Issues in 2.2 Media as Infrastructure of the Public Space

— The democratic opinion formation process needs information. Media
provide the necessary infrastructure to convey that information.

— The nature of the public space is changing. Today, much of this space is
found in the online domain. The media system includes all actors and insti-
tutions involved in the creation, production and distribution of content for
large groups of citizens.

— Characteristic features of Dutch press policy are financial support and
market concentration rules. Dutch broadcasting policy is characterised by
government funding of a pillarized broadcasting model.

— Media users have also become the subject of policies. Media literacy policy
aims to teach citizens how to deal with media and recognise their negative
aspects.

— Technological convergence and internationalisation are broadening the
scope of media policy. The EU is pioneering this development and has
created an ambitious package of new rules in recent years.

2.3 Democratic Functions of Media

So what exactly are the functions that media perform to support the democratic
opinion formation process? In the scientific literature, media are assigned all sorts
of functions. Some of those functions are general in nature, because they cannot be
linked to a specific domain. For example, media researcher Nick Couldry charac-
terises media based on the ways in which they ‘represent’ society, ‘depict’ reality
and enable the ‘sharing’ of information.?! Other research focuses specifically on the
functions of journalism. Among other things, ‘information, research, analysis and
social empathy’ are identified as important distinctive contributions.??

In a previous report, the WRR identified six media functions: news services;
opinion formation and background; entertainment, art and culture; specific informa-
tion services; commercial expressions; and education.®® The significance of media
for democratic opinion formation is often represented by a triad of functions: an
information function, a watchdog or control function and a forum function.** This
report also recognises this triad, although we consider the control function in essence

31 Couldry (2019).
32 Schudson (2008).
33 WRR (2005).

34 For example, see Van Dijck etal. (2016): 85; Gurevitch & Blumler (1990): 269-289; Adriaansen &
Van Praag (2010): 241-272. The three functions were first defined in Wildenmann & Kaltefleiter
(1965). The European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) has developed three principles in its case
law that are strongly linked to the three functions mentioned above.
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to be a special type of information function. It refers to the process of monitoring
the functioning of influential parties in society, to which journalistic reporting is an
important contributor.

Information Function, Control Function and Forum Function

The most obvious function of media in a democratic society—and the one most
frequently cited—is to inform.*> Even in the most basic conception of democracy,
media are indispensable as a source of information to citizens and politicians. Scien-
tific studies show how this information is crucial for citizens’ participation in demo-
cratic processes. Topics that attract a lot of media attention are often felt to be impor-
tant by citizens and influence their voting choices in elections.*® The consumption of
news leads to more knowledge and promotes political participation.?” Informed citi-
zens are better equipped to translate their interests into political preferences and elect
the candidates that best represent their opinions and interests.*® Also note that infor-
mation stemming from society feeds back into the political domain via the media.
Media are an indispensable source of information for politicians and administrators
as well, which is illustrated by political agenda-setting research that highlights the
impact of media coverage on the issues that prevail on the political agenda.*

In many scientific studies, the information function of media is narrowed down
to that of the news services. News can be defined in different ways; on the basis
of editorial news values, on the basis of the perceptions of news consumers or as
the outcome of a selection process that is determined by the normative and personal
considerations of journalists.* If news is defined as the outcome of journalistic
choices and efforts, journalists have a great responsibility when it comes to the
democratic role of media. In this report, we do not question that responsibility.
However, we do believe it is important not to restrict information to news, and not to
consider the democratic functions of media as a task for journalists only. Having said
that, news and reporting obviously do have a special status when it comes to media’s
information function in relation to the democratic opinion formation process.

Information provided by media also supports control of those in power. Reports
about abuses can make or break careers—and most politicians and administrators
are acutely aware of that.*! Negative publicity can also have serious consequences
for companies: once a reputation is damaged, it often takes a lot of time and effort
to restore it even partially. This is why media are often referred to as ‘watchdogs’.*?
This control function comes into play when media—and journalistic media in partic-
ular—provide information that enables other parties to expose errors or abuses. A

35 Holbert (2005); Gans (2003); Kovach & Rosenstiel (2014); Strombiick (2005).

36 Geers & Bos (2017).

37 Curran et al. (2009); Chaffee & Kanihan (1997); De Vreese & Boomgaarden (2006).
38 Carpini & Keeter (1996), cited in Aalberg & Curran (2012): 3.

39 See for example research by Van Aelst & Vliegenthart (2014).

40 Harcup & O’Neill (2017); O’Neill & Harcup (2019).

41'van Aelst et al. (2008); Gans (2003): 79-82.

42 Adriaansen & Van Praag (2010): 266; Curran (2007).
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free and critical press is essential to bring abuses of power to light. Without this
institute, powerful actors such as governments or large companies might well be
tempted to cover up their failures. Besides institutional watchdogs, a democracy has
other parties that play a role in the critical monitoring of those in power. Examples
include whistle-blowers, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), think tanks and
researchers. However, these other parties often need the media to publicise their find-
ings among a wide audience. In other words, it is largely thanks to media attention
that abuses are exposed and the parties involved can be called to account.

Apart from transmitting information and critically monitoring those in power,
media have an important role as a forum for society. The focus of this forum function
is on providing a platform for the rich diversity of views, perspectives, interests and
ideas that exist among society’s members. This explains the long-standing atten-
tion for pluralism within the media landscape, based on the principle that it is both
impossible and undesirable for any single party to gather every point of view. Publicly
funded broadcasters in particular have an explicit task to contribute to pluralism by
representing a diverse range of perspectives.

In practice, media give shape to their forum function by addressing a range of
viewpoints in society in their reporting, but also, and particularly, by providing space
for opinions, columns and polemics. In this way, opinions on and from society flow
back into that same society through the media. This process enhances the diversity
of ideas in society and fosters the quality of the societal debate. Politicians, in turn,
can use media to learn about the views and concerns of citizens and take these into
account in their decision-making. In practice, the forum function and the information
function are inextricably linked: it is only often during the debate that it becomes
clear what information is relevant. In other words, decisions about who is given a
podium also affect the type of information that is highlighted by the media.*?

Key Issues in 2.3 Democratic Functions of Media

— Media have three democratic functions: an information function, a control
function and a forum function.

— Information function: media provide citizens and politicians with the infor-
mation they need for meaningful participation in democratic processes.
While this function concerns the media landscape as a whole, it particularly
applies to journalistic news services.

— Control function: media monitor the functioning of those in power and
expose abuses. They provide the necessary information that enables demo-
cratic control of power. In essence, the control function is a special type of
information function.

43 This has led Christopher Lash to argue that, in a democracy, the forum function of media is more
important than their information function, see Miiller (2021): 129.
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— Forum function: media offer a platform for the rich diversity of perspectives
and views in society. As such, they provide a space where the public debate
can develop.

2.4 Criteria for the Fulfilment of Democratic Functions

Exactly how the media fulfil these functions remains an open question. Media can
support the democratic process, but they can also undermine or disrupt it, for example
by disseminating biased or false information, by magnifying non-existent societal
divisions or by hounding politicians to the detriment of the political process. In
practice, the degree to which the media system is seen to function effectively and
serve the public interest strongly depends on what one believes is the essence of
democracy.** Those who consider consultation to be the core of democracy will
emphasise the importance of a reasonable and fact-based discussion. In contrast,
those who regard democracy as a means to ensure the separation of powers will
stress the risk of media developing into an uncontrolled power block themselves. In
short, there are various perspectives on what an effective media system is understood
to mean.

In this section, we identify four criteria that the media system needs to meet if it is
to support the democratic opinion formation process. We have extracted those criteria
from a combination of views on democracy. First, we discuss the criteria of inde-
pendence and reliability. In doing so, we use insights from deliberative democracy
theory, the core ingredients of which are communicative action and truth-seeking.
Next, we consider the importance of accessibility, relying on more agonistic views
that consider democracy as a form of peaceful conflict settlement. This approach
raises the crucial question of who is able to participate in the democratic opinion
formation process, and on what grounds. Finally, we discuss the criterion of account-
ability, which is of particular relevance when considering democracy a system that
ensures the separation of powers. Since an excessive concentration of power in the
hands of a single party or actor is undesirable, it should be possible for every player
within the system to be held accountable.

Before discussing these criteria in more detail, we need to make a few remarks.
First, it is difficult to translate such normative criteria into practice. For example,
while the independence of media is clearly important, how and at what level their
independence may be at stake and requires safeguards depends on the circumstances,
may vary per medium and is therefore not easily determined in a uniform manner.
Moreover, the four criteria mentioned above are closely interrelated. For example,

4 Ananny (2018): 11, ‘The media’s service to democracy requires a theory of democracy’.
Frequently cited works on the relationship between media and democracy include Ferree et al.
(2002); Strombidck (2005). This also applies to assessment criteria for effective democratic
government; see Bovens et al. (2008) and Meijer et al. (2018).
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media must be held accountable for the choices they make, precisely because they
have the freedom to pursue an independent course. In that sense, independence and
accountability are two sides of the same coin.

These criteria serve to assess the media system as a whole, rather than being a
yardstick for the measurement of individual scores. If one publisher or broadcaster
presents a one-sided view of reality, this does not necessarily pose a major problem
in the broader context. On the contrary, it can actually be an enrichment. However, if
the system as a whole produces such anomalies, citizens will not receive the pluralist
information they need, or will be presented with a distorted picture of the views that
exist in society. At that point, democratic opinion formation is at stake, as only a
limited number of voices are given the chance to be heard. In the end, what matters
is the functioning of the complex of actors and institutions that arrange the creation,
production and distribution of content for a mass audience.

In this context, we need to highlight pluralism as a fundamental characteristic
of a democratically functioning media system. This is why pluralism is explicitly
included in the Media Act. Pluralism is also an important and frequently cited prin-
ciple in journalistic codes and serves as a benchmark in media market take-overs.
Finally, pluralism is an important theme in the context of public broadcasting, in
connection with both supply (internal pluralism) and the presence of multiple broad-
casting associations (external pluralism).*> Even so, pluralism is not an autonomous
criterion within the assessment framework used for this report. If the criteria of that
framework are met, a pluralistic media system will follow.

2.4.1 Independence

Independence prevents media from becoming a mouthpiece for influential private
or political interests.*® Once media come under the influence of such interests, a
free exchange of information is no longer possible, and citizens are presented with a
picture of society that serves specific interests—often without them being aware of
it. Even the semblance of undue influence from external interests can be enough to
damage trust in media organisations. Moreover, such influence would also compro-
mise the democratic control of power, as whistle-blowers or informants cannot be
certain that their identity will remain confidential. Editorial boards and journalists
may come under pressure not to publish information that damages certain interests.
More broadly, pressure may be exerted on parties that publish unwelcome infor-
mation, question societal norms or present a controversial take on specific events.
Finally, and conversely, independence may also come under pressure when media
focus excessively on the general public, having their content governed by the wish
to serve as wide an audience as possible. Paradoxically, therefore, media should

45 Council for Culture (2014). Cf. Council for Culture (2005).
46 Karppinen & Moe (2016); Bennett (2015).
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maintain a certain distance from the public that provides them with their reason for
being.

The democratic importance of independence is rooted in the theory of deliberative
democracy, which holds that decisions should only be taken after extensive debate in
the public space.*” To ensure the success of this deliberative process, there must be a
‘power-free dialogue’ to ensure that decision-making is based on the best arguments,
rather than powerful influences or hollow promises. The underlying principle is that
every person who is affected by a decision should be able to make their voice heard
and that, in principle, all voices should have equal weight. A broad-based exchange of
proposals, information and motivations not only makes decisions more legitimate,
but also enhances their quality, as they potentially reflect a wider range of views.
Unequal treatment of citizens results in an impoverished public debate, as important
knowledge, information or viewpoints are systematically overlooked.*®

There are various ways to safeguard the independence of the media system.
According to the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, people
should be able to receive and impart information and ideas ‘without interference
by public authority’ and the ‘freedom (...) of the media shall be respected’.*’ As
regards commercial interference, there are national rules governing the market share
of media companies, such as Dutch competition law, which aims to prevent undue
concentration in the media market. The underlying notion is that the owners of large
media companies could potentially influence public opinion. One principle often
mentioned in this context is that media should have multiple sources of income.”®
Within media companies, there is a strict separation between commerce on the one
hand and journalism, opinion formation and fact-finding on the other. This editorial
independence is enshrined in the editorial statute.’' Additionally, there are codes of
conduct, advertising rules and laws, and an Advertising Code Committee to protect
citizens from commercial influences and enable them to lodge complaints against
advertisers. The publication of government information is also subject to rules. For
example, government bodies are required to disclose the amounts they spend on
information campaigns. Moreover, new rules are being drafted—also at the Euro-
pean level—on political advertisements, in addition to the existing regulation on
airtime for political parties. These measures aim to ensure that all political parties
have the same opportunities to attract the attention of potential voters, especially in
the run-up to elections.>

47 Habermas (2023b). For a brief summary of the main criticism of Habermas’ model of the public
sphere, see Dahlgren (2005).

48 Dahl (1989): 233, 339-340. Herzog (2023): 284 refers to ‘epistemic impoverishment’ when
groups of citizens are excluded.

49 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/pdf/text_en.pdf.

50 Trappel & Tomaz (2021); McQuail (1992).

5T Asscher et al. (2006).

52 For the rules governing airtime for political parties, see https://www.cvdm.nl/voor-mediamakers/
regelgeving/mediawet/zendtijd-politieke-partijen/. For the rules on political advertisements and on
micro-targeting in particular, see https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/202402231
PR18071/parliament-adopts-new-transparency-rules-for-political-advertising.


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/pdf/text_en.pdf
https://www.cvdm.nl/voor-mediamakers/regelgeving/mediawet/zendtijd-politieke-partijen/
https://www.cvdm.nl/voor-mediamakers/regelgeving/mediawet/zendtijd-politieke-partijen/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20240223IPR18071/parliament-adopts-new-transparency-rules-for-political-advertising
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20240223IPR18071/parliament-adopts-new-transparency-rules-for-political-advertising

30 2 Media and Democracy

2.4.2 Reliability

The second criterion that the media system should meet is reliability. This criterion
applies specifically to the journalistic core of that system, which serves as the prin-
cipal source of information on societal and political developments. Other common
terms in this context are ‘credibility’ and ‘trust’. We opt for ‘reliability’ because of its
association with the parties that produce and disseminate information, while ‘trust’
is more of a matter that concerns citizens. In many cases, citizens are insufficiently
capable of checking whether the information they receive is correct and whether
the perspectives offered by the media represent the full range of views in society.
Citizens often lack the necessary resources to verify the reliability of news, which is
why they need other instruments to legitimise their trust. What this usually comes
down to in practice is that citizens trust the news because they know and trust the
parties that produce it.>> This highlights the crucial importance of public trust in the
‘institute’ of journalistic media.

Like independence, the criterion of reliability can be traced back to the theory
of deliberative democracy, the key tenet of which is that debates in the public space
should focus on ‘truth’.>* Deliberation acts as a ‘filter’ for ‘cognitively correct and
sustainable solutions’ and forms a basis for the production of ‘rationally accept-
able results’.” Indeed, it is difficult to imagine how citizens could shape their lives
collectively in a world where all information is incorrect. Given the impossibility
of obtaining first-hand information about everything that is going on in the world,
media are an indispensable source of information.’® Even though journalistic media
are not infallible, their constant flow of information confirms our collective image
of reality.

This explains why it is important for media to apply certain ‘epistemic
measures’.>’ More specifically, these measures include the system of norms, routines
and textual conventions developed in the early twentieth century to substantiate jour-
nalism’s claim on truth and to separate journalistic reporting from political assertions,
fiction, propaganda, public relations and public information campaigns.”® These
agreements were laid down in journalistic codes requiring journalists to verify facts
and always to distinguish in their reporting between facts, assertions and opinions.>’
Additionally, they must observe a number of basic principles, such as protecting
sources; hearing both sides of an argument; publishing corrections; respecting the

53 Strémbiick et al. (2020).

54 Habermas (2023b): 101-105.

35 Habermas (2023a): 21. Cf. Herzog (2023): 21.
56 Goldman (1999).

57 Goldman (1999).

58 Broersma (2019): 163-164.

59 Examples include the Bordeaux Declaration, the Global Charter of Ethics for Journalists, the
Dutch Code for Journalism, the guidelines of the Press Council and the Dutch Association of
Journalists Code. Additionally, media sometimes use their own specific codes, such as NPO’s
journalistic code for all editorial teams within the public broadcasting system.
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privacy of victims, bereaved families, patients, suspects and perpetrators; and—
unless there is a significant public interest—refraining from using text, photos, videos
or audio recordings from the private sphere without the consent of those involved.
The Guidelines for Journalism in the Netherlands specifically highlight the need to
protect vulnerable groups, such as minors and those with an intellectual disability.®
Finally, journalists are required to be open about their work. In other words, they
should not hide themselves behind a different identity. Nor should they provoke
incidents in order to create news, steal information or take part in discussions anony-
mously.®! Supplementary to these sectoral codes, many individual media have also
adopted their own journalistic codes, which often reflect similar core values.®

2.4.3 Accessibility

The third criterion is accessibility, a concept with multiple dimensions.®> On the
supply side, a key aspect is access to the media system (public and private). On
the demand side, availability, accessibility and affordability are important. In sum,
accessibility refers to various aspects of the communication chain. Access to the
media system is crucial when considering democracy a model for peaceful conflict
resolution. According to this agonistic interpretation of democracy, conflicts are part
and parcel of political freedom and there should be enough space to accommodate the
wide range of values and interests of citizens.% In this context, access to the public
space cannot be taken for granted. The topics that are discussed, who is allowed
to speak about them, and in what manner are all subjects of constant controversy.
Since the design of the public space tends to reflect existing power structures in a
democracy, certain opinions and perspectives receive less exposure than others, no
matter how legitimate they may be.

Rather than being a product of rational deliberation, political change is brought
about by pressure, conflict and sometimes years of struggle by groups in society.
Conflict highlights the issues at stake, so there must be space for that. It is all right
if the public debate is fierce, as long as opponents remain legitimate participants at
all times.®

Not only factual reporting or rational argumentation contribute to democratic
opinion formation; subversive forms of communication, such as parody or satire, do
so as well.?® Tn addition, entertainment can encourage debate on moral and social

60 hitps://www.rvdj.nl/english/guidelines.

61 https:/nvj.nl/diensten/nvj-code.

62 For an example, see the journalistic code of Dutch current affairs programme Nieuwsuur or NPO.
63 De Pree (2005): 173-179.

64 Mouffe (2005).

65 Mouffe (2005).

66 Schudson (2020): 71; Dahlgren (2005).


https://www.rvdj.nl/english/guidelines
https://nvj.nl/diensten/nvj-code

32 2 Media and Democracy

values, and can affirm or critically question public norms.%” In other words: affective,
poetic, humoristic and ironic expressions have just as much power of expression as
factual ones.%® The controversy and outrage they can provoke are powerful tools to
engage people in political issues.®

On the supply side, access to the media system has traditionally been regulated by
the government, especially in the domains of radio and television. Those regulations
are laid down in the law. Pursuant to the Dutch Media Act, media supply ‘shall be
balanced, multiform, varied and of high quality’ and ‘reflect the variety of beliefs,
opinions and interests in the social, cultural and philosophical fields among the
population’ (external pluralism). This is also reflected in the criteria imposed on
new broadcasters. If they wish to join the broadcasting system, they must ‘aim to
represent particular social, cultural, religious or spiritual movements’ and focus ‘on
the satisfaction of social, cultural or religious or spiritual needs in society’. The Dutch
Media Authority acts on behalf of the Dutch government in the allocation of airtime
to local and regional broadcasters and in the auctioning of radio frequencies.

The situation of the press (publishers) is different. There are no specific regulations
for this market, with access subject only to competition. This is one of the reasons why
the nature of this market has changed so dramatically in recent years, especially as
a result of increasing platform-based distribution. Radio and television have proved
more resistant, as they still have their own distribution channels (ether and cable).
Even so, market access issues have emerged even in the radio and television domains.
First, radio and television are also, increasingly, connected to the internet and new
suppliers are entering the market (such as Spotify and Netflix). In addition, there are
new, pre-programmed interfaces such as smartphones and smart TVs that ‘insert’
themselves between users and media-content suppliers, leading users to alternative
content. Special attention should therefore be given to the distribution side, where—
in the case of cable companies, for example—must-carry obligations exist for certain
media content.”’ A second issue concerns citizens’ access to media. The freedom to
receive (or provide) information or ideas is part of the right to freedom of expression
and enshrined in international conventions. After all, it is of great importance for
the functioning and survival of the democratic system that every citizen has free and
equal access to public information.”! Several issues are at play here. To start with,
content should be visible and easy to find. This principle has come under pressure
from new recommendation systems and new interfaces between users and providers,
such as smartphones and smart TVs. In addition, citizens should be able to use
media effectively, which involves aspects such as ‘media literacy’ and digital skills.
Finally, there is a financial dimension to accessibility, as media produce information
that people must pay for. Ideally, in terms of content and quality, there should be

67 Curran (2019).Cf. Couldry (2019): chapter 3.
68 Boukes (2019).

69 Papacharissi (2015).

70 van Schelven et al. (2018).

71 Bardoel & Van Cuilenburg (2003): 262.
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no major differences between paid and free information. In both instances, it should
enable citizens to form a picture of reality and make informed decisions.

2.4.4 Accountability

The fourth (and last) criterion that we discuss here is accountability. Because media
fulfil three fundamental democratic functions, it is important that they are transpar-
ently accountable to the public. After all, media can exert significant influence on
the democratic opinion formation process. It is therefore essential that their power
is counterbalanced to a certain extent, to ensure that they perform their functions
properly and do not become disconnected from the democratic political system.’?

The media system should always provide enough space for a diversity of perspec-
tives, rather than a single representation of events or a single medium or genre to
convey information.”® The occurrence of an earthquake or the result of elections
can be ascertained as facts. However, the manner of reporting on the significance
and possible consequences of such events can vary tremendously, depending on the
perspective chosen. Media do far more than establishing facts, and by their choices
influence the course and agenda of the public debate. Moreover, because media them-
selves are part of society in various ways and often reflect existing power structures,
they can impede social and political change, for example by marginalising certain
voices, intentionally or not.”*

Due to their important role in political communication, media are sometimes
characterised as the “fifth power’, alongside the three powers of the state (legislative,
executive and judicial) and the civil service. As such, the principle of the separation
of powers demands that, in a democracy, the media themselves should be subject to
control and accountability rules, as they can be a power in their own right.”> This
is even more true when the media themselves are a party in the public debate.”®
Another risk is that too much influence ends up in the hands of a single media
player, for example as a result of market concentration. Finally, media may take an
unduly restricted view of their functions—for example when, as a public watchdog,
they mainly focus on incidents and scandals surrounding individuals instead of thor-
oughly investigating structures and institutions.”” The childcare benefits scandal in

72 For example, Precht & Welzer (2022) criticise the influence of German mass media, precisely
because of their failure to perform their control function effectively.

73 See McQuail (1987): 84-85 for an overview of metaphors such as ‘window’, ‘mirror’, ‘guide’
and ‘signpost’ to interpret the role of media.

74 Keane (2007): 39-50; Couldry (2019): chapter ‘Representing’; and Schudson (2020): chapter 4,
“The problem of media bias’.

75 Koinig et al. (2019), Poell (2020). Sometimes, the media are referred to as the fourth power.
76 Bardoel & d’Haenens (2004): Cf. Van Praag & Brants (2000): 249-250.
77 Dutch Council for Social Development (2003): 38.
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the Netherlands’® teaches us that journalists, as well as MPs, promoted the unduly
stringent implementation of anti-fraud policies, with profound consequences for
society.”” In practice, however, accountability and especially control are sensitive
subjects, due to the free and independent position of media. For this reason, the call
for media accountability towards society, the market or the state is often interpreted
as a form of media responsibility.®? This responsibility can be regarded as a type
of self-regulation, with media rendering account for the repercussions of their work
and operating in a responsible manner based on the professional codes and standards
discussed above (separation of facts from views, hearing both sides of an argument,
protecting privacy and sources etc.).

Accountability raises a number of questions. The first question is what exactly
media should be held accountable for: their journalistic choices or the more strategic
decisions at management level? Or for the extent to which they allow news content
to be determined by the number of clicks instead of by editorial values? The second
question is who media should render account to. In practice, media are accountable to
various parties, including press councils (Dutch Council for Journalism), regulators
such as the Dutch Media Authority, as well as citizens and politicians in a more
general sense.

One key ingredient of accountability is transparency—for example as regards
ownership relations, journalistic codes and editorial statutes, as well as annual finan-
cial and editorial reports. There is also a need for instruments to call media to
account and correct their actions. There are two axes for accountability: through
professional peers or through other bodies, which may be institutional or non-
institutional.’! Examples of professional (journalistic-institutional) accountability
include journalistic codes, appeal and objection procedures, and ombudsperson func-
tions at newspapers and broadcasters.3? For instance, the guidelines of the Dutch
Press Council specify that high-quality journalism should invite assessment and

78 The Dutch childcare benefits scandal refers to the political scandal concerning thousands of false
allegations of welfare fraud by the Dutch Tax and Customs Administration between 2005 and 2019.
The Tax and Customs Administration was especially criticised for discriminatory practices, with
parents with foreign backgrounds particularly prone to being wrongly accused. The severity of
the scandal resulted in the resignation of the third Rutte cabinet in 2021. A parliamentary inquiry
concluded that the government had violated the rule of law.

7 In its report Blind voor mens en recht (Blind to people and the law, 2023), the Parliamentary
Committee of Inquiry on Anti-Fraud Policy and Services reflects on the role of media and the
political agenda. The committee found that media devote more attention to conflicts and scandals
than to content-oriented (technical) debates on anti-fraud policies and social services. Additionally,
in section 9.5.4 of its report, the committee states that a self-reinforcing effect has emerged in the
media that has generated disproportionate attention to social services fraud. At the same time, the
committee notes in section 9.5.5 that media have contributed to exposing the childcare benefits
scandal.

80 Bardoel & d’Haenens (2004); McQuail (2003).

81 Bardoel & d’Haenens (2004).

82 De Haan (2019).
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deal with comments, reactions and complaints in an open manner.®? Public account-
ability entails answering to non-institutional parties such as NGOs, researchers or
citizens. By contrast, political accountability typically concerns compliance with
formal requirements.?* Finally, accountability also implies the possibility to demand
corrections and pursue legal action against media in cases such as libel.

Key Issues in 2.4 Criteria for the Fulfilment of Democratic Functions

— The media system should meet four normative criteria if it is to support
the democratic opinion formation process. These criteria are independence,
reliability, accessibility and accountability.

— Independence: the media system should operate independently from
external private or political interests in order to safeguard the free exchange
of information and control of power.

— Reliability: the media system, and journalistic media in particular, should
provide the most truthful and complete representation of reality as possible.
The producers of information should be able to enjoy legitimate trust by
demonstrably adhering to specific ethical rules in their journalistic practices.

— Accessibility: the media system should be accessible both on the supply side
and the demand side: new (public and private) parties must be able to join
the system, the public debate in the media should be widely accessible, and
high-quality content should be available, affordable and findable.

— Accountability: in a democracy, media are a power in their own right and
are therefore to be held accountable. This means, on the one hand, that
media should be transparent on how they operate, and, on the other, that
mechanisms should be in place with which media can be called to account.

2.5 Democratic Opinion Formation in a Pluriform Society

Finally, there are two more issues we need to discuss. The first is the issue of coherence
within the media system. How much space is there for dissenting views within that
system? The second issue is the balance between privately and publicly funded
providers. Is it possible to say what the ideal balance is, from the perspective of the
democratic functions that the media system is supposed to fulfil?

83 https://www.rvdj.nl/english/guidelines.

84 Based on the idea that digitalisation facilitates citizen involvement with media accountability;
see Palau-Sampio (2019).
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2.5.1 Shared Information Provision

This advisory report is based on a broad and pluralistic interpretation of the public
space and the media within it.> From a democratic perspective, a single integrated
public space with an associated code of conduct is undesirable, because it would not
sufficiently reflect the range of viewpoints that exist within society. For this same
reason, we also reject a media system that consists of a few dominant players only.
Differences in political orientation, social position and interests call for a plural-
istic public space that also includes specialised, possibly protected communicative
spaces.®® Spaces of this type are important, especially to ensure that minority groups
can share ideas and formulate standpoints among themselves, without immediately
attracting comments or criticism. Such ‘partial’ media are not strictly bound to the
‘balanced reporting’ requirement and have licence to present subjective information.
A striking historical illustration of this is the pillarisation along religious and socio-
political lines that existed in Dutch society until the early second half of the twentieth
century.?’

However, it would be equally undesirable, from a democratic perspective, to have
a public space that is fragmented into a multitude of enclosed and mutually isolated
information spaces. The pillarisation model worked because it was based on a combi-
nation of compliant citizens and political leaders who managed to come to agreements
despite their differences. Moreover, the pillarisation of information services was far
from absolute. For example, the Dutch News Agency (ANP), founded in 1934, served
as aneutral and independent press service for the entire country. After the pillarisation
system broke down and as competition increased, media were criticised for mainly
representing mainstream opinions and marginalising dissenting views. Around the
turn of the century, the expectation was that the internet and social media would
provide more space for new voices and alternative types of expression.® In practice,
however, these new media may contribute to how users are confined to a bubble, in
which they only meet and communicate with like-minded people.®

While most people like to know what is true and what is not and are prepared
to adapt their own views accordingly, this is not always how they act in practice.”®
For example, people are inclined to believe information that sounds familiar or trust-
worthy to them. In those instances, trust is the result of familiarity.”' People are
also more likely to accept evidence that confirms their existing views than evidence

85 Karppinen et al. (2008).

86 See Dahlgren (2005) for a brief discussion of the main criticisms of Habermas’ model of the public
sphere. Cf. Fraser (1990), who developed the concept of ‘counterspheres’ and ‘counterpublics’.

87 Herzog (2023): 284 argues that there should be enough mechanisms to move information from
closed spaces into the public space, and that subsequently the associated voices should also be given
a platform.

88 Poell et al. (2021): 159-160.

89 Dobber (2022).

90 For a clear explanation of this issue, see Van der Linden (2023): chapter 2, “The motivated brain’.
91 This is known as the illusory truth effect; see Van der Linden (2023).
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that contradicts those views (a phenomenon known as confirmation bias). Paradoxi-
cally, counterevidence can strengthen existing convictions. The internet, and big-tech
companies in particular, apply subtle strategies to capitalise on these mechanisms,
based on psychological insights and the profiles they have created of their users. In
this way, algorithmic content filtering and recommendation systems can push users
towards ever more polarising and extremist views, while in reality opinions are often
far less divided.”

The general conclusion we draw from this is that, in a democratic society, the
media system must have a shared core in the form of a space where citizens can
access and consult roughly the same factual information. Such a shared information
service is necessary to ensure a solid foundation for public debate. Incidentally,
that foundation itself is not carved in stone; it can change under the influence of
new insights and the views inspired by such insights.”> Even so, some degree of
consensus on the facts, and trust in the institutions that disseminate them, is essential
to allow competing views and rivalling claims on the truth to develop. Without such
a common framework, it would be impossible to make sense of more subversive
forms of communication, such as parody and satire.** If nobody knows what event
or public figure is being ridiculed, nobody will understand what makes it funny.

2.5.2 A Mixed Public-Private System

The functioning of the media system depends not only on the existence of a shared
basis of factual information, but also on the way the system is funded, especially
when it comes to journalistic media. From a democratic perspective, a mixed public-
private system is best qualified to ensure an effective shared information service.”” An
entirely private system is undesirable because of its links with economic power, espe-
cially in the case of strong media market concentration—even though such systems
tend to be more agile and innovative, and better capable of quickly responding to new
demands from society. On the other hand, an entirely public system is not ideally
qualified to call political powers to account. However, publicly funded media tend to
offer political information of better quality. In part, this is because public media can
afford to devote more airtime to news, while commercial media have more to gain
from providing infotainment and entertainment, which from a democratic perspec-
tive are less relevant to the political process. Moreover, in countries where public
media have a strong position, both commercial and public broadcasters are more
likely to offer primetime news programmes. In other words, competition with public

92 Den Ridder et al. (2023).
93 Verhey (2021): 35.
94 Herzog (2023): 283.

95 Aalberg (2017) offers a systematic overview of empirical research on this phenomenon,
comparing countries with a strong public broadcasting system (northern and western Europe) and
those without (United States, Canada, Australia, southern and eastern Europe).
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media encourages commercial media to present news programmes more prominently
as well (in terms of both channel and time slot).

Evidence for the superior functioning of a mixed media system is also found in
the extent to which citizens are informed about political matters.’® In countries with
a mixed media system, citizens are generally better informed about current events
(news) and politics, due to the broad availability of information. They also know
more about international news, for example, and are more aware of the viewpoints
propagated by their own political parties. This is because in a mixed media system,
citizens have more opportunities to encounter informative news simply because the
volume of news is larger. In countries with a media system that is predominantly
commercial, citizens must work much harder to find high-quality news. Only a limited
part of the population is prepared to make that effort. This means that countries with
a mixed public-private media system not only have more high-quality news and
information, but the media are also more effective in disseminating it. In doing so,
they reach a larger and more diverse audience.’’

Finally, the character of the media system also appears to influence the diversity of
online news. Online news that circulates in an environment where public media are
dominant is more varied in nature.’® Despite the rise of large international platform
companies, the status of the national media market and the way media—particularly
journalistic media—are funded are crucial factors in determining the extent to which
the media system fulfils the democratic functions of media identified in this chapter.

2.6 Democracy Under Threat?

So how does the digitalisation of the media system impact the way media fulfil their
information function and forum function? In the following chapters, we discuss the
transformation of the media system that has taken place over the past three decades.
Chapter 3 deals with the platformisation of the online public space as a result of the
rise and dominance of several very large platforms. Chapter 4 discusses the response
to this by media organisations, journalistic media in particular. Based on the two
preceding chapters, Chap. 5 identifies opportunities and threats. Opportunities arise
when developments make it more likely that certain criteria are met, thereby placing
media in a better position to fulfil their democratic functions. Conversely, threats
arise when those functions are endangered.

In this context, there are two important points to note. First, our analysis is an
assessment of opportunities and threats; it is not our aim to establish empirically

9 For an overview of the effects of news on people, see Gans (2003): 69-89.

97 Based on research into selective exposure to news among various groups in the Netherlands, Bos
et al. (2016) argue that a public broadcasting system with strong news programming has a powerful
connective effect at the national level.

98 Humprecht & Esser (2018). Their study focused on the United States, the United Kingdom,
France, Germany, Switzerland and Italy.
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to which extent media are currently fulfilling their functions. Indeed, we believe it
would be impossible to do so. What we can do, however, is use the empirical material
to present an analysis of opportunities and threats for the field of forces in which the
media operate. Second, we only discuss those developments that are most relevant
from a democratic perspective. Where necessary, we place those developments within
the context of the broader evolution of the media system. We expressly do not intend
to analyse the media system comprehensively or in great detail.
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3.1 Introduction

Digitalisation has radically transformed the infrastructure and operation of the public
space. The functioning of this online domain is strongly influenced by the services of
several global technology companies, referred to in this report as ‘platforms’.! These
include Alphabet Inc. (Google, YouTube), Meta (Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp,
Threads), Apple, Bytedance (TikTok) and X Corp (X), as well as a number of smaller

1 Poell et al. (2021) define platforms as ‘data infrastructures that facilitate, aggregate, monetise and
govern interactions between end users and content and service providers’. This definition aligns
with authoritative works by Tarleton Gillespie (2018) and José van Dijck (2013), among others,
who previously wrote critical reflections on the operation of platform companies.
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and less well-known companies.” Together, these companies form the backbone of
practically all activities conducted on the internet, giving them a central position in
the online domain. They aggregate and organise information by using their search
engines, content platforms, app stores and social media, as well as devices such as
smartphones and smart TVs.?

Additionally, platform companies facilitate online communication. By connecting
users and enabling efficient communications, platforms have become the venues
where, besides personal and business communication, most of the public debate takes
place. This central position enables platforms to generate user data on a massive scale
and exploit those data as a commercial asset, for instance in deals with advertisers.
Indeed, due to their dominant position, platforms seem to have become synonymous
with the internet. When we imagine the digital domain without platforms, all that is
left is a fragmented collection of services that nobody could access easily.

This chapter discusses these issues by zooming in on the ‘platformisation’ of the
public space: the process in which the economic, infrastructural and regulatory prac-
tices of platforms shape the provision of information and the public debate.* To that
end, we first discuss the changed digital infrastructures of that space. Next, we show
how platform companies use the central position they have obtained (Sect. 3.2).
In doing so, we discuss the revenue model of those companies (Sect. 3.3), their
role within the broader attention economy and the consequences for the online
organisation of information (Sect. 3.4), as well as the combined effects of these
aspects on interactions between users (Sect. 3.5). The central question in all of this
is how the control of the infrastructure of the public space by just a few global
commercial parties—which explicitly do not define themselves as media—impacts
the functioning of that public space.

3.2 Changed Infrastructures

In the online public space, a range of parties produce, share and use information,
including citizens, politicians, journalists and companies. In the days before the rise
of digital platforms, finding information online was not easy. The internet was vast,
unstructured and hard to navigate, as a result of which users could easily lose their
bearings. People could find the information they needed only if they knew where to
look for it. Platforms developed a variety of ways to solve this problem. First, they
introduced portals listing web addresses, followed by search engines. Next, they
developed large-scale interactive user interfaces on social media that present users
with content they did not even know they were looking for.”

2 Occasionally, Microsoft and Amazon are also counted among this group.
3 Samsung, Sony and Philips are dominant players in the smart TV domain.
4 Helmond (2015).

5 Napoli (2019: 22-42).
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Table 3.1 Characteristics of online aggregation in four phases

Development of | Instance | Aggregation method Examples

the internet

Phase 1 Portals Static user-generated list of websites with Yahoo!

hyperlinks

Phase 2 Search | Algorithmic selection of internet sources Google
engines | based on user queries Bing

Phase 3 Social Permanent flow of largely algorithmically TikTok, Facebook,
media curated and personalised bundles of content | Instagram,

YouTube, X

Phase 4 Al Integral tailored content based on ChatGPT, Llama

chatbots | information from the internet

We are currently witnessing a fourth phase, with Al chatbots ‘producing’ informa-
tion by extracting it from existing sources on the internet. In a previous publication,
the WRR referred to artificial intelligence (Al) as a system technology. This system
technology has the ability to improve itself and to enable innovation, which is set to
change society in a fundamental way.® The rapid rise of generative Al (GenAl) will
influence the platformisation of the public space even more profoundly. Generative
Al is a specific type of artificial intelligence that produces new content, such as texts,
images and audiovisual material. As such, its significance for the online information
supply is huge. Platform companies own the largest Al businesses and applications,
assets that are expected to strengthen their dominance further. The rapid rise of gener-
ative Al has raised all sorts of questions, for example concerning the reliability of the
content it produces. This is far from perfect, as the technology is prone to generating
so-called ‘hallucinations’. Other issues concern the large-scale and unauthorised use
of copyright-protected material, and the risk that the internet will become a polluted
source of information.” Table 3.1 presents a concise overview of the four phases of
development of the internet.

Aggregation and Organisation on the Internet

Parties such as Amazon, Netflix, iTunes and search engines such as Google originally
set out to bundle vast amounts of comparable information and making it available
to users in convenient chunks. By doing so, they aimed to maximise their scale of
operations in the shortest possible time. To achieve that, their strategy was to provide
as much information as possible—after all, there was no shortage of digital storage
space. While some of these companies have adopted more selective methods since,
their strategy reflected the importance of aggregation and findability in response to the
characteristics of the early digital information landscape. Google’s key product was
its search engine—a product that also generated vast amounts of ‘residual user data’
(data left behind by user behaviour), for example about their location, the websites

6 WRR (2021).
7 Schick (2020).
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they had visited and their search history. Once Google realised how valuable those
residual data were, the company changed its strategy. Not the search engine itself,
but the user data became the company’s most valuable product.

After the introduction of portals, search engines and major content platforms,
social media companies were the next big players that entered the online public
space. Social media companies aggregate the internet as a whole, with a focus on
users. Key to their success is their unique ability to combine personal and collective
interests. Social media users are able to link up with other users, ranging from personal
friends they also know from their offline lives to pop stars, politicians and media.
Social media companies gradually adopted ‘aggregation’ as the basis of their revenue
model as well, deriving their income—like Google and others—not from the users
themselves, but from the sale of data generated by those users. Since then, access to
information has been mainly provided through these companies’ platforms, which
has effectively put the open internet to an end.®

The above goes to show that, in a relatively short period of time, access to and
use of the internet has largely become controlled by platform companies. Platforms
are said to have ‘infrastructural characteristics’.” In addition to providing services,
they offer the infrastructure on which almost all activities on the internet take place.
The manner in which online content is presented, distributed and used, and the way
in which users interact, all depends on these channels. As a result, different types of
information have become intertwined. On the platforms, all information is reduced
to the generic term ‘content’ (see also Sect. 3.4.1). Besides search engines, content
platforms, app stores and social media, users’ attention is steered by the devices that
are needed to enter the digital information environment, such as smartphones and
smart TVs.

Aggregation and Organisation through Digital Devices

For information to be usable, it needs to be organised. This need for organisation
applies to all sorts of media, from the layout of newspapers to the timing and channel
allocation of television programmes. The digital environment is no exception to this
rule: without aggregation and organisation, the online domain would be a labyrinth
for users. The key question is who determines this organisation, and on what grounds.
In practice, all visible content is controlled by a range of parties that influence what
users get to see and hear. Not surprisingly, search engines and social media play a
pivotal role in the organisation of the current online information supply. We discuss
this in more detail in Sect. 3.4. Less well-known is that radio and television content
is also increasingly subject to platformisation.'® Platform companies try to oust
publishers from the market, for example by offering advertisers an alternative to
newspaper space and presenting users with all sorts of enticing information. Similar
developments can be observed in the broadcasting sector, with the rise of providers
selling their wares outside of cable and ethernet channels (such as Netflix, Apple TV

8 Zittrain (2009), DeNardis (2014), Mueller (2017) and Stikker (2019).
9 Poell et al. (2021).
10 Mazzoli & Tambini (2020).
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and Spotify) and in the use of devices with pre-programmed and cleverly designed
settings that lead users to alternative platforms.

The conditioning effects of technology and technological infrastructures have
been the subject of extensive research. Many studies have focused on how compa-
nies design and program technologies as effectively as possible to capture and retain
users’ attention.!! For example, smart TVs, smartphones and smart speakers have
a profound impact on the content we consume by increasing or decreasing the
visibility—and hence the findability—of that content (see Box 3.1).

Box 3.1 Device-Led Prioritisation

Smart TVs: Various parties are able to prioritise the content on smart
TVs.'? Electronics manufacturers can prioritise content by ranking channels,
by including programming guides and search functions and by designing hard-
ware, such as remote control devices with dedicated buttons that provide
direct access to the specific apps of providers. In turn, media producers can
promote certain titles within their apps, make recommendations, offer person-
alised interfaces, design search functions and catalogues, show popular content
(for example, the top 10 of most popular movies or series), announce new
productions and use automated play functions.

Smartphones: As with smart TVs, electronics companies can pre-install
certain apps on smartphones, a service they are paid for by platform companies.
Smartphone users are less inclined to change pre-installed apps (such as a
search engine or news service) than users of smart TVs.

Smart speakers: Users can also access media by means of a voice assistant.
Well-known examples include Alexa (Amazon), Google Assistant (Alphabet
Inc.), Siri (Apple), Cortona (Microsoft) and Bixby (Samsung). When you ask
an assistant to play news items or a documentary about elections, it will make
a selection from the range on offer. By doing so, it prioritises content. While
the use of voice assistants is still limited, the market is expanding quickly and
voice assistants are reaching a growing audience.

Car radios: Car radios account for a considerable portion of the reach of
radio as a medium. Since 2020, new cars in Europe are required to have a
built-in digital receiver. Digital car radios can also host Spotify, which pays the
control system designers to program its app as the standard gateway to radio
broadcasts.

The organisation of content is not only about the design of devices—of a remote
control, for instance—but also, and particularly, about the programming of content
and access to it. In the digital TV segment, parties are fighting for a place on the start
screen. The start screen and the apps featured on it are key to determining users’
choices regarding the environment they are about to enter. Apps are crucial to the

I Nielsen & Ganter (2022).
12 Based on Mazzoli & Tambini (2020: 34-39).
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‘customer journey’. The use of apps is part of the ‘wider industrial, economic, polit-
ical, social and cultural transformation of television due to the internet’.'? Because
of this transformation, a television today is no longer a stand-alone device, but is
connected to a branched and layered ‘ecosystem’ made up of software, devices and
platforms.'

Evidently, this development raises questions about the findability of other content
offered through television and/or the internet as a whole. Media companies are not
in a position to offer apps directly to customers; instead, they use app stores or
pay electronics companies to pre-install their apps on devices. Google and Apple
dominate the app stores for smartphones and tablets; smart TVs and digital media
players often have their own stores where users can download apps. In turn, the
design of an app store influences the findability of apps. Moreover, there is a strong
incentive for devices and apps to be offered in combination. For example, Apple TV
is pre-installed on Apple devices. In this way, companies prioritise their own services
over those of other providers.

Because of this integrated and mutually connected software and hardware, users
can easily become dependent on a single provider for their content (the lock-in
mechanism). Pre-programmed apps are attractive for users because of their user-
friendliness. At the same time, electronics manufacturers earn a lot of money by
pre-installing the apps of third parties.'> Another common strategy to draw users’
attention to specific content is to provide a remote control with pre-programmed
buttons on it, for example to open the Netflix app. While this type of vertical integra-
tion undeniably enhances user convenience, it also means that a shrinking number
of actors are able to influence the user’s ‘customer journey’—a development that
promotes online segregation. National and local media companies, as well as niche
media, are left out of the mutual deals these parties make. Given the global scale
of operations of companies such as Apple, Google, Netflix and Samsung, smaller
players simply lack the means to buy this type of access to viewers. '

In short, the infrastructures of the public space have changed drastically. On the
internet, platforms have become dominant players in the aggregation and organi-
sation of online content. The consequences are felt by all media organisations, but
by publishers in particular, as the importance of printed newspapers has declined
enormously. Radio and television still have their own infrastructures, which means
that platformisation is in a less advanced stage and technology companies are not as
dominant—at least not yet. However, major changes are taking place in that area as
well, as more and more content is accessed through digital channels as a result of the

13 Johnson (2020). According to Johnson, the use of apps illustrates the shifting strategies of media
and technology companies in today’s television industry and the associated logic of the platform
economy.

14 Hesmondhalgh & Lobato (2019).

15 Hesmondhalgh & Lobato (2019: 966-967). The British media watchdog has calculated that
in 2019, Google paid £1.2 billion for default settings in the United Kingdom alone. This equals
approximately 17% of Google’s total turnover in that country. The majority of that amount went to
Apple. See Mazzoli & Tambini (2020: 32).

16 Johnson (2020).
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deals that electronics companies make with platform companies to lure users away
from what regular media businesses can offer.

Key Issues 3.2 Changed Infrastructures

— Technology companies have designed infrastructures for the online organi-
sations of information and interactions between users.

— These infrastructures are so efficient, appealing and user-friendly that they
have become indispensable to the functioning of the public space. Most of
the public debate takes place on platforms.

— The companies behind those platforms control access to the public space
and organise the information circulating within it.

— This process of platformisation has serious consequences for the position
of publishers; radio (ether) and television are still commonly used infra-
structures. However, they too face increasing competition from technology
companies when it comes to the distribution of content.

3.3 New Revenue Models

As argued in Chap. 2, the public space needs an infrastructure. Without such an
infrastructure, people would not be able to communicate as a society. They would
receive little information, if any, about issues that are societally relevant and would
not know the varying views on those issues. Institutions are required to organise
the infinite flow of information and user communication. The fact that platform
companies have taken on this role is not inherently problematic. On the contrary, they
have developed highly efficient and intuitive (although not always privacy-friendly)
systems for that very purpose. The following sections revolve around questions about
how these platform companies fulfil their role. How do they shape their business
models and revenue models? And how do these models relate to the public function
that their infrastructures have?

3.3.1 Data as Currency

User data are important for media: they use it for targeted advertising, personalised
content, the improvement of services and—more broadly—to remain attractive for
new and existing subscribers. While the use of data in the media sector is not new,!”
the scale of data used in the online media landscape has expanded tremendously.
Data are also increasingly derived from media use across channels. At the same

17 Napoli & Roepnack (2018) and Couldry & Turow (2014).
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time, the digitalisation of the distribution chain has made it more difficult for media
companies to access these types of data. For publishers of newspapers and magazines,
the most significant competitors when it comes to data are, as pointed out above, the
international platform companies. The situation in the television sector is slightly
different, because other parties such as electronics companies are part of the value
chain there as well.

Behind the supply of television content, an increasing number of parties influence
what viewers get to see and how they see it. Parties fight for a position on the start
screen, as this is a crucial space where users’ attention is allocated as they choose
which environment to enter. For example, when users open an app of RTL, a Dutch
commercial channel, data on the programmes they watch are sent to RTL. If that app
is installed on a Samsung television, that company can also access the user data. For
instance, it can see who installed an RTL app and when this app was used. Lastly,
because Samsung televisions use Google’s Android operating system, Google is also
able to monitor viewing behaviour.

The rise of generative Al has made access to data all the more important. Tech
companies like Microsoft, which works together with OpenAl (ChatGPT), as well
as Alphabet Inc. (Google) and Meta, invest enormous sums of money in the sector.
Large Al models (foundation models) are trained on gigantic amounts of data to
learn them to perform a specific task. Content from media organisations is also used
to train generative Al models (see Box 3.2). Those media companies receive no
payment for the use of their content.

Box 3.2 Generative AI Learning on the Basis of Online Data

Tech companies are secretive about the training material they use for generative
Al An investigation by The Washington Post has shown that chatbots use texts
from ‘patented, personal and offensive websites’. Journalists of De Groene
Amsterdammer, a Dutch weekly, and researchers of the Utrecht Data School
discovered that Dutch chatbots are trained using private data, fake news and
copyrighted material, such as paywalled content of media companies.'®.

Multiple English and French-language media have indicated that they block
bots which copy and use content from other websites (a practice known as
‘scraping’). In the Netherlands, media companies Mediahuis and DPG Media
decided in September 2023 to take measures against OpenAl, the maker of
ChatGPT, which is using their content. They now provide their websites with
specific lines of extra code that block scraping practices.'”

Recent European initiatives aim to improve the protection of copy-
righted content. These initiatives include rules originating from the European

18 Privacy watchdogs in Europe have pointed out that ChatGPT uses internet users’ data without
permission, in violation of privacy laws. Hofman & Veerbeek (2023)

19 Verhagen (2023) and Tar (2023).
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Copyright in the Digital Single Market (CDSM) Directive and the Al Act. As
for the input required for training Al, the Dutch Copyright Act includes an
exception for the use of text and data mining. That exception, which is based
on the CDSM Directive, provides for the free use of data for scientific research.
In the case of commercial aggregation, rights holders are permitted to shield
their content. However, the CDSM Directive emphasises that data may only
be shielded if the copyright holders are able to demonstrate that their content
is being or is going to be scraped.’’

The AI Act, which was formally adopted by the EU Council in May 2024,
discusses the ways in which Al tools gather and use information. According
to the media sector, the transparency requirement in the Al Act is formulated
too broadly. The sector has called for a statutory requirement that enables a
more detailed assessment of how exactly data are used.>! However, providing
such detailed insights is difficult in practice. It is still unclear how regulators in
the Netherlands will enforce compliance with the transparency requirements
in the adopted Al Act.

Internet platforms such as Google, Instagram, Facebook and TikTok collect user
data by promoting numerous and long-term interactions on their own platforms.??
Such interactions are key to generating user data, which are then sold to advertisers
and other interested parties. To a considerable extent, therefore, companies such as
Alphabet Inc. and Meta can be regarded as advertising businesses operating on an
unprecedented scale. The enormous scale is evident in all aspects of their operations:
the numbers of users, the data that are gathered, the market power and the annual
profits. In this section, we consider how platform companies have come to dominate
the market for digital advertising. Later on in this chapter, we discuss the efforts of
platform companies to optimise user interaction with their platforms and what the
implications are for the information provision.

3.3.2 A Superior Advertising Model

Due to the vast amounts of data they possess, platform companies can make a calcu-
lated guess as to what their users are likely to be interested in. With their search terms,

20 Quintais (2023) and Heijdendael (2023a).

21 Quintais (2023) and Heijdendael (2023b).

22 In the literature, this data extraction is described in various ways. For example, Zuboff (2019)
uses the term ‘surveillance capitalism’, Couldry (2019) talks about ‘data colonialism’ and others
(including Mazzucato (2019)) refer to ‘technofeudalism’ (a term that Morozov, in turn, is highly
critical of). Core elements include the unequal balance of power between the large platform
companies and individual users, and the accompanying risks of power abuse and oppression.
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surfing behaviour and social media interactions, users leave extremely detailed data
trails that give the platforms a very precise idea of their personal preferences.?® This
knowledge extends far into the private sphere: platforms can even predict users’ polit-
ical preferences and sexual orientation, without much effort and with considerable
accuracy. In this way, platforms have come to play a pivotal role in the supply of data
for profiling purposes, using these data for targeted advertising and the technology
required to place those ads effectively.

In the early days of the internet, advertisers had a hard time finding relevant
audiences. There were numerous websites for which it was unclear which target
groups they served. Platform companies provide insight into user preferences by
collecting data and developing profiles on a massive scale. Advertisers use those
profiles to decide who they will show their ads to. Additionally, platform companies
sell their users’ attention by providing advertisers access to the locations where users
spend time, such as Facebook, X or Google’s search engines. In other words, they
also rent out the platforms where their users can be found. Finally, they often provide
the technologies that advertisers need for targeted ads, i.e. ads that are linked to the
users’ supposed preferences. In other words, platforms not only provide user data,
but also sell their users’ attention and add value by offering targeted advertising.

Search engines, and social media in particular, occupy a special position in the
advertising market because they do not produce content themselves: they effectively
serve as (empty) shop windows. With regard to social media, this enables them to
operate on a much larger scale than content platforms. After all, they do not have to
conduct prior checks on the material they circulate. Anyone can post material there.
If it is found to be unwelcome, it can always be removed later. It is precisely those
features that explain the tremendous worldwide appeal of social media and their
explosive growth. Given the huge and highly diverse user population, social media
have also become the preferred territory for advertisers to hunt for their audience.

In this context, the market for digital advertising broadly works in two ways:
through ads linked to queries (search advertising) and through ads that pop up
next to content the user is interested in (display advertising). Pre-classified ads and
other advertising expressions are only a small fraction of the total digital advertising
market. Table 3.2 summarises the shares of the two advertising methods.

The global market for online advertising has a very high degree of concentration,
with Alphabet Inc. (Google, YouTube) and Meta (Facebook, Instagram) controlling
more than half of it. Amazon is regarded as the rising star on the digital advertising
firmament. As the dominant player in the search engine market, Google receives the
majority of advertising revenues linked to queries (search advertising). Social media
platforms such as Facebook and Instagram (both owned by Meta) dominate the
market for display advertising, offering the environments where most internet users
can be found. The smaller players also include media companies, but their advertising
revenues depend in part on the aforementioned search engines and channelling of

23 The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) includes the right to be forgotten (Article 17).
This means that in a number of cases, companies are required to erase personal details if the data
subject asks them to do so.
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Table 3.2 Spending on digital advertising in Europe, 2023

Advertising method Domain/company Share?
Search Google 43.5%
Display Socials (Google, YouTube, Instagram, Facebook) 25.2%
Other® 24.7%
Classified Diverse 6.6%

8 Source TAB Europe 2023. Average of 28 European markets
b The shares of the various parties in this category depend in part on the extent to which search
engines and social media refer users to them

internet traffic through social media platforms. The biggest players in the advertising
market, therefore, are parties that do not produce any original content themselves.

The market share of these international companies has increased over the years. In
the Netherlands, approximately 70% of all advertising spending goes to the digital
advertising market.”* Some 80% of that amount is estimated to end up with the
big international players, compared with only 50% in 2015. We should point out,
however, that total digital advertising revenues in the Netherlands have grown signif-
icantly in absolute terms (from €1500 million to €3500 million). The main benefi-
ciaries have been the international platform companies, which have seen their adver-
tising revenues triple. Revenue figures for Dutch media companies have more or less
stabilised; they have not been able to benefit much, if at all, from the growth of the
digital advertising market.?

Key Issues 3.3 New Revenue Models

— User interactions on platforms generate vast amounts of data. Platform
companies analyse these data in order to make predictions about users’
preferences. Selling those data and associated services has become the
predominant business model of platform companies.

— With their predictions of user preferences, platform companies attract adver-
tisers that are linked to users. Due to their central position in the digital
infrastructure, Alphabet Inc. (Google, YouTube) and Meta (Instagram, Face-
book, WhatsApp) have been able to attract the vast majority of the digital
advertising market.

— Media companies have failed to benefit from the growth of the digital
advertising market.

24 Dutch Media Authority (2023: 17).
25 Dutch Media Authority (2023: 18).
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3.4 The Attention Economy

The digital economy is, to a large extent, an attention economy.?® This has conse-
quences for the type of information that circulates and is prioritised on platforms, and
for the types of interactions between users. User reactions always have a substantive
component: they comment on videos, news articles, statements by influencers or
significant events in the world. Consequently, there is a strong connection between
information and interaction. In this section, we direct our focus towards the online
exchange of information. The associated dynamics are discussed in Sect. 3.5.

3.4.1 Personalisation of Information

Data are key to the functioning of the online public space. Platforms gather data by
encouraging users to increase their screen time and online interactions as much as
possible. The great appeal of platforms lies in their ability to offer users a personalised
experience. People are exposed to information they did not even know interested
them. Due to the scale and operating method of platform companies, that personalised
experience is characterised by a mixture of different types of information. In addition,
emotionally charged and/or extremist content tends to be most visible, as this type of
information is the most successful in attracting and holding users’ attention. Platforms
do not aim to offer users the best possible information, but to generate as much
advertising revenue as possible.?’

Algorithms are not neutral. They classify, filter and prioritise information on
the basis of system values and user preferences. At each platform company, the
design and development of algorithmic recommendation mechanisms are subject
to countless decisions. The way in which those algorithms are trained is not trans-
parent, except to the platform companies themselves. There are considerable differ-
ences between social platform companies in this regard, for example in terms of the
way political news is presented. Although media and individual journalists main-
tain an active presence on social platforms, information from journalistic media
is generally pushed to the margins there.”® The following mechanisms prioritise
content: the system of personalised recommendations based on individual user data
on preferences, interests and consumption patterns; data on preferences, interests and
consumption patterns of other users (user profiles); and data on the user population

26 Wy (2017).
27 Van Dijck et al. (2018).

28 Rogers (2021). On TikTok, political information mainly takes the form of parodies; 4chan and
Reddit discredit political news and direct users to influencer posts and extreme content on YouTube;
X favours subjective information; on Facebook, references to political news from mainstream media
are decreasing; on Instagram, influencers dominate instead of experts or journalists; and in Google
Web search, sources of interest groups are generally easier to find than official, verified sources.
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as a whole.?® Google’s search functionality weighs multiple factors before deciding
which information to present. Although relevance and quality carry much weight in
this process, it remains unclear exactly how the search function works and to what
extent values such as diversity and pluralism play any role in it.

The recommendation system designed by platform companies has created an
environment in which various types of information and genres have started to mix.
Platform timelines feature a blend of personal stories, other people’s comments, news
messages, videos and Al-generated photos. Of course, the internet has always been
an environment where information is ‘ambivalent’ in nature, due to the use of irony,
jokes and permanent mutual response options. As a result, it has become increasingly
difficult to trace the original source of online content and to establish the motivation
behind its creation and distribution.* In the literature, this phenomenon is known as
‘context collapse’.’!

When messages or individuals are separated from their specific context, users can
attribute meanings to them that they originally never had. The result can be funny and
stimulate creativity, but it can also cause all sorts of misunderstandings and needless
controversies. In such a setting, it is appealing to dismiss all content, including factual
and journalistic information, as mere personal opinion, because all sorts of content are
presented in the same way. Context matters a great deal for how we see and approach
the world. It makes a huge difference whether we are at home, in the office, on a train
or on the beach. Likewise, the social dimension is relevant: are we communicating
with our parents, children, colleagues or with a stranger in the street?32 In an online
environment, and on social platforms in particular, such contexts tend to blur and
communication becomes ‘context-free’. In a way, everything is reduced to one and
the same—single—dimension.

News

These dynamics also affect the visibility of news in the online domain. There is a vast
body of research examining the ways in which news organisations make decisions on
the issues they report on, with a main focus on identifying the values that constitute
the newsworthiness of information.** The outcome of editorial decisions depends on
a complex set of individual, organisational and institutional factors. The criteria for
newsworthiness are based both on the priorities of the editorial staff themselves and
on what they expect their audience wants to read. In the analogue era, news editors

29 Martin & Dwyer (2019: 34), Napoli (2019: 77-79) discusses a similar schedule, comprising five
steps.

30 Karpf (2017), Phillips (2015), Phillips & Milner (2018), Wiggins (2019) and Chadwick 2019.

31 Boyd (2008), Marwick & Boyd (2011, 2014), Papacharissi (2012), Vitak (2012), Wesch (2009),
Davis & Jurgenson (2016) and Szabla & Blommaert (2020).

32 Goffman (1959), Gil-Lopez et al. (2018) and Brandtzaeg & Liiders (2018).
33 Boyd (2010) and Brandtzaeg & Liiders (2018).

34 Harcup & O’Neill (2001). For an overview, see McCombs (2014). The case study by David
Manning White from 1950 on ‘Mr Gates’, an editor of a US newspaper, is a classic in this regard.
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knew relatively little about the audience’s preferences, so their own news values
carried relatively much weight.®

Platforms distribute news content on the basis of a number of steps that are influ-
enced by user preferences and by considerations regarding advertising potential.
This means that platforms apply different criteria than news organisations when
deciding which information to present to users. During the past decade, they dras-
tically changed those criteria by adopting the popularity of content as their guiding
principle (see Box 3.3).

Box 3.3 Popularity as a Selection Criterion

Facebook initially presented news messages in chronological order, but intro-
duced algorithmic curation in 2009. The popularity of messages, measured in
terms of the number of reactions they generated, became the decisive factor.
Due to the rapid development of this particular selection system, by 2013 the
number of weighting factors had increased to over a hundred thousand.?” Social
media platforms such as X (since 2016), Instagram (since 2016) and YouTube
(since 2012) are now using similar models for the presentation of news items.
Since then, there has been a constant flow of messages ‘going viral’.

Unsurprisingly, the criteria that Facebook uses match traditional news values
only to a very limited extent.’® While there is some overlap regarding the
presentation of the ‘latest” material and information that matches the users’
local environment, factors such as liking messages, posting comments and
sharing activities hardly qualify as proxies for newsworthiness. Facebook’s
news values mainly stress the personal significance of information, whereas
news organisations focus on its societal relevance.

3.4.2 Filter Bubbles and Micro-Targeting

The fragmentation and personalised presentation of online news also comes with
other consequences. It has been argued that users run the risk of getting locked into an
online bubble with like-minded people. In this bubble, they are no longer confronted
with diverging viewpoints, especially political ones.* This lack of information diver-
sity, so the argument goes, promotes polarisation and erodes social cohesion, with

35 See e.g. Gans (1979) and Tuchman (1973) and (2013).

36 Martin & Dwyer (2019: 34). Napoli (2019: 77-79) also discusses this process, distinguishing
five steps.

37 In Napoli (2019: 35).
38 presentation of this study in Napoli (2019: 62-63).

39 In 2001, Cass Sunstein coined the term ‘echo chamber’ in this context. In 2011, internet activist
Eli Pariser added the term ‘filter bubble’.
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negative consequences for our democracy.*’ Around the turn of the century, the focus
of this debate was primarily on the use of search engines, but it has since expanded
and now mainly focuses on social media use.

Concerns regarding such filter bubbles must be put into perspective.*' The empir-
ical evidence for the existence of filter bubbles and their social and political effects
is contentious.*?> At the same time, it is undeniable that small ‘bubbles’ exist on the
fringes of the ideological spectrum where people find confirmation and reinforcement
of their existing viewpoints.** There is little evidence that people are only exposed
to the sources they prefer. At the same time, it has become easier to avoid the voices
expressing different ideological orientations. It is also true that fast and orchestrated
mobilisation fuelled by emotional upheaval leads people to unite more rapidly than
was previously the case.

On the internet, it is easy to find opinions that match one’s own world view.
This becomes problematic when this view is strongly biased or factually incorrect.
Such views tend to get corrected in an individual’s immediate social environment;
for example, by friends or family members. The threat of exclusion causes social
pressure to adjust to the norm. For example, during the recent pandemic, many
COVID-19 sceptics became isolated due to divergent views for which no factual
proof existed.** This type of correction is absent on the internet, where individuals
can easily find like-minded people who confirm and appreciate their views. When
such views are strengthened under the influence of biased information and conspiracy
theories, the people concerned will develop views that are hardly reconcilable with
other perspectives in society.*> What makes it an even bigger challenge to democracy
is that those groups largely operate under the radar, partly due to the closed and often
opaque nature of the platforms they use.

3.4.3 Micro-Targeting

One final risk associated with the revenue model of platforms is that the user profiles
they develop can be used to exercise political influence. The precision with which
platform companies can place targeted ads has also aroused the interest of other
actors, and of politicians and political parties in particular.*® Moreover, the possibility

40 Zuiderveen Borgesius et al. (2016: 3, 4).
41 For references, see Chadwick (2019: 10).

42 Ross Arguedas et al. (2022), Bruns (2019), Moller (2021). Specifically for the Netherlands, see
Zuiderveen Borgesius et al. (2016) and Moller et al. (2019).

43 Moller (2021).

44 See also SCP (2023).

45 Méller (2021) and Térnberg (2022).
46 Dobber et al. (2023).
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for information to go viral has made the system vulnerable to manipulation. The Euro-
pean Commission has recently introduced new legislation on political advertising to
regulate practices such as micro-targeting (see Box 3.4).%

Box 3.4 Micro-Targeting

Micro-targeting offers several key advantages over traditional propaganda
methods. The possibility to tailor one’s messages to the characteristics of
specific subgroups in society makes it more effective. For example, a person
who fears immigration can be targeted with ‘news articles’ describing the
arrival of tens of thousands of migrants. Micro-targeting is also more efficient
than traditional methods because it makes it very easy to adapt or replace
messages. Additionally, it allows actors to operate under the radar, which is
relevant when it comes to the spread of disinformation. In the online world,
it is quite complicated to trace the origin of messages, making it difficult to
attribute them to specific sources. Furthermore, the selective use of disinfor-
mation makes it hard to detect online propaganda. Finally, micro-targeting is
attractive due to the growing array of techniques it can be combined with,
including deepfakes, which cause confusion and undermine trust.*

Key Issues 3.4 The Attention Economy

— To a significant extent, the public space operates in accordance with the
rules of the attention economy. As a result, emotionally charged or extreme
content tends to dominate because this attracts and retains users’ attention
the most, generating the highest profits for platform companies.

— Platform companies organise information on the basis of popularity, pushing
context into the background. This also affects the distribution of news items.

— There is little evidence for the existence and effects of ‘filter bubbles’.
However, the internet offers plenty of opportunities for people to find like-
minded voices.

— The personalisation that is key to micro-targeting makes it an attractive
approach for propaganda purposes.

47See  https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20240223IPR 1807 I /parliament-ado
pts-new-transparency-rules-for-political-advertising and https://www.eerstekamer.nl/eu/europeesv
oorstel/com_2021_731_voorstel_voor_een/document/f=/vlphglqqzyvg.pdf.

48 O Fathaigh et al. (2021: 862-866) and Chesney & Citron (2019).
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3.5 Decentralised Production of Information

Finally, the threshold for the production and distribution of content in the online
public space is very low. Anybody can produce content, and distribution is cheap. As
the online public space is filled to the brim with information coming from an infinite
number of sources, everybody can find something to their liking and no longer
needs to depend on the agenda of traditional media companies. The decentralised
production of content is not subject to any journalistic codes or rules. As a result,
the public space has become extremely diverse, but also loud and heated. Platforms
find themselves under increasing pressure—from regulators and legislators, among
others—to act as moderators and referees, which is at odds with their revenue model.

3.5.1 The Internet as an Emancipatory Force

For a long time, the internet was seen as an emerging emancipatory force that would
serve the public interest all over the world. The idea was that by giving people a voice
and connecting them with each other, the internet would have a democratising effect.
The authors of The Wealth of Networks* and Here Comes Everybody,” for example,
argued that specific online social tools would enable people to organise themselves
more effectively than before. The internet was expected to create a new online public
space where users could connect and engage in discussions more easily, quickly and
cheaply than in the analogue era. This promise gained new appeal with the rise of
social media, as these made it even easier for citizens to participate in a practical
sense. Social media have changed the role and position of users in three ways: users
can produce information themselves; they can communicate more easily on a large
scale through both open and closed platforms, such as Telegram and Gab; and they
can engage in collective action facilitated by social media. At the same time, it is
important to bear in mind that these platforms were not specifically designed for
political purposes, but that their structure and design are aimed to make users spend
as much time on the platforms as possible, because that will generate the most data
and the highest profits.>!

With its current design, the internet offers unprecedented possibilities for people
to post and spread information. Individual citizens, lobby groups, news media, busi-
nesses, action groups, think tanks: in effect, anyone who has access to the internet can
produce content. In the superabundance and infinite diversity of online information,
the content of regular media organisations—and of news media in particular—loses
its distinctive status. It has become part of an incessant flow of information. Media
organisations are now more or less on a par with parties that produce and distribute

49 Benkler (2006).
50 Shirky (2008).
51 Couldry (2015: 619-620); see also Napoli (2019: 48-52).
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information with entirely different interests and motives. Lastly, users have an ever-
growing role in the online prioritisation of content because they are able to share
information themselves. According to various authors, news sharing has actually
precipitated the decline of the influence of news media and of the economic model
that supports their production, while promoting the spread of junk information, hate
speech, misleading information and propaganda.’?

These developments can be considered as a process of disintermediation, i.e.
the elimination of intermediaries.® Users can produce and/or spread information
without any editorial intervention. Indeed, for some time it was thought that the
distinction between media producers and media users would eventually disappear
altogether, or at least be significantly blurred.’* To some extent, this is indeed the
case. However, there still is an element of control, but now by algorithms that are
fed by user behaviour and designed and trained to optimise specific outcomes. In
this regard, platforms have assumed a role comparable to that of media companies,
but the way they fulfil it is different as it is based on the revenue models discussed
above.»

Platform companies often suggest that human judgment plays no role whatsoever
in the content they present. They do not define themselves as media companies, but
rather as tech companies that only redistribute content.® That content, they claim,
is nothing but the product of algorithms and data-driven technologies that filter,
categorise and classify information. According to this vision, users—in conjunc-
tion with their social networks—dictate the content they consume, with the platform
merely serving as a neutral facilitator. However, platform companies are not neutral
conduits for information. There is a vast body of research focusing on the ways plat-
forms handle information. We highlight two elements here. One is the shift from man
to machine in editorial decision-making. Practically all internet platforms have tran-
sited to systems that allow algorithms to determine what specific content users are
presented with. A platform like TikTok uses artificial intelligence for this purpose by
default. The second element concerns the timing of a platform company’s interven-
tion in the information flow. Streaming services such as Netflix and Spotify decide
in advance which content they offer on their platforms. They employ a large number
of human ‘editors’ to make those decisions. Filmmakers and musicians cannot reach
viewers and listeners without this editorial ‘mediation’. The situation at platforms
such as Facebook, X and YouTube is fundamentally different; they allow anyone to
launch their own page, account or channel to reach an audience. What little informa-
tion or message moderation those platforms perform is mostly done afterwards, based

52 Martin & Dwyer (2019).

53 See Verhulst (2007).

54 This development is echoed in old concepts such as ‘prosumer’ and ‘produser’, see Bro and Wall-
berg (2014). Terms used in reference to journalism included ‘participatory journalism’, ‘interactive
journalism’ and the more general ‘co-creation’, describing novel interactions between journalists,
sources and the general public as a result of the new technological opportunities offered by the
internet.

35 Cf. Napoli (2019: 58-66).

36 Napoli (2019: 5-14), Gillespie (2010) and Van Dijck (2013).
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onreports by users.”’ Since social media platforms only check afterwards whether the
information uploaded by users meets their standards, there are many cases in which
unlawful and undesirable content circulates for a while before it becomes clear that
intervention is necessary. By then, it is next to impossible to remove the information
from the internet permanently. Many of the problems surrounding disinformation,
online propaganda and online hate speech can be attributed to this dynamic.

3.5.2 Connective Action

Platformisation has given rise to a society in which ‘governments, businesses, lobby-
ists, candidates, churches, and social movements deliver information directly to citi-
zens.”>® This model undermines the central position that professional news organisa-
tions traditionally occupied in the information environment. In the current situation,
parties with political, commercial or other interests have taken over the media’s role
as producers and distributors of information. As a result, the distinction between
information from these parties and journalistic content has become blurred. Exam-
ples of these blurred lines include politicians with large numbers of followers on
X, influencers reaching millions of people or municipalities communicating with
citizens directly using social media.’ Social media enable people to connect faster
and on a much larger scale than in the offline world. Additionally, social media are
a key factor in new forms of social mobilisation, which, in a reference to the history
of social movements, is also known as ‘connective action’.%

There are countless examples of connective action, but their nature varies consid-
erably. On the one hand, social media have made it possible for all sorts of social
injustices and abuses to emerge on the public agenda, precisely because this process
could take place without a whole series of editorial interventions. It has allowed
citizens to express their concerns or commitment simply by clicking a button. This
‘hashtag activism’, which played a role in movements such as Black Lives Matter
and MeToo, is without doubt one of the main success stories of the platformisation
of the public space (see Box 3.5). However, the fact that people can easily find each
other and that messages can quickly go viral also has its downsides. These dynamics
can engender new divisions and exaggerate existing ones. Moreover, participants in
the public debate risk receiving an avalanche of hate messages and threats, often also
originating from trolls.!

57 There is a third model, which is mainly used by the more closed channels such as WhatsApp and
Telegram. These channels have a structure whereby administrators can determine themselves who
is to be admitted to the group, ensuring that information is not publicly accessible.

38 Schudson (1995: 1); cited in Bro & Wallberg (2014: 7).

9 On the role of influencers, see Bergstrom & Belfrage (2018).

0 Bennett & Segerberg (2013).

61 Han (2022). In this context, the author uses the term ‘shitstorms’.
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Box 3.5 The Black Lives Matter Movement

Black Lives Matter (BLM) is a decentralised movement dedicated to reforming
the American criminal justice system. BLM is one of the most long-lived social
movements on social media. It has been successful in making marginalised
voices heard through social media, partly through the use of the hashtag #BLM.
The movement informs the general public about institutional racism and police
violence in the US.

The movement began in 2013 after George Zimmerman had been acquitted
of manslaughter of a black teenager, Trayvon Martin. The three women who
started the hashtag and the BLM social movement expanded the BLM network
during 2014-2016. In that period, numerous demonstrations and protests were
staged across the US in response to the deaths of black Americans as a
result of police violence, for instance in the town of Ferguson. The move-
ment was revived in 2020 during protests against the manslaughter of George
Floyd by police officer Derek Chauvin. In that same year, the protests in the
US sparked demonstrations all over the world denouncing racism and police
violence — including in the Netherlands, where the BLM protests promoted
public awareness of institutional racism.

Due to the massive scale of online communication, hate speech can be more
damaging online than it was in the analogue era.%’ Previously, hateful expressions
barely surfaced because the people uttering them lacked the means to reach a mass
audience. Social media in particular have the capacity to make messages go viral and
help them reach very large audiences in very little time. Another important factor,
already mentioned above, is the fact that social media hardly check information in
advance. Additionally, it is almost impossible to remove content (including hateful
content) from the internet. Owing to this fast and practically cost-free distribution,
the anonymous nature of the internet and its extensive scope, information can stay on
the internet for ever, even if it is evidently false or harmful. The result is an extreme
lack of balance. For victims of such information—whether they are individuals,
organisations or public entities such as municipalities—removing this content often
comes with high costs, not only financially, but also in terms of time. In other words,
rectification is a highly underdeveloped phenomenon in the online world.%

An important additional factor in this context is the fact that participation in online
communication is largely based on anonymity, which is reflected in the behaviour of
users.®* People are largely able to hide their identity, location and activity, although
there are differences between platforms in this regard. For example, while X and
Reddit provide a relatively high degree of anonymity, Facebook shares more user

62 Tgasi & Juanatey (2016).
63 Klonick (2016).
64 The subsequent explanation is based on Tucker et al. (2018).
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details that may shed light on the context of a conversation.®> Moreover, users of
online forums generally receive fewer cues about the responses of participants, simply
because they do not see those participants, or only in part. The fact that many online
environments allow users to remain anonymous has an impact on the quality of
the discussion. Such environments can encourage transgressive behaviour, insults,
swearing and incitement.°® When online, people tend to express themselves in far
more extremist terms than they would in their offline daily lives. Another factor that
fuels hate speech is that the anonymous nature of online expressions complicates
criminal prosecution, which may give users a sense of impunity. On the other hand,
anonymity and pseudonymity provide protection for people who wish to make critical
statements in autocratic regimes or who prefer to form opinions within their own
circle first.

All in all, social media have evolved from a democratic force into an instrument
for actors who aim to undermine the free exchange of information and opinions.
Social media have proved to be very useful tools to silence others or exclude and
discriminate against groups. Not surprisingly, authoritarian regimes deploy social
media to threaten or silence dissidents. They do this not only by tracking users,
but also by flooding their timelines with ‘alternative’ information, making critical
messages impossible to find. This new form of censorship strategically exploits the
algorithms designed to prioritise the latest content or highlight the most widely shared
posts.

3.5.3 Platforms as Referees

Platform companies are expected to act as referees. They have to decide which
information on their platforms is acceptable and which is not. The fact that these
companies are commercially driven should not be an impediment to this. Likewise,
commercial news organisations serve as institutional carriers of journalistic media,
whereby editorial decisions are detached from commercial considerations. However,
platforms see themselves as tech companies that have no editorial responsibility
for the content they provide. They lack intrinsic motivation to moderate content.
Their willingness to intervene increases when their revenue model is endangered, for
example when advertisers and users go to competitors because of offensive content
or an unsafe environment. The EU in particular has been putting pressure on the
very large platform companies for years in order for them to increase their efforts
in content moderation and to respond to signals from governments and civil-society
organisations about disinformation. These pressures have resulted in a solid set of
regulations to be discussed in the next section.

65 Today, anonymity has become almost synonymous with social anonymity. Technically, full
anonymity online is practically impossible because user data and IP addresses can be traced, for
example by tracking services and plug-ins provided by social media platforms.

66 EPRS (2019: 18); Papacharissi (2004).
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All platforms struggle with the scale on which they have to filter information.
Added to that, they deal with various kinds of audiences and country contexts due to
their transnational presence. It is a challenge to adjust to all different cross-national
differences, including cultural preferences and sensitivities. This is one of the reasons
why platforms, when pressured by regulation, tend to make conservative choices
in content moderation, removing more content than strictly necessary.®” When it
comes to the practicalities of moderation, platforms rely on algorithmic curation
and human moderators in low-wage countries such as Thailand and the Philippines.
Many of these moderators develop serious mental complaints owing to the many
hours of exposure to pornographic material, violence and other types of extreme
content.®® The referee role raises questions regarding the freedom of expression,
transparency about decisions and the possibility to appeal them. Platforms can deny
access to users who fail to obey the rules, i.e. the conditions for use that people have
to agree with if they want to use a platform’s services.®” Even though this concerns an
agreement between the platform and the user, blocking an account is a controversial
step. Platforms have been known to take joint and orchestrated action to push certain
actors to the fringes of the internet. In such cases, in addition to being denied access
to one specific platform, users are blocked from a whole range of online services.
For example, their social media account is suspended, and they cannot access app
stores or payment services such as PayPal or crowdfunding. This is precisely what
happened to Russia Today and Sputnik; after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, these
actors’ apps were no longer available for users in the EU.

The point is not whether that decision was legitimate or not, but that platform
companies have the power to decide who is and who is not given a podium. According
to the Dutch court, the freedom of expression does not imply that everybody is entitled
to a forum of their own choice.”” Platforms are free to decide how to shape their
policies. Until 2016, deleting posts and blocking accounts was primarily a strategy
to discourage users from posting illegal content, such as pornography, terrorist threats
or copyright-protected material. In the aftermath of the 2016 US elections and Brexit,
attention has expanded to fake news, disinformation, incitement to hatred and so-
called toxic content. Content that is often associated with far-right and alt-right
movements. As a result, this strategy currently covers a wide range of expressions
and is applied across the broad cultural domain that also includes social media.

This development raises fundamental questions about the regulation of the online
public space—not just the space on individual platforms, but the space these platforms
create collectively and even the internet as a whole. In the current situation, big
platform companies jointly decide who can stay connected to the core of the internet

67 Poell et al. (2021) and Kaye (2019).
68 Roberts (2019).
9 Rogers (2020).

70 Chavannes et al. (2023). The court’s decisions concerned disinformation related to the COVID-19
pandemic.
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and who should move to a space in the margins.”! It is not clear however how
they arrive at such decisions, nor is there any public accountability in this regard.
This is why some researchers call for a new approach to the influence of platform
companies on society, and on the media sector in particular.”? The impact of platforms
has economic as well as societal components; after all, citizens and indeed entire
societies depend in many respects on the services those platforms provide.”?

Key Issues 3.5 Decentralised Production of Information

— Disintermediation: users can produce and/or spread information on the
internet without editorial intervention.

— Editorial decisions are no longer made by humans, but by machines. Plat-
forms have transited to systems that allow algorithms to determine what
specific content users are presented with.

— Content moderation mainly takes place after posting. Many of the prob-
lems surrounding disinformation, online propaganda and hate speech can
be attributed to this practice.

— Platforms are charged with a role as referee in the public space. They take
up this role under pressure from national and international authorities.

3.6 Regulation

The platformisation of the online public space has become a subject of fierce polit-
ical and societal debate. Legislation that regulates the online public space in the
Netherlands was introduced in response to the Directive on Electronic Commerce,
in 2000.7* The societal role and impact of online services have grown enormously
since then, which explains the quick succession of EU directives and regulations in
this domain. Many parties agree that a more substantial catch-up is needed, along
with rules that are specifically tailored to a number of digital services, threats and
dilemmas. Relevant in this context is the digital EU regulation to protect news media
given their crucial role for democracy, which fits with the European agenda focusing

71 In addition, there is a debate about the effectiveness of this strategy: is it helpful to deny certain
actors access to the major platforms? And do we really wish to allow a parallel ecosystem to develop
on the fringes of the internet, run by a variety of extremist groups such as Gab, Parler and BitChute
that largely escape public monitoring? See e.g. Rogers 2020.

72 See e.g. Hellberger (2020) and Van Dijck et al. (2019).

73 Extreme examples of this are Myanmar, where practically all communication takes place through
Facebook, and Brasil, where WhatsApp is the primary source of information for citizens.

74 Another relevant piece of legislation in this context is the Data Protection Directive from 1995,
which was succeeded in 2016 by the GDPR. The content of the Directive on Electronic Commerce is
very similar to the American Communications Decency Act, which exempted platform companies
from monitoring content.
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on citizens’ rights.”> The most important rules concern competition (Digital Markets
Act), content moderation (Digital Services Act), the position of media companies
relative to technology companies (CDSM Directive) and media freedom (European
Media Freedom Act). Additionally, there are specific rules regarding political ads
and influencers, within the framework of the Audiovisual Media Services Directive,
for example.

Competition and Content Moderation

Big platform companies tend to abuse their monopoly by prioritising their own
services, charging high fees for the use of their services and barring competitors
from their platforms, for example in the payment services sector.”® The huge fines
imposed by the European Commission (as well as national regulators such as the
Netherlands Authority for Consumers & Markets, ACM), which run into billions,
have failed to persuade them to make significant changes to their methods.”” This has
fuelled criticism that the European Commission has been too slow to respond and
only intervened after all competition had already been eliminated. The introduction
of the Digital Markets Act (DMA) is intended to change these practices.’®

The DMA imposes specific requirements on companies that provide ‘key platform
services’, such as search engines, social networks or communication services, and
that play an important role in providing access to the market. For example, they are
not permitted to aggregate personal user data, are required to offer price information
for advertising services and are subject to rules intended to prevent business users
becoming too dependent, contractually speaking, on their services. All the platform
companies mentioned above are now required to meet those rules, and the European
Commission will monitor their compliance. A major difference compared with the
previous situation is that platform companies must comply in advance with statutory
conduct requirements, allowing the European Commission—instead of 27 national
competition authorities—to act swiftly when enforcement of the rules is needed.””

The second major European regulation initiative is the Digital Services Act
(DSA).2 The DSA has a tiered structure: the more closely a platform is involved in
its users’ content, the more rules it has to comply with. Very large online platforms
(known as VLOPs) are subject to especially stringent rules. The DSA is particularly
important in connection with content moderation and has introduced several process

75 Bradford (2023: 121-125); Furgal (2021).

76 For an overview of analyses by regulators worldwide, see Lanciery & Sakowski (2021).

77 The companies investigated include Google (exclusive deals with advertisers), Amazon (use of
third parties’ competition-sensitive information, and prioritising own products on the platform),
Apple (required use of Apple payment system in the app store, with a 30% commission for
Apple). Specifically regarding the ACM, see Chavannes et al. (2021: 1358-1359, 1361-1362)
and Chavannes et al. (2023: 1286).

78 The DMA came into effect on 1 November 2022 and has been in force since 2 May 2023.

79 Chavannes et al. (2023: 1284-1285).

80 While the DSA was adopted in late 2022, most of its obligations only entered into force on 17
February 2024.
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requirements in that field. Put briefly, platform companies are required to explain what
is and is not permitted, offer users an easy way to report illegal content, and state why
they remove or block content or accounts of users or reduce their ranking in their
recommendation systems. Complaints lodged by so-called ‘trusted flaggers’—organ-
isations that detect and establish illegal content and notify it to online platforms—are
to be given priority. The platforms are also required to provide explanations for their
moderation decisions to the European Commission, which will include these in a
database. Platform companies must grant users 6 months to lodge complaints about
moderation decisions, and to cooperate in good faith in any dispute settlement. Addi-
tionally, advertising must be clearly labelled as such, showing information about the
advertiser, and interfaces which serve to mislead users in their choices (known as
‘dark patterns’) are banned under the DSA.

As stated above, very large platforms such as Google, Facebook, YouTube, Insta-
gram, Snapchat, TikTok, X and Wikipedia are subject to more stringent require-
ments, because they pose the greatest risks to society owing to their extensive
reach and role.8! The most important rules are focused on containing and mitigating
‘systemic risks’, specifically regarding illegal content, negative effects on the exercise
of fundamental rights, the public debate and election processes, and negative effects
in connection with gender-related violence and public health. The large platform
companies are required to assess whether their algorithms and content moderation
systems pose any such ‘systemic risks’ and to take measures to mitigate these risks
each year.3? The Member States are required and authorised to monitor compli-
ance with the DSA.%3 Unlike the DMA, this offers space for a national approach to
‘resources, priorities, processes and zeal’.%* What both acts have in common is that
the sanctions are more severe than before. Violation can result in a fine equalling 6%
(DSA) and 10% (DMA) of a company’s worldwide annual sales.

Strengthening the Position of News Media

The European Union is also using digital regulation to protect news media, although
so far this initiative appears to be less successful.®> Following the example of
countries such as Australia and Canada, the European Commission introduced the
CDSM Directive in 2019 to establish rules to strengthen the negotiating position of
media companies, particularly with respect to Google and Facebook.®® The direc-
tive requires search engines, social media and news aggregators (apps that collect

81 For the definitive list of VLOPs, see https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/list-design
ated-vlops-and-vloses.

82 Besides the DSA, there are other content regulation rules, for example regarding the distribution
of illegal material (such as terrorist online content and child pornography) and political advertising.

83 This applies in particular when a platform has its main business seat in the Member State
concerned.

84 Chavannes (2023: 1284).
85 Bradford (2023: 122-123) and Furgat 2021.

86 This is the CDSM Directive (2019/790/EU), which has introduced rules for Al-related text and
data mining and created a related right with respect to the online use of press publications. See
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/790/oj/eng.
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news content and present it in a single location) to obtain publishers’ consent before
showing their content. This has given publishers an opportunity to regain some control
over the online distribution of their content by platform companies and to demand
a reasonable price, making their revenue model more future-proof. If negotiations
fail, publishers can turn to a national competition authority for mediation.

However, the implementation turned out to be quite complicated.?” When the
directive was about to be introduced in Germany, Spain and France, Google
threatened to stop the distribution of news messages altogether. In March 2024,
Facebook announced its intention to terminate news services for the United States
and Australia, after having done so for the United Kingdom, France and Germany.
In the Netherlands, the Dutch Foundation for Press Publishers’ Rights (Stichting
Organisatie voor Persuitgeversrecht) was established to facilitate negotiations with
both companies. This organisation has to decide where and on what conditions
the news content of publishers can be shared online.® In the negotiations, a clear
definition of the term ‘information snippet’ needs to be developed and the parties
need to reach agreement on an appropriate compensation for the various ways in
which platforms show news.? This is necessary because neither of these two aspects
are specified in the directive.”” As of yet, the publishers’ negotiating position has not
structurally changed in any of the Member States.”!

An important question is whether such negotiations will really help journalism
in the future. Collective bargaining may seem more sensible than the hundreds of
arrangements Google used to negotiate with individual news companies. But even if
the deals between Google and multiple publishers succeed, they provide no guarantee
that the negotiating parties will allow the extra income thus generated to actually
benefit journalistic productions. The negotiations are mainly run by the largest media
companies, while the smaller parties are the ones that experience the greatest financial
pressure.

More far-reaching plans have also been proposed, such as media funding on the
basis of a direct tax paid by the large platform companies.”> This debate involves two
key arguments. First, the current generation of platforms depend on data extraction
as the most important income-generating tool. Second—and relatedly—their aim is
to expand their activities into as many domains of daily life as possible. Measures to

87 Chavannes et al. (2021: 1356).

8 See https://stichtingopr.nl/.

89 Hyperlinks and short fragments are exempted from the directive. Furgat (2023).

90 Indeed, during the drafting process no justification was provided for the claim that platform
companies have benefited from the content of news companies, let alone that a model was developed
to calculate an appropriate compensation for this. A study into this matter was denied formal status
but was published all the same at the request of the European Parliament. It can be found at https://
www.asktheeu.org/en/request/4776/response/15356/attach/6/Doc.pdf. For the official request, see
https://www.asktheeu.org/en/request/4776/response/15356/attach/6/Doc.pdf.

91 Furgal (2023) and Furgal & Kretschmer (2024).

92 Bradford (2023: 126-128). Cf. Pickard (2020), whose main focus however is on the situation in
the US. In this connection, Pickard refers to a ‘public media tax’.
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curb or break up platforms will not change this fundamental drive.”® This is why it
would be better to find another instrument to limit the power of platforms, such as a
hefty tax on their income. This would also give the public something in return for the
data and content they transfer permanently to the digital platforms.”* Even a fraction
of the revenue from such a tax would help to support the information function in the
digital era.”

Prominence Policy

Prominence policy is another increasingly important area of focus of the European
Union. The kick-off was provided by a study commissioned by the Council of Europe.
In it, the authors found that the shift towards online media use was putting pressure
on users’ choices and, hence, on access to and consumption of content of general
interest.”® They recommended considering a series of new policy interventions in
order to monitor the prioritisation of content of general interest within an internet-
based media system and to mitigate any undesirable effects. Following up on this,
various pieces of European legislation were amended to include starting points for
prominence policy.®” One crucial—and controversial—requirement is that this policy
should not only concern audiovisual media services and linear and non-linear televi-
sion but should apply more broadly in the online public domain. This means it could
also cover press communications.”®

Prominence is about the findability and visibility of information that is important
for democracy.”® Findability denotes the accessibility of a service or content for
users who are actively looking for it. Visibility means that users can also encounter
this service or content inadvertently, implying a degree of serendipity. A third term
that is often added in this context is recognisability. After all, information that is
unrecognisable cannot be found, and will also be less prominent in terms of its
visibility. This means that recognisability is the basic requirement for prominence.
Recognisability is important with respect to the abovementioned phenomenon of
‘context collapse’: a situation in which information is available, but the information
lacks the substantive and institutional context required for its proper interpretation.

As access to the media system has increasingly come under the control of various
new players, the existing prominence measures—such as television channels, elec-
tronic programme guides and time slots—have lost significance. This is a self-
reinforcing effect. A party thatis less findable will attract smaller audiences, causing it

93 Moore & Tambini (2021).

94 Mazzucato et al. (2021) and Gal & Rubinfeld (2016) and Newman (2019).

95 A tech tax could be introduced at the national level, but also at the EU level. A separate fund for
media funding could then be set up that supports high-quality journalism, as well as innovation and
competition. Moreover, some of the resources could go towards measures to stimulate demand, for
example in the form of subsidies or discounts for digital subscriptions.

96 Mazzoli & Tambini (2020).

97 For a recent overview, see Ledger (2023).

98 Also see the resolution of the European Parliament on this matter.

99 Maltha et al. (2021: 16-17).



72 3 Platformisation of the Public Space

to lose market share and become less visible etc. This effect also has major economic
consequences, as it puts the media sector as a whole at a disadvantage. In other words,
in addition to its relevance for content-related aspects, prominence also involves huge
economic interests.

Within the EU, France, Germany and Italy have introduced new prominence
rules for audiovisual media, each emphasising different aspects.'” The United
Kingdom has also introduced prominence rules, based on the advice of media regu-
lator Ofcom.'”! While it is too early to evaluate the effectiveness of these rules, it
is clear that creating them is a complex exercise that involves difficult questions
about directing information flows in a democracy. For example, choices have to be
made regarding the content or providers that deserve a more prominent position in
the media system. France and the United Kingdom chose to only include public
broadcasters in their prominence regimes, but in Germany—and, to a slightly lesser
extent, in Italy—prominence rules also apply to commercial parties, provided that
they make a substantial contribution to the diversity of opinions.'??

Another difficult question pertains to the devices or interfaces on which public
content should be findable. After all, prominence is especially relevant when the
platforms concerned have a certain size and impact on general information provi-
sion. Should prominence be realised on the screen or start page of devices, through
recommendation systems,'%* through users’ search results or on remote controls?'%
As pointed out above, prominence also influences the way in which search engines
and social media rank content—a matter that is particularly relevant to publishers
and relates to the previously discussed CDSM Directive.'* Finally, there are ques-
tions related to the enforcement of prominence. Successful enforcement depends on
the knowledge, skills and resources available to regulators, which are required for
authoritative intervention.'%

Audiovisual Media Services

The rules for audiovisual media services have also been updated in recent years. Euro-
pean cooperation in this field began in the 1980s, when broadcasts of commercial
channels from different countries within the EU could be watched for the first time.
Joint standards were introduced in order to facilitate the free provision of services in
the European market. In this context, the country of origin principle (1997) played
an important role. According to that principle, audiovisual media services fall under
the jurisdiction of the Member State where they are based. This makes it easier for

100 The Jegal basis for this is the revised Audiovisual Media Services Directive, Article 7 bis.

101 gee https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/public-service-broadcasting/epg-
code-prominence-regime/.

1021 edger (2023: 13-24).
103 Resendez et al. (2023).

104 Sjgnificantly, some electronic equipment manufacturers have already removed the buttons for
specific channels (e.g. NPO 1, 2 and 3) from their remote controls.

105 Chavannes et al. (2023: 1288).
196 Farchy et al. (2021).
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providers to serve the entire European market.!’” The Audiovisual Media Services
Directive (AVMSD) has been revised several times, for example in order to extend the
applicability of linear television to include new services, such as video-on-demand
(VOD) (2010) and online platforms (2016). The most recent revision dates from
2018.!% Key elements of the current directive include the extension of audiovi-
sual rules to video platforms and social media services, better protection of minors
against harmful content, increased obligations to include European productions for
on-demand services (atleast 30%),'”” greater independence of national regulators and
the establishment of a European Regulators Group for Audiovisual Media Services
(ERGA). All EU Member States have since transposed this directive into national
legislation.'!”

Media Freedom

Through the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), the EU introduced rules to
provide better safeguards for the independence and pluralism of media in Europe.
This has resulted in a broader statutory basis for media freedom, and for freedom
of the press in particular. The freedom and pluralism of media are enshrined in the
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and the European Convention
on Human Rights. Even so, there are concerns in Europe about politicisation of the
media, the lack of transparency regarding the ownership of media and the indepen-
dence of national media authorities. This prompted the EU to adopt the EMFA, in
early 2024, as well as rules to prevent Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation
(SLAPPs).!'! The new rules have the aims of:

— protecting editorial independence and journalistic sources;

— promoting public media through funding for local and regional media;

— promoting media that are important for democracy, such as local and investigative
journalism;

— setting up a monitoring system for media ownership data;

— safeguarding media against unlawful online content removal by large online
platforms;

— making it easier for users to change the default settings of devices and interfaces;

107 The country-of-origin principle remains a cornerstone of the directive. EU countries are free to
adopt stricter national rules, but can only impose them on providers within their own jurisdiction.
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/nl/policies/general-principles-avmsd.

108 See https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/NL/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32018R 1807.

109 At least 50% for airtime on television. Advertising for European content is mandatory. See
https://www.government.nl/topics/the-media-and-broadcasting/media-in-the-european-union.

110 1hig.

11 ST APPs are lawsuits filed in order to intimidate or silence critical parties, such as journalists,
NGOs and civil-society organisations. SLAPPs tend to benefit from a lack of balance between the
parties involved. In many cases, the complainant is a large and wealthy enterprise that can afford
the huge costs of litigation. The defendant is usually unable to pay those costs and drops the case.
SLAPPs also have a ‘chilling effect’, causing journalists, for example, to be wary of addressing
certain issues or actors. https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20211108IPR16838/
eu-rules-needed-against-abusive-lawsuits-targeting-critical-voices.
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— promoting transparency of government information campaigns on media and
online platforms;

— creating a monitor to identify and map out the risks surrounding media market
concentration, media pluralism and editorial independence.

Within the context of the implementation of the EMFA, a European Board for Media
Services has been established, which replaced the aforementioned ERGA in early
2025. The Board will be governed by representatives from the various national media
authorities. All the new rules have come into full effect in August 2025.'12

Key Issues 3.6 Regulation

— The huge societal role and impact of online services have given rise to new
EU directives and regulations.

— The Digital Markets Act (DMA) imposes requirements on companies that
provide ‘core platform services’ and play an important role in providing
access to the market. The Digital Services Act (DSA) focuses predominantly
on content moderation, imposing especially stringent rules on large online
platforms. Parties that violate these acts risk hefty fines.

— The Copyright in the Digital Single Market Directive (CDSM) requires
search engines, social media and news aggregators to offer publishers appro-
priate remuneration and ask them for permission for using their content.
However, this has turned out to be quite complicated in practice.

— The Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMSD) now also covers video
platforms and social media services, as well as broadcasters. The European
Media Freedom Act (EMFA) introduces rules to provide better safeguards
for the independence and pluralism of media in Europe.

3.7 Conclusion

The internet provides vast amounts of information. Platforms have become an indis-
pensable link in ensuring the visibility and findability of that information. In this way,
a small number of large search engines and social media companies have attracted a
significant share of all internet activity. Along with producers of electronic devices,
they increasingly control the access to and distribution of information and strongly
influence the ways in which users interact.

The companies behind these platforms have managed to position their services
around key hubs of the ‘platform ecosystem’, causing them to benefit from the way the

2 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/nl/press/press-releases/2024/03/26/european-media-fre
edom-act-council-adopts-new-rules-to-protect-journalists-and-media-providers/pdf/;  European
Media Freedom Act—European Commission (europa.eu).


https://www.consilium.europa.eu/nl/press/press-releases/2024/03/26/european-media-freedom-act-council-adopts-new-rules-to-protect-journalists-and-media-providers/pdf/;
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/nl/press/press-releases/2024/03/26/european-media-freedom-act-council-adopts-new-rules-to-protect-journalists-and-media-providers/pdf/;
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digital space operates.''® They capture the vast majority of revenues from the digital
advertising market and are in a position to collect the most data, as most internet
traffic passes through their platforms. Those data then enable them to develop new
services, for instance by using generative Al, to consolidate their central position
further.

Platform companies have given the online public space a distinctive nature shaped
by their business model. The way these parties direct users’ attention is driven almost
exclusively by commercial motives, which explains the dominance of emotionally
charged and extreme content. Moreover, the structure of the internet and social media
allows everybody to create and produce content, and distribute it cheaply. However,
there is no proper monitoring of the quality of information, nor is there an effective
institutional brake that can limit the distribution of extremist, harmful and factually
incorrect content.

Platform companies occupy a central position within the digital public space,
and its design creates certain possibilities while also excluding others. However,
this by no means implies that users play a passive role within that space. Users
make choices, ranging from minor ones (sharing information or liking content) to
significant ones (inciting hatred, sending threats). While indignation can be genuine
and based on a profound sense of social injustice, it can also serve as a convenient
vehicle to sow discord for the sole purpose of creating social unrest. Platforms, in
turn—and precisely because of their central position in information provision and
the online debate—find themselves in a situation where they must act as both editor
and referee. This situation has raised questions for years, as key public functions are
now performed by private actors. Within the European Union, a sizeable set of rules
such as the DMA, DSA and EMFA is in force to regulate this. The effects of those
rules should become evident in the years ahead.
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4.1 Introduction

Digitalisation and platformisation of the public space have had major consequences
for media organisations and the way they operate.' In this chapter, we focus on
those consequences. First, we describe how the Dutch media system developed over
the past decades. We discuss the impact of digitalisation on newspapers, television
and radio—three separate domains (print, video and audio) that have increasingly
converged since the start of the digital age. This process of convergence not only
affects the supply side of media content, but is also closely related to shifts in patterns
of use.

Next, we show how the dominant position of the large platform companies affects
the playing field for journalistic media. We discuss the financial consequences in
terms of changing revenue streams and new business models. In the final section, we
conclude that the relationship between platforms and media is both competitive and

1 Susskind (2023).
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complementary. However, the uneven balance of power is challenging, especially for
journalistic media companies. What this power imbalance means for the democratic
functions of media is discussed in Chap. 5.

4.2 From Analogue to Digital: The Dutch Media

The impact of digitalisation and the rise of the internet is often compared to earlier
transitions, such as the emergence of the mass press of the late nineteenth century: a
technological revolution that—as with digitalisation today—profoundly transformed
the form, production, technology and distribution of information.” Production based
on analogue technology came with several limitations that have been largely elimi-
nated by today’s digital production methods. As a result, content has grown explo-
sively, as have the number and diversity of media carriers and formats. Not only the
traditional producers of information and news have grown fast; in fact, the highest
growth rates are found among the new parties.

Digitalisation as a Disruptive Innovation

Before the internet, the boundaries of content supply were dictated by the physical
limitations associated with production and storage capacity, and the space available
on information carriers. For example, the number of columns on a newspaper page
determined the amount of information that could be presented there. The frequency
of newspaper editions was also important: a daily edition meant a 24-h cycle of
news gathering and production. For radio and television, the volume of content was
constrained by the number of channels or radio frequencies, combined with the
duration of available time slots. In other words, the space available for information
was inherently limited.? In addition, the production of content was expensive. Mate-
rials were costly and production processes required labour and specific expertise,
for example operating printing presses, incorporating and adapting video material
and editing audio files. Finally, the volume of available information was restricted
by storage capacity. For example, an average bookshop or video shop would have
stocked some 50,000 books or 3000 video tapes, respectively. While those quantities
may not be small in absolute terms, they represented only a fraction of the total
number of books and videos produced. People therefore only had access to a small
percentage of all the available content.* On top of that, it was difficult to re-access

2 Broersma (2019: 294).

3 Historically, scarcity has also triggered innovation in news production. For example, in the 1950s
the scarcity of paper in the Netherlands resulted in longer news cycles as newspapers were forced
to choose between a morning or evening edition (replacing the pre-war two-edition system). The
lack of space encouraged journalists to write more concisely and be more critical in selecting news.
See Van der Hoeven and Wijfjes (2019).

4 Napoli (2019: Chapter 13).
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certain information: most citizens were unable to watch a news show a second time
or replay audio programmes.

For a long time, these limitations determined how news and information were
produced. In general, producers had to reach as many consumers as possible at the
lowest possible cost. The limited space necessitated careful choices: the information
mix had to be tailored to the preferences of as many people as possible.’ Due to
the high production and distribution costs, the information market was effectively
monopolised by professional producers.

Digitalisation has been characterised as a disruptive innovation, because it has
led to irreversible changes in the existing information market, including the gradual
but inevitable demise of earlier production methods. The capacity of digital infor-
mation carriers is now practically unlimited, as the available space is not bound by
a pre-defined number of columns, pages, frequencies, channels, minutes or hours. A
digital source can now hold an almost infinite amount of information. In addition,
production costs have plummeted, erasing the need for expensive printing presses,
paper, recording equipment, editing tools, radio frequencies, channels or airtime.
Information sharing in the digital world only requires a laptop, tablet or smartphone
and a good connection to the internet. Storage options have also increased enor-
mously. While capacity was previously determined by the limited number of square
meters available, digitally produced content can now usually be stored in the cloud
without any problems.

The Road Towards Online Information: The Dutch Media

In the Netherlands, the rise of the internet did not immediately cause a radical trans-
formation of the existing media system. In fact, expectations of what the internet
would do were initially rather mixed. While some editors recognised its potential,
many others were sceptical, not in the least because they feared that technological
and economic innovation would come at the expense of journalistic considerations.®
With the introduction of Web 2.0 in the early 2000s, the internet soon gained in popu-
larity. During that time, Dutch websites offering goods, services, news or start pages,
such as ilse.nl (launched in 1996), nu.nl (1999), marktplaats.nl (1999) and bol.com
(1999) saw visitor numbers increase sharply. The traditional media gradually became
aware of the interesting opportunities offered by this new technology: newspapers
began to invest in online pages and broadcasters experimented with programmes on
the internet. Examples of such initiatives in the Netherlands include Holland Doc
247 and the thematic channel 3voor12.tv. In addition, the internet encouraged the
development of new journalistic formats, such as the ‘camjo’ (camera journalist), a
one-person team responsible for recording (image), audio and editing. These new

3 This principle is reflected in the industrial logic that ruled the newspaper market for a long time:
‘one uniform product at the lowest possible cost for as many people as possible.” Broersma in
Wijfjes and Harbers (2019: 292).

6 Wijfjes and Harbers (2019: 289).

7 A hybrid construction that united multiple services and distribution channels (television and radio
programmes) and an online archive of documentaries. See Miiller (2021: 145-146).
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opportunities also led to new providers of information, such as the weblog GeenStijl,
launched in 2003. Furthermore, media began to experiment with citizen journalism
in the form of readers’ blogs and audiovisual material, although many of those
experiments proved short-lived.®

With the introduction of smartphones and cheap mobile internet in 2008, the
digital transition of the media system seems to have reached its final stage for the
time being. Today, the smartphone is the most common gateway to the internet—
more popular than the laptop, desktop or tablet.” Whereas previously the amount
of time a person could spend online was limited (think of the pricey bundles with
a maximum number of GB), today the internet is quite affordable for most people
and many subscriptions offer unlimited data use. The popularity of the smartphone,
due to its handy format and user-friendly design, also means that media use today is
unconstrained by time or place.

Current Situation: Digital First

Worldwide, newspapers have embraced the internet as an integral part of the produc-
tion process: as a place and a means to gather news, but also as an indispensable
infrastructure for publishing articles and bringing them to the public’s attention.
Many editorial offices have adopted the digital-first principle, whereby the digital
newspaper is updated with new content throughout the day, requiring a 24/7 produc-
tion effort. The physical newspaper usually presents an anthology of this ongoing
news production, with certain scoops or key stories specially reserved for this paper
edition.'” However, since newspapers tend to be outperformed by free news websites
when it comes to fast news updates, many have shifted their focus towards in-depth
articles and opinions, leaving less space for news in favour of reportage and back-
ground articles.!! Additionally, given the abundant supply of content, news items
have to appeal to the public if they are to remain competitive. To this end, journalists
have invested in an array of narrative formats. As one journalist of a high-quality
newspaper commented,

Look, in the past we had news, interviews and background; those were the three basic
categories. Today, we have long reads, brief Q&As, items cut into multiple sections and so
on... You need to be able to make an online scrolly, tell a story in pictures, present graphs,
record podcasts and create video clips. The number of narrative formats is growing very
rapidly, and the pace of news is increasing accordingly. Previously, there was one news
item every day, but today you need to have a fast item ready at seven in the morning, the
explanatory story at the end of the day, the real story at the end of the week and your own
investigation in three to four weeks. That means you’re working at four different speeds, in
10 different narrative formats. This has made the job of a journalist a lot more complicated.'?

8 Broersma (2019: 299). Many news organisations do enable citizens to provide their input online.
NOS Net is one example.

9 Statistics Netherlands (2023).
10 Broersma (2019: 320).

1 Broersma (2019: 313-314).

12 Damstra and De Swert (2021).
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In order to analyse media use, editorial offices rely on digital data. These software-
generated metrics provide information on the number of unique visitors of a webpage
and the time they spent there. In many cases, the software used by media companies
has been developed by external parties; Google Analytics is a well-known example.
There are also news organisations that develop their software in-house.!*> Whether
and how these figures are then incorporated into the editorial process strongly depends
on the choices made by the news organisation in question.'*

The digital-first approach also applies to television content. In the Netherlands,
digital television is the norm in most households, with channels forming part of a
consumer package that usually also includes telephone and internet services. Digital
television has made it possible to rewatch programmes, and increasingly users also
have access to the audiovisual content of streaming services, such as Netflix or
HBO Max (sometimes as part of a package deal). Streaming services are sometimes
referred to as ‘over-the-top’ media: parties that are not tied to a single distribution
channel because they offer their services on the internet. The content they offer can be
consumed on a smart TV, but also on a laptop, tablet or smartphone. In addition, large
platform companies such as YouTube, which provide an indispensable infrastructure
for the distribution of audiovisual content, can be accessed through digital television
as well. This includes content from traditional television programming, but also
content especially created for the platform concerned.'

Digital is also becoming the norm for radio. Digital Audio Broadcasting (DAB+)
technology offers digital radio through the ether, replacing older analogue radio
signals (FM and AM). All Dutch channels and radio stations are now available
digitally. Radio channels are part of a digital package that allows consumers to log in
and create their own selection of what to listen to. This transformation is sometimes
characterised as a transition from broadcaster control to citizen autonomy.'® And as
with digital television, users of digital radio can easily replay programmes that have
already been aired. Together, these developments have fuelled an explosive growth
of audio content. While there have been repeated predictions that the end of the
traditional radio broadcasts is near, those predictions have so far failed to come true.

New Types of Journalistic and Other Media

In sum, media have not only changed the way they produce content, but they also
produce more content. However, despite these increasing production volumes in
absolute terms, the relative share of their information has shrunk considerably. Access
to new technology has ignited a vast increase in the volume of content created away
from the traditional media. Recent decades have seen the launch of many online-
only websites that provide news and background information that is not linked to

13 Christin (2020).
14 Christin (2020) and Petre (2015, 2021).

15 Examples include BOOS, a Dutch online investigative journalism and consumer show that is
broadcast on the eponymous YouTube channel as well as the online channels of public broadcasters,
and Drugslab, an educational YouTube channel about drugs, both produced by BNNVARA.

16 Wijfjes (2019: 126-134).
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any existing news brand. In the Netherlands, this trend is illustrated by the very
popular news website nu.nl.

Nevertheless, access to new technologies has also enabled new journalistic initia-
tives. Dutch examples include Follow the Money (website for financial and economic
investigative journalism) and De Correspondent (online platform for in-depth and
investigative journalism). Internationally, Bellingcat is a well-known example of a
network for investigative journalism that uses public sources. Besides these jour-
nalistic media, so-called alternative media have also emerged which—by contrast—
produce highly biased content.'” A well-known example in the Dutch context is
Café Weltschmerz. At the local level, countless ‘hyperlocals’ have seen the light:
websites that provide local and regional news and information. Launching such a
website is relatively easy, as content is produced by volunteers and there is no need
for investments in a physical editorial office.'® One of the most successful Dutch
hyperlocals is Indebuurt.nl, a platform of local news and information. While it is
difficult to determine the exact number of hyperlocals in the Netherlands, research
suggests their number is steadily growing.!”

Of course, not all information is produced by journalistic media, but also by indi-
viduals, for example through apps, platforms or streaming services. Worldwide, more
than four million blogs are created every day?” and the supply of video content has
also grown enormously due to freely accessible platforms such as TikTok, YouTube
and Instagram. Now that everybody can create content and post it on a platform,
the production process no longer requires professional skills or resources. The reach
of individual accounts and channels varies, depending on the number of followers
they attract. Audio content has also grown explosively, thanks to global streaming
service Spotify, the world’s largest audio streaming platform, which claims to offer
more than 100 million tracks.?! The user-friendly nature of digital technology is also
reflected in the rising popularity of podcasts: anyone can record and upload their
own broadcast using simple and affordable equipment.?” There has also been a surge
in the popularity of video streaming services such as Netflix, Apple TV, HBO Max,
Disney+ and Videoland, which offer large numbers of films, series and documen-
taries for their paying customers. Finally, there are platforms such as Substack, which
provide online infrastructures for the production and distribution of newsletters and
essays.

In sum, the supply side of our information environment has expanded massively
due to digitalisation. More importantly, digitalisation has transformed the way the
media sector works. In this context, three broad developments are of particular

171 ,add (2012) and Holt and Haller (2017).

18 Cook et al. (2016: 32).

19 hitps://www.journalismlab.nl/de-opmars-van-de-hyperlocal/.

20 https://www.envisagedigital.co.uk/number-blog-posts-published-daily/#reasonwhycustomers.
21 https://investors.spotify.com/about/ (2025).

22 At the time of writing, Spotify offered more than 6.5 million podcast titles https://investors.spo
tify.com/about/ (2025); Dutch Media Authority (2023).
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interest: convergence and decoupling, changing money flows, and concentration and
depletion. We discuss each of these developments below.

Key Issues 4.2 From Analogue to Digital: The Dutch Media

— Digitalisation has led to irreversible changes in the production and distri-
bution of information. Previous limitations have been eliminated.

— After a hesitant start, all traditional media types in the Netherlands (print,
visual, audio) have undergone a digital transformation.

— Journalistic media have changed the way they produce content. Although
they produce more in absolute terms, their relative share in the total supply
of digital information has decreased.

4.3 Convergence and Decoupling

The convergence of previously separate media and communication channels has led
to a new playing field, where hybrid devices are the norm. Internet-based distribution
is no longer tailored to a specific service, but is now suitable for practically anything:
data, speech, image, audio and every conceivable combination of these forms. As
a result, newspapers, television and radio are no longer separate domains defined
by their specific infrastructures. They can now distribute their content through one
and the same digital channel,?® and users are able to receive this content on one
and the same device. As a result, the distinction between content from different
media carriers has become blurred: consumers can still use digital TVs to watch live
television, but also to stream films, listen to the radio, make video calls or play games.
The same applies to smartphones, which can be used to play music and podcasts,
but also to access social media platforms and to make phone calls. This process
of convergence has increasingly decoupled content from the supply or distribution
channel. As a result of this development, traditional devices that previously served
as primary receivers—newspaper, television, radio—have lost their key function and
are gradually becoming obsolete.

From a technological perspective, this also means that content producers no
longer have any compelling reason to limit themselves to their own genres. After
all, text, audio and video all consist of zeros and ones in the online domain. Since
the 2010s, most Dutch newspapers have therefore pursued cross-media strategies,
often by offering short videos online or by producing weekly podcasts in addition
to written content. NOS has worked on a fully cross-media basis since 2006, when
it merged its separate news desks for radio, television and the internet. NOS Nieuws
provides all channels—radio, television and the internet—with the latest news. Such

23 See the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs (2008).
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an approach enables the organisation to benefit from synergies in the supply of jour-
nalistic products across various submarkets: once the content of a journalistic product
has been created for one channel, that same content can be adapted for use by the
other channels at a relatively low cost.?*

Broadcasters have also increased cross-media production. For example, since
2016 Dutch broadcaster BNNVARA has run a show called BOOS on its own online
channel, on the (online) channel of the Dutch public broadcaster (NPO) and on its
own YouTube channel. Radio programmes are also rolled out in multi-media format.
The Dutch programme Top 2000 originally set out as a one-off initiative around
the turn of the millennium but has since developed into an annual radio event. The
programme also has a spin-off on television, while users cast their votes and share
their stories online.”> Another example is Serious Request, a Dutch radio show that
began in 2004 and raises money for a charitable cause around Christmas each year.
By combining different media formats, the show generates a ‘bombardment of media
stimuli’ in order to attract an audience.?®

As described above, convergence leads to a process in which content is discon-
nected from traditional supply and distribution channels. For journalistic content,
this means that items (news articles, videos) are decoupled from the medium to
which they originally belonged (newspaper, news programme) and are distributed
and consumed as independent fragments. This process of unbundling of news items is
encouraged even further by the rise of platforms, search engines and social networks,
which are particularly suitable for presenting individual items.

These developments contribute to a phenomenon known as ‘context collapse’.
As discussed in the previous chapter, context collapse refers to a situation where the
original context of information is no longer recognisable or evident to the user. Addi-
tionally, the services provided by journalistic media have changed over the years.
Prior to the digital era, newspapers were far more than a mere vehicle for accessing
the news. They served as brokers on the labour market (through job adverts), match-
makers (personal adverts), marketplaces for second-hand cars and as notice boards
for adverts and government announcements. Many of those services have since been
moved to other websites or platforms, often separately. Examples in the Netherlands
include Autotrader for buying and selling cars, the website Monsterboard or the plat-
form LinkedIn for job adverts, the dating app Tinder, and Marktplaats, a website for
trading second-hand items.

24 Behrens and Brouwer (2018: 14).
25 Draaisma et al. (2011: 129).
26 Wijfjes (2019).
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Key Issues 4.3 Convergence and Disconnection

— Due to digitalisation, previous distinctions between different media carriers
have become less meaningful. Processes of convergence have led to a
disconnect between content and specific supply or distribution channels.

— Most journalistic media in the Netherlands have adopted a cross-media
approach, producing content for various submarkets.

— Distribution networks such as search engines and social media platforms
have contributed to a ‘context collapse.’

4.4 Changing Media Use

So far, we have mainly focused on developments on the supply side of the media
system. However, there have also been substantial changes on the user side. In the
Netherlands, the use of analogue media—television, radio as well as printed news-
papers—has been declining for years, while the use of online media is growing.
These changing patterns of use have prompted the development of a new system
for measuring media use (see Box 4.1). Traditional news brands in the Netherlands
are performing reasonably well in the digital domain, especially compared to neigh-
bouring countries, where the most popular news apps are usually not linked to news
brands that originally operated in analogue format.>” Social media have become a
dominant factor in online use. More than half of all Dutch citizens use social media
on a daily basis.?® ‘Established brands’ such as Facebook and YouTube are used by
approximately ten million Dutch citizens. Streaming services are also an important
contributor to the growth of online media use. More than half of Dutch households
have one or more subscriptions to a video streaming service (such as Netflix, HBO
Max, Videoland etc.), and 60% of Dutch people say they stream podcasts or music
at least occasionally.

The increase in online media use is strongly linked to the ubiquity of tablets and
smartphones. Compared to earlier devices, smartphones obtained a central position
in everyday life very quickly and are used for a wide variety of activities and media
services.”” Due to the user-friendliness of smartphones, media have become closely
associated with everyday life—so much so that people almost live ‘in’ media rather
than ‘with’ them.*”

27 Newman et al. (2023).

28 Dutch Media Authority (2023).
29 Carey and Elton (2010).

30 Deuze (2023: 12).
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Box 4.1 Measuring Media Use

Before the advent of digital technology, it was relatively easy to map the media
landscape based on the limited number of devices and technologies. Newspa-
pers, television and radio each used their own underlying infrastructure. In the
Netherlands, studies into media use were all based on the same methodology,
measuring how often citizens read a newspaper, watched TV and listened to
the radio.

The shift towards online and increasingly indirect media use requires a radi-
cally different approach to media audience surveys. Previously, media use was
a pillarised sector, with separate audience surveys for each type of medium,
carried out by Nationaal Onderzoek multimedia (NOM) for print, Stichting
KijkOnderzoek (SKO) for television, Stichting Nationaal Luister Onderzoek
(NLO) for radio and the Verenigde internet Exploitanten (VINEX) for online
media. All these parties have joined forces to provide a new cross-media audi-
ence survey called the National Media Survey (Nationaal Media Onderzoek,
NMO). The focus of this survey is on mapping out cross-media reach, i.e.
across platforms and channels, as new forms of media consumption are no
longer tied to time or media type.

From Direct to Indirect Use

When considering news consumption, it is useful to distinguish between direct and
indirect forms of use. Direct use refers to when people encounter news at the source.
In the online domain, this means consuming news straight from the website or app
of the news organisation concerned. While we cannot read people’s minds, it is
safe to assume that this type of consumption is intentional. However, news is also
increasingly consumed indirectly. This happens when people encounter news on
social media, search engines, news aggregation sites, email messages or through
other notifications that they were not specifically looking for. They just ‘happen’ to
hear or read the news while being engaged in another activity. This type of incidental
exposure is not intentional, or at least far less so than direct consumption. Data show
that people in the Netherlands are increasingly consuming news indirectly through
intermediaries such as search engines and platforms, and that the direct consumption
of news at the source is decreasing.’!

This overall trend masks substantial generational differences (Fig. 4.1). For
younger generations, social media and search engines are the most important routes to
news. Older generations are more likely to consume online news directly, so straight
from the source. Figure 4.1 shows the increasing divergence between the routes
to online news followed by younger and older generations. Younger generations’
preference for indirect news consumption steadily increases over the survey years.
Older generations show a more stable consumption pattern; direct consumption is

31 Dutch Media Authority (2024).
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Fig. 4.1 Main routes towards online news, by age group in the Netherlands (Source Digital News
Report Netherlands 2024)

mentioned slightly more often, but the gap between the two routes does not widen
with time.

Indirect routes may involve various platforms. Young people, more so than older
generations, are generally quick to adopt new technologies.>> Once a new technology
has proved successful, older generations also get familiar with it and its use spreads
across broader sections of the population. In the next phase, young people switch
to another, even more recent application. These dynamics are reflected by the high
turnover rates in use of social media platforms in recent years. The Dutch social
platform Hyves (which no longer exists) is a case in point. Its first users were mainly

32 Mesch (2012).
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young people, who were then followed by older generations. With the introduction
of Facebook, young people were the first to leave Hyves and moved on to this
new platform, with older generations following suit. Today, Facebook is known
as a platform used predominantly by older generations, while YouTube, Instagram
and especially Snapchat and TikTok are popular among younger segments of the
population.??

Regarding these trends, the question arises whether these generational differences
are temporary or permanent. News consumption has always been lower among young
people. This is an age-related dynamic: as people grow older, their needs change and
they tend to become more interested in news and consume more of it. However, when
we look at the use of sources, another possible explanation emerges. Studies suggest
that these different trends are cohort effects rather than age effects. New generations
grow up in an information environment in which most of the content they encounter
is disconnected from its source. As a result, unlike older generations, young people
do not grow up and become familiar with the traditional news brands. This applies not
only to national media, but also and even more strongly to regional and local news.
Young people in the Netherlands are less and less interested in regional and local
news and consume it rarely.* Especially local titles that are marginally represented
on social platforms or online forums (such as free local papers) are losing ground.
These media literally remain invisible to young people.®

Another relevant aspect is how users gain access to news, as this also affects
the type of news they encounter. With indirect consumption, commercially driven
personalised recommendation systems determine which information is presented to
the user. In this case, separate items—text, video or audio—are no longer embedded
in the context they originally belonged to. This also dilutes the connection with
the news brand. News brands tend to be appreciated for the journalistic values they
represent, which are the foundation of institutional trust in these parties. However,
chance encounters with fragmented news items are driven less by appreciation of
existing news brands than intentional visits to a news site or deliberate use of a news
app.

As news brands lose their significance to people, this may come at the expense of
the importance people attach to journalistic values. Research suggests that younger
generations have rather different perceptions on what news is than older people
do.?® What they call ‘news’ covers a far wider range of genres and information than
the news from journalistic sources favoured by older generations.?” It should also
be noted that older generations consider the reliability of information as a crucial
condition (‘otherwise it’s not news’) and strongly associate reliability with the profes-
sional values of the news brand. Younger generations hold a different view and tend

33 Dutch Media Authority (2021: 15).

34 Dutch Media Authority (2020, 2021).

35 Dutch Media Authority (2022: 56).

36 Costera Meijer (2023).

37 Dutch Media Authority (2022: 44) and Costera Meijer (2023).
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to regard reliability as the outcome of a search process that they initiate themselves
by consulting and weighing up a wide range of sources and opinions.

Changes in media use have made it less self-evident to pay for journalism. After all,
news and information are abundant online and can often be accessed free of charge.
Only one in seven Dutch people (15%) use a paid online news service. People’s
willingness to pay for news is strongly linked to their interest in news. Both have
declined among younger generations in recent years.

Key Issues 4.4 Changing Media Use

— While the use of analogue media is decreasing, online use is growing. Online
use includes the digital versions of traditional news brands, but also infor-
mation obtained from other sources or through social media, search engines,
and streaming platforms.

— Younger generations mainly use news indirectly, i.e. through social plat-
forms or search engines. Older generations use news both directly (straight
from the news source) and indirectly.

— Indirect consumption of news loosens the connection between content and
news brands. Familiarity with news brands and their associated journalistic
values is lower among younger generations.

4.5 Money Flows and Revenue Models

In the analogue era, the revenue models of many media organisations relied on
high up-front investments and tightly controlled distribution. Subscription fees and
advertising generated most of the income. News production was primarily the domain
of financially powerful parties, such as publishers and broadcasters. The digitalisation
of the public space was accompanied by the rise of new powerful players: the tech and
platform companies (see Chap. 3). This marked the end of an era in which publishers,
broadcasters and channels had far-reaching powers over the supply side of the media
system. The explosive growth of online content and the migration of advertisers
and users to the online domain, dominated by tech and platform companies, have
caused money flows in the media system to shift rapidly. This has created major
consequences for the revenue models of journalistic parties.

38 Dutch Media Authority (2024).
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4.5.1 Shifting Money Flows: Newspapers, Television
and Radio

Newspapers

In the past decades, newspapers have been confronted with a steady decline in paying
subscribers. While paid circulation in the Netherlands was 4.4 million copies per day
in 2000, by 2016 this number had nearly halved to 2.4 million.?* At the same time,
digital and hybrid subscriptions have gradually gained in popularity in recent years.*
Compared to national newspapers, regional ones have seen an even sharper fall in
subscriber numbers.*! In 2011, regional newspapers reached around 33% of Dutch
citizens every day, but by 2022 this figure had more than halved to 15%.%> Regional
newspapers also lag behind compared to their national counterparts when it comes
to online subscriptions. Most people who pay for online news subscribe to a national
news brand.*3

Revenues from print advertising have also decreased strongly.** Classified ads
have almost completely disappeared from newspapers now that websites and plat-
forms provide these services, for example through dating apps or apps for purchasing
second-hand items. Because advertisers no longer need newspapers (print or online)
and prefer to advertise elsewhere, this part of advertising revenues has evaporated.
On top of that, adverts that still appear in online newspapers generate significantly
less revenue. In the digital domain, the negotiating position of newspapers has weak-
ened because the space they provide is no longer scarce. As a result, the prices for
advertising space are now a fraction of what a printed newspaper could previously
charge.*> Needless to add, this too is the combined effect of several developments
that reinforce each other. When the audience reach of an outlet shrinks, advertisers
are more likely to move elsewhere. As a result, newspapers that are struggling to
implement digital innovations will soon find themselves in a precarious position.*
This especially applies to local and regional newspapers, as they are most vulnerable
to the developments described above. In the Netherlands, many local and regional
titles have disappeared in recent years or have been bought by (and sometimes sold
on to other) big publishers.

39 Broersma (2019: 294). This has remained largely unchanged https://www.nommedia.nl/.

40 Dutch Media Authority (2024).

41 Dutch Media Authority (2022).

42 See also https://www.ndpnieuwsmedia.nl/jaarverslag/.

43 Dutch Media Authority (2022: 29).

44 Behrens and Brouwer (2018: 11 [excluding online]).

45 Nielsen Media Research only started measuring and reporting online media expenditures (adver-
tising funds spent online) on an annual basis in 2016. In 2016, they amounted to approximately
570 million euros, more or less equal to media expenditures in daily newspapers.

46 Other factors may also play a role, including environmental policy (which discourages printed
newspapers) and the transition to an opt-in system (by way of stickers Dutch households can put on
letterboxes, indicating whether they want to receive free printed media and advertisements or not).
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In response to these financial challenges, many newspapers have cut costs, for
example by reducing their editorial expenses.*’ In practice, this means that editorial
offices have shrunk, that newspapers hire more freelancers, and that journalists have
been assigned more tasks and responsibilities. In 2013, there were just under 4000
freelance journalists in the Netherlands, compared to 6806 in 2024 (after a peak of
7055 in 2023).*® The remuneration of freelance journalists is a much debated topic.
A survey conducted by the Dutch trade organisation for news media has shown that
many of these journalists have difficulties making ends meet.*’

Decrease in revenue is also a concern for local and regional media. Investments
made by major publishers such as DPG Media and Mediahuis, have enabled some
regional titles to undergo a digital transition. De Limburger (owned by Mediahuis)
is an example of a regional paper that has adopted the digital-first principle.’® Even
so, many local newspapers no longer operate as independent titles, including the
Haagsche Courant and Amersfoortse Courant (which have both merged with the
national AD). The same goes for free local papers, which find it increasingly difficult
to generate income from advertisers.!

Television

Although advertising revenues remain a substantial part of the public broadcasting
sector, advertising expenditures are also gradually declining there. Despite its rela-
tively favourable annual figures, the Foundation for Ether Advertisement (Stichting
Etherreclame, STER) is not positive about the sustainability of its annual transfer
of advertising revenues to the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science.’> Key
to their negative evaluation is a change in government policy in 2021, whereby the
Dutch Media Act was amended, partly in order to reduce airtime for advertising on
the Dutch public broadcaster NPO.>® In practice, this means that linear commercial
advertising airtime will be reduced from 10% in 2021 to 5% in 2027. While most of
this reduction is currently seen in the least popular airtime blocks, it will not be long
before the change will also affect more profitable blocks. Additionally, the Media

47 See for example the figures for newspapers associated with trade organisation NDP Nieuwsmedia,
available at https://www.eumonitor.eu/9353000/1/j4nvgs5kjg27kof_jovvik7m1c3gyxp/vkpjn1r92
wzu/f=/blg846875.pdf. Figures from 2022 (https://2022.ndpnieuwsmediajaarverslag.nl/) suggest
that the numbers continue to fall.

8 hitps://www.villamedia.nl/artikel/voor-het-eerst-in-jaren-daalt-het-aantal-zzpers-in-de-journalis
tiek.

49 https://www.nvj.nl/nieuws/monitor-freelancers-en-media-2023-jaaromzet-stijgt-kan-inflatie-
niet-bijbenen.

50 Mediahuis (2022: 21).
S Damstra et al. (2024).
52 STER Reclame (2024).

33 Previous plans provided for a ban on advertising on the NPO before 20:00, but this provoked
considerable resistance from within the NPO.
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https://www.villamedia.nl/artikel/voor-het-eerst-in-jaren-daalt-het-aantal-zzpers-in-de-journalistiek
https://www.villamedia.nl/artikel/voor-het-eerst-in-jaren-daalt-het-aantal-zzpers-in-de-journalistiek
https://www.nvj.nl/nieuws/monitor-freelancers-en-media-2023-jaaromzet-stijgt-kan-inflatie-niet-bijbenen
https://www.nvj.nl/nieuws/monitor-freelancers-en-media-2023-jaaromzet-stijgt-kan-inflatie-niet-bijbenen

96 4 A New Playing Field for Journalistic Media

Act has imposed far-reaching restrictions on the sales market for online advertising
in public broadcasting. STER is not permitted to sell this airtime to commercial
advertisers, but only to parties that serve the public interest. Because these are a
much smaller group, this means that far less money can be generated. Due to these
two developments, STER expects a sharp drop in its annual transfer of advertising
revenues over the next few years.”*

Besides its advertising revenues, the NPO receives an annual national govern-
ment subsidy. Nearly half of the subsidy is allocated to the broadcasting organisa-
tions (including broadcasters with provisional accreditation) and the two designated
broadcasters (NOS and NTR) of the NPO. Another part of the subsidy provided by the
Ministry of Education, Culture and Science is allocated to programme strengthening
(36%), the NPO’s own organisation (14%) and BVN, a public TV channel for Dutch
people abroad (0.2%). The NPO generates its own revenues from broadcaster-wide
funds (omroepbrede middelen, OBM), which mainly consist of distribution revenues
from cable operators and income from NPO Plus, an online subscription service
offering users access to the entire NPO archive and current programmes. Revenues
have increased slightly over the past few years, thanks to the growing number of NPO
Plus subscribers.’> The market share of public broadcasters relative to commercial
parties in the Netherlands is fairly stable and has hovered around 35% for many
years.

Commercial broadcasters derive most of their revenues from advertising. In 2022,
the Netherlands Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM) reported that prices
for television adverts had risen faster between 2014 and 2021 than adverts for other
media types. The ACM actually identified a ‘record growth’ in 2021, after a dip during
the COVID-19 pandemic.’’ Considering the steady decline in viewing figures, this
finding is remarkable. Despite this growth, expectations are that advertising expen-
ditures will increasingly shift towards digital channels, meaning that advertising
revenues in television will eventually fall. This decline can be compensated in part
by the increase of the number of paying users of Dutch online streaming platforms,
such as Videoland.”®

Radio

The revenue models for radio channels are similar to those for television. Public
channels derive their income from subsidies and advertisements, while the revenue
model of commercial channels is essentially based on advertisement. Compared
to public broadcasters, commercial channels face fewer restrictions regarding the

54 STER Reclame (2023). The changes in regulations on digital advertising also provoked
considerable political discussion. Some parties regarded them as a disguised cost-cutting measure.

53 NPO (2021).

56 Wijfjes and Bardoel (2021: 356).
5T ACM (2022: 23).

58 RTL (2023: 26).
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amount of airtime devoted to advertising.”®> As many people still use FM radios,
the limited number of FM frequencies are in high demand. Current frequency tech-
nology provides space for 13 channels in the Netherlands, four of which are used
by public broadcasters. The Dutch government puts the other nine channels up ‘for
hire’ under temporary licences to commercial parties via an auction system. The
last time FM frequencies were auctioned was in 2023. The proceeds, 152.8 million
euros, were considerably lower than in 2003, when the auction generated 293 million
euros for the Treasury. Despite this decline, commercial radio remains profitable. In
2022, advertisers spent 225 million euros on radio advertising.60 In 2023, this market
continued to grow to 242 million euros.%! However, expectations are that FM (car)
radio will gradually disappear, and that digital radio will eventually fully replace
analogue listening.

Media Companies and Platforms

A great deal of the content produced by media companies finds its way to the public
through platform companies. Platforms earn vast sums of money by using the valu-
able user data left behind by consumers to sell advertising space. News organisations
receive no direct financial benefit from placing their content on these platforms. Users
are often satisfied with the snippets of news presented by the digital platforms and
do not bother to visit the website of the news organisation these snippets come from.
Furthermore, Google for many years forced news organisations to offer their first arti-
cles to users for free (see also Box 4.2).9% Because the current format for news items is
hosted on Google’s own servers, users can remain within that company’s digital envi-
ronment. Additionally, cutting up online newspapers into separate snippets affects the
recognisability of the original news brands that published them.®* Finally, platforms
divide internet traffic in ways that are detrimental to quality newspapers, for example
because they do not organise news items on the basis of originality or quality. As
a result, the original news report often ends up lower in a user’s search results than
more recent items.

Box 4.2 Licencing Agreements

When online news aggregators entered the market 20 years ago, their quick
success took regular media companies by surprise. Users increasingly moved to
these free online news providers. While platforms saw their sales figures soar,

9 https://service.npo.nl/onderwerp/npo-en-zenders#hoeveelheid-reclame.
60 Audify (2022).

61 Audify (2023).

62 Geradin (2019: 11-12).

63 Kalogeropoulos et al. (2019) and Athey et al. (2021).
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the income of media companies decreased.®* Google News, by far the largest
news aggregator, copies titles, opening paragraphs and pictures from news arti-
cles and publishes them online. Invoking the right of quotation, Google News
shows snippets from those articles without asking the creators or publishers
for permission. Under EU agreements, publishers are entitled to compensation
when their content is shown on a platform, but in all these years most media
organisations have rarely been paid by platform companies. In 2019, European
copyright law was amended in order to reduce the gap between content creators
and large platforms. The problem here is that publishers themselves have to
negotiate with the platform companies about this compensation, either indi-
vidually or in groups. Due in part to differences between how countries deal
with the right to compensation, this process has led to traditional news media
being played off against each other by the larger platform companies.®® This
has resulted in court cases in several countries. In Belgium and Spain, media
organisations have signed agreements with platforms.®

Other international examples are Canada and Australia. Canada introduced
its Online News Act in April 2023. Under that Act, large platforms are required
to enter into agreements with publishers for using the latter’s content and even
for using links to that content (the so-called ‘link tax’). In the run-up to this
legislation, Google and Meta threatened to remove links to Canadian news
from their websites.®’

In 2021, Meta threatened to block news links in Australia if its new legisla-
tion were to be implemented.®® Since 2021, Google has entered into compen-
sation deals with media companies in the United States, the United Kingdom
and Australia (among others). These deals cover content appearing in the
Google News Showcase app. Facebook has signed agreements with media
organisations in the United Kingdom since 2020.%°

In short, media organisations depend on the services provided by Google.
Although they benefit from their content being published on the platform, Google is

64 Copyright falls under the category of intellectual property rights. They grant the author of an
original work the exclusive right to publish and reproduce it. Under publishing law, publishers have
control over the commercial use or reuse of their content.

65 This law has already been implemented in the Netherlands, but in most EU countries the amend-
ment still needs to be incorporated into their national legislation. Netherlands Chamber of Commerce
(2022), https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0001886/2022-10-01 and Yun Chee (2022).

66 Joldersma (2007), Yun Chee (2022) and Bateman (2021).

67 Bhuiyan (2023) and Bannerman (2023). Tech companies argued that, by centralising the func-
tioning of the internet, the Canadian Online News Act would stifle innovation, freedom of expression
and the basic principles of the internet (Sullivan & Campbell, 2023).

8 Meade (2021). In 2020, Google and Meta accounted for more than 80% of all online advertising
revenues in Canada; see Austin and Isai (2022).

% Hern (2021) and Waterson (2020).
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also a competitor. Google itself operates as an intermediary between advertisers and
publishers, fulfilling a dual role in the advertising market.”’ Because online adver-
tisements are not linked to a specific location, they can appear on websites without
any inherent connection to the product or service being advertised. Digital platforms
possess the best user data (Chap. 3) for determining where an advert should be placed
and where the highest yields can be achieved. Data on user’s interests are crucial. This
means that the content offered by media companies holds less value for advertisers,
leading to a further imbalance in their relationship.”!

4.5.2 Search for New Revenue Models

Due to these developments, Dutch media have explored new revenue models. For
example, newspapers started using paywalls: the notorious pop-ups that prevent free
access to online articles, which should stimulate users to pay for content.”” Paywalls
can work in various ways. In the micropayment model, which has become famous
thanks to iTunes, users pay a small one-time fee for unlimited access to content.
However, this model is more suited to music albums than to newspaper articles, as
the latter are usually not read more than once. Added to that, micropayments require
quite some effort due to the many separate purchases needed, which makes users
acutely aware of the fact that they are paying. For these reasons, the Dutch brand
Blendle, which offered curated lists of news titles, switched from a micropayment to
a subscription model.”®> The subscription model is the most widely used method to
block content. For a fixed monthly or annual payment, subscribers gain full access
to all articles, including the digital archive.

An example of a Dutch online newspaper that sells its content in this way is
the journalistic platform De Correspondent. According to the annual figures of this
company, subscription fees (from over 70,000 subscribers) accounted for 64.4% of
its income.”* A key principle in its manifesto states that advertisements have no
place in its revenue model and it explicitly rejects any ties to advertisers. It also has
other sources of income besides subscription fees: De Correspondent is a publishing
company (which accounts for 32.8% of its turnover) and also invites subscribers
to make donations on top of their monthly subscription fee (1.8% of its turnover).
Finally, the platform’s Correspondent Foundation runs fundraising campaigns, for
example to fund specific investigative projects such as ‘Operation Face Mask’ on

70 Google has acquired platforms including DoubleClick and the advertising network AdSense.
Based on these, it offers various services combined with Google Analytics.

71 A large number of investigations by competition authorities and regulators worldwide have been
examining this relationship for quite some time. See for examples: Geradin (2019) and Lancieri
and Sakowski (2021).

72 Behrens and Brouwer (2018: 15-16).
73 Before being taken over by the French digital newsstand Cafeyn.
74 Figures for 2021, with 593,000 euros in profits before tax.
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the Dutch approach to the COVID-19 pandemic (0.8% of its turnover).”> Another
Dutch platform for investigative journalism with a similar revenue model is Follow
the Money.”®

The question is to what extent a subscription-based model is still suitable for
media companies when their aim is to reach large and more diverse audiences. Such
a strategy without adverts, so with income solely based on subscription fees, dona-
tions and external non-profit financing, only seems a realistic alternative for niche
journalism,”” and in particular for those outlets that target socio-cultural subgroups
that consist of highly educated, intellectually interested and relatively wealthy citi-
zens. There is another option for journalistic platforms with a distinct economic
profile, such as The Wall Street Journal. In such a case, large companies are willing
to take out subscriptions for their employees to ensure they stay on top of develop-
ments in the field. Incidentally, this type of revenue model combines subscriptions
with ads, fundraising and donations. Likewise, most Dutch newspapers combine a
digital or hybrid subscription model with sales of advertising space.

Television producers have also explored new cash-generating strategies. In the
Netherlands, linear television audiences are shrinking; most young people do not even
have a TV and watch content on their smartphones and/or tablets. For years, the NPO
has offered content on YouTube and on its own platform, NPO Start. Content creators
with large audiences can earn a lot of money on YouTube.”® However, this is not an
option for Dutch public broadcasters, because the Media Act prohibits them from
generating income from content shared through third parties. This creates a tricky
dilemma: posting content on platforms helps broadcasters extend their reach, but they
are prevented from making money from it. As long-term figures are missing, it is
difficult to determine the exact amounts involved. An analysis from 2018 suggests that
these amounts are limited: 2 million euros compared with 179 million euros generated
by STER in total.”” As a consequence, none of the most popular programmes are
distributed through the platforms. At the same time, parties (users) can still download
this content illegally, distribute it on YouTube and generate advertising revenues. To
date, the NPO has not done much to prevent this. 80

In response to the trend of on-demand television, the Dutch public broadcasting
system launched NPO Plus, first as a pilot in 2014 and then as a full-fledged platform
in2017. NPO Plus is part of NL Ziet, a Dutch partnership between public broadcasters
and commercial channels (NPO, RTL Nederland and Talpa Network). NPO Plus
is a subscription service that offers users access to the entire NPO archive and the
possibility to access programmes in advance for a monthly fee. This is a new revenue

75 Bijleveld and Faber (2022).
76 Follow the Money additionally sells a very limited range of merchandise. See Smit et al. (2022).
77 Pickard (2020).

78 For example, the Dutch channel NikkieTutorials is estimated to generate approximately one
million euros per annum in this way (https://nl.youtubers.me/nikkietutorials/youtube-geschatte-ink
omsten).

79 https://www.spreekbuis.nl/dit-zou-npo-kunnen-verdienen-met-youtube-reclameinkomsten/.
80 https://www.spreekbuis.nl/publieke-omroep-doet-weinig-tegen-illegale-youtube-content/.
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model that helps the NPO generate extra income, following other paid streaming
services such as Netflix and HBO Max. To give an illustration: the year 2021 was
a successful one for NPO Plus, with approximately 483,000 subscribers—a 42%
increase compared with 2020.8' RTL also reported higher profits and an increase in
the number of paying subscribers to its streaming service Videoland.®> No annual
figures are available for Talpa. The commercial parties RTL and Talpa use a different
digital infrastructure on their platforms than the NPO. The most important difference
is that they collect more user data (cookies), resulting in more advanced options for
personalised advertising. RTL and Talpa are therefore attractive parties for advertisers
with targeted advertising strategies.

While users can also listen to radio and internet broadcasts in digital form (DAB+),
the old-fashioned FM frequency has remained quite popular thanks to car radios.
FM audiences are still large enough to keep FM radio attractive for advertisers.
That said, the spread of open-source content—such as podcasts—is growing. Open-
source content is content that every internet user can access without having to pay
for it. Companies have found ways to capitalise on this trend. Spotify, for example,
has incorporated podcasts into its shielded platform environment. Podcasts are open
source, meaning that non-paying users of Spotify can also access them. When they
use Spotify, they leave user data on the platform and become familiar with its user
environment. This in turn makes them more likely to switch to a paid subscription.®?

Key Issues 4.5 Money Flows and Revenue Models

— Money flows in the media system have shifted, with major consequences
for the revenue model of traditional media.

— While newspapers have seen their income from subscriptions and adver-
tisers fall, their number of digital and hybrid subscriptions have slightly
increased.

— Public broadcasters face declining advertising revenues (due in part to
amendments to the Dutch Media Act). The NPO invests in its own platform,
NPO Plus, for sharing NPO-related content online.

— Advertising revenues are in decline for commercial channels as well. In the
Netherlands, RTL founded the streaming service Videoland. Unlike public
broadcasters, commercial parties collect more detailed user data on their
platforms.

81 NPO (2022).
82 Het Financieele Dagblad (2023).

83 Another example is the cooperation between Dutch production company Tonny Media and
subscription service Podimo. Tonny Media produces podcasts, and Podimo acquires the exclusive
broadcasting rights when they prove successful.
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4.6 Concentration and Depletion

The Dutch media market is highly concentrated. Within each of the traditional product
markets—print, television and radio—only two to three media organisations are in
play. For newspapers, the dominant parties are DPG Media and Mediahuis (with
a combined market share of over 90%), for television these are the NPO, Bertels-
mann (RTL) and Talpa Network (combined market share of 78%) and for radio these
include the NPO, DPG Media and Talpa Network (combined market share of 74%).84
As argued before, the distinction between the various product markets is less and less
relevant. This is reflected in the cross-media portfolios of the large media organisa-
tions. At the time of writing, DPG Media had made a bid of 1.1 billion euros for the
acquisition of RTL Nederland.®> In this deal, DPG Media would expand its portfolio
of newspapers, dailies, websites and radio by including commercial TV channels
and the streaming service Videoland.

DPG Media and Mediahuis

In recent years, DPG Media and Mediahuis have implemented several restructuring
projects that have had major consequences for their local divisions in the Netherlands.
Free local papers have been hit hard by these changes. Free papers depend entirely on
advertising revenues. Since offline advertising revenues have come under pressure,
publishers argue that many municipalities now only have room for a single free local
paper. In addition, most of them lack the staff and resources to ensure a successful
switch to online.3® Some of the local titles have been acquired by local publishers
over the past years, whereas others have vanished due to bankruptcy or mergers.
Most of the existing titles have had to cut costs.®” As a result, the local supply of
news and information is spread thin. However, it is far from certain to what extent
the large publishing houses are responsible for this downward trend. According to
the companies themselves, the rapid changes in the information environment call for
restructuring measures; indeed, it is because of such measures that ailing local titles
still exist. At the national level, the risks for the quality and pluralism of newspapers
appear to be relatively minor. To date, empirical analyses present a nuanced picture.®

General figures indicate increasing trends for turnover and profits of the two
publishing houses. However, these are consolidated data. DPG Media has not
published the financial statements of its Dutch subsidiary, DPG Media BV, since

84 Dutch Media Authority (2023).

85 NOS (2023) and Bremmer (2023).

86 www.villamedia.nl/artikel/dpg-media-stopt-met-huis-aan-huisblad-de-vonk.

87 Damstra et al. (2024); see also www. Villamedia.nl/artikel/reorganisatie-tweederde-van-huis-aan-
huis-journalisten-persgroep-weg.

83 Wijfjes and Harbers (2019: 284). Examples from the past show that large commercial newspaper
companies can actually enhance the quality and pluralism of the press. Thanks to their economies
of scale and financial strength, they offered better services to advertisers and were able to invest in
new digital technologies and hire more editorial staff.
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2022. This makes it difficult to compare results over the years.?® Mediahuis did not
publish financial statements for any of its subsidiaries in 2022 either, meaning that
no financial information is available on profits of the Dutch operations of Media-
huis. Moreover, little is known about the revenue models of these two compa-
nies. The annual reports of DPG Media suggest a focus on the growth of so-called
online services—its third pillar, alongside publishing and broadcasting. These online
services includes Dutch digital brands such as Independer, Nationale Vacaturebank,
Tweakers and AutoTrack. The company claims that it helps consumers by offering
information and advice, and by facilitating comparisons between supply and demand
through these online services. Mediahuis is also focusing on operations in the digital
marketplace, which have grown in size over the past few years. The business group
additionally invests in companies that aim to make information flows ‘more effective,
affordable or accessible’.”" The lack of more detailed information makes it difficult
to assess and interpret these developments.

DPG Media and Mediahuis control several components of the media value chain,
such as printing offices, news desks, the advertising market and delivery.”! This
allows them to keep much of their production in-house. Thanks to their diversified
portfolios with various types of media, both groups are quite resilient. For example,
they can offset the increasing costs of printing, delivery and raw materials against
profits gained in other markets. Additionally, media concentration also has an internal
dimension that promotes cooperation among the business group’s editorial offices.
This enables the practice of ‘copy sharing’, i.e. the use of the same articles across
multiple newspaper titles. Copy sharing has become quite common in the Nether-
lands. For example, regional newspaper De Limburger (Mediahuis) regularly features
articles of national titles NRC Handelsblad and De Telegraaf (also Mediahuis).
Another example is Het Parool (DPG Media), which regularly includes articles from
Algemeen Dagblad (DPG Media) and Trouw (also DPG Media). When titles belong
to the same publishing house, but serve different audiences, copy sharing is more
intensive. Regional newspapers in particular use domestic news that originates from
national titles within the same media company. In the regional titles of Algemeen
Dagblad, for example, only the regional news is original; the remainder is generated
by its national editorial office.

Box 4.3 Policy Developments Surrounding Media Concentration

The Netherland has no specific regulations on pluralism for media concentra-
tion. The Netherlands Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM) reviews
mergers and acquisitions according to the rules in the general Competition

89 Dutch Media Authority (2023: 20).
90 hitps://www.mediahuis.com/nl/activiteiten/mediahuis-ventures/.
91 Behrens and Brouwer (2018: 30).
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Act. In the past, the Netherlands did have legislation that restricted cross-
ownership. Those restrictions were relaxed in 2007 under the Media Concen-
trations (Interim Measures) Act. This Act contained rules specifically targeting
the radio, television and newspaper markets and supplemented general compe-
tition law (Kooter, 2023). For example, it imposed a 35% limit on the share of
the newspaper market. In 2009, the Temporary Committee on Innovation and
the Future of the Press (Brinkman Committee) found that the Media Concen-
trations (Interim Measures) Act was obstructing the necessary innovation in
the newspaper market. Consequently, Parliament decided in 2010 to abolish it
(Hins, 2010). Additionally, the number of national FM frequency lots per radio
provider was extended to four in 2016, but this was reduced to three in 2023.

In response to the concentration of the media market, the Kwint parliamen-
tary motion, in 2021, called on the government to identify methods to ensure
better safeguards for pluralism in the media (Parliamentary Papers II 2021—
2022, 32827 No. 236). The responsible state secretary asked the Dutch Media
Authority to develop a model in cooperation with all relevant stakeholders.

Under the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), which was adopted by
the European Parliament in 2024, it is mandatory to perform a pluralism test
in the assessment of media concentration at the national level. Additionally,
the EMFA provides for a prominent advisory role for the European Board for
Media Services towards national regulators. Finally, it imposes more stringent
requirements on media companies’ obligation of transparency. Given that no
far-reaching Dutch legislation existed in this field, the Act signifies a major
expansion (Kooter, 2023).

The NPO, RTL Nederland and Talpa

There is also a high degree of concentration in the television and radio markets.
The NPO comprises six public broadcasting associations (AVROTROS-PowNed,
BNNVARA, KRO-NCRYV, Omroep MAX-WNL, EO and VPRO-HUMAN), two
designated broadcasters (NOS, NTR) and two candidate broadcasters (Ongehoord
Nederland and Omroep Zwart). In addition to that, the Netherlands has multiple
commercial channels that are owned by two big media companies: RTL Neder-
land as part of the RTL Group (with Bertelsmann as majority shareholder) and
Talpa Network. The largest commercial radio station, QMusic, is owned by DPG
Media, while Radio Veronica and 100%NL are both owned by Mediahuis. In 2021,
RTL Nederland and Talpa Network announced their intention to merge, but the
ACM rejected their plans in 2023.%% These two parties wanted to merge because this
would put them in a better position to compete with the major platform companies

92 ACM ruled that the entity resulting from the merger would have too much power in the television
market. RTL Nederland and Talpa Network insisted that they mainly operate in the digital advertising
market, where their merger would not give them undue power. ACM did not go along with this line
of reasoning.
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regarding digital advertising revenues.”> In order to withstand competition in the
digital domain, commercial parties either have to merge or work together to benefit
from the economies of scale and synergies associated with market expansion.”*

For the big media companies, cooperation on specific issues is also a viable
strategy. For example, DPG Media, Mediahuis and RTL Nederland jointly launched
NL Profiel, a pilot to test interest among advertisers in a joint data and media offer.”
Another example is an initiative of DPG Media, Mediahuis, NPO, RTL Nederland
and Talpa Network to join forces in exploring possibilities for a Dutch data vault.”®
As with DPG Media and Mediahuis, RTL Nederland and Talpa Network have cross-
media portfolios. In addition, the RTL Group operates internationally, which makes
it relatively easy for this company to roll out successful formats and services in
different countries.”’

In response to these developments, the NPO has invested in competitive strength.
Discussions about the legitimacy and efficiency of the broadcasting system (including
the numerous broadcasting associations) have led to a large-scale streamlining oper-
ation. As aresult, the NPO decides which programmes are to be aired on which chan-
nels, and when. In order to remain competitive in the growing multimedia market, the
three networks (NPO1, NPO2 and NPO3) are given priority based on a recognisable
signature, rather than the traditional identity of the broadcasters as ideological or
faith-based member associations.”® A comparable strategy was adopted in the radio
sector, where the autonomy of identity-based broadcasters was placed under the
authority of the channels. However, to this day, the organisation of the broadcasting
system remains the subject of debate. Multiple advisory reports have been published
that focus on the long-term sustainability of the public broadcasting system.” The
position of broadcasting associations merits special attention in this context. The
Dutch system is complex, with six public broadcasters, two designated broadcasters
and two candidate broadcasters. The relationship between the broadcasters and the
NPO is another frequent topic of debate. In 2023 the Public Broadcasting Advi-
sory Committee recommended to set an upper limit for the number of broadcasters
allowed in the system.'* In 2025 the Dutch government announced major reforms of
the national broadcaster system by placing current broadcasters (with the exception

of NOS) into four or five new broadcaster ‘houses’.'”! This announcement came

93 Eijsvoogel (2022).

94 Hendrickx and Ranaivoson (2021).

9 Huijbregts (2020).

96 https://www.datakluis.nl/.

97 Miiller (2021: 167).

98 Miiller (2021: 165).

99 AEF (2021, 2022) and Public Broadcasting Advisory Committee (2023).

100 https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/b9ccc2 1e-42d2-4338-a719-91b9da3 1 ffe9/file.

101 These decisions came after the publication of this report in October 2024. While this English
version of the report does not follow up on all developments after its first publication, it is important
to include the recent systemic changes to the Dutch broadcasting system. Parliamentary papers
2024-2025, 32,827 No. 368 and No. 369.
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alongside earlier announced budget cuts of 156 million euros set for the NPO, about
25 percent of its total budget, leading to fierce public and political debates. The
impact of the budgets cuts are felt at the program level, where many productions are
cancelled.'”?

Key Issues 4.6 Concentration and Depletion

— The Dutch media market is highly concentrated. The many titles and
channels are owned by only a few large companies.

— The link between market concentration and the decline of local journalism
remains contested. While DPG Media and Mediahuis have implemented
large-scale budget cuts, many local titles also owe their continued existence
to being acquired by these groups.

— Little is known about the revenue models of DPG Media and Mediahuis,
which only report consolidated data.

— The Dutch television and radio market is also highly concentrated. Besides
the NPO, the major players in this market are the RTL Group and Talpa
Network. DPG Media and Mediahuis also own commercial radio stations.

— Media parties argue that mergers, acquisitions or closer cooperation are the
only viable strategies to withstand competition from platform companies.

— The NPO also faces challenges of competitiveness, especially given the
complex public broadcasting system with various broadcasting associations.
This challenge has been the subject of several advisory reports published in
recent years. In 2025 the Dutch government announced major reforms of
the broadcasting system, alongside large budget cuts.

4.7 Conclusion

This chapter focused on the consequences of digitalisation and platformisation for
the Dutch media system. Traditional media all went through digital transitions that
loosened the relationship between content and type of media carrier. Due to digi-
talisation, the supply side of the information system has expanded massively, with
countless new producers, platforms and genres entering the fray. Parallel to this
development, there has been a fundamental change in the way people consume news
and information. People increasingly encounter content online and indirectly: no
longer straight from the source, but through social platforms or search engines and
also, increasingly, in snippets. In addition, it is no longer self-evident that journalistic

102 https://www.bnnvara.nl/artikelen/waar-gaat-de-actie-om-de-publieke-omroep-te-beschermen-

eigenlijk-over; https://npo.nl/overnpo/gezamenlijke-visie-npo-en-omroepen-op-bezuinigingen-en-
hervorming.
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content is a commodity people are willing to pay for, with free news and information
abundant in the online domain.

The dominance of large platform companies has created major consequences for
journalistic media. On the one hand, it has fuelled a complementary dynamic.'%?
As shown in Chap. 3, the big tech companies fulfil an essential role in the online
domain. By aggregating and organising the infinite amount of online information,
they enable users to navigate the internet effectively. Social media, in turn, aggregate
and organise the hundreds of millions of users in the online domain. Regular news
media use these infrastructures to distribute their content. Because most people are
active users of social platforms, these platforms have become indispensable conduits
for media to promote their output. Media content is valuable for platforms and search
engines, as it enables them to shape their services and attract users.

At the same time, platforms and media are also competitors in a far from balanced
relationship. Platform companies profit in a variety of ways from users that engage
with media content, but do not compensate the media companies for this. All online
interactions generate user data that are extremely lucrative for platforms. However,
platform companies share user data only to a very limited extent. This reluctance to
share information undermines the ability of media companies to build or maintain a
relationship with their users, which is especially problematic in relation to younger
generations that are not familiar with traditional news brands. Producers of smart-
phones and smart devices are doing something rather similar. Companies such as
Apple and Samsung have acquired positions that enable them to control or shape
interactions between producers and users, leveraging their products to gather vast
amounts of user data. Media companies are facing serious competition from these
providers, which also include the large streaming services.

To keep their heads above water, media companies are left with no choice but
to work together or to scale up. In recent years, they have mainly invested in the
latter. Media groups such as DPG Media and Mediahuis have rapidly developed into
multi-billion euro businesses that control a large portion of the Dutch media market.
For these parties, too, user data are key in their revenue models. In this way, the
commercial logic and business models of platform companies have a far-reaching
influence. They are so compelling and successful that media companies feel forced
to adopt similar strategies. Due to these developments, the Dutch public broadcaster
NPO must also reconsider its current organisational model. The complexity of the
current system has led to a variety of reports and recommendations over the last few
recent years.

In summary: the playing field for journalistic media has changed fundamentally
in a relatively short period of time. This chapter highlighted the opportunities and the
challenges related to this transformation. So far, we have only provided descriptive
analyses of the evolving media system. Ultimately, however, the crucial question is
whether and to what extent these developments have an impact on the democratic
opinion formation process and the democratic functions of media. This will be the

103 Geradin (2019).
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focus of the next chapter, along with a reflection on the associated opportunities and
risks for the functioning of democracy.

References

Andersson, Elffers en Felix (AEF). (2021). Verkenning naar legitimatie criteria publieke
omroepen. Utrecht. Retrieved from https://www.aef.nl/storage/files/Eindrapport-Verkenning
legitimatiecriteria-publieke-omroepen.pdf. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Andersson, Elffers en Felix (AEF). (2022). Koers kiezen: vijf uitdagingen voor een duurzame
Publieke Omroep. Utrecht. Retrieved from https://www.aef.nl/storage/files/Koers-kiezen.-Vij
fuitdagingen-voor-een-duurzame-Publieke-Omroep-1.pdf. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Athey, S., Mobius, M., & Pal, J. (2021). The impact of aggregators on internet news consumption
(No. w28746). National Bureau of Economic Research.

Audify. (2022). Audify Audiojaarrapport 2022. Retrieved from https://audify.nl/wp-content/upl
0ads/2023/03/Audify-AudioJaarrapport-2022.pdf. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Audify. (2023). Audify Audiojaarrapport 2023. Retrieved from https://audify.nl/wp-content/upl
0ads/2024/02/Audify AnnualReport2023-English.pdf. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]
Austin, L., & Isai, V. (2022). Canada introduces bill requiring online giants to share Revenues
with publishers. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/05/world/canada/revenue-

sharing-facebook-google.html. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Bannerman, S. (2023, 13 March). The online news act could give Google and Meta
too much influence over Canadian news organizations. The Conversation. Retrieved
from https://theconversation.com/the-online-news-act-could-give-google-and-meta-too-much-
influence-over-canadian-news-organizations-201080. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Bateman, T. (2021, 4 November). Google News returns to Spain after the country adopts new EU
copyright law. Euronews. Retrieved from https://www.euronews.com/next/2021/11/04/google-
news-returns-to-spain-after-the-country-adopts-new-eu-copyright-law. [Consulted on 2025, 15
September]

Behrens, C., & Brouwer, E. (2018). Ontwikkelingen journalistieke infrastructuur 2000-2018.
SEO Economisch Onderzoek. Retrieved from https://www.mfrr.eu/netherlands towards-a-safer-
haven-advancing-safety-of-journalists-amidst-rising-threats-in-the Netherlands/. [Consulted on
2025, 15 September]

Bhuiyan, J., (2023, 29 June). Google to end news access in Canada after bill to pay news publishers
passes. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2023/jun/29/
google-canada-online-news-act-publishers-content-law. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Bijleveld, S., & Faber, S. (2022, 20 September). Zo besteedde De Correspondent jouw ledengeld
in 2021. De Correspondent. Retrieved from https://decorrespondent.nl/13799/zo-besteedde-de-
correspondent-jouw-ledengeld-in-2021/11a64814-dbb6-08f3-394a-304a3801cad5. [Consulted
on 2025, 15 September]

Bremmer, D. (2023, 15 December). Advocaat: ‘Kans klein dat ACM voor overname RTL gaat
liggen. Algemeen Dagblad. Retrieved from https://www.ad.nl/show/advocaat-kans-klein-dat-
acm-voor-overname-rtl-gaat-liggen~ada7d574/. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Broersma, M. (2019). Objectiviteit als professionele strategie. Nut en functie van een omstreden
begrip. In J. Bardoel & H. Wijfjes (Eds.), Journalistieke cultuur in Nederland (pp. 163-182).
Amsterdam University Press.

Carey, J., & Elton, M. (2010). Media adoption and use. The University of Michigan Press and The
University of Michigan Library.

Christin, A. (2020). Metrics at work. Princeton University Press.

Cook, C. E., Geels, K., & Bakker, P. (2016). Hyperlocal revenues in the UK and Europe: Mapping
the road to sustainability and resilience. Nesta.


https://www.aef.nl/storage/files/Eindrapport-Verkenning%20legitimatiecriteria-publieke-omroepen.pdf
https://www.aef.nl/storage/files/Eindrapport-Verkenning%20legitimatiecriteria-publieke-omroepen.pdf
https://www.aef.nl/storage/files/Koers-kiezen.-Vijfuitdagingen-voor-een-duurzame-Publieke-Omroep-1.pdf
https://www.aef.nl/storage/files/Koers-kiezen.-Vijfuitdagingen-voor-een-duurzame-Publieke-Omroep-1.pdf
https://audify.nl/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Audify-AudioJaarrapport-2022.pdf
https://audify.nl/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Audify-AudioJaarrapport-2022.pdf
https://audify.nl/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/AudifyAnnualReport2023-English.pdf
https://audify.nl/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/AudifyAnnualReport2023-English.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/05/world/canada/revenue-sharing-facebook-google.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/05/world/canada/revenue-sharing-facebook-google.html
https://theconversation.com/the-online-news-act-could-give-google-and-meta-too-much-influence-over-canadian-news-organizations-201080
https://theconversation.com/the-online-news-act-could-give-google-and-meta-too-much-influence-over-canadian-news-organizations-201080
https://www.euronews.com/next/2021/11/04/google-news-returns-to-spain-after-the-country-adopts-new-eu-copyright-law
https://www.euronews.com/next/2021/11/04/google-news-returns-to-spain-after-the-country-adopts-new-eu-copyright-law
https://www.mfrr.eu/netherlands
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2023/jun/29/google-canada-online-news-act-publishers-content-law
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2023/jun/29/google-canada-online-news-act-publishers-content-law
https://decorrespondent.nl/13799/zo-besteedde-de-correspondent-jouw-ledengeld-in-2021/11a64814-dbb6-08f3-394a-304a3801cad5
https://decorrespondent.nl/13799/zo-besteedde-de-correspondent-jouw-ledengeld-in-2021/11a64814-dbb6-08f3-394a-304a3801cad5
https://www.ad.nl/show/advocaat-kans-klein-dat-acm-voor-overname-rtl-gaat-liggen~ada7d574/
https://www.ad.nl/show/advocaat-kans-klein-dat-acm-voor-overname-rtl-gaat-liggen~ada7d574/

References 109

Costera Meijer, 1. (2023). Veranderend mediagebruik door jongeren. Implicaties voor de rol en
betekenis van de journalistiek in een democratie. Working paper 57. Wetenschappelijke Raad
voor het Regeringsbeleid.

Damstra, A., Beutler, P., & de Smit, N. (2024). Gratis maar van grote waarde: Een inhoudsanalyse van
huis-aan-huisbladen in Nederland. Tijdschrift Voor Communicatiewetenschap, 52(4), 385—407.

Damstra, A., & De Swert, K. (2021). The making of economic news: Dutch economic journalists
contextualizing their work. Journalism, 22(12), 3083-3100.

Deuze, M. (2023). Life in media: A global introduction to media studies. MIT Press.

Draaisma, D., Wijfjes, H., & Vingerhoets, A. J. J. M. (2011). De muziek zegt alles: De Top 2000
onder professoren. L. J. Veen.

Dutch Media Authority (Commissariaat voor de Media) (2020). Digital News Report Nederland
2020. Hilversum.

Dutch Media Authority (Commissariaat voor de Media). (2021). Mediamonitor 2021. Hilversum.

Dutch Media Authority (Commissariaat voor de Media) (2022). De staat van de lokale infor-
matievoorziening 2022—het burgerperspectief. Hilversum.

Dutch Media Authority (Commissariaat voor de Media) (2023). Mediamonitor 2023. Hilversum.

Dutch Media Authority (Commissariaat voor de Media) (2024). Digital News Report Nederland
2024. Hilversum.

Eijsvoogel, J. (2022, 21 januari). Topman Mediahuis: ‘We willen een Europese mediaspeler
worden’. NRC. Retrieved from https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2022/01/31/topman-mediahuis-we-
willen-een-europese-mediaspeler-worden-a4083828. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

Financieele Dagblad. (2023, 16 March). Winst RTL Nederland enorm gegroeid in
2022. Retrieved from https://fd.nl/bedrijfsleven/1470852/winst-rtl-nederland-enorm-gegroeid-
in-2022. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

Geradin, D. (2019). Complements and/or substitutes? The competitive dynamics between news
publishers and digital platforms and what it means for competition policy (February 20, 2019).
TILEC discussion paper No. 2019-003, Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3338941
or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3338941.

Hendrickx, J., & Ranaivoson, H. (2021). Why and how higher media concentration equals lower
news diversity—The Mediahuis case. Journalism, 22(11), 2800-2815.

Hern, A. (2021, 17 februari). News Corp agrees deal with Google over payments for jour-
nalism. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/feb/17/
news-corp-agrees-deal-with-google-over-payments-for-journalism#:~:text=News%20Corp%
20agrees%20deal %20with%20Google%200ver%20payments %20for%20journalism,-This %
20article%20is&text=Google%20and%20Rupert%20Murdoch’s%20News,the %20Times %
20and%20the%20Australian. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Hins, A.W. (2010). Plurality of political opinions and the concentration of Media. van Erp J.HM. &
van Vliet L.PW. (red.), Netherlands Reports to the Eighteenth International Congress of
Comparative Law, Washington 2010. : . p. 469-494

Holt, K., & Haller, A. (2017). What does ‘Liigenpresse’mean? Expressions of media distrust on
PEGIDA’s Facebook pages. Politik, 20(4).

Huijbregts, J. (2020, 10 September). Nederlandse mediabedrijven stoppen met delen gebruikersdata
via NLProf. Tweakers. Retrieved from https://tweakers.net/nieuws/172008/nederlandse-mediab
edrijven-stoppen-met-delen-gebruikersdata-via-nlprofiel.html

Joldersma, A. (2007, 4 May). Belgische kranten terug op Google. Nu.nl. Retrieved from https://
www.nu.nl/internet/106608 1/belgische-kranten-terug-op-google.html. [Consulted on 2025, 15
September]

Kalogeropoulos, A., Fletcher, R., & Nielsen, R. K. (2019). News brand attribution in distributed
environments: Do people know where they get their news? New Media & Society, 21(3),583-601.

Kooter, S. (2023). Wetgeving: De terugkeer van de pluriformiteitstoets bij mediaconcentratie.
Media, 6, 206-216.

Ladd, J. M. (2012). Democratic opposition parties and democratic outcomes in hybrid regimes.
The University of Western Ontario (Canada).


https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2022/01/31/topman-mediahuis-we-willen-een-europese-mediaspeler-worden-a4083828
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2022/01/31/topman-mediahuis-we-willen-een-europese-mediaspeler-worden-a4083828
https://fd.nl/bedrijfsleven/1470852/winst-rtl-nederland-enorm-gegroeid-in-2022
https://fd.nl/bedrijfsleven/1470852/winst-rtl-nederland-enorm-gegroeid-in-2022
https://ssrn.com/abstract%3D3338941
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3338941
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/feb/17/news-corp-agrees-deal-with-google-over-payments-for-journalism#:~:text=News%20Corp%20agrees%20deal%20with%20Google%20over%20payments%20for%20journalism,-This%20article%20is&text=Google%20and%20Rupert%20Murdoch's%20News,the%20Times%20and%20the%20Australian
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/feb/17/news-corp-agrees-deal-with-google-over-payments-for-journalism#:~:text=News%20Corp%20agrees%20deal%20with%20Google%20over%20payments%20for%20journalism,-This%20article%20is&text=Google%20and%20Rupert%20Murdoch's%20News,the%20Times%20and%20the%20Australian
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/feb/17/news-corp-agrees-deal-with-google-over-payments-for-journalism#:~:text=News%20Corp%20agrees%20deal%20with%20Google%20over%20payments%20for%20journalism,-This%20article%20is&text=Google%20and%20Rupert%20Murdoch's%20News,the%20Times%20and%20the%20Australian
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/feb/17/news-corp-agrees-deal-with-google-over-payments-for-journalism#:~:text=News%20Corp%20agrees%20deal%20with%20Google%20over%20payments%20for%20journalism,-This%20article%20is&text=Google%20and%20Rupert%20Murdoch's%20News,the%20Times%20and%20the%20Australian
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/feb/17/news-corp-agrees-deal-with-google-over-payments-for-journalism#:~:text=News%20Corp%20agrees%20deal%20with%20Google%20over%20payments%20for%20journalism,-This%20article%20is&text=Google%20and%20Rupert%20Murdoch's%20News,the%20Times%20and%20the%20Australian
https://tweakers.net/nieuws/172008/nederlandse-mediabedrijven-stoppen-met-delen-gebruikersdata-via-nlprofiel.html
https://tweakers.net/nieuws/172008/nederlandse-mediabedrijven-stoppen-met-delen-gebruikersdata-via-nlprofiel.html
https://www.nu.nl/internet/1066081/belgische-kranten-terug-op-google.html
https://www.nu.nl/internet/1066081/belgische-kranten-terug-op-google.html

110 4 A New Playing Field for Journalistic Media

Lancieri, F., & Sakowski, P. (2021). Competition in digital markets: A review of expert reports.
Stanford Journal of Law, Business & Finance, 26, 65. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3681322
Meade, A. (2021, 16 February). Google and Facebook: The landmark Australian law that will make
them pay for news content. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/tec
hnology/2021/feb/16/google-and-facebook-the-landmark-australian-law-that-will-make-them-

pay-for-news-content. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Mediahuis. (2022). Jaarverslag 2021. Retrieved from https://www.mediahuis.com/app/uploads/
2022/03/Mediahuis-Jaarverslag-2021_NL_Lowres.pdf. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

Mesch, G. S. (2012). Technology and youth. New Directions for Youth Development, 2012(135),
97-105.

Ministry of Economic Affairs (2008). Beleidsbrief convergentie: de consument aan het roer in
veranderende markten voor ICT, telecommunicatie en audiovisuele media 2008. Den Haag.

Miiller, J. (2021). Wat is echte democratie? Nieuw Amsterdam.

Napoli, P. M. (2019). Social media and the public interest: Media regulation in the disinformation
age. Columbia University Press.

Netherlands Authority on Consumers and Markets (ACM). (2022). Besluit Vergun-
ning vereist voor de concentratie tussen RTL Group S.A. en Talpa Network B.V.
Retrieved from https://www.acm.nl/sites/default/files/documents/concentratiebesluit-nader-
onderzoek-nodig-naar-overname-talpa-network-door-rtl-group.pdf. [Consulted on 2025, 15
September]

Netherlands Chamber of Commerce (Kamer van Koophandel). (2022). Europese wetgeving voor
auteursrecht. Retrieved from https://www.kvk.nl/wetten-en-regels/europese-wetgeving-voor-
auteursrecht/. [Consulted on 2025, 17 September]

Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Eddy, K., Robertson, C. T., & Nielsen, R. K. (2023). Digital news report
2023. Reuters Institute. Retrieved from https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-rep
ort/2023. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

NOS. (2023, 15 December). Met de overname van RTL wil mediareus DPG verder in omvang
groeien. Retrieved from https://nos.nl/artikel/2501706-met-de-overname-van-rtl-wil-mediar
eus-dpg-verder-in-omvang-groeien. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

NPO. (2021). Begroting 2022. Retrieved from https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-3ca3bb6f-
1b5c-409e-8244-2fcd43ect5bd/pdf. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

NPO. (2022). Jaarverslag 2021. Retrieved from https://npo.nl/overnpo/openbare-documenten?doc
ument=13. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Petre, C. (2015). The traffic factories: Metrics at chartbeat, gawker media, and the New York times.
Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism.

Petre, C. (2021). All the news that s fit to click: How metrics are transforming the work of journalists.
Princeton University Press.

Pickard, V. (2020). Restructuring democratic infrastructures: A policy approach to the journalism
crisis. Digital Journalism, 8(6), 704-719.

Public Broadcasting Advisory Committee (Adviescollege Publieke Omroep; Commissie-Van
Geel). (2023). Eenheid in veelzijdigheid: Pleidooi voor een weerbaar publiek omroepbestel.
Den Haag. Retrieved from https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/dpcd8dcb65fdace0016a4271
47bf174a0a0eea8fabb/pdf. [Consulted on 2024, 17 July]

RTL. (2023). RTL group interim rapport January to June 2023. Retrieved from https://company.
rtl.com/export/sites/rtlunited/.galleries/downloads/financial_results/RTL-Group-Interim-Rep
ort-2023_final.pdf. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

Smit, E., Van der Wal, A., & Sanders J. W. (2022, 17 April ). Dit deden we in 2021 met het geld
van onze leden. Follow the Money. Retrieved from https://www.ftm.nl/artikelen/financieel-jaa
rverslag-2021-ftm. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Statistics Netherlands (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek). (2023). ICT, kennis en economie
2023. Retrieved from https://longreads.cbs.nl/ict-kennis-en-economie-2023/ict-gebruik-bij-per
sonen/#:~:text=Smartphone%20meest%20gebruikt%20voor%20internettoegang,vaak %20g
ebruikt%20(40%20procent). [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]


https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3681322
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/feb/16/google-and-facebook-the-landmark-australian-law-that-will-make-them-pay-for-news-content
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/feb/16/google-and-facebook-the-landmark-australian-law-that-will-make-them-pay-for-news-content
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/feb/16/google-and-facebook-the-landmark-australian-law-that-will-make-them-pay-for-news-content
https://www.mediahuis.com/app/uploads/2022/03/Mediahuis-Jaarverslag-2021_NL_Lowres.pdf
https://www.mediahuis.com/app/uploads/2022/03/Mediahuis-Jaarverslag-2021_NL_Lowres.pdf
https://www.acm.nl/sites/default/files/documents/concentratiebesluit-nader-onderzoek-nodig-naar-overname-talpa-network-door-rtl-group.pdf
https://www.acm.nl/sites/default/files/documents/concentratiebesluit-nader-onderzoek-nodig-naar-overname-talpa-network-door-rtl-group.pdf
https://www.kvk.nl/wetten-en-regels/europese-wetgeving-voor-auteursrecht/
https://www.kvk.nl/wetten-en-regels/europese-wetgeving-voor-auteursrecht/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2023
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2023
https://nos.nl/artikel/2501706-met-de-overname-van-rtl-wil-mediareus-dpg-verder-in-omvang-groeien
https://nos.nl/artikel/2501706-met-de-overname-van-rtl-wil-mediareus-dpg-verder-in-omvang-groeien
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-3ca3bb6f-1b5c-409e-8244-2fcd43ecf5b4/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-3ca3bb6f-1b5c-409e-8244-2fcd43ecf5b4/pdf
https://npo.nl/overnpo/openbare-documenten?document=13
https://npo.nl/overnpo/openbare-documenten?document=13
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/dpcd8dcb65fdace0016a427147bf174a0a0eea8fa6b/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/dpcd8dcb65fdace0016a427147bf174a0a0eea8fa6b/pdf
https://company.rtl.com/export/sites/rtlunited/.galleries/downloads/financial_results/RTL-Group-Interim-Report-2023_final.pdf
https://company.rtl.com/export/sites/rtlunited/.galleries/downloads/financial_results/RTL-Group-Interim-Report-2023_final.pdf
https://company.rtl.com/export/sites/rtlunited/.galleries/downloads/financial_results/RTL-Group-Interim-Report-2023_final.pdf
https://www.ftm.nl/artikelen/financieel-jaarverslag-2021-ftm
https://www.ftm.nl/artikelen/financieel-jaarverslag-2021-ftm
https://longreads.cbs.nl/ict-kennis-en-economie-2023/ict-gebruik-bij-personen/#:~:text=Smartphone%20meest%20gebruikt%20voor%20internettoegang,vaak%20gebruikt%20(40%20procent)
https://longreads.cbs.nl/ict-kennis-en-economie-2023/ict-gebruik-bij-personen/#:~:text=Smartphone%20meest%20gebruikt%20voor%20internettoegang,vaak%20gebruikt%20(40%20procent)
https://longreads.cbs.nl/ict-kennis-en-economie-2023/ict-gebruik-bij-personen/#:~:text=Smartphone%20meest%20gebruikt%20voor%20internettoegang,vaak%20gebruikt%20(40%20procent)

References 111

STER Reclame. (2023). Jaarverslag 2022. Retrieved from https://images.ster.nl/media/nxmnllow/
ster-jaarverslag-2022-pdf-2.pdf. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

STER Reclame. (2024). Jaarverslag 2023. Retrieved from https://ster.nl/media/15qfyvoa/ster-jaa
rverslag-2023.pdf. [Consulted on 2024, 4 August]

Sullivan, A., & Campbell, N. (2023, 14 February). Internet impact brief: How Canada’s online
news act will harm the internet, restricting innovation, security, and growth of the digital
economy. Retrieved from https://www.internetsociety.org/resources/doc/2023/internet-imp
act-brief-how-canadas-online-news-act-will-harm-the-internet-restricting-innovation-security-
and-growth-of-the-digital-economy/. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Susskind, D. (2023). Work and meaning in the age of Al. Brookings.

Van der Hoeven, P., & Wijfjes, H. (2019). Concentratie en kritische autonomie 1950-2000. In H.
Wijfjes & F. Harbers (Eds.), De krant, een cultuurgeschiedenis (pp. 246—289). Boom.

Waterson, J. (2020, 1 December). Facebook to pay UK media millions to license news stories. The
Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/dec/01/facebook-to-
pay-uk-media-millions-to-licence-news-stories. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Wijfjes, H. (2019). De radio, een cultuurgeschiedenis. Boom.

Wijfjes, H., & Bardoel, J. (2021). Televisie in Nederland: Zeventig jaar in vogelvlucht. In H. Wijfjes
(Ed.), De Televisie: Een cultuurgeschiedenis (pp. 51-128). Boom.

Wijfjes, H., & Harbers, F. (2019). De krant: een cultuurgeschiedenis. Boom.

Yun Chee, F. (2022, 22 June). Google News re-opens in Spain after eight-year shutdown. Reuters.
Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/technology/google-news-re-opens-spain-after-eight-
year-shutdown-2022-06-22/#:~:text=BRUSSELS %2C%20June %2022 %20(Reuters),using%
20snippets%200f%20their%20news. [Consulted on 2025, 15 September]

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/4.0/), which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if you modified the licensed material.
You do not have permission under this license to share adapted material derived from this chapter
or parts of it.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.


https://images.ster.nl/media/nxmnllow/ster-jaarverslag-2022-pdf-2.pdf
https://images.ster.nl/media/nxmnllow/ster-jaarverslag-2022-pdf-2.pdf
https://ster.nl/media/15qfyvoa/ster-jaarverslag-2023.pdf
https://ster.nl/media/15qfyvoa/ster-jaarverslag-2023.pdf
https://www.internetsociety.org/resources/doc/2023/internet-impact-brief-how-canadas-online-news-act-will-harm-the-internet-restricting-innovation-security-and-growth-of-the-digital-economy/
https://www.internetsociety.org/resources/doc/2023/internet-impact-brief-how-canadas-online-news-act-will-harm-the-internet-restricting-innovation-security-and-growth-of-the-digital-economy/
https://www.internetsociety.org/resources/doc/2023/internet-impact-brief-how-canadas-online-news-act-will-harm-the-internet-restricting-innovation-security-and-growth-of-the-digital-economy/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/dec/01/facebook-to-pay-uk-media-millions-to-licence-news-stories
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/dec/01/facebook-to-pay-uk-media-millions-to-licence-news-stories
https://www.reuters.com/technology/google-news-re-opens-spain-after-eight-year-shutdown-2022-06-22/#:~:text=BRUSSELS%2C%20June%2022%20(Reuters),using%20snippets%20of%20their%20news
https://www.reuters.com/technology/google-news-re-opens-spain-after-eight-year-shutdown-2022-06-22/#:~:text=BRUSSELS%2C%20June%2022%20(Reuters),using%20snippets%20of%20their%20news
https://www.reuters.com/technology/google-news-re-opens-spain-after-eight-year-shutdown-2022-06-22/#:~:text=BRUSSELS%2C%20June%2022%20(Reuters),using%20snippets%20of%20their%20news
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Chapter 5
Democratic Opinion Formation Under e
Threat

Contents

5.1 IntroduCtion . ... ... 113

5.2 The New Media System Through the Lens of Four Criteria ....................... 114
5.2.1 Independence .. ..............iiii 114
522 Reliability . ... 117
5.2.3  AccesSIbIlIty . ...t 121
5.2.4  Accountability . ... ... 127

5.3 Consequences for DEmOCIACY ... ... .....uuttuuutt e 131

5.4 CONCIUSION . ..o vt 135

RELEIENCES . . . v vttt 136

5.1 Introduction

In the previous two chapters, we described the radical transformation of the informa-
tion environment over recent decades. What once was a physical landscape, structured
around distinct types of information carriers such as newspapers, radio and televi-
sion, has now transformed into an online domain shaped and dominated by large
commercial platform companies. In this chapter, we take stock of the developments
accompanying this transformation and their consequences for democratic opinion
formation in the public space. As argued in Chap. 2, media perform three essential
functions that enable democratic opinion formation: they inform citizens about rele-
vant developments in society (information function), they scrutinise power structures
(control function) and they provide space to a wide range of societal perspectives
(forum function). The extent to which media fulfil these functions depends on the
degree to which they meet a set of normative criteria. Media must be independent,
reliable and accessible, and they must also be transparent, so that they can be held
accountable. These criteria apply to all stages of the production process, from creation
to distribution.
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Two observations are worth highlighting here. First, each of the criteria is an
ideal standard that can be met in varying degrees. There are countless reasons why
media are not, have never been and will never be 100% independent.1 However, it
is equally true that the more closely media meet each of these criteria, the more
effectively they will be able to fulfil their democratic role. Second, the criteria are
closely interrelated. While independence, reliability, accessibility and accountability
each represent a different aspect of the democratic quality of media, they should
not be considered in isolation. Rather, they are closely interconnected and mutually
reinforcing. Any underperformance on one of the criteria is bound to affect the others.
Independence presumes that news provision serves no external political or economic
interests. A lack of independence affects the reliability of information and can result
in biased or distorted content. When media provide access to a diverse range of
perspectives, it is essential that they do so in an independent and reliable manner—
such that those perspectives genuinely reflect the diversity within society. The extent
to which media are independent, reliable and accessible can only be determined when
media are transparent and accountable. Mediated information results from numerous
editorial decisions, which should be transparent and subject to scrutiny.

Two implicit assumptions underpin this normative framework. As discussed in
Chap. 2, the process of democratic opinion formation presupposes a certain level of
agreement on the factual basis of public debate. Citizens, guided by their own pref-
erences, select information and interpret it according to their personal value systems.
While these preferences may differ, there should be at least a basic consensus on the
underlying facts. The transformation of the public space has made the importance of
this assumption even more apparent. Additionally, it is essential that the public space
remains a shared and inclusive environment: one in which facts can be examined and
questioned, and in which participants engage in respectful dialogue.?

In the next section, we discuss the developments in the media system through the
lens of each of these criteria.

5.2 The New Media System Through the Lens of Four
Criteria

5.2.1 Independence

Overall, the quality of journalism is high in the Netherlands. For years, the country
has been performing quite well in international comparative overviews.®> Indepen-
dence from political and economic influences is key for the Dutch journalistic culture,
which is enshrined in national and international journalistic guidelines and editorial

! Karppinen and Moe (2016).
2 Verhey (2021: 22).
3 See https://cmpf.eui.eu/.
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statutes. As a result, the activities of journalistic editorial teams are generally clearly
separated from commercial media operations or the influence of media owners. This
applies to the editorial teams of newspapers just as much as to those of radio and
television programmes.* So, at first glance, things appear to be going well. However,
independence is more than editorial freedom. It is a multi-faceted concept that oper-
ates at various levels and has different meanings depending on the context.’ Below, we
discuss the infrastructural and financial dependence of media organisations, followed
by a reflection on the implications for journalism and the role of content creators.

Media Organisations

For users, the relative share of all content produced by Dutch media organisations
steadily decreases compared to the total amount of content that is available in the
online domain. As discussed in Chap. 3, the online public space is dominated by
commercial platform companies. These companies are not located in the Netherlands,
but nevertheless control the digital distribution of Dutch content, thereby occupying
a key position in the online advertising market. There is some mutual dependence—
media need platforms to distribute their content, platforms need media (and their
content) to attract users—but the relationship is highly unequal. In every way, plat-
form companies are the dominant force.® The fact that platform companies use media
content without offering any kind of financial compensation has already led to legal
action in several countries. In addition, media organisations have become dependent
on platform companies for an expanding range of services.” Google is a case in point.
Initially, its key asset was its search engine, but today Google offers a huge variety
of products and services that have become indispensable for media organisations.
Perhaps the best-known example of such a service is Google Analytics.

In recent years, several major platform companies have invested in national news
organisations. One of those projects is the Google News Initiative (GNI), a fund that is
open to applications for financial support from journalistic media. Another example
is the Meta Journalism Project, whose aim is to strengthen the ties between journalists
and communities.> However noble such initiatives may seem to be, the underlying
motivations remain unclear. In fact, several researchers have indicated that these types
of investments actually increased the infrastructural dependence of regular news
organisations and further strengthened the platform companies’ dominance.’ They
also argue that these investments are merely instrumental, aimed at influencing the
development of national policies—a claim that is however difficult to prove. Further

4 Vandenberghe and d’Haenens (2021: 270).
3 Karppinen and Moe (2016).
6 Nielsen and Ganter (2018, 2022) refer to a ‘deeply asymmetrical relationship’.

7 Nielsen and Ganter (2022), Poell et al. (2021), Smyrnaios and Rebillard (2019) and Sebbah et al.
(2020).

8 https://www.facebook.com/formedia.
9 Papaevangelou (2024).
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investigations reveal that also in the Netherlands, dozens of news organisations—
including national, regional and local titles—have obtained funding from platform
companies.'? In nearly all cases, the money came from the Google News Initiative.

Also regional and local media organisations struggle with infrastructural and
financial dependence. The latter is particularly prevalent. Regional broadcasters
depend on funding from the central Dutch government (plus supplementary subsi-
dies) as their principal source of income. This is followed at a great distance by
revenue they generate from the market themselves. For local broadcasters, the picture
is rather similar: municipal funding is their main source of income, supplemented in
some cases with temporary subsidies. Target percentages for self-generated market
revenues that were previously agreed upon have proved unattainable for nearly all
broadcasters.!! Regional and local newspapers find themselves in an even tighter
spot, because, as private enterprises, they do not qualify for financial support from
the government. The number of regional newspapers has declined heavily, and most
of those that still exist are owned by either of the two Flemish media companies, DPG
Media and Mediahuis. Many local titles, including free local weeklies, experience
severe financial difficulties.

The strong market concentration in the Dutch media landscape raises new ques-
tions about independence. The two dominant Flemish media companies operate inter-
nationally: DPG Media in the Netherlands, Belgium and Denmark, and Mediahuis in
the Netherlands, Belgium, Ireland, Luxembourg and Germany. Together, they own a
very substantial portion of all news services in the Netherlands. Especially in print,
as they account for over 90% of all daily newspapers. This vital infrastructure is thus
owned by two large foreign private companies who are far from transparent about
the position of journalistic titles in their revenue models. In the end, this dependence
not only concerns individual news organisations, but the Dutch media system in its
entirety.

Journalism

Platform dependency has implications for journalism. The availability of informa-
tion is strongly determined by its findability and visibility in commercial search
engines. The first hits of a search are considered the most accurate, while in fact their
prominence is the result of algorithmic calculations based on financial parameters.
The decisive factor in this process is not quality, but commercial gain, meaning that
the selection presented is the most effective for advertising purposes. The definition
of journalistic impact is subject to a similar logic: the products with the greatest
reach are considered the most successful. Effectively, this results in a recalibration
of journalistic value based on the commercial logic of platforms.'?

107 nimes (2024).

11'See VNG et al. (2015). Signatories to this covenant are the Association of Netherlands Munici-
palities (VNG), the Organisation of Local Broadcasters in the Netherlands (OLON) and the NLPO
(the implementing organisation for OLON since 2015).

12 petre (2021), Christin (2020), Van Dijck et al. (2018), Schjgtt Hansen and Hartley (2023) and
Welbers and Opgenhaffen (2019).
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Content Creators

Besides journalistic organisations, the online public space is home to many other
content creators who earn a lot of money by making their voices heard on social media
platforms. Vloggers, bloggers and influencers, with their thousands or millions of
followers, can have a considerable impact on public opinion formation. In general,
these creators are not too bothered by journalistic guidelines, nor are they subject to
any editorial screening. When they recommend products or services, it becomes diffi-
cult to distinguish their content from advertising, and it is not always clear whether
the creator was actually paid for making those recommendations. There are count-
less examples of influential content creators who are politically motivated to spread
information. Again, it is not easy to determine the status of this type of information.
Moreover, there is a considerable convergence between the reach of these influencers
and the interests of platform companies, meaning that their prominence in the online
domain is largely determined by commercial considerations.

Key Issues 5.2.1 Independence

— To distribute their content, many national media organisations depend on
services provided by platform companies.

— Platform companies have invested in Dutch media (local, regional and
national level), through initiatives such as the Google News Initiative.

— The Dutch media market is highly concentrated: Two Flemish publishers
own more than 90% of the newspaper market.

— Online visibility and reach have become indicators of journalistic impact
and quality.

— New content creators share commercial and political messages with millions
of followers without editorial intervention.

5.2.2 Reliability

The reliability of the media system can hardly be separated from the quality of
the content it produces. The creation of journalistic content is subject to a number
of safeguards. Information is reliable when it can be traced to verified facts and
events and is in line with scientific consensus. Journalistic media work in accordance
with journalistic practices, adhering to a series of codes and guidelines in order to
ensure the reliability of information as best they can. To be sure, this process is not
without errors. Journalism is human work and also journalists make mistakes. But
that does not alter the fact that reliability is a core value in journalistic processes.
From a user perspective, it is important that this content is also perceived as being
trustworthy. After all, reliable journalistic content cannot contribute to the democratic
opinion formation process unless citizens actually use it—and trust in journalism as
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an institution is an essential condition for that.'* There clearly is a strong correlation
between these two dimensions: a high degree of reliability will also increase public
trust. Additionally, several external factors influence the level of trust in the institution
of journalism. We briefly discuss each of these two dimensions—reliability and
trust—below.

Reliability

In Chap. 3 we discussed how the emergence of the online public space was accompa-
nied by the rise of numerous new content creators. As a result, the public debate has
become more populated and varied. We receive information not only from journalistic
media, but from a wide range of producers, including fellow citizens and businesses,
governments, action groups, politicians and influencers. These new players are not
bound by journalistic protocols and principles, such as hearing both sides of an
argument or publishing rectifications. Nor does the online domain have any edito-
rial gatekeepers that assess the reliability of information before it is distributed. This
lack of coordination has enabled the rise and spread of unreliable information. Some-
times, this unreliability is unintentional; think of influencers sharing non-scientific
claims which they are convinced are correct. However, some actors spread unreli-
able content intentionally for political or financial gain.'* There are countless exam-
ples from the Netherlands and abroad that illustrate the potential societal impact of
targeted disinformation.

The role of political actors and opinion leaders is of particular importance in
this context. While the system may fall short when it comes to limiting the spread of
disinformation, most of this inferior content is actually produced by political actors.'>
In a context of information overload, the endorsement of well-known politicians is
an important signal to people that a message can be taken seriously. A great deal
of research on this topic has focused on the United States, and more specifically
on the role that disinformation has played in the political career of Donald Trump.
But also in the Netherlands, there are politicians who deliberately feed unverified,
inaccurate and harmful content to the public domain. Typically, they fuel distrust
towards institutions and journalistic media in particular.

Another type of manipulation is the use of bots: automated social media accounts
that present themselves as human users and can be used to spread disinformation
and propaganda. Bots are especially prevalent in the run-up to elections.'® As early
as in 2014, 20 million of all accounts on Twitter were identified as bots. In 2018,
Facebook reported that 3—4% of all Facebook accounts were fake accounts, or in
other words, bots—which equals approximately 50 million bots. By posting massive
numbers of likes and shares, bots can artificially inflate the visibility of political
messages.!” This visibility is further enhanced by the algorithms of social platforms,

13 Strombiick et al. (2020).

14 Wardle and Derakhshan (2017).

15 Benkler et al. (2018) and Ong and Tapsell (2022).
16 See Neudert et al. (2017).

17 Woolley and Monaco (2019).
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which are designed to ensure that the most popular messages appear at the top of the
list. Studies have shown that the use of bots influences the convictions of users and
encourages the development of extreme ideas.'®

Effective though they are, the use of bots seems old-fashioned in light of the most
recent developments in generative Al. This technology enables an unprecedented
degree of content manipulation. As a result, it is nearly impossible for citizens to
distinguish artificial or manipulated texts, images, videos and audio fragments from
original content. Generative Al facilitates all conceivable forms of manipulation and
deceit—and it makes it ever more difficult to detect them.!® At the same time, this
technology also creates new opportunities for journalism. For instance, it can be a
useful tool for writing short newspaper articles and newsletters.?”

Trust

Due to the aforementioned developments, media trust has become a much debated
issue. Reliable content can only contribute to the democratic opinion formation
process if people actually use it—and trust is an essential precondition for that.
Trust relates to various aspects of media, such as journalism in general, specific
information or particular news brands.?!

Compared to surrounding countries, people’s trust in the media and news remains
high in the Netherlands. Despite the often-heard claim that public trust is decreasing,
research suggests there is no downward trend.?> While this is good news, there are
two caveats worth mentioning. First, the overall figures mask underlying differences
between specific subgroups. Among younger generations, trust in the media is much
lower than among older generations, and their trust is decreasing. The future will
tell whether this is an age-related or a cohort-related effect. Second, trust is strongly
linked to specific experiences with well-known news brands. In the Netherlands the
NOS—the news brand of the public broadcasting system—consistently attracts the
highest scores. However, there is an intergenerational difference: while many young
people recognise the names of major news brands, they use them much less. Again,
this relatively low use among young people is associated with lower levels of trust.”?

As described in Chap. 4, processes of convergence and decoupling have trans-
formed the ways in which news and information are presented. As a result, the
connection between journalistic items such as articles and videos and the original
news medium (newspaper, news programme) has been diluted. Journalistic items are
distributed and consumed as stand-alone fragments, as social platforms and search
engines are eminently suitable for presenting separate items. Since younger gener-
ations tend to consume news indirectly through these intermediaries, they mainly

18 | indner et al. (2024) and Azzimonti and Fernandes (2023).
19 Chesney and Citron (2019) and Van der Sloot (2024).

20Tn 2023 Mediahuis launched the sports news site Resport.nl, featuring continuous reporting
generated by linking ANP sports news with the GPT4 algorithm.

21 Strombiick et al. (2020).
22 Dutch Media Authority (2024).
23 Costera Meijer (2023).
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see separate news items instead of the full report from the source. This hampers the
process through which younger generations become familiar with and develop trust
in journalistic news brands. This shift in use has potentially significant effects on the
ways in which citizens verify the reliability of information. The expectation is that
new generations will attach far less importance to existing news brands and their
underlying journalistic values.?*

It is evident that the perceived reliability of journalists and news media is also
influenced by political actors who deliberately fuel mistrust. In 2021, the Dutch
Freedom Party (PVV) leader Wilders called journalists ‘the scum of the earth’ and a
year later, Forum for Democracy MP Van Meijeren referred to journalists as ‘pests’
that should be ‘exposed,” while insinuating that newsrooms scent an ‘enormous
sewer odor.”>> As confirmed by the Dutch Media Authority, such statements create
an atmosphere of mistrust and legitimise a hostile and even violent attitude towards
journalists.?¢

Initiatives to Strengthen Media Reliability

Various strategies have been used to enhance the reliability of content in the online
public space. Some of those strategies focus on verifying the factual correctness of
information.?” This fact-checking is an after the fact intervention and may concern
online messages, but also statements made by politicians, for example during election
debates. The disadvantage of this approach is its reactive nature: it cannot prevent
the spread of unreliable information. Moreover, incorrect claims are repeated in the
process of refuting them, and the fact-checks may not reach everybody. This is why
scholars and policymakers now look for ways to verify the reliability of content
up-front, i.e. preventatively. Some initiatives focus on the sources themselves by
assigning reliability scores to them. With this method, a source is given a label
that says something about its ‘reliability reputation.” An alternative strategy relies
on the automated detection of disinformation based on both content and source
indicators.”® For the time being, this remains a challenging task, as the characteristics
of disinformation can vary greatly depending on theme and national context.?’
Other strategies focus on increasing citizens’ trust in journalistic news media.
Media seek to align their content with the needs and preferences of their audiences
more effectively. One example is the development of constructive and solution-
oriented journalism, meant to promote interest in news and engagement with societal
issues.’” Investments in the transparency of the journalistic process may also help to

24 Costera Meijer (2023).

25 Original wording in Dutch: ‘tuig van de richel’ (Wilders) and ‘rioolratten die moeten worden
ontmaskerd’” (Van Meijeren).

26 Dutch Media Authority (2023b: 58).
27 Wittenberg and Berinsky (2020) and Van der Linden (2023).
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of technical solutions in the fight against disinformation.

29 Damstra et al. (2021).
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increase levels of trust among news users.?! Additionally, an inclusive and represen-
tative composition of editorial teams, and opportunities for users to participate more
actively in the news production process, can also help to build trust.?? It is important
to note that the impact and success of each of these strategies strongly depends on
the national context and the specific segment of the population targeted.** There is
no ‘quick fix’ to rebuild or strengthen trust. This underlines the critical importance
of media reliability, in terms of both content and public perception.

Key Issues 5.2.2 Reliability

— In the online domain, large amounts of information of dubious quality
circulate.

— Political actors are key producers of that information, also in the Nether-
lands.

— New technologies have made the production of manipulated content easer
and its detection more difficult.

— In the Netherlands, public trust in news media is high, with journalistic
news brands doing particularly well. However, younger generations have
less trust in these news brands and are much less familiar with them than
older generations.

— There are various strategies to promote trust and reliability, but there is no
simple solution.

5.2.3 Accessibility

In order to contribute to the democratic opinion formation process, accessibility of
the media system is key. This is important to ensure a pluralistic information function
as well as a diverse forum function. After all, without access to the media system one
cannot inform oneself about societal affairs and cannot take part in the public debate.
Accessibility is also important in connection to the control function of media, because
it enables critical voices to be heard. From a technological perspective, digitalisation
has vastly improved the accessibility of the online public space. At the same time,
however, this increased accessibility has come with new limitations, such as the
rapid erosion of respectful public online discourse. This has generated new barriers
for participation.

31 Masullo et al. (2022).
3 Arguedas et al. (2023) and Robinson (2023).
33 Banerjee et al. (2023).
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Unlimited and Diverse Content

Online content is infinite in volume and instantly available anytime, anywhere. Even
the most marginal or obscure opinions and hobbies have websites where one can
find information or encounter like-minded people. It has become easier for citizens
to gain knowledge about any subject. Additionally, in a variety of sectors work
has become more efficient thanks to digital archives and convenient ways to estab-
lish contact with fellow professionals. The online information environment offers
countless advantages for journalists, researchers, civil servants and politicians alike.

Likewise, the entry costs for participating in public debates are much lower than
in the analogue era. In the past, one had to write a letter and wait to see if it complied
with editorial guidelines; whereas today, one can simply post a message, comment,
blog or vlog without external approval. Even more important, there is no need for
expensive equipment or specific expertise: anyone who knows how to use a smart-
phone can produce a video and upload it to a social platform in a matter of seconds.
This unprecedented accessibility is reflected in the enormous success of video plat-
forms such as YouTube and TikTok, and in the global rise of podcasts. Content has
become much more diverse than before. Voices and opinions that previously did not
reach large groups of people can do so now through online channels, sometimes
sparking social movements worldwide.’* A well-known example is the Black Lives
Matter movement, which began on Facebook in 2013 when three women expressed
their dismay after a police officer had been acquitted of manslaughter of a black
teenager in the US. The hashtag #BlackLivesMatter went viral and is still in use. The
movement has attracted followers from all over the world and has led to numerous
demonstrations and protests with thousands of participants. The MeToo movement
spread on Twitter in 2017 with the hashtag #MeToo, popularised by a famous actress
as an attempt to expose sexual abuse in the movie sector. This encouraged others
to share their stories. The initiative was taken up in many countries and propelled a
worldwide debate on sexual abuse and inappropriate behaviour.

Limits to Accessibility

More information, voices and participants: the digitalisation of the public space has
brought many benefits in terms of promoting and expanding accessibility. Still, some
caveats exist.

The high level of concentration has made it very difficult for new parties to enter
the media market. This applies to cross-media markets, which are dominated by big
media companies, as well as to the online public space, where distribution channels
are controlled by big platform companies. In other words, the market is only acces-
sible up to a certain point. New media parties hardly have any choice but to join
existing media companies if they want to secure their market share. Individuals or
groups aiming to reach a certain audience depend on the big platforms to achieve

34 Gerbaudo (2012: 146), Bennett and Segerberg (2012), Howard and Hussain (2013: 32), Haunss
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their goals.® It is no coincidence that the major social movements of recent years all
started on Facebook and Twitter. So, in sum, these markets are accessible, but only
to those who are prepared to abide by the rules imposed by the dominant players.

The accessibility of the Dutch public broadcasting system is a different matter. In
2016, following the agreement that the system was to have no more than eight broad-
casters, the number of broadcasters was duly reduced from 21 to eight. The reduction
also meant that broadcasters lost their fixed channels as programming was transferred
to the NPO. Even so, two new broadcasters have since achieved provisional accred-
itation.>® This is one reason why in recent years the rules on accession and exit
have received renewed interest. This renewed interest is further strengthened by the
arrival of new actors that do not wish to conform to NPO’s journalistic codes.’” The
broadcasters have a legal mandate to represent ‘social currents’ in society, ensuring a
pluralistic range of content within the NPO framework. However, since the depillar-
isation of the 1960s, the concept of a ‘social current’ has lost part of its significance
in the Netherlands. Attempts to develop a practicable and verifiable alternative to the
public broadcasting system have so far remained unsuccessful. As a result, member-
ship numbers are currently decisive for access to the broadcasting system.*® Since
the 1990s, however, those numbers have decreased significantly. Broadcasters have
only been able to retain their position in the current system because the member-
ship threshold has been lowered, but this has also prompted smaller civil-society
organisations to apply for accreditation.

The system appears to serve pluralism, were it not for the fact that the broad-
casters have increasingly started to target a broader audience. Paradoxically, this has
increased the risk of media content actually becoming less diverse. This is all the more
problematic in light of the growing significance of the NPO as a source of content that
is increasingly difficult to find on the market, such as journalistic content, educational
and cultural programmes and programmes that reflect the reality of people’s lives and
help them to feel connected.** Now that anyone can launch their own channel and
broadcast content, there is a call to redefine the public function of the broadcasting
system.*” Added to that, the distribution of content through public networks is no
longer a guarantee that it is actually found by the public. The process of making the
NPO visible and accessible through online channels, such as NPO Start and NPO

35 Poell et al. (2021: 162-165).
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Plus, has proven to be difficult.* This goes to show that access to the public broad-
casting system and the accessibility of that system within the broader media system
are two issues that are inextricably linked.

The technological accessibility of the online public space is counterbalanced by
other barriers that still limit access. The waning influence of editorial teams has given
rise to a culture in which everything can be said and written. Intimidation and hate
speech have become a key part of online discourse.*> Enforcement is difficult and is
limited to cases in which there is a concrete threat. Most threats target specific profes-
sions and groups in society, such as journalists and scientists.** Apart from moral
concerns, this development is extremely worrying from a democratic perspective.
Violent threats, unfair criticisms or serious intimidations lead to a so-called ‘chilling
effect,” people are no longer willing to speak out. The threshold for participating in
the public debate may be low from a technological perspective, but from a social
perspective it is often much higher. In recent years, competent Dutch politicians
resigned from office when threats became too much of a burden for themselves and
their loved ones. Scientists working in politically and socially sensitive disciplines
risk being intimidated when they make public statements. Journalists are threatened
and harassed while doing their work.** In each of these groups, women and people
with a migration background are the most frequent targets. Besides discouraging
people from participating in the public debate, this chilling effect also applies to
people’s willingness to take up public office such as city councillor. These are the
very functions that are indispensable for a democratic society and should always be
safeguarded.

Again, this phenomenon is fuelled by political actors who have turned scepti-
cism and intimidation into their trademark. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Dutch
political party Forum for Democracy fostered mistrust of politicians, journalists and
scientists by systematically casting doubt on their integrity and expertise. Online
intimidation and hate speech have a huge impact on individuals and society. Many
of these online actions are more or less coordinated.* Usually, it is instigated by a
popular source voicing strong opinions, thereby mobilizing a large group of mostly
anonymous internet users that target a specific group or individual. That group or
individual is then bombarded with an endless stream of malicious and intimidating
messages.*® This is often accompanied by attempts to hack online accounts and seri-
ously disrupt people’s private lives, for example by signing them up for unwanted
subscriptions or making false booking in their name. The intimidation and threat

41 pyblic Broadcasting Advisory Committee (2023: 14). Cf. Council for Culture (2014: 8), ‘NPO
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posed by these types of action are such that they often cause serious harm to those
affected.*’

A strong contributor to the phenomenon of online intimidation and incitement to
hatred is the anonymity of the internet. Users can simply hide their identity, location
and activities. However, there are differences between platforms in this regard: for
instance, Reddit and X provide higher levels of anonymity than Facebook. The level
of anonymity has a bearing on the nature of online exchanges: the more anonymous a
person is, the lower the threshold for that person to exhibit unacceptable behaviours
such as insulting, swearing and sedition.*® This has prompted editorial teams of
many online news media to block the option for comments or to organise intensive
moderation of online discussions. By contrast, social media platforms do very little to
remove hateful posts—and the little they do is after the fact, after users have reported
an abuse. As the influence of editorial gatekeepers declines, there is a growing need
for new forms of curation to ensure that the online public space remains genuinely
accessible to all. An effective approach has not been found yet.

Impact on Political Dynamics

Our increased use of online media, as consumers and producers, has also resulted in
a political culture that increasingly depends on image-building. No one is surprised
anymore when politicians use mobile phones in parliament. MPs and politicians
alike follow parliamentary debates while keeping their eyes on their smartphones
to communicate with fellow party members and civil servants, or to quickly check
information. Their attention is no longer fully focused on the physical debate taking
place in parliament. This development has given rise to a new practice among MPs to
edit video recordings of a debate and post isolated fragments with biased comments,
aiming to brand their political opponents as incompetent and unreliable individuals.
They post these videos on their YouTube channels, with titles such as ‘Politician X
slams corrupt elite’ or ‘Politician X floors politician Y.’

Politicians also use social media outside parliament to highlight their profile
among the electorate. For many, this is a tool to show a more personal side of
themselves. By sharing personal stories and pictures of all sorts of events and activi-
ties, they aim to strengthen the bond with voters. This helps to create an atmosphere
of proximity, precisely because this content appears on people’s personal timeline
alongside posts from their family and friends.*” In addition, politicians use social
media to explain their own viewpoints or respond to those of others without any jour-
nalistic intervention. In the spring of 2024, the leaders of the four parties engaged
in forming a coalition government in the Netherlands (PVV, VVD, NSC and BBB)
each used the platform X to distinguish themselves from the others. While their
constituencies may have appreciated this practice, there is no doubt that it under-
mined the effectiveness of the formation process. Rather than helping the parties
find common ground, it engendered division and made them drift apart.

47 Isasi and Juanatey (2016) and Tucker et al. (2018).
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The use of social media is the provisional conclusion of a long trend in which
political image-building has become increasingly important. Media reality—a reality
in which clarity is rewarded at the expense of nuance and complexity—has become
a dominant aspect of political life. Visibility is hugely important, as it helps to
strengthen and legitimise the profiles of political parties and individual politicians.
In the battle for the user’s attention, it is not only the content quality of political
reporting that matters, but also its entertainment value. This explains why so much
attention is devoted to incidents, individuals and superficial conflicts. In the run-up
to elections, polls and debates attract most of the attention, and journalistic analysts
use sports analogies to declare winners and losers.’! This media logic promotes
a blame culture. For fear of ‘trial by media,’” political office holders have become
more reluctant to publicly render account for their choices and reflect on things
they might have done better. Media provide the lens through which citizens observe
political dynamics—a lens that favours the personal perspective at the expense of
the broader context. The public debate has become increasingly harsh, as seen in
the erosion of civilized discourse and interaction. The changed use of language by
MPs has been described as a reflection of a shift from their once exemplary function
to a mouthpiece function.”> While heated parliamentary debates are nothing new,
they previously were guided by broadly shared and respected norms of decency and
equitability. In today’s public discourse, unlimited freedom—including the freedom
to make coarse and intimidating statements—has come to be seen as the prevailing
norm.> This harsher tone is also reflected in the public ‘execution’ of opponents.
While such takedowns are by no means unique to politics, the political arena has
become one of the most prominent stages for this trend in recent years.

Key Issues 5.2.3 Accessibility

— From a technological perspective, the media system has become much more
accessible and, as a result, much more diverse. Voices and opinions that
previously were unheard by most can now reach large groups of people
through online channels, sometimes igniting worldwide social movements.

— Access to the Dutch public broadcasting system is based on an outdated
concept of representation. In addition, content produced by Dutch broad-
casters is less visible and findable on third-party devices and platforms,
which reduces its overall accessibility.

— Technological accessibility is counterbalanced by other types of barriers
that limit access to the public space: (1) the strong concentration of media
organisations and platform companies, making it difficult for new parties to
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enter the media market; and (2) the erosion of civilized discourse online. As
aresult, people, including public figures such as politicians or scientists, are
not necessarily willing to participate in public debates. Also, it has become
more difficult to find people for public functions such as city councillor.

— The increased use of social media has led to a political culture that revolves
around image-building. The importance assigned to perception has a bearing
on how politics is practiced; the need for reflection and accountability is no
longer universally acknowledged.

5.2.4 Accountability

Media can only be held accountable if it is clear what choices they make and what
position within the media system they occupy. In Chaps. 3 and 4, we described how
dynamics in the online domain are increasingly dictated by the logic of commerce.
As a result, the mechanisms driving large parts of the media system are hidden
from view. The big commercial players are secretive about the way their platforms
operate.>* Invoking business secrecy, intellectual property rights and even privacy
protection rules, they are reticent about the workings of the infrastructure that half
the world uses on a daily basis. The discussion on platform transparency focuses on
two key issues: content moderation and personalisation. We briefly discuss both of
them. Lastly, we examine the accountability and transparency of journalistic media.
What current safeguards are in place, and what are the issues involved?

Platforms and Content Moderation

Platform companies moderate content. Apart from removing harmful information,
this also involves policies on the visibility of information. Some types of content, such
as posts from popular users, are actively supported. However, the opposite occurs as
well: by tweaking its recommendation system, a platform can decrease a particular
user’s reach. This is a milder method than fully removing content or banning users,
which happened to Donald Trump on Twitter in 2021.%° Such drastic measures verge
on censorship, which is something platforms prefer to avoid.

The reticent attitude of platform companies concerning content moderation is
tied to disinformation still residing in a legal grey area. In fact, disinformation is
not illegal; there is no legal ground on the basis of which accounts can be denied
access to platforms.>® This is why ‘shadow banning’—reducing the visibility of an
account—is an attractive alternative. Shadow banning reduces the reach, and thus
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the potential harm, of specific posts without generating too much fuss,>’ because it is
done without transparency. Users receive no notification, making it more likely that
their reduced visibility goes unnoticed. From the perspective of the platform, this is
an ideal solution and a convenient way to evade public accountability.’®

Such a lack of transparency is problematic for various reasons. Due to the covert
nature of the measure, users hardly have any opportunity to object. It also makes
platforms vulnerable to pressure from regimes that are involved in political conflict
and keen to silence critical voices.”® Even in cases where platforms actually do
remove content, they usually do not offer explanations or statements®*—despite
policy pledges to promote transparency. That said, platforms publish ‘self-audits’ in
which they report on their moderation choices in only the most general terms. For
example, Meta reported the following on the first half of 2022:

We restricted access in the Netherlands to 162 items that represented Russian state-controlled
media sources due to European Union-imposed sanctions and to two additional items for
violating local hate speech laws. We also restricted access to one item reported by the Dutch
Food Safety Authority for breaching EU health legislation.%"

Based on this report, it is impossible to establish what the exact items were, where
they came from and why they violated specific legal provisions.

While a very substantial part of the platforms’ moderation effort is automated,
little is known about the exact criteria and rules on the basis of which certain content
is flagged or not. Some content moderation is done by humans, but the platforms are
anything but transparent about this.®” In the past few years, journalistic channels have
provided some insight into the demanding task of human moderators, a considerable
number of whom work in low-wage countries such as the Philippines and India.®? For
hours on end, moderators screen reported pictures, videos and messages on social
media to assess whether the content qualifies as indecent, graphic or terrorist material.
This is low-paid work that is mentally and emotionally extremely taxing. Several ex-
employees have taken platform companies to court because they felt exploited and
incurred PTSS as aresult of being confronted with shocking images on a daily basis.®*

The Digital Services Act (DSA) calls for a major effort on the part of the platform
companies. Under the DSA, platforms are required to provide a ‘statement of reasons’
for every content moderation decision (Article 17 DSA). The decision must also be
open to appeal (Article 20 DSA) by an external party (Article 21 DSA). This new
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legislation implies that platforms are required to notify a user of any intervention
they make with regard to that user’s content.®

Platforms and Personalisation

The algorithmic recommendation systems used by platform companies ensure that
users get to see content they did not know they wanted to see. These systems are
so effective to the point of being addictive: more than half of all young people (15—
35 years of age) say they are addicted to social media.®® It is remarkable that so little
is known about a system with such a huge societal impact. The exact mechanisms
that make algorithmic recommendation systems do what they are supposed to do
are among the big platforms’ best-kept secrets. However, under the DSA, platforms
must identify the parameters on the basis of which their recommendation systems
work in their terms and conditions (Article 27 DSA). Additionally, users must have
the opportunity to opt out of using the personalised recommendation system (Article
38 DSA). This is consistent with other EU laws and regulations focusing on the
transparent use of Al.

Journalistic Media

For journalistic media, accountability and transparency are organised in different
ways. Private parties such as newspapers and news sites tend to be less transparent
about how they make money. This applies in particular to the two big media compa-
nies that together own 90% of the Dutch newspaper market. They publish consol-
idated annual reports that provide little insight into the financial position of the
individual media organisations involved. Since media fulfil democratic functions, it
would be legitimate to expect a certain degree of public accountability, especially in
the case of large media businesses. The term used in this context by researchers is
‘media social responsibility.’%” The greater the reach and impact of media, the greater
their social responsibility. Evidently, the situation is different for publicly funded
parties. They have a legal obligation to provide financial accountability towards the
parties that fund them. For local broadcasters, these parties are the municipality and
the Dutch Media Authority. Regional and national broadcasters report exclusively to
the Dutch Media Authority, which funds them on behalf of the Dutch government.
The financial accountability requirement also covers other supplementary means,
such as funds.

For the journalistic profession itself, accountability is organized on the level of
codes and guidelines. Most journalistic media adhere to editorial statutes that deter-
mine the independence of the editorial team and the need for rectification when
reporting has proved inaccurate. Some media have an ombudsperson: an officer who
considers queries and complaints from members of the public and monitors the jour-
nalistic practices of the editorial team. In addition, in the case of a conflict, parties

65 Turillazzi et al. (2023).
66 Wayne Parker Kent (2024).
67 Koinig et al. (2019).



130 5 Democratic Opinion Formation Under Threat

can submit a complaint to the Dutch Press Council if they feel that the medium
failed to properly consider the complaint. The Press Council only issues a decision;
it does not impose sanctions. Once the decision is published, it is up to the parties
involved to take action. This is a type of self-regulation model that is fairly common
in Europe."8 As a last resort, matters can be taken to court, for instance in cases of
infringement of a person’s private life, libel or defamation.

The fact that users can easily launch their own media channels in the new media
system adds pressure to the norms that various types of information are required
to meet. In the context of journalism, these norms include the principle of hearing
both sides of an argument and using multiple sources. However, online practices
such as juice channels, mainly position themselves as conduits for tips they receive
from ‘spies’ which they then widely distribute. At times, this often blurs the line
between truths, facts, gossip and disinformation. There have been several lawsuits
against such channels in recent years, in which the court has ruled that their activities
fall under the definition of ‘journalism.” On the one hand this makes it possible
for those channels to protect their sources, but on the other it imposes stringent
requirements on the reliability of their information. Litigation is not an easy route; it
involves a lengthy process that often tends to revive attention to the case, on top of the
damage that has already been done. Accountability has also taken the shape of new
policy rules drawn up by the Dutch Media Authority in 2022, requiring influencers
on major video channels to disclose information about their commercial posts and
protect minors from harmful content. Within this context, the first penalty has been
imposed recently.®

A relatively recent issue is how the media relate to the rapid development of new
technologies, such as generative Al. Journalistic media in particular should explain
how they intend to ensure the reliability of their content in the face of those new
technologies and in light of the much increased risk of information manipulation.”
One good example of such accountability is the protocol of de Volkskrant, a Dutch
newspaper, which includes rules on how to ensure journalistic integrity. One of those
rules states that the newspaper does not use artificial intelligence.”!

Key Issues 5.2.4 Accountability

— Calling platforms to account is easier said than done. Two issues are relevant
in this context: Content moderation and personalisation.

— Content moderation: Little is known about the criteria and rules platform
companies use to flag or remove certain content. Under the new Digital
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Services Act (DSA), platforms are required to notify users for each and
every intervention in this regard.

— Personalisation: It is unclear how algorithmic recommendation systems
actually work. Pursuant to the DSA, platforms must disclose these mecha-
nisms in their terms and conditions and users should have the opportunity
to switch off personalised recommendation systems.

— There is considerable variety in the degree of accountability and trans-
parency that journalistic media provide. Big media companies are not very
transparent about their operations. Which parties should meet journalistic
standards is increasingly subject to debate.

— New technologies, such as generative Al, force journalistic media to take a
stand on how they use them.

5.3 Consequences for Democracy

What are the implications of the so far described analysis for the current and future
functioning of our democracy? Based on the above, we can identify a number of
risks and opportunities, which we briefly describe below in light of the democratic
functions of media.

The Information and Control Functions

The previous chapters have shown how the position of journalistic media has come
under pressure as a result of digitalisation and platformisation. While journalistic
media are not infallible, they do offer the best safeguards for the provision of inde-
pendent and reliable information. Many journalistic media are currently in a vulner-
able position. They face multiple dependencies and have difficulty engaging with
new generations. Of course there are journalistic entities that are quite successful,
but the overall trend is one of growing vulnerability. People in the Netherlands
predominantly consume news online, where news competes with a wide variety of
other apps and services, such as social media.”? In this context, there is a real risk
that the highest-quality information may not reach the broadest public. This risk is
most acute among younger generations, who tend to set out on their ‘news journey’
on social media.”? If this trend continues, groups of people in society are likely to
become less knowledgeable about the world around them. This lack of knowledge
particularly concerns their own community, but also the world far beyond it. It will
impede democratic opinion formation among these groups and, by extension, their
meaningful and active participation in democratic processes.

72 In 2023, online news topped the list of most consulted news sources for the first time, mentioned
by 63% of respondents; see Dutch Media Authority (2023a).

73 Dutch Media Authority (2023b).
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In the Netherlands, the vulnerable position of media has already resulted in the
depletion of local and regional journalism. From a democratic perspective, this is
a worrying development—all the more so because in the Netherlands, many policy
issues fall under the responsibility of municipal authorities. Declining capacities for
scrutinising local power is problematic for all sorts of obvious reasons. On top of
that, in recent years municipalities have made significant investments in their own
communication departments. Many local governments employ multiple communi-
cation professionals tasked with distributing information via social media channels.
Indeed, one municipality proposed hiring—at its own expense—an ‘in-house muni-
cipal journalist.””* This is bad news for local democracy, as the information position
of citizens is weakened and local government powers operate unchecked.

At the same time, large amounts of information of dubious quality circulate in
the online domain. This includes information that is unverified, factually incorrect,
intentionally misleading or deliberately intended to sow division in society. The
abundant presence of this type of information has created a situation in which it is
entirely possible that citizens develop views on the same issue that are no longer
compatible. In such cases, the gap between the relevant ‘facts’ has become too wide
to bridge. In this hardened public debate, viewpoints arouse such strong emotions
that people are no longer willing to listen to each other.

As argued in Chap. 2, the democratic opinion formation process requires that the
parties involved have access to roughly the same factual information. This is less
straightforward than it sounds. Critically querying and contesting facts have always
been important in a democratic society and are a key driver of societal progress.
However, a basic consensus on the relevant facts is an essential prerequisite for
any meaningful debate. It applies to the most fundamental definitions of social and
societal issues. Such as COVID-19 being an infectious virus that can make people
ill, or climate change being driven by human activities. A basic consensus on facts
can coexist with fundamental differences of opinion; for example, regarding societal
implications, resource allocation or the relative priority assigned of different issues.
But the basic facts are increasingly subject to debate, even in parliament. In the
Netherlands, some political parties claim that the coronavirus is a hoax and that
climate change is a pseudo-scientific myth.”> Once the underlying factual framework
is questioned and is challenged by discredited alternative narratives that are at odds
with the scientific consensus, a meaningful exchange of viewpoints becomes next to
impossible.

The online public space is vulnerable to external interference. Social media are
very useful as tools to silence others or exclude and discriminate against groups.
Only recently have Western democracies begun to take note of the ways in which

74 Council for Public Administration (ROB) and Council for Culture (RvC) (2020); the municipality
of Almere actually appointed an editor-in-chief, but then abolished this position in response to
criticism; see NOS (2021).

75 See for example https://decorrespondent.nl/9674/thierry-baudet-verkondigde-in-2-minuten-18-
onwaarheden-over-het-klimaat-dit-zijn-ze/7071238e-0199-0024-3d7a-369095eb723f.
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authoritarian regimes are using social media to strengthen their grip. Users are moni-
tored intensively or flooded by ‘alternative’ information to make critical reporting
impossible to find. This new type of censorship cleverly uses algorithms designed to
prioritise the newest and most frequently shared content. The constantly changing
Russian reports on the circumstances of the crash of flight MH17 in 2014 are a
striking example of this.”® According to the European Commission, disinformation
undermines trust, both in media and in democracy. It also restricts citizens’ free
access to information and leads to an increase in radical and extremist ideas.”’

Disinformation not only weakens the information position of citizens, it also
produces a variety of second-order effects, such as reduced trust in institutions,
cynicism, extremism and (affective) polarisation.”® These second-order effects are
accompanied by serious consequences for the democratic role that journalistic media
are required to play. By systematically casting doubt on the integrity of journalists,
public trust in journalism is severely undermined. Additionally, doubt sown around
facts creates fertile ground for actors who benefit from spreading lies.”® This is called
the liar’s dividend, and it is particularly harmful in relation to the control function
of media. It enables influential parties to brand journalistic stories and revelations as
untrue, biased or libellous and to dismiss them as ‘fake news.’

The Forum Function

On the bright side, the most significant positive change has been the vastly increased
accessibility of the media system, which has benefited the democratic opinion forma-
tion process in many ways. Parties and voices previously confined to the margins
of the public debate can now be heard loud and clear. By sharing experiences via
social media platforms, minority groups can generate global protest movements that
are very successful in putting their themes on societal and political agendas. For
instance, the Black Lives Matter movement has revived attention for discrimination
and institutional racism, while the MeToo movement has contributed to the salience
of inappropriate behaviour and abuse of power as a societal theme. Moreover, social
media can play a pivotal role in spreading and mobilising criticism, thereby providing
a vital infrastructure for organised action, in countries with authoritarian regimes and
state-controlled media.®

At the same time, interpreting the public debate as it presents itself on social
media can be difficult. The context where content comes from is not always known,
precisely because the digital infrastructure is, in many respects, a black box. As a
result, it is unclear whether the themes that attract most traction online are also most
salient in society. It is well possible that online mechanisms for aggregating and
ordering content, lead to a distorted picture of what people find important in real

76 Parliamentary papers 11 2019-2020, 33997, 30821, No. 153.
7 European Commission (2018: Section 2.2).

78 Guess and Lyons (2020), Anderson (2021), Carlson and Witt (2020), Jungherr and Schroeder
(2021), Mitchelstein et al. (2020) and Altay et al. (2023).
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life. Algorithmic curation certainly plays a role in this regard, but also the power of
the loudest voice. The fundamental question, therefore, is how to interpret the online
public debate and to what extent citizens have equal opportunity to make their voices
heard.

The most significant obstacle to a well-functioning public debate in the online
domain relates to the erosion of civilized discourse. The lack of civilized manners
hampers the level of mutual respect that is needed to ensure that everyone can parti-
cipate safely. The democratic opinion formation process can hardly be successful if
people are not willing to listen to each other and if alternative viewpoints are not
considered legitimate contributions. The online debate is subject to a phenomenon
known as ‘norm erosion’: when people are confronted with extreme behaviours
such as incitement to hatred, they become more likely to exhibit such behaviours
themselves.?! Political preferences in particular evoke strong emotional responses.
People feel the strongest aversion towards groups with differing political views than
their own—much more, in fact, than towards groups with a different religion, age
or ethnic background.®? Online hate engenders online hatred, but it can also spread
beyond the digital domain, fuelling violent behaviour in the physical world.??

People who speak out online are at particular risk of attracting abuse. This is
detrimental to the inclusiveness of the public debate and will ultimately cause some
voices—and interests —to be heard and served to a lesser degree. Additionally, people
may no longer be willing to fulfil a public role, as the benefits of such a position
no longer outweigh the risk of vilification and the associated impact on a person’s
private life.

A social and political culture has emerged in which people treat each other harshly
and disrespectfully and where public figures are wary of trial by media. Image-
building has become an essential part of parliamentary debates and political prac-
tices. How politicians and policymakers are perceived—by the media and by the
population—is oftentimes deemed more important than what they achieve policy
wise. From a media perspective, a lot of attention is paid to the personal aspects
of politics, at the expense of context and nuance. Not surprisingly, there is limited
willingness among political actors to sincerely reflect on decisions or to adjust view-
points. In the political arena, there is a price paid for vulnerability. Media training
courses help politicians to bring their message home and reduce their vulnerability by
learning how to circumvent difficult questions. Together, these developments erode
the quality of the parliamentary debate and the functioning of our democracy at the
most fundamental level.

81 Gonzélez-Bailén and Lelkes (2023).
82 Harteveld (2021).
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Key Issues 5.3 Consequences for Democracy

— Information and control function: At the local level, journalism is in dire
straits. Use decreases and supply is shrinking. There is a risk that citi-
zens become less informed, hampering their participation in democratic
processes. Less scrutiny of local power structures undermines democratic
control. Once groups in society develop viewpoints based on disinformation,
a meaningful public debate becomes next to impossible.

— Targeted disinformation from domestic and foreign actors erodes trust in the
media as well as in other institutions that are essential for the democratic rule
of law. Second-order effects of disinformation undermine the journalistic
control function.

— Forum function: Improved technological accessibility has enriched and
diversified the public debate. It has enabled civil-society movements to
place new themes on social and political agendas. At the same time, the
online discourse has become harsh and uncivilized, reducing people’s will-
ingness to participate in it. This is detrimental to the quality of the public
debate and has reduced people’s willingness to take up a public office. The
importance attached to image-building in politics comes at the expense of
reflection and nuance, damaging the quality of the parliamentary debate and
politics in general.

5.4 Conclusion

This chapter focused on the democratic opinion formation process. We conclude
that the quality of this process is under threat. In the online domain, journalistic
content is being pushed to the margins. User patterns shift and local and regional
journalism are in dire straits. All these developments affect the information position
of citizens. There is a risk that citizens become less informed about what is going on
outside their own environment. Views on truths and facts can drift apart to a degree
that a meaningful exchange of viewpoints is no longer possible. On the other hand,
the media system has become more accessible. Voices previously confined to the
margins now have the opportunity to unite and be heard. At the same time, we observe
that public debate has become noticeably rougher. While it is technically possible
for everyone to take part, people are increasingly likely to encounter intimidation
and hatred when doing so. For politicians, journalists and scientists in particular,
the public debate is no longer a safe place to be—especially if they are women or
members of a minority group.

The advent of search engines, social media, smart televisions and smartphones
has profoundly transformed how the media system operates. This has resulted in a
thorough reorganisation of information flows within that system and of the parties
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managing them. There are huge economic interests involved. Technological develop-
ments in areas such as generative Al are putting further pressure on existing relation-
ships and can be expected to continue in the years ahead. This will present ongoing
and often unforeseen challenges for journalistic media. While many indicators such
as public trust and journalistic integrity remain robust in the Netherlands, we do
identify a need for urgent action to preserve these strengths and safeguard them for
the future. Therefore, in the next and final chapter, we outline various routes towards
a better operating and future-proof media system.
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6.1 Introduction

Media are essential in a democratic society. In this report, we highlighted three indis-
pensable functions that media fulfil. The first is their information function: media
inform citizens about relevant developments in society. Second, media provide citi-
zens and other stakeholders with the information they need to scrutinise those in
power. By doing so, they fulfil a so-called control function. Lastly, they have a forum
function: media provide a forum for interpreting and discussing events and devel-
opments in society. The analyses in the previous chapters show that each of these
functions is under pressure due to the characteristics and operation of the current
media system.

Inrecent decades, the media system has largely shifted to the online domain. Apart
from journalists and traditional media companies, the online domain now includes
search engines, social media, smart devices, powerful Al tools and a wide variety
of users. Despite its many valuable contributions, this new media system is at odds
with the requirements imposed in a democracy on public information services, the
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scrutiny of those in power and the public debate in general. In other words, these
three key democratic functions of the media are currently under pressure.

Journalistic media increasingly struggle to attract public attention amid the deluge
of available information. This has serious consequences for the information function.
Meanwhile, global platform companies control and monitor the online information
flows whereby news mainly serves as a means to make money or to further develop Al
applications. The algorithms employed by these companies have a profound impact
on the content users get exposed to. The fact that news, advertisements, factual
information and opinions are presented interchangeably, with little or no context,
undermines the distinctive nature of journalism and deprives citizens of the tools to
interpret information. As a result, the reliability of content is not a given. While older
generations still make use of well-established news brands, younger generations tend
to use other channels that are less concerned with whether, and to what extent, content
is the result of proper journalistic practices. As this trend seems to continue, there
is a risk that citizens across the board become less informed about issues of great
societal and political relevance.

In addition, the pressure on the information function also affects the ability of
media to carry out their control function. After all, broad availability of reliable and
independently produced information is an essential condition for this. As revenue
streams shifted, journalistic media have faced financial challenges. In recent years,
platform companies such as Alphabet Inc. and Meta have developed superior revenue
models based on user attention and interaction. These models enable platform compa-
nies to attract a very large share of online advertising revenue, which previously
flowed primarily to private media organisations. Journalistic media have been able
to stay afloat, partly because of far-reaching concentration, but they still face count-
less challenges at both local and regional levels. When independent media lack at
these levels, citizens are deprived of locally relevant information which makes it
difficult to monitor and control local government. From a democratic perspective,
this is a cause for concern.

Lastly, the characteristics of the current media system also affect its forum func-
tion. The rise of the internet, social media and large-scale communication services
have undeniably expanded the public space. Thanks to the accessibility of the digital
domain, voices previously confined to the margins can now make themselves heard.
The potential of social media to mobilise groups is immense, as evidenced by various
social movements over the past decades. However, there are also downsides to this
development. Algorithms are designed in such a way that different users are offered
very different types of news diets. Combined with the circulation of information that
is intentionally incorrect or misleading and stripped from its original context, groups
in society can easily develop convictions that are mutually incompatible. Such cleav-
ages obstruct the public debate, which is conditional on participants having access
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to roughly the same information. If citizens no longer agree on the most basic facts,
reaching political compromise becomes next to impossible.

An added complication is the erosion of civilized behaviour online. The online
debate is often unsafe. Individuals’ expressions, especially of those with vast online
audiences, play a key role in this regard. The design and operation of algorithms
help to increase the visibility, and hence the impact, of coarse and hateful messages.
Online intimidation may lead to threats and can escalate into real-world violence.
As a result, citizens, scientists and civil servants often feel unable to speak out or
even share information online. Politicians have become wary of trial by media, which
undermines the quality of the political and parliamentary debate. This poses a serious
risk to democracy.

It is important to note that these developments cannot solely be attributed to
changes in the media system. That being said, the current situation is concerning
and fraught with risk. In many respects, the operation of the media system is at odds
with the fulfilment of the media’s democratic functions—an issue that has become
all the more acute with the rise of generative Al This problem will not resolve itself.
Indeed, it seems likely that these developments will continue unless action is taken.

In this concluding chapter, the Netherlands Scientific Council for Government
Policy (WRR) calls on the Dutch government to strengthen the democratic functions
of the media system. We propose a set of interventions aimed at various areas and
emphasize that these are a matter of urgency. It is important to bear in mind that the
necessary interventions not only entail specific actions but also require a conviction
that media policy should be governed by a new set of guiding principles. For that
reason, we start by presenting three new guiding principles (Sect. 6.2), followed by
four recommendations for Dutch media policy (Sects. 6.3, 6.4, 6.5 and 6.6).

6.2 Guiding Principles for New Media Policy

The media system continues to evolve. However, current media policy fails to
adequately reflect these developments, leading to declining effectiveness and a loss of
legitimacy. To date, the Dutch government has continued to operate within the frame-
work of the old media infrastructure and build on existing frameworks by adding new
measures onto it, particularly in the realm of platform regulation. This approach is
no longer viable. To safeguard the information function, the control function and
the forum function of media in the long run, it is essential to develop and imple-
ment new media policy. Such a policy should be grounded in the realities of the new
media system, including the rise of indirect media use and the growing dominance
of technology companies. This focus is essential to ensure that media can fulfil their
democratic functions effectively in the future.
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We Propose Three Guiding Principles for Modern Media Policy

Media policy is guided by the democratic functions of the media system
Government intervention is necessary to ensure the effective fulfilment of
the democratic functions of the media system.

3. Media policy encompasses the entire spectrum of relevant parties within
the media system.

D =

Media Policy Is Guided by the Democratic Functions of the Media System

The opening statement of this report seems self-evident: ‘Media are essential in a
democratic society.” However, the democratic significance of the media cannot be
overstated. At the same time, the democratic significance of the media can also not
be taken for granted. An ineffective media system undermines citizens’ freedom of
choice, social tolerance, the legitimacy of elections and support for political decision-
making. For these reasons, an effective media system should be a key priority
in government policy, one that carries corresponding political and administrative
weight. Similar to infrastructure, health care, education and defence, media are a
basic public service that requires structural attention, investment and oversight.

Government Intervention Is Necessary to Ensure the Effective Fulfilment
of the Democratic Functions of the Media System

To a large extent, the functioning of the media system is controlled by platform
companies. As this type of control is anything but neutral, government regulation
has become necessary—not only to reduce the influence of platform companies on
the democratic opinion formation process, but also to strengthen the position of
mainstream (and particularly local) media and support a more informed and plural-
istic public debate. The government should provide the required means, financially
and otherwise, to cover the gaps that market parties fail to address. Of course, the
editorial independence of media must be guaranteed under all circumstances. This
means independence from the government but also from private companies.

Media Policy Encompasses the Entire Spectrum of Relevant Parties
within the Media System

Historically, Dutch media policy comes down to broadcasting policy, press policy and
telecoms policy (cable and ether). However, the internet has long since blurred the
distinction between distribution channels and infrastructures. While newspapers,
radio and television are still relevant sources, they are increasingly less dependent
on specific technological carriers or infrastructure in terms of form and content
distribution. Roles and responsibilities in the media system have shifted and changed.

! Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) (2005).
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Users wield distributive power and platforms make editorial decisions by prioritising
or marginalising information on financial grounds. For their part, manufacturers of
electronic devices strike deals with parties such as Netflix and Google, circumventing
existing provisions aimed at enhancing the accessibility and visibility of mainstream
media. To ensure that media remain able to fulfil their information, control and forum
functions effectively, it is essential to keep a clear focus on these new features and
dynamics.

Thinking of media as a system of separate distribution channels and infrastruc-
tures is outdated. Therefore, a policy approach based on the new media system is
necessary. In addition, media policy is affected by other types of policies, such as
those concerning disinformation, artificial intelligence and online threats. Internet-
based media services remain media services and should be regulated as such. The fact
that podcasts and major Instagram channels are not covered by the EU’s Audiovisual
Media Services Directive (AVMSD) is at odds with that principle. Such inconsis-
tencies are problematic and unsustainable, as they make the Dutch media system
vulnerable to abuse and manipulation. An approach based on the new media system
calls for more coordination and cooperation on the part of the government, at both
departmental and regulatory levels. Moreover, such an approach underscores the
government’s responsibility regarding technologies such as Al, which is important
to ensure a reliable and safe media system.

Building on These Guiding Principles, We Make Four Policy
Recommendations

1. Implement asolid regulatory framework, based on European laws and regu-
lations, to create a reliable and safe information environment (Sect. 6.3).

2. Ensure the visibility and findability of all information that is important for

democracy (Sect. 6.4).

Strengthen local and regional journalism (Sect. 6.5).

4. Encourage users to take responsibility for their agency within the media
system (Sect. 6.6).

&

By placing the new media system centre stage, we aim to address multiple stake-
holders in our recommendations. Three observations are important. First, a large
part of the rules governing the media system has been developed within the suprana-
tional European context. As a European Member State, the Netherlands are bound by
these rules. Second, while the Dutch government is responsible for the media system
as a whole, it has different roles in relation to public respectively private media.
This also means it has different instruments at its disposal for embedding relevant
public values. In the case of private media, these instruments include competition
rules, while public media operate within a specially designed legal framework. Third,
users themselves have come to play a much more prominent role within the media
system. Framing this role requires revisiting, among other things, media literacy
policy, political party legislation and policy rules on government communication.
We have therefore included a specific recommendation to address this issue.
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6.3 Making the Most of European Laws and Regulations

1. Implement a solid regulatory framework based on European laws and
regulations, to create a reliable and safe information environment:

— Strengthen oversight and enforcement and ensure regular exchange of
information with the legislative authorities.

— Develop a pluralism test.

— Ensure that the information needed to guarantee effective regulation of
the media system is broadly available.

In recent years, the European Commission has adopted a comprehensive regula-
tory package to improve the functioning of the online public space, bringing it in line
with European norms and values.” Its effectiveness remains to be demonstrated—
and that will not happen by itself, as, in recent years, large platform companies have
lobbied intensively against these new rules. So far, they appear reluctant to comply in
ameaningful way—for example, a great deal of disinformation continued to circulate
in the context of the 2024 European Parliament elections. To ensure the success of
these new rules, which are crucial for the democratic opinion formation process, it
is imperative that the Dutch government see to their swift and effective implementa-
tion. Note that we do not advocate for additional national rules on top of European
laws and regulations. The important point is that the Dutch legislator and relevant
regulators should invest in the implementation of those laws and regulations, ensure
compliance and actively cooperate—also at the European level—to enhance media
system regulation.’

Strengthen Oversight and Enforcement and Ensure Regular Exchange
of Information with the Legislative Authorities

To implement European legislation, itis necessary to translate objectives into enforce-
able standards. In practice, it is usually the regulators who take on this task and decide
how oversight should be exercised and over whom. Supervision of the Dutch media
system involves various regulators, including the Dutch Media Authority (CVDM),
the Netherlands Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM), the Dutch Authority
for the Financial markets (AFM) and the Dutch Data Protection Authority (AP).
However, cooperation between these parties is still in its infancy and mainly focuses
on monitoring compliance with the Digital Services Act (DSA) and the Al Act.* The

2 For an overview, see Chavannes et al. (2021) and (2023).

3 Van den Brink & Prechal (2011).

4 In the Netherlands, regulation of the digital domain involves a large number of regulators, which are
united in the Inspection Council and the Digital Regulation Cooperation Platform (SDT). The SDT
has a dedicated DSA Chamber that is responsible for DSA-related oversight. Some 20 regulators
may be involved in Al-related oversight in future, coordinated by the Dutch Authority for Digital
Infrastructure (RDI) and the Dutch Data Protection Authority (AP).
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highly fragmented nature of European and Dutch media legislation calls for inten-
sive coordination and a proactive approach by all stakeholders. Moreover, stricter
arrangements on the national level are needed to determine the allocation of super-
vision tasks and what is needed for these tasks in terms of workforce. This is also
important in order to enable democratic scrutiny of the choices made by regulators.’

National regulators must identify the relevant issues and risks and carry out
their regulatory tasks in a credible manner. For example, in 2022 the Dutch Media
Authority developed policy guidelines for video uploaders in response to the Audio-
visual Media Services Directive, which had been revised in 2019.° Pursuant to the
Dutch Media Act, video uploaders must be transparent about commercial messages
in their output and protect minors from harmful content. The Dutch Media Authority
decided to make it mandatory for major influencers to register, issuing a first sanction
in 2024.” The DSA likewise requires implementation at the national level, especially
concerning the definition of illegal content and disinformation. According to the
Dutch Council of State, it is crucial to provide specific definitions for these two
concepts; they concern public values, such as the protection of democracy, public
safety, media freedom and pluralism, as well as individual fundamental rights, such
as freedom of speech and information and the protection of personal privacy.® The
choices made by the national legislator and regulators determine the extent to which
European rules and regulations will have an actual impact. It is up to them whether
and to what extent these policy ambitions remain a paper reality or will actually lead
to an online environment that is more safe and reliable.

Develop a Pluralism Test

A second action point is the development of a pluralism test. The European Media
Freedom Act (EMFA) encourages EU Member States to introduce rules and proce-
dures, alongside existing competition legislation, to assess media market concentra-
tion.? The Dutch media market is highly concentrated, partly because specific rules
for assessing media concentrations were previously abolished. Further concentration
is likely, potentially placing the private news market in the hands of one or two parties
at most. This situation is undesirable, given the need to ensure pluralism in terms
of both content and pricing. Added to that is the fact that media organisations in

5 Additional staff has been allocated to the ACM for DSA and DMA regulation; see https://www.
acm.nl/system/files/documents/2024-acm-annual-plan.pdf [Consulted 2025, 17 September]. The
AP is the coordinating regulator for algorithms and Al and is responsible for oversight tasks within
the context of the Al Act.

6 Until 2022, influencers were required to adhere to the Advertising Code for Social Media &
Influencer Marketing, as well as Dutch consumer protection legislation. Following the example of
France, the sector itself launched an influencer certification scheme; see https://www.reclamecode.
nl/news/certificaat-en-openbaar-register-voor-influencers/ [Consulted 2025, 17 September].

7 This concerns influencers with more than 500,000 followers.

8 Council of State (2024). On the definition of disinformation, see Van Hoboken & o) Fathaigh
(2021).

9 See European Commission (2024) and the European Commission’s earlier recommendation from
(2022). See Kooter (2023) for further legal details on the introduction of the pluralism test.
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Europe and the United States are increasingly confronted with editorial interference
by private owners, shareholders and governments.'? In the case of very large parties,
such interference has a substantial influence on public opinion. Finally, there is an
increasing risk of takeovers, potentially by parties with little regard for the crucial
importance of news. This underscores the need to prioritise the implementation of
key provisions of the EMFA, also in light of recent dynamics in the acquisition
market.

Ensure that the Information Needed to Guarantee Effective Regulation
of the Media System Is Broadly Available

Effective management and regulation require the broad accessibility of relevant infor-
mation about the media system. Such information is regularly lacking. We highlight
two aspects. First, information about media ownership should be structurally avail-
able. An overview of media ownership at the EU level was produced recently, but it
is not clear whether that initiative will be continued.'! In the Netherlands, this type
of information currently only surfaces within the context of merger or acquisition
plans. As a result, it is impossible to reliably estimate the financial health of indi-
vidual media organisations. It also obstructs the assessment of broader labour market
trends, such as the numbers of journalists working on a permanent contract. Second,
there is a need for much more data from large platform companies, given their pivotal
role in the broader information environment. For example, data on the operation of
algorithmic recommendation systems is almost entirely unavailable, despite provi-
sions in the DSA requiring that researchers and civil-society organisations be granted
access to such material. As a result, it is difficult to properly examine the operation
of the media system; there is no clear view of systemic risks based on empirical
data; and policy choices are inevitably based on limited knowledge, leaving them
vulnerable. In short: the democratic relevance of a well-functioning media system
demands a stronger and more accessible knowledge base.

6.4 Prominence Policy

2. Ensure the visibility and findability of all information that is important
for democracy:

— Modernise prominence policy for media output (from both public and
private producers) that serves the public interest.

10 https://www.mappingmediafreedom.org/ [Consulted 2025, 17 September]; https://nos.nl/nie
uwsuur/artikel/2557573-oud-hoofdredacteur-the-washington-post-verbijsterd-bezos-zwicht-voor-
trump [Consulted 2025, 17 September].

1T See the Euromedia Ownership Monitor (2022).
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— Strengthen the national public broadcasting system by developing a
single integrated distribution strategy.
— Invest in the development of public recommendation systems.

The effective implementation of European laws and regulations is important,
but not enough to ensure that citizens will continue to be able to find reliable and
independent information in the future. Over the past few years, the information
environment has undergone a radical transformation. Large international parties are
pushing Dutch content to the edges of the market and sell the resulting free space to
the highest bidder. As a result, information that is important for democracy—such
as journalistic content and educational programmes—is becoming less visible and
more difficult to find for users. Public broadcasters are increasingly less visible and
harder to find on digital televisions, as other providers’ apps are pre-installed on these
devices. Similarly, companies like Netflix pay large sums for a dedicated button on
the remote control. Smart speakers direct listeners to parties such as Spotify at the
expense of news brands, which are more difficult to recognise online because their
content is presented in separate items amid a variety of other types of information.
Lastly, journalistic media face increasing competition from channels whose reach is
based on values incompatible with reliability and journalistic integrity. It is therefore
extremely important to re-evaluate the structure of the online information environ-
ment and to seek a better balance between the various types of content circulating
within it. The key priority in this regard is to protect the public interest involved
in a reliable and safe information environment. A first step in that direction is the
modernisation of prominence policy.

Modernise Prominence Policy for Media Output (from Both Public
and Private Producers) That Serves the Public Interest

Prominence policy has been used in the past as a means to increase the visibility
and findability of specific information or providers. Scarcity of space was the most
important argument for regulating the visibility of content that serves the public
interest. Today, however, the key argument is the opposite—the fast expansion of
the media system due to the unlimited availability of space. Existing prominence
measures such as channel sequence, channel programming and transfer obligations
continue to play an important role in analogue media consumption (such as the
must-carry rule, which stipulates that cable packages must offer public channels).
However, they no longer suffice in today’s media system, in which commercially
driven algorithms select information, content is distributed through the internet and
interfaces are programmed according to personal preferences.

Content that serves the public interest is highly visible in the Netherlands, as
shown by a prominence study in 2021.'> Even so, the authors recommended that

12See  https://dialogic.nl/projecten/verkenning-due-prominence-van-audiovisuele-media-van-alg
emeen-belang/ [Consulted on 2025, 17 September].
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steps be taken towards a new prominence regime, so that prominence rules could
be used for ‘channel-based, app-based and programme or item-based content’.!?
Such steps have since become more urgent than ever, given the increasing extent to
which platform and electronics businesses are regulating access to information and
thereby steering citizens’ viewing, listening and reading behaviour. There are various
legal opportunities for building a future-proof prominence policy.'* Countries such
as France, Germany and Italy are updating their prominence regimes for radio and
television on other platforms. The United Kingdom has also taken action in this
regard, as per advice by its media regulator Ofcom.'> The European Commission is
drafting a guidance instruction to help Member States deal with prominence policy
issues (see also Sect. 3.6), for example the selection of devices or interfaces on which
content that serves the public interest should be found.

Organising content within existing information structures is a delicate task. In
practice, many countries’ prominence policies are essentially measures that promote
the visibility and findability of public broadcaster content. After all, it is the task of
public broadcasters to produce content that serves the public interest. In principle,
however, prominence policy can include both public and private media, as it is the
democratic function of media that should be the deciding factor, not the way media are
funded. Furthermore, it is crucial that the legislator drafts only a general framework
for prominence policy and that it is subsequently elaborated by an independent expert
body. In the Netherlands, this could be a regulator such as the Dutch Media Authority,
which is already charged with regulating access to the broadcasting system.'6

Prominence also plays a role in how search engines, social media and—increas-
ingly—generative Al organise and prioritise information. Pursuant to the DSA, the
European Commission can intervene in very large online platforms in the event of
grave threats to public health or safety.!” Under the European Media Freedom Act,
platform companies cannot delete content of media organisations without prior noti-
fication and consultation.'® When considering such new prominence measures, it is
important to adopt a broad perspective. Given the scope of the media system, those
measures should be based on content and should not be limited to audiovisual media
services or linear and non-linear television.'” Developing new prominence policies

13 Maltha et al. (2021: 8).
14 For an overview, see Ledger (2023).
15 Ofcom (2019).

16 Another possibility could be the Dutch programming policy board (Programma Bepalend Orgaan)
that assesses content policies from local broadcasters.

17 This was prompted by the disinformation surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in
the Ukraine. The relevant parts of the DSA are Articles 36 and 48.

18 Van Drunen et al. (2023). According to Article 19 of the EMFA, users should be able to change
the default settings of any device and interface easily in accordance with their media preferences.

19 See also the resolution of the European Parliament on this matter.
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is a matter of urgency: parties that are less visible and findable risk losing users and
market share. And content, once lost, will not re-emerge any time soon.”’

Strengthen the National Public Broadcasting System by Developing a Single
Integrated Distribution Strategy

When it comes to content that serves the public interest, the Dutch public broad-
casting system merits special attention. It provides content aimed at informing a
broad and diverse audience, including journalistic content, cultural and educational
content, and entertainment as a means to support that goal. As such, it is impor-
tant to consolidate the position of the public broadcasting system within the future
media system. To achieve this aim, the public broadcasting system must remain
recognisable to users and safeguard the continuity of its output, both within its own
environment and on other parties’ existing or future platforms. The public broad-
casting system has been much debated and written about in the Netherlands in recent
years. Key discussion points include the number of broadcasting organisations and
the entry and exit criteria. The majority of reform proposals have focused on merging
or otherwise reducing the number of broadcasters. A more transparent and simplified
internal organisation of the public broadcasting sector could help make the broad-
casting system more effective, as pointed out in the Van Geel Committee report.>!
However, this would by no means be sufficient to safeguard the future of the public
broadcasting system, as it must operate in a significantly changed environment. Amid
the strongly expanded range of commercial content (online and on-demand), NPO
threatens to lose control of the distribution of its own publicly funded output and,
ultimately, to lose the audiences that constitute its raison d’étre.

To continue to be relevant to Dutch society, the public broadcasting system must
also be strengthened externally. As ‘broadcasting’ is an outdated principle, there have
been calls for some time now to transform public service broadcasters into public
service media that offer content through various media and provide innovative public
services.”” The rise of internet platforms has necessitated a further transformation:
to make the public broadcasting system work like a public media platform in order to
deal with competition from fast-growing online and on-demand offerings.?* The term
‘public media platform’ denotes an organisation that distinguishes itself by providing
high-quality content, close engagement with society, its use of data and publicly
motivated recommendation systems, and a strategy driven mainly by democratic
considerations.?*

20 Council for Culture (2018), which argues that the quantity and quality of Dutch audiovisual
productions will decline if the outflow of advertising revenue to foreign countries is not compensated
by substantial investment in Dutch (or Dutch-language) media productions.

21 public Broadcasting Advisory Committee (2023); see also Chapter 4 for the announced changes
in the public broadcaster system,

22 Bardoel & Lowe (2007).
23 Bonini & Mazzoli (2020); Napoli (2019).
24 Donders et al. (2021).
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This transformation can only be successful if the content of all public broad-
casters is presented in a unified and recognisable way. This means that broadcasters
need to join forces in a single integrated distribution strategy and that the services
provided meet the increasing demands regarding user convenience.? In recent years,
the content of individual broadcasters has become available in an integrated fashion
through linear and non-linear channels, for example through NPO Start and NPO
Plus. This move towards a joint offer and shared profile of public media content
should be continued using all available means. This will require a considerable effort.
Distributing a large number of highly diverse services through linear and non-linear
channels on a wide range of devices and platforms requires a large-scale adaptation
of both the structure and culture of the organisation.

In a media system dominated by platforms, it is no longer tenable for each broad-
caster to have its own digital strategy and collect user data by itself. A single distri-
bution strategy is essential, also in view of the increasing dependence on foreign
platforms, especially when it comes to reaching young people. Like other media,
public broadcasters are struggling to serve and attract younger generations. This is
why it is so important to take steps towards a more horizontal, streamlined and agile
organisation. If the public broadcasting system is to become future-proof;, it is crucial
not to use the existing broadcasters and internal NPO organisation as a blueprint for
this new organisation, but to ensure it is based on the citizen as its end user.

Invest in the Development of Public Recommendation Systems

Strengthening the position of public broadcasters within the new media system
also calls for the development of public recommendation systems. Commercial
parties mainly promote their own productions and rely on detailed user data as
a basis for algorithmic recommendations. Despite the highly personalised nature
of those recommendation systems, users are remarkably often presented with the
same content. Like commercial recommendation systems, public algorithms should
enhance user convenience by offering tailored and relevant content. Additionally,
those recommendation systems should promote public values such as diversity and
universality.”® It goes without saying that the selection and presentation of content
based on human decisions remains crucial as well. The use of public algorithms
should be as transparent as possible; users must be able to change or disable the
settings themselves if they wish to do so.?’ Public recommendation algorithms
provide an alternative to purely commercially driven personalisation as employed
by platform companies such as Alphabet Inc., Meta, Amazon and Apple, but also
to the personalisation strategies for websites and streaming services of conventional
media companies, as well as to excessive automation of editorial decisions.

The technology needed for all of this is already available. The European Broad-
casting Union (EBU) and the Belgian broadcaster RTBF have developed similar

25 Dutch Media Authority (2020).
26 Vrijenhoek et al. (2021); Donders et al. (2021); Fields et al. (2018).
27 Sgrensen (2020).
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recommendation software.”® Most European media organisations, including the
NPO, have developed their own Video on Demand (VOD) and recommendation
systems, sometimes involving third parties for the management of algorithms.?® The
development and use of public recommendation systems requires, again, a single,
integrated approach in order to achieve sufficient scale. This means, specifically,
that the data for the development of recommendation systems should be available
in one central location. It also means avoiding a fragmented development of such
systems by individual broadcaster organisations, but instead promoting a central,
user-oriented approach. In this way, users will have access to the full range of public
media content from a single, unified platform.

6.5 Strengthening Local and Regional Journalism

3. Strengthen local and regional journalism:

— Develop a joint vision for the future of local and regional journalism.

— Establish a neutral funding model for local and regional journalism.

— Examine opportunities for a local infrastructure that ensure a supply of
independent and fact-checked information for journalistic media outlets.

In addition to the first two policy recommendations we recommend measures to
strengthen local and regional journalism. Many journalistic media outlets are still in a
precarious financial situation, struggling with revenue models that are not sufficiently
resilient to the rapidly changing environment. The need to ensure a profitable busi-
ness operation may conflict with the affordability—and, hence, the accessibility—of
journalistic content. The proposed VAT increase on books, magazines and newspa-
pers in the Netherlands,?® which has since been rejected, would have made it almost
impossible for many parties to maintain their financial viability without compro-
mising the affordability of their products. Past VAT increases have made journalistic
magazines and newspapers relatively expensive for many people. A decline in their
reach undermines the capability of these media organisations to fulfil their demo-
cratic functions and will, in the longer run, affect the proper functioning of Dutch
democracy.

Many of the risks outlined above have already materialised at the local and regional
levels—both in the Netherlands and internationally. Thanks to stable public funding,

28 personalisation for EACH, or PEACH (ebu.io). Between 2017 and 2020, PEACH was imple-
mented at five European broadcasters: TRS (Swiss), TF4 (Irish), RTP (Portuguese), ARD (German)
and SR (Swedish).

29 Van den Bulck & Moe (2018); Sgrensen (2019); Alvarez et al. (2020); Martin (2021).

30 https://www.kabinetsformatie2023.nl/documenten/publicaties/2024/05/16/budgettaire-bijlage-
hoofdlijnenakkoord [Consulted on 2025, 17 September].
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broadcasters in the Netherlands are relatively well positioned, while private outlets
are struggling financially. The number of local titles has declined sharply in recent
years, with few new initiatives emerging to replace them. Additionally, there are
regions and towns where local titles are no longer supported by locally established
news editors. For years, various parties have expressed concerns about the quality of
local journalism, particularly regarding the task of scrutinising local authorities in a
period in which these levels of government are taking on an increasing number of
governance tasks.

Develop a Joint Vision for the Future of Local and Regional Journalism

Successive Dutch governments have pledged to raise financial support for local and
regional journalism.?! A certain tension presents itself here. Publicly financed media
strongly depend on public funds, such as municipal contributions and project grants.
Even with government support, local and regional broadcasters are struggling to keep
their heads above water; without such support, they simply will not survive. At the
other end of the spectrum, private parties depend on the market for practically all their
revenues. The difference between publicly and commercially funded local media
largely coincides with the difference between audiovisual media and the written press.
An additional group that has appeared in recent years are the ‘hyperlocals’: digital-
only platforms specialised in grassroots local reporting. In practice, all this means
that public investments primarily benefit broadcasters. However, due to technological
convergence, both broadcasters and the written press focus increasingly on their
digital presence, causing ever more overlap between these markets.

Policymakers must develop a comprehensive and future-proof vision for local and
regional media, centred on their democratic functions. Moreover, such a vision must
align with the modus operandi of the new media system. This also means that existing
classifications, largely based on traditional distribution channels and infrastructures,
no longer suffice. While the new media system involves new parties and dynamics,
the democratic importance of independent and reliable information services and an
accessible public debate remains as important as ever. Policymakers should prioritise
those functions and use the new media system as the basis for their policies. It is
important for this vision to be developed in consultation with all stakeholders.

Establish a Neutral Funding Model for Local and Regional Journalism

Financial support for public media is both desirable and necessary. Their tasks and
responsibilities are laid down in the Dutch Media Act. Regional public broadcasters
receive subsidies from the national government and, on top of that, they almost
always make use of supplementary funding. Local public broadcasters are funded by
the municipalities they serve, a system that will be adjusted by 2028 when the Dutch
national government will become responsible for this task. However important public

31 Dutch Media Authority (2022); Bakker & Kik (2018).
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funding may be, it should not displace private media parties.>> Public and private
parties should complement one another in terms of journalistic content, also at the
local level. We therefore recommend the Dutch government to develop a funding
model for local journalism that transcends the traditional dividing lines and supports
journalism on the basis of an integrated approach. In this context, ‘integrated’ means
transcending not only technological dividing lines, but also the traditional distinc-
tion between public and private. For instance, it is worth considering whether the
five-yearly awards of broadcasting licences could be opened to private parties as
well. The licence would then be awarded to the party with the best proposals for
strengthening local journalism. This could involve a local broadcaster, -newspaper
or -news website.>> Another option would be to exempt public local media from
the requirement to generate market-based revenue. This would grant private parties
an exclusive right to generate advertising income, thus strengthening their posi-
tion—also in relation to public broadcasters. Another interesting proposition is to
create more opportunities at the local level for public-private cooperation between
journalistic parties.

Various countries** could serve as sources of inspiration for such models—parti-
cularly the Scandinavian countries, with their focus on platform-neutral support for
markets.®® In those countries, commercial news providers also qualify for public
funding and have become more technology-neutral as a result. Of course, they must
meet stringent requirements in order to be eligible for such funding. The importance
of an integrated financing model for local journalism is extremely urgent, as there
is virtually no chance that a viable and sustainable revenue model will emerge from
the market in the foreseeable future. The primary focus should be on supporting
journalism in general; the question of whether private or public media organisations
are the most suitable beneficiaries is of secondary importance. Hence the motto here
is: form follows function.*®

Examine Opportunities for a Local Infrastructure that Ensure a Supply
of Independent and Fact-Checked Information for Journalistic Media Outlets

Besides financial support, local and regional journalism would also benefit from a
stronger infrastructure to stimulate and facilitate the journalistic process. We there-
fore call for the exploration of possibilities that provide infrastructural support for
local and regional journalism. For example, by making relevant local and regional

32 See also the Van Strien motion 2023, which highlights the risk of creating an unequal
playing field: https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/moties/detail ?id=2023D43055&did=
2023D43055 [Consulted on 2025, 17 September].

33 Some municipalities, including Amersfoort, Borne and Zaanstad, have already gained experience
with this.

34 Neff & Pickard (2023); https://www.cnam.ie/industry-and-professionals/media-development/
support-funding/journalism-schemes/ [Consulted on 2025, 17 September].

35 For an overview of funding arrangements in these countries, see https://www.nordicom.gu.se/en/
facts-analysis/nordic/factsheets/direct-media-subsidies-news-media-nordic-overview [Consulted
on 2025, 17 September].

36 This aligns with the conclusions from the previous WRR report, Focus on Functions (2005).
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information available at a single location. It would also be useful to assess the added
value of establishing a network of local and regional press agencies that provide
journalistic media with independent and fact-checked information. At the national
level, the Netherlands has had such a facility since 1934, the Dutch News Agency
(ANP). This service is used by practically all journalistic media. Such infrastructural
facilities would create space for local and regional journalism to provide its own
interpretation of news facts and to invest in investigative journalism that is rooted in
the local living environment of citizens.

6.6 Media Responsibility

4. Encourage users to take responsibility for their agency in the media
system:

— For government communication, aim for less dependence on commer-
cial platforms and invest in alternative platforms.

— Strengthen citizens’ ability to select reliable information.

— Update the rules of conduct for politicians and political parties in light
of the digitalisation of political communication.

Finally, we turn to the users of media, whose role and position within the media
system have changed drastically. Since users send, as well as receive information,
they share responsibility for the quality of the democratic opinion formation process.
Our fourth and last recommendation calls to acknowledge this ‘media responsibility’,
to make it explicit and, where relevant, to develop it into codes of conduct, guidelines,
rules of procedure or other types of (self)-regulation. Implementing this recommen-
dation requires coordinated efforts by multiple stakeholders. The responsible use of
media is especially pertinent to actors that play visible, public or otherwise significant
roles in public information services and the public debate.

For Government Communication, Aim for Less Dependence on Commercial
Platforms and Invest in Alternative Platforms

Like many other parties, the Dutch government has increasingly become dependent
on the infrastructures provided by the big platform companies for communicating
with citizens. For a long time, the government mainly saw the convenience of these
new infrastructures and, not surprisingly, much government communication takes
place through social media channels. However, current debates about the desirability
of this practice reveal a dilemma. On the one hand, the government has an obligation
to reach out to citizens, which means it must be present there where those citizens
can be found. On the other hand, it has a duty to organise this communication in a
secure manner and use channels that respect citizens’ rights. The big social media



6.6 Media Responsibility 159

channels violate those rights on a very regular basis. Furthermore, social safety on
these platforms remains far from assured: for example, civil servants are confronted
with aggression when communicating about policy plans. Moreover, it is highly
questionable whether the government should use the services of companies that
profit commercially from the data generated by the government’s information.
Parties with a public mandate, such as governments, are expected to develop a pref-
erence policy regarding the platforms and channels they use for communication, both
internally and externally. The current debate about social media use is dominated by
arguments about national security and abuses such as discrimination, disinformation
and hate speech. We believe that a more positive approach, grounded in core public
values, is advisable. For a long time, the idea was that the tide would turn and that
users would automatically switch to alternative platforms once scandals emerged.
To date, this has not happened, at least not on a large scale, and a new strategy is
therefore needed. From a technological perspective, much is possible, but reach and
utility are often the biggest bottlenecks. It is precisely in these fields that governments
actually have considerable scope for action, thanks to their scale and public function.
For example, the EU has invested in alternative messaging and video services such
as EU Voice and EU Video, which use Mastodon and PeerTube.?” In line with that
approach, the Dutch government could use and support similar initiatives.>®

Strengthen Citizens’ Ability to Select Reliable Information

Policies designed to help citizens navigate the media system have been in place for
some time. The emphasis of such policies is on media literacy, or ‘the set of compe-
tencies a person needs to participate in our media society in an active, critical and
conscious manner’.>° However, besides being ‘literate’, citizens must also become
‘responsible’.

Since media are the most important source of information about society, it is
important for citizens to be media literate. Media literacy policy in the Netherlands
has expanded considerably over the years, but it has also become more fragmented,
both in terms of content and target audiences. As schools have a great deal of freedom
in designing their media literacy curriculum, the available lesson materials are quite
diverse. Besides instruction on the use of apps and mobile phones, media literacy
includes themes such as cybercrime, sexting, online bullying and disinformation.
With disinformation, the main emphasis is on improving people’s ability to recog-
nise unreliable information. That is easier said than done. Today, the distinction for
users between real and fake news has become increasingly blurred. The rapid rise of
generative Al will further undermine this type of literacy strategy for citizens. More-
over, while it may seem sensible to teach citizens to be critical of any information

37 Despite their success, both these initiatives ended due to a lack of funding.

38 This could involve an initiative like PublicSpaces, a partnership between public organisations
that are all striving to reduce their dependency on big tech. Other examples include Shared Digital
European Public Spaces and the American Civic Signals and Public Media Stack.

39 Dutch Media Literacy Network 2021, see: https://netwerkmediawijsheid.nl/over-ons/ [Consulted
on 2025, 17 September].
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they encounter, in practice this tends to foster ‘over-scepticism’, undermining trust
in information more broadly.

As a consequence, two adjustments are necessary. First, there is a need for a
more positive approach to media literacy, aimed at teaching people to select reliable
sources of information. As an added advantage, such an approach will produce more
measurable and verifiable outcomes, potentially providing media literacy policy with
a more solid and evidence-based foundation.** Second, it is advisable to position
media literacy in a broader framework of media responsibility: by actively consulting
and sharing sources, citizens themselves have agency in the digital public space. As
such, they themselves help to influence the ways in which they—and others—gather
information and develop their opinions. At the same time, however, their influence is
limited due to the gigantic market power of platform companies, invisible algorithmic
recommendation systems and the role of other users. It is not only important that
citizens—both young and old—are able to navigate this field, but that they also
experience what influence they themselves have within it.*!

Update the Rules of Conduct for Politicians and Political Parties in Light
of the Digitalisation of Political Communication

Within the existing media system, politicians have serious responsibilities that are
often insufficiently recognised. Across the world, political actors play a major role
in the spread of disinformation. When it comes to freedom of the press, things are
not going well either. According to the World Press Freedom Index, the situation in a
third of all EU Member States is problematic. Politicians are at the helm of regulatory
initiatives concerning the democratic functioning of the media system. Here, we focus
specifically on the role and responsibilities of politicians when participating in the
public debate.

Politicians are role models. Now that they can address society without the interven-
tion of the regular media, they have a dual responsibility: to refrain from spreading
false information and to communicate in an appropriate manner. For this reason,
politicians should first of all be careful about using information that originates from
social media and has no clearly identifiable, reliable source. They are by no means
required to uncritically accept information from authoritative institutions, but they
do have a special responsibility regarding the use of factual data. After all, members
of parliament and other politicians play a key role in defining social and societal
issues and, as such, have a profound impact on processes of opinion formation in a
democratic society.

Politicians also have a special responsibility when it comes to political commu-
nication, a crucial aspect of every parliamentary democracy. In the context of the
new media system, it is important to re-examine existing laws and regulations. The

40 Droog et al. (2024).
41 Hoogendoorn (2024).
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Netherlands has recently taken several steps in this regard. For example, the Polit-
ical Parties Bill includes provisions on digital campaigning, foreign influence and
micro-targeting.*> Many political parties use targeted advertising strategies on social
media, a practice that is the subject of much debate.** The classic paradigm of “polit-
ical airtime’ no longer fits in with this new reality, in which it is not the medium itself
but its users that can give a politician or party a wide reach.** Social media platforms,
for their part, continue to struggle with the categorisation of political information
and advertising—an issue that they each approach differently and seem to have little
control over. This is why the legislation on political advertising also requires atten-
tion.* Finally, political parties themselves also produce and disseminate content on
social media, often in the form of short videos. While there is nothing intrinsically
wrong with that, in recent years this practice has also been used to spread false-
hoods or discredit fellow politicians. Such videos pollute the debate with incorrect
and misleading information or encourage people to send hate mails and threats. The
existing integrity rules*® appear insufficient in setting norms that guarantee a more
responsible use of social media.

6.7 Concluding Remarks

The current media system is fundamentally different from that of 20 or 30 years
ago. It can no longer be captured in terms of channels, markets or genres. It is
technologically in flux, with previously separate worlds increasingly merging and
the economic playing field becoming more international and profit-driven. The rapid
rise and disruptive effects of generative Al illustrate the fast pace at which our
information environment is changing. What is new in particular are the dynamics
surrounding social media and big communication services, facilitating the ultra-rapid
sharing and reproduction of views, information and disinformation. What remains
unchanged, however, is the pressing requirement that the media system is able to
fulfil its democratic functions.

With the recommendations presented in this final chapter, the WRR aims to
contribute to a structural improvement of the Dutch media system. Special atten-
tion is paid to journalistic institutions, given their crucial role in the fulfilment of the
information, control and forum functions of media. It is therefore of great importance
which course journalism will choose amid market concentration, platformization and

42 https://www.parlement.com/id/vlboezk3ftm8/wet_op_de_politicke_partijen  [Consulted on
2025, 17 September].

43 In this context, the Dutch Data Protection Authority refers to an unlawful infringement of
fundamental rights (NOS, 2023).

44 Moore (2021); https://www.cvdm.nl/voor-mediamakers/regelgeving/mediawet/zendtijd-politi
eke-partijen/ [Consulted on 2025, 17 September].

45 European Parliament (2014).

46 Such as the rules of integrity and code of conduct for members of parliament; see https:/www.
houseofrepresentatives.nl/members-parliament/rules-integrity [Consulted on 2025, 17 September].
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parties that consider journalism to be ‘just another opinion’. A sharper stance is also
needed in terms of reporting. Journalism is free to choose how it structures and
presents conflicts in society. This can be done, for example, by closely monitoring
the incumbent power but not participating in a ruthless trial-by-media culture. By
reporting on events but also providing them with context. Or by pointing out to
political actors their special responsibility and at the same time taking responsi-
bility themselves and reflecting on this. For example, by exploring which types of
issues journalism should cover, why this is important and what the consequences for
democracy are.

Media are a vital infrastructure for the functioning of democracy. They should
inform citizens, provide the content necessary for democratic scrutiny, and offer a
platform to the multitude of societal perspectives. Yet this contribution is increasingly
under threat. The WRR advises the Dutch government to devote attention to media
within the broader context in which they operate. It is necessary to put new safeguards
in place for the democratic functions that media fulfil.
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Glossary

Abbreviation Term Description

ACM The Netherlands Authority Dutch competition regulator.
for Consumers and Markets
(Autoriteit Consument en
Markt)

Al Artificial Intelligence A machine-based system that is
(kunstmatige intelligentie) designed to operate with varying

levels of autonomy and that may
exhibit adaptiveness after
deployment.

Al Act Artificial Intelligence Act European regulation for Al
(Verordening Artificiéle systems in the EU.

Intelligentie)

AIVD General Intelligence and Dutch intelligence service.
Security Service (Algemene
Inlichten- en
Veiligheids-dienst)

ANP Dutch News Agency Dutch organization that collects
(Algemeen Nederlands news items and distributes them
Persbureau) to news organizations.

AP The Dutch Data Protection Dutch regulator of personal data
Authority (Autoriteit protection.

Persoonsgegevens)

AVMSD Audiovisual Media Services | Governs EU-wide coordination
Directive (Richtlijn of national legislation on all
audiovisuele mediadiensten) | audiovisual media.

CVDM Dutch Media Authority The independent oversight

(Commissariaat voor de
Media)

authority for audiovisual media
in the Netherlands.
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(continued)

Abbreviation Term Description

CDSM/ Directive on Copyright in the | European regulation that

DSM-auteursrechtrichtlijn

Digital Single Market
(Richtlijn inzake
auteursrechten in de digitale
eengemaakte markt)

addresses copyright legislation in
the EU’s Digital Single Market.

DMA Digital Markets Act European regulation that
(Verordening digitale addresses competition in the
markten) European digital economy.

DSA Digital Services Act European regulation that
(Verordening digitale addresses illegal content,
diensten) transparent advertising and

disinformation.

EBU European Broadcasting A collaboration of mainly public
Union (Europese Radio-unie) | broadcasters from most European

countries and some countries in
the Middle East and North
Africa.

EMFA European Media Freedom European regulation to protect
Act (Europese verordening EU journalists and press freedom.
mediavrijheid)

ERGA European Regulators Group | Will be replaced by a new
for Audiovisual Media European Board for Media
Services (Europees orgaan Services in 2025.
van nationale
reguleringsinstanties)

NMO National Media Research New Dutch cross-media research.
(Nationaal Mediaonderzoek)

NOM National Media Research Former Dutch media research for
(Nationaal Media print media.

Onderzoek)

NOS Dutch Broadcasting Dutch public news broadcaster.
Foundation (Nederlandse
Omroep Stichting)

NPO Dutch Foundation for Public | National Dutch broadcasting
Broadcasting (Nederlandse | organization responsible for
Publieke Omroep) programming publicly funded

radio, television and websites.

NRC (Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Dutch newspaper.

Courant)
NS Dutch Railroads The largest passenger railway

(Nederlandse Spoorwegen)

company in the Netherlands.
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Abbreviation Term Description

OECD Organisation for Economic International organisation of 38
Co-operation and countries committed to
Development (Organisatie democracy and the market
voor Economische economy.
Samenwerking en
Ontwikkeling)

PTT State owned company for Former Dutch postal service
postal, telegraph and phone (now PostNL).
services (Staatbedrijf der
Posterijen, Telegrafie en
Telefonie)

RDI The Dutch Authority for Dutch independent regulator
Digital Infrastructure responsible for supervising the
(Rijksinspectie Digitale Dutch digital infrastructure.
Infrastructuur)

ROB Council for Public Advisory body of the Dutch
Administration (Raad voor government and parliament.
het Openbaar Bestuur)

RTBF Radio-Télévision belge de la | Belgian public broadcaster
Communauté francaise (French speaking).

RvS Council of State (Raad van Independent legal advisor to the
State) Dutch government and

parliament.

RvC Council for Culture (Raad Advisory body to the Dutch
voor de Cultuur) ministry of culture.

SKO Research Foundation for Former Dutch media research
(Stichting KijkOnderzoek) organisation for television.

SLAPPs Strategic Lawsuits Against Lawsuits filed to harass and
Public Participation intimidate critics, often with the

goal of silencing them.

STD Digital Regulation Collaboration between various
Cooperation Platform independent oversight bodies of
(Samenwerkingsplatform digital services and digital
Digitale Toezichthouders) markets.

STER Foundation for Ether Foundation in charge of
Advertisement (Stichting commercials for the Dutch
Ether Reclame) broadcaster.

VINEX United Internet Operators Former Dutch media research
(Verenigde Internet organisation for online media.
Exploitanten)

VOD Video-on-demand (video op | Services that provide on demand

aanvraag)

content online, such as Netflix,
HBO Max or NPO Start and NPO
Plus (Dutch public broadcaster).
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Abbreviation Term Description

WRR Netherlands Scientifc Independent scientific advisory

Council for Government
Policy (Wetenschappelijke
Raad voor het
Regeringsbeleid)

body for the Dutch government.
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