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Recommenders & users
• People often trust and even prefer algorithmic to 

human judgment (Logg, et.al. (2019) Algorithm appreciation: people prefer 
algorithmic to human judgment, Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process., 151, 90-103; Thurman et.al, 
(2019). My Friends, Editors, Algorithms, and I: Examining audience attitudes to news selection, 
Digital Journalism, 7 (4), 447-469)

• But they are concerned about missing out on 
important information and challenging viewpoints, 
as well as about their privacy  (Bodó, et.al. (2019). Interested in 
Diversity, Digital Journalism, 7(2), 206-229)

• Echoing broader societal concerns about 
filterbubbles, inclusion and surveillance capitalism



“I read this book – 100 days with the IS. Then I searched for the keyword 
“IS” and I received on Facebook a friend request from someone who had an 
IS flag on (their profile picture).//laughter//I don’t understand that [situation] 
and I have no influence in deleting that (information about myself).” (Emma, 
32, university degree). 

In Monzer et al., (2020). User Perspectives on the News Personalisation Process: 
Agency, Trust and Utility as Building Blocks, Digital Journalism, 1142-1162

The risk of stereotyping



Digital choice architectures
“Fine grained, sub-conscious and 
personalised levels of algorithmic 
persuasion may have significant 
effects on the cognitive autonomy of 
individuals and their right to form 
opinions and take independent 
decisions.” 

(Council of Europe. (2019). Declaration on the 
Manipulative Capabilities of Algorithmic 
Processes, Strasbourg)

Esscher



If I had a news app and want[ed] 
news personalisation, I [would] want 
to choose [it] myself and not my 
[digital] footprint. (Klaus, 33, 
secondary school)

Agency & contestability

In C. Monzer et al., 2020



Recommenders & the media
“After I’ve seen you watching three hours of television, should we stop 
showing you recommendations so people shut it off and go outside? Is 
that one of our responsibilities? Or are we there just to keep you glued 
to the screen? Is that what we are optimizing for?” (Interviewee) 

(Bodó. (2019). Selling News to Audiences – A Qualitative Inquiry into the Emerging Logics of 
Algorithmic News Personalization in European Quality News Media, Digital Journalism, 7:8, 1054-1075)



News vs market logic



Recommenders & platforms

• Key role in channelling and 
directing attention

• Inseparably linked to the 
advertising business model

• Backbone of the digital platform  
infrastructure



Responsible recommendations from the perspective of …

Users
• Authenticity and sincerity of 

recommendation efforts
• Respect for users’ 

fundamental rights
• More agency & control with 

users
• Recommending not for but 

with users

News organisations
• Responsibility towards 

audience and own 
professional values

• Re-organise workflows and 
professional routines to make 
this possible

• Responsible data 
management, human 
oversight and monitoring 
effects on users and society 

Platforms
• Balancing responsibility 

towards shareholders, news 
organisations, users and 
society

• Monitoring for, and 
mitigating systemic risks for 
users and society

• Contribute to realisation of 
fundamental rights, consumer 
protection and fair 
competition

• Democratic oversight over 
digital infrastructures



Let’s talk about the law

But is law not bad for innovation? 



Law is also an enabler of 
innovation
• IP protection
• Legal certainty & concretisation of 

vague ethical concepts
• Protection of (fundamental) rights 

and public values
• Enabling fair competition



What’s new from Brussels?

Draft Digital Service 
Act

• Identifying and 
addressing systemic 
risks from the use 
of recommender 
algorithms

• More transparency 
& control options 
for users

• Access to data for 
researchers

Draft AI Regulation

• Risk-based approach 
• Concrete obligations 

with regards to the 
quality of data sets 
used, technical 
documentation and 
record-keeping, 
human oversight, and 
robustness, accuracy 
and cybersecurity

Draft Digital Markets 
Act

• Fairer competition 
with large tech 
platforms

• Access to 
advertising 
analytics & 
customer data

• Interoperability

Draft Data 
Governance Act

• Re-use of public 
sector data

• (European) data 
intermediaries

• Common European 
data spaces

• Data altruism & 
data donations
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The Digital Services Act (DSA)
• Update of the e-Commerce Directive
• ‘[A] higher standard of transparency and accountability 

on how the providers of such platforms moderate 
content, on advertising and on algorithmic processes’

• Additional obligations for VLOP’s (graduated 
response)

• Needs to be read together with Digital Market Act and 
the  European Democracy Action plan 



Recommenders in the DSA
“‘[R]ecommender system’ means a fully or partially automated system 
used by an online platform to suggest in its online interface specific 
information to recipients of the service, including as a result of a search 
initiated by the recipient or otherwise determining the relative order or 
prominence of information displayed” (Art. 2a DSA)

 Only recommenders used by platforms
 Recommender system in the narrow, functional sense



Recommenders as source of systemic risks
“Very large online platforms shall identify, analyse and 
assess…any significant systemic risks stemming from the 
functioning and use made of their services in the Union. 
…” and “take into account how their… recommender 
systems influence any of the systemic risks” (Art. 26 (1) 
DSA) 

→ Risk-based approach
→ Incentive to consider broader individual and societal       
implications
→ Incentive for value-sensitive design



Dagstuhl Manifesto 

M. Reuver, N.  Mattis, M. Sax et al. (2021). Are 
we human, or are we users? The role of natural 
language processing in human-centric news 
recommenders that nudge users to diverse 
content, Proceedings of the 1st Workshop on 
NLP for Positive Impact 

Vrijenhoek, S., Kaya, M., Metoui, N., Möller, J., Odijk, D., & Helberger, 
N. (2021). Recommenders with a Mission: Assessing Diversity in News 
Recommendations. In CHIIR '21: proceedings of the 2021 Conference 
on Human Information Interaction and Retrieval : March 14-19, 2021, 
Canberra, Australia (pp. 173-183). The Association for Computing 
Machinery.



Regulation of recommenders
Art. 29 DSA: 
“Very large online platforms that use recommender systems 
shall set out….. the main parameters used in their 
recommender systems, as well as any options for the 
recipients …. to modify or influence those main parameters 
that they may have made available, at least one option which 
is not based on profiling.”

→ Transparency & choice for consumers
→ Transparency also includes accessible interface design 
(Art. 29 II)
→ Ability to switch off personalisation



Access to data for researchers
Art. 31 DSA: 
• Access to data for independent researchers
• For research into systemic risks
• Through online databases or APIs
• Details to be determined by EC



AI Regulation in a nutshell
• “[T]he first ever legal framework on AI, which addresses the risks of AI and 

positions Europe to play a leading role globally”
• Goal: harmonised rules for the placing on the market, the putting into service 

and the use of artificial intelligence systems (‘AI systems’) in the Union
• Focus on human-centric & fundamental rights
• Risk-based approach
• Main focus on providers of AI 
• Can also apply to providers outside EU



Recommenders in the AI regulation
Applicable to AI systems: ‘artificial intelligence system’ (AI system) 
means software that is developed with one or more of the techniques and 
approaches listed in Annex I and can, for a given set of human-defined 
objectives, generate outputs such as content, predictions, 
recommendations, or decisions influencing the environments they 
interact with’ 

Annex I: machine learning approaches, logic- and knowledge-based 
approaches, statistical approaches



A risk-based approach

Eve Gaumond, Lawfare Blog, June 2021



Concrete standards for responsible AI

Extended 
rules on

Risk management (Art. 9)

Data governance (Art. 10)

Technical documentation & record keeping (Art. 11, 12)

Transparency and instructions for professional users (Art. 13) 

Human oversight (Art. 14)

Accuracy, robustness and cybersecurity (Art. 15)

…



Setting a standard for responsible AI also for 
non high risk AI
• AI regulation = Next step in defining concrete 

requirements for responsible use  of AI (and 
recommenders)

• Particularly with regards to the responsibility for 
designers

• EC: encouraging voluntary application

→Emerging journalistic standards 
on responsible use AI



• Emerging regulatory European framework on responsible recommenders
• Routines for identifying systemic risks & responsible data management
• More transparency & agency for users
• More democratic oversight
• Abolishing obstacles to fair competition

• Currently: focus on VLOPs & high risk AI system
• But likely to set off a process of formulating standards for responsible 

recommenders in the media more generally

To conclude



• Still ample room for improvement
• Narrow focus on irresponsible recommenders (technology as source of 

systemic risks), not value-sensitive design & organisational innovation
• User rights & democratic oversight underdeveloped
• Technical feasibility ???

• Good rules are a collaborative effort!

More to conclude



Thank you

For further question, please 
contact me at: 
n.helberger@uva.nl

mailto:n.helberger@uva.nl


What else? 
Digital Market Act
• Limits on strategic advantages from data power
• Access to advertising analytics & customer data
• Measures against lock-ins and enabling switching

Data Governance Act: data altruism and services to support data-sharing, common European data spaces

European Democracy Action Plan
• Stimulation of, and investment in independent media innovation 
• Support for creation of alternative digital infrastructures? 
• Review of competition and media concentration rules to improve conditions for sustainable media 

pluralism 

GDPR
• Conditions of responsible data use
• Right not to be subject to automated decisions making, Art. 22 GDPR
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