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The role of news recommender systems in digital democracies

News recommender systems (NRS), based on algorithms, are used on social
media platforms and online news portals to recommend content to users
based on their previous usage. They are based on what a user has read in
the past and what other people with a similar interest have read. NRS also
take into account what users indicate as their preferences or what is cur-
rently popular.

What role do these systems play for media companies in Switzer-
land and the Netherlands, and how do users perceive these systems in an
international comparison? A project at the University of Zurich and the Uni-
versity of Amsterdam answers these questions now as part of the National
Research Program ,,Digital Transformation“ NRP 77.

What are news recommender systems?

News recommender systems are algorithms that automatically make sug-
gestions for news. These suggestions are based on what a user has read in
the past (content-based filters) or what other people with similar interests
have read (collaborative filters). These systems also pay attention to what
users explicitly state as preferences or what is currently popular. They also
consider the content characteristics of news articles, such as topic, length,
or format. Such automated and often personalized recommendations can
appear in various areas of a news website, such as on the homepage, under
articles, in specific sections such as ,recommended content for you“ or in
customized newsletters.
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The most important takeaways

NRS can positively impact media companies and users
if the necessary resources are available and technology
demands are balanced with journalistic demands.

Institutionalized forms of collaboration and regular
exchanges between IT, editorial, and business can
prevent tensions.

To ensure that trust in the media is not compromised,
it is essential that NRS are aligned with journalistic
criteria (such as relevance and diversity) and that trans-
parency and information about algorithms are provided.

To increase the acceptance of NRS, the benefits for users
must be actively communicated, and fears about filter
bubbles and data misuse must be avoided.

The preferences and attitudes of Dutch and Swiss me-
dia users are in many ways similar to those of users in
other countries. However, Dutch and Swiss media users
are more critical than users in countries where the use
of NRS is more advanced (such as the US or UK).
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Expert Survey in Two Countries

In the first part of the project, 36 experts working in media companies in
Switzerland and the Netherlands (e.g., NZZ, Ringier, Volkskrant, NU.nl) were
interviewed. With their input, the research team gained initial insights into
how media organizations use algorithmic recommendation systems, what
works and what doesn‘t, and how these technologies contribute to changing
newsroom work dynamics.

Media organizations are still experimenting

Although NRS are a common topic in media research, we wanted to deter-
mine their practical significance. We found that most of the media orga-
nizations in our study are still in the conceptual or experimental stage of
NRS implementation. While most news organizations are moving towards
a (more sophisticated) use of NRS on their websites, these systems are not
a ,,game changer“ and do not dominate the discourse within media orga-
nizations. The experts acknowledge that readers are used to similar sys-
tems from social media and welcome or even expect a more personalized
news offering. Nevertheless, journalistic considerations and responsibility
toward readers take precedence. We repeatedly heard that editorial con-
siderations should not be sacrificed for the potential benefits that recom-
mender systems offer.

Advantages of NRS from the perspective of media
professionals

News providers see the main advantage of NRS in that it allows them to meet
users‘ personal needs regarding their preferences and interests. Not only is
there much more space on a news website thanin a printed newspaper - the
content is also constantly updated. Algorithmic personalization can help
users find the content that is relevant to them in this wealth of articles. Most
news websites also have a vast online archive of articles that can still be in-
formative and educational even after a long time, allowing users to dive into
a topic and explore it more deeply. Of course, readers can search for these
articles themselves. But this requires initiative and time. With the help of
algorithms, this content can be offered to the right people at the right time.
This not only boosts the number of readers, their engagement, and even
trustin the news brand but can also help maintain an informed public.

Five advantages of NRS:

. Adaption to user demand

. Improvement of brand perception

. Improvement of the visibility of content
. Contribution to commercial success

. Perception of journalistic responsibility

Insight 3 Concerns about NRS from the perspective of media
professionals

Aswith any new development, there are concerns alongside the temptation
of the benefits. For example, there are fears that editorial considerations
will become less important and that editorial control will be compromised.
While providing up-to-date and relevant content is essential for user enga-
gement, without control, this could lead to filter bubbles and the loss of a
common ground for discussion. Following the introduction of NRS, users
will inevitably have some influence over what and how content is presen-
ted. However, the interviewed experts strongly emphasize that their rea-
ders expect the news media to provide them with all the information the
editors consider essential. The interviewees also see filter bubbles and po-
larization as legitimate concerns in social media or news aggregators but
less so in their respective news media, as the latter only offers journalistic
content rather than personalization based entirely on previous user beha-
vior.

5 Concerns about NRS:

. Compromising of editorial control

. Technological limits of the systems

. Data protection and user privacy

. Undermining of user autonomy

. Loss of a common ground for discussion

Shifting dynamics in news organizations

As the implementation of NRS is still primarily in an experimental phase,
the associated processes are still iterative, cautious, and sometimes un-
structured and informal. In addition to actors from management, IT and
data science collaborators also play an essential role. At the same time,
journalists are rarely directly involved in decision-making on technologi-
cal developments such as NRS. Although we heard that the development
processes are collaborative, they are not (yet) always formalized and stan-
dardized. Thus, decision-making varies across different organizations and
depends on the timing. A general trend is that our surveyed experts emp-
hasize data literacy as a core news production and dissemination compe-
tency. Whether this is a popular opinion or not, it seems inevitable that
journalists will need to acquire knowledge about algorithmic solutions to
keep up with trends in their profession.

Tensions and solutions

The interplay between different actors in developing and implementing
NRS can also lead to tensions. Such conflicts are often based on the tensi-
on between satisfying user demand on the one hand and adhering to jour-
nalistic values on the other, even if these two aspects are not necessarily
mutually exclusive. We often heard that there were no serious conflicts.
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However, this perception came mainly from people who did not have much
contact with the ,,other side“. Several interviewees used the metaphor of
»lackinga common language“ and explained that there is often no common
ground between editors and technologists. One interviewee even went so
far as to refer to journalists and IT people as “different species”.

However, such references to the editorial and technical staff gap
were never meant maliciously. Ultimately, everyone under the same publi-
shing umbrella agreed they were pursuing the same goal. In many organi-
zations, solutions were already in place to defuse potential tensions, such
asincluding players who speak ,,all languages®. Such strategies can bridge
the gap between editorial, efficiency-oriented, and technical considera-
tions (e.g., IT staff with a journalistic background or product managers).
Other companies offer various opportunities for exchange between depart-
ments through round tables, presentations, Q&A, and joint brainstorming
sessions. These measures help to promote understanding, appreciation,
and cooperation between employees from different departments involved
in NRS projects.

Conclusion
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While we found some differences in how NRS are being implemented in
different organizations, we repeatedly heard that maintaining editorial
control is one of the most important considerations when implementing
new technologies. Although NRS are an issue in newsrooms, they are not
»the“ issue, as one interviewee emphasized. Many media professionals
are skeptical about the concrete benefits of NRS, so the use of advanced
NRS in Switzerland and the Netherlands will take some time. However,
with the common goal of striking a balance between algorithmic personal-
ization and editorial integrity, the development of NRS can move towards
»responsible“ NRS that consider transparency, user control, and diversity.
Ultimately, the ,,collision of worlds“ can also lead to new working practices
and forms of collaboration that can positively impact news work.

User Survey in Five Countries

In the second part of our project, we conducted a representative survey
of users in Switzerland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, the United
States, and Poland. We aimed to gain insights into whether users recognize
the use of recommender systems for news, to what extent they believe that
different media companies already use such systems, how they rate NRS,
and how this relates to users‘ trust in news media.

Insight 1 Users have differentiated attitudes toward NRS

Users generally have a positive attitude towards algorithmic news recom-
mendations. Users even rate recommendations from algorithms based
on their previous behavior slightly more positively than recommendati-
ons from journalists. In contrast, algorithmic recommendations based
on collaborative filtering are not rated differently to editorial journalistic
recommendations.

Atthe sametime, there are slight differences in attitudes towards
NRS depending on the topic and placement. Algorithmic recommendations
are generally seen as more beneficial for topics such as sports, entertain-
ment, and celebrity news. For political and local news, users prefer manual
journalistic curation. Users believe that content-based recommendations
below articles improve their reading experience the most, followed by
personalized recommendations below articles and designated ,,For You“
sections that contain personalized reading recommendations. However,
they are less receptive to personalized recommendations on the homepage
and even less to personalized newsletters and push notifications on their
mobile devices.

In general, those surveyed believe that the most significant bene-
fit of NRSis that it enables them to explore topics more thoroughly and save
time. However, they also express concern that algorithmic recommendati-
ons could lead to society losing its ability to make independent decisions
regarding its information consumption or leave individuals more vulnera-
ble to manipulation. Respondents perceived the risks to themselves, such
as missing out on significant information or opposing viewpoints, as being
somewhat less pronounced.

07



K3a120s Jo Awouolne ssa7

uone|ndiuew jo ysiy

K13unod 3y} u1 poow 3y} jo uoissaidwi as)e4

£33100s JURID)0} S5

padAyoai9)s Suieg

Koenand oy ysiy

UOISSNISIP 10} SISBq UOWIWIOD B JO YIeT

sjutodmaln Suidus)jeyd uo no ssipy

uoljew.ioyul Jueyiodwi Uuo INO SSI

Concerns about NRS from the perspective of Swiss users (on a scale from 1to 5)

Mean agreement

s21d0) ojul 19da9p aAIQ

awi} anes

juaju0d peal dijs

JUllU0d passiw JaA0dSsI(

$31d0} mau Janodsiq

JU”3U0d SMaU JueAd)a.l1 IN0 }10S

[73)
O
+—
—
£
(®)
p -
y—
<X
©
O
wn
(48]
c
o
(%]
P,
[¢)]
(%]
>
wn
B2
=
(%)
Y—
(@)
(]
=
+
(@]
(]
o
wn
—
(]
o
(]
e
+
£
(®)
—
y—
%)
[a' s
=
Y—
(@)
(%]
(V)
oY)
4]
+
C
©
S
A 5

4
c
(O]
£
(O]
()
—
oo
©
c
©
(]

=




10

Users overestimate and underestimate the use of NRS

Overall, respondents across the five countries believe that news organiza-
tions already use NRS extensively. This is especially true for users who are
generally more familiar with algorithms or at least think they can recognize
and understand them. However, the perception of the extent to which spe-
cific media use NRS only sometimes aligns with the reality of their imple-
mentation. While the use of NRS by subscription newspapers tends to be
underestimated, it tends to be overestimated for others, such as digital na-
tive media. One reason could be that users have difficulty recognizing the
difference between personalized news and targeted advertising, which is
more common in digital native and ad-based media. Another reason could
bethatusersbelieve digital-native media are more digitally advanced and
innovative than traditional quality media.

NRS could undermine trust in the media

Although most respondents believe that algorithmic recommendations
for news are helpful, this does not necessarily lead them to trust the news
media that use these systems. On the contrary, readers‘ trust in a media
organization is lower the more they believe it uses NRS. However, this also
dependson users‘ attitudes towards NRS: In particular, people with signi-
ficant concerns about NRS trust the media less if they think they frequent-
ly use such algorithmic systems. This correlation is less strong for people
who see more advantagesin NRS.

Users want diversity, transparency, and control options

Just as news organizations strive for the responsible implementation of
algorithmic technologies, users also desire such responsible NRS design.
In particular, they expect transparency, i.e., they want information about
how their data is collected and processed and how algorithmic recom-
mendations are configured. They also want this to be made clear when
algorithms recommend content. In addition, users want more control over
NRS, for example, through opt-out options or the ability to actively state
their preferences. Avariety of viewpoints and topics in personalized news
environmentsis alsoimportant to respondents, albeit slightly less so than
transparency and control mechanisms.

Attitudes vary slightly from country to country

We find some differencesin users‘ attitudes towards NRS in the five count-
ries. For example, the appreciation of NRS is lowest in the Netherlands,
followed by Switzerland. Inthe UK and the US, where media organizations
already use NRS to a greater extent, users, on average, have a more posi-
tive attitude towards algorithmic news recommendations. In the Nether-
lands and Switzerland, the perception that media organizations use NRS,
regardless of the perceived NRS benefits, is related to lower trustin media
organizations. In contrast, in the UK, US, and Poland, among users with a
more positive attitude towards NRS, trustin the mediais notinfluenced by
the perceived use of NRS by media companies. Interestingly, respondents

inthe Netherlands desire control and transparency more than in the other
countries. At the same time, Swiss users do not consider control options
as crucial as users in the other four countries. However, the differences in
user assessments across the individual countries are not very pronounced.

Conclusion

Even though users generally favor the use of news recommender systems
and see many advantages, manual journalistic curation of news is still ra-
ted higher than automated recommendations by algorithms. This finding
aligns with the experts‘ assessment, who also emphasize the curation ser-
vice and the democratic mandate of media organizations in the selection
of news. Users also have concerns about the potential negative impact of
algorithmic recommendations on their privacy and the breadth and rele-
vance of their news consumption. These concerns could at least partially
explain why respondents trust media outlets less when they believe these
outlets use NRS more extensively. Integrating transparency, control opti-
ons, and diversity could alleviate users‘ concerns about NRS and counter-
act potentially adverse effects on media trust.
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