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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Platform companies play a crucial role in the creation, dissemina- Al; artificial intelligence;
tion, and business of news. They are also central actors in artificial autonomy; isomorphism;

intelligence (Al) which has led some to argue that the increasing  journalism; LLM; news;
use of Al in journalism may heighten the news industry’s depen-  Platforms
dence on platform companies. This article evaluates this argument.

Drawing on 121 interviews with news workers at 33 leading pub-

lishers in the US, UK, and Germany, as well as 31 expert interviews,

and secondary material it finds that Al reshapes the dependency

of publishers on platform companies by exacerbating existing
dependencies in distribution and creating new dependencies in

production. News organisations rely on platforms for Al for various

reasons, such as high development costs, lack of resources, and

varying visions over their mission. The findings show that while

increasing dependence on platforms is acknowledged, there is dis-

agreement over its extent and impact. The reliance on platforms’ Al

shows isomorphic tendencies and potentially limits publishers’

autonomy.

Introduction

Platform companies such as Google, Amazon, Meta, and Microsoft are central actors
in the news. They also dominate the research, development and deployment of arti-
ficial intelligence (Ahmed, Wahed, and Thompson 2023), a field that has become more
interesting to the news in recent years, given its promise to reshape journalistic work
in various beneficial ways (Newman 2023; Diakopoulos 2019). Recent developments
around large language models (LLMs) and so-called “generative Al” stand to reinforce
platform companies’ dominance in Al, given their strong existing structural advantages
in this area and their control of many of the underlying technological infrastructures
(Lehdonvirta 2023).

With publishers already dependent on platform companies, particularly in the realm
of distribution (Nielsen and Ganter 2022), it has been argued that the increasing use
of Al in journalism may also increase the news industry’s dependence on platform
companies and lead to a loss of autonomy and control, given that publishers mostly
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lack the resources that make these firms the dominant players in Al and are therefore
largely at the mercy of these when it comes to the adoption of Al (Simon 2022). A
shortcoming of these arguments, however, has been that they were largely
theoretical.

This paper seeks to probe these claims with evidence. Drawing on 121 interviews
with news workers at 33 leading national and international publishers in the United
States, the United Kingdom, and Germany, as well as 31 international expert inter-
views, and secondary material, | show that the introduction of Al reshapes the depen-
dency of publishers on platform companies by exacerbating existing dependencies on the
distribution side and introducing new dependencies on the production side, providing
platform companies with greater infrastructural control over news organisations. Public
service and commercial news organisations in these countries rely on Al provided by
platform companies in both direct and indirect ways in the production and distribu-
tion of news. Motivating factors are the high costs of developing Al themselves, severe
constraints in terms of their own resources (data, expertise, labour, computing power)
vis-a-vis platform companies’ structural advantages in the same areas, and different
visions about what news organisations’ mission and role should be as regards Al.
Publishers acknowledge an increasing dependency on platform companies through
Al but there are some disagreements about the extent, whether this dependency
matters for their organisations and the news, and if so how and where. | discuss
these results in relation to institutional theory and media autonomy.

Al, Platform Companies, and the News
Al in the News

This article will not get into definitional tussles as to what constitutes “true” Al, with
a good overview on recent debates provided by Jarrahi, Lutz, and Newlands (2022).
Instead, | will define it following Mitchell (2019) whereby Al is the computational
simulation of human capabilities in tightly defined areas, most commonly through
the application of machine learning approaches, a subset of Al in which machines
learn from data or their own performance. In news and journalism, Al commonly
refers to various uses of Al-as-a-Service (AlaaS) where “where organisations access
specific Al capabilities via cloud computing and can range from conversational bots
to knowledge mapping, computer vision and speech recognition” (Newlands 2021,
1), and uses of machine learning (including deep learning and large language models)
natural language processing and generation, as well as computer vision. A growing
number of news publishers uses these systems and models at various points of the
gatekeeping process in the news—the socio-technical process in news organisations
that determines what and how information is gathered, evaluated, edited, and shared
as news (Shoemaker and Reese 2013), with frequent application in news production
(e.g., story discovery, transcription, translation, summarisation), content management
(e.g., automated tagging and subtitling, archive management and discovery,
re-formatting), content distribution and recommendation, as well as on the business
side (e.g., audience analytics and dynamic paywalls), among other things (Beckett
2019; Hansen et al. 2023; Newman 2023).
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Looking briefly at the reasons for the adoption of Al in the news, Al is widely
regarded as promising greater efficiency, profits, deeper insights, as well as creativity
at a time when the news industry continues to face strong business pressures and
questions about its role and value in society (Newman 2023). At the same time, the
uncertainty about the future significance of the technology as well pressure to inno-
vate has meant that news organisations copy the actions of “peers’, something that
mirrors dynamics from earlier waves of innovation (Christin 2020; Kalogeropoulos and
Nielsen 2018). This form of institutional isomorphism, the “tendency of organisations
in a particular field to resemble one another” across various dimensions (DiMaggio
and Powell 1983; Napoli 2014, 351; Caplan and boyd 2018) is apparent with Al, too
(Becker et al. 2023). Uncertainty is often a driver of mimetic isomorphic structuration,
as organisations imitate each other to reduce uncertainty and the associated risk. In
addition, coercive forces play a role, with pressures from e.g., other, dominant organ-
isations, such as the technology sector, leading to isomorphic tendencies. Finally,
professional networks and their norms and views often induce normative isomorphism.
Of course, DiMaggio and Powell remind us that these forces often interact and overlap
and can hardly be seen as separate.

Frenemies at the Gate: Platform Companies and Publishers

A large body of scholarship has chronicled the rise of platform companies to central
actors in news and journalism. Today, platforms are important gateways for audi-
ences to news content (Newman et al. 2022), sources of reach and traffic for news
organisations (Diakopoulos 2019, 179; Nielsen 2018), service providers to publishers
(Nechushtai 2018), and funders of journalism projects, innovation initiatives, and
research (Papaevangelou 2023). The relationship between publishers and platforms
is marked by a strong asymmetry, with platforms in the more powerful position,
and publishers strongly dependent on them in various areas of news production,
distribution, and revenue generation (Nielsen and Ganter 2022; Chua and Westlund
2021). As a result, the relationship between both sides has often been described
as fraught.

Nielsen and Ganter (2022) paint a detailed picture of how many publishers see
platform companies as “frenemies”"—veering between a willingness and need to
cooperate with them due to various strong incentives (e.g., opportunities for reach,
a fear of missing out) on the one hand, and a wariness on the other hand, because
their dependence on these companies exposes them to various business risks in the
mid- and long-term (Nielsen and Ganter 2022, 69). Publishers’ choices to engage, they
write, “over time become structures, as they are institutionalised, embedded in formal
and informal norms and routines across much of the news industry, and encoded in
technological relations that everyone relies on’, ultimately leading to new forms of
publishing driven and shaped by the relationships between both sides. Nielsen and
Ganter describe these relationships as sitting on a spectrum of dependency, ranging
from platform publishing (where publishers have control over content, and to some
extent over distribution) to platformed publishing (full reliance on platforms for dis-
tribution) (Nielsen and Ganter 2022, 70).
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New Dependencies? The Role of Platform Companies in Al in the News

As Al is being adopted in the news, several scholars have hypothesised how the
technology and its increasing use might also reshape publishers’ relationship with
platform companies, given that the latter are dominant players in the space of foun-
dational Al research, development, and the provision of Al systems, infrastructure and
services, including to the news (Simon 2022; Ahmed, Wahed, and Thompson 2023).
Wu et al. (2019) have provided evidence how technological firms often “impose their
own logics on the journalistic field” as automation in journalism increases, with
Whittaker (2020) arguing that platform companies are central in framing Al and
shaping the conditions in which news workers work. Jones et al. (2022) have argued
that platform companies’ central role in Al and the opaque nature of their services
contributes to what they call the intelligibility issue of Al in journalism—"journalists’
ability to understand and engage with Al in ways that do not compromise journalistic
norms and values” Jungherr and Schroeder, on the other hand, point out that plat-
form companies’ control over Al potentially increases their control over the infrastruc-
tures that enable the public arena and the information ecosystem (Jungherr and
Schroeder 2021, 2023), with Seipp et al. (2023) arguing that their increasingly central
role in shaping the conditions for public opinion formation requires a rethinking of
current approaches to media regulation.

Finally, Simon (2022) has argued that the notion put forward by Nielsen and
Ganter that platform companies’ mainly have relational power vis-a-vis publishers
as they “control the means of connection” (especially to audiences) and distribution
has to be expanded in light of their dominance in Al. Platform companies possess
various structural advantages (Moore and Tambini 2018) that have given them
market dominance in Al, creating an oligopoly of a handful of companies, and high
barriers to entry for other firms. This, so Simon’s argument, makes it difficult for
news organisations to compete with or avoid them and has led to a situation where
platform companies increasingly provide Al infrastructure, services, and tools that
matter for all sides of news organisations’ operations, allowing them to increasingly
control both the means of production and connection. Drawing on Nechushtai's
(2018) concept of “infrastructure capture”, Simon argues that publisher’s increasing
use of Al provided or enabled by platform companies could lead to a shift in control
and increasing dependence, potentially further limiting the news’ autonomy. However,
Simon’s argument mainly relied on theoretical considerations and cursory evidence
and called for more empirical evidence to probe these hypotheses. Heeding this
call, I ask:

RQ: How does Al reshape the dependency of publishers on platform companies?

It will be readily apparent, however, that this question is too general and hides
several more specific ones, as follows:

RQ1: For what do publishers rely on Al provided by platform companies?

RQ2: Why do publishers rely on Al provided by platform companies?

RQ3: How do publishers assess the relationship with platform companies in the space
of Al?
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Case Selection, Data, and Methods

To investigate these questions, this study draws from a combination of three sources.
The primary data comes from 121 qualitative research interviews with news workers
in 33 commercial and public service or public-interest news organisations in Germany,
the United Kingdom, and the United States. In addition, | conducted 31 interviews
with academic and industry experts across Europe and the United States to contex-
tualise findings from the first set of interviews. Additional secondary data sources
were observations and background conversations at in-person and virtual industry
events, workshops, and conferences in the UK, the Netherlands, Germany, and Italy,
as well as public and, where available, internal documents and materials from pub-
lishers and platform companies.

Sampling of Cases and Participants

To produce a dataset with some meaningful variation that allows for a limited general
analysis, | adopted a multiple-case study design. Both national media systems and
organisational differences have been shown to matter in the adoption and use of
new technologies (Humprecht and Esser 2018; Garcia Avilés et al. 2004) and with
respect to publishers’ dealings with platform companies (Nielsen and Ganter 2022;
Bodd 2019). Consequently, this study focuses on commercial and public service news
organisations in the US, the UK, and Germany, which represent three different media
systems in the scheme of Hallin and Mancini (2004).

| identified 45 organisations where Al was in use as sites for recruitment through
extensive desk research. | then employed a mixture of purposive sampling followed
by snowball sampling to recruit interview participants from these organisations.
| reached out to people who a) have worked with or on Al in the broadest sense (as
indicated by e.g., their job description or publicly available information), and b) came
from editorial, product development, audience, technology, and strategic/management
roles, using a mixture of emails, messages on platforms such as LinkedIn and Twitter,
letters, and telephone calls.

In total, | contacted 298 news workers and ended up interviewing 121 from 33
organisations out of the 45 organisations | approached. A list of the organisations
can be found in Table 1. My interviewees held roles such as reporter, data scientist,
software engineer, audience analytics manager, or product manager from more junior
to senior positions. The age range was 25-63years. In addition to official interviews,
| also had various off-the-record background conversations with the same and addi-
tional news workers from these organisations as part of in-person and virtual industry
events, conferences, workshops, and newsroom visits in the UK, the Netherlands,
Germany, and ltaly which informed the analysis.

To increase the robustness of the study, | conducted an additional 31 interviews
with academic and industry experts across Europe (Denmark, Finland, Germany, Italy,
Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom) and the United States who are
not directly working with Al in journalism or in a news organisation but have studied
and analysed this topic from various disciplinary angles. These interviews helped to
validate, triangulate, and cross-check the findings obtained from the other interview
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Table 1. List of news organisations.

Name of organisation Country Organisation type
ARD Germany Broadcaster (Public Service Media)
Bayrischer Rundfunk (BR) Germany Broadcaster (Public Service Media)
Der Spiegel Germany Magazine

Deutsche Presse Agentur (dpa) Germany News agency

Deutsche Welle Germany Broadcaster (Public Service Media)
Die Welt (Axel Springer) Germany Up-market newspaper

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FA.Z.) Germany Up-market newspaper
ProSieben/Sat.1 Germany Broadcaster (Commercial)
Rundfunk Berlin Brandenburg (rbb) Germany Broadcaster (Public Service Media)
Stiddeutsche Zeitung (52) Germany Up-market newspaper
Westdeutscher Rundfunk (WDR) Germany Broadcaster (Public Service Media)
ZDF Germany Broadcaster (Public Service Media)
ZEIT Germany Up-market weekly newspaper
BBC United Kingdom  Broadcaster (Public Service Media)

DMG Media Group (Daily Mail)
Financial Times (FT)

FullFact

New Statesman

Press Agency (PA)/RADAR
Reuters

Sky News

The Daily Telegraph

The Guardian

The Sun (News UK)

The Times of London (News UK)

United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom

Mid-market newspaper
Up-market newspaper
Digital-born outlet (Public service oriented)
Magazine

News agency

News agency
Broadcaster (Commercial)
Up-market newspaper
Up-market newspaper
Tabloid

Up-market newspaper

Associated Press (AP) USA

Bloomberg USA

The International Consortium of Investigative USA
Journalists (IClJ)

News agency
News agency
Digital-born outlet (Public service oriented)

NPR USA Broadcaster (Public Service Media)

The Markup USA Digital-born outlet (Public service oriented)
The New York Times USA Up-market newspaper

The Wall Street Journal USA Up-market newspaper

The Washington Post USA Up-market newspaper

sources and to identify potential blind spots. | identified these experts using a mixture
of purposive and snowball sampling, reaching out to experts who specialised in
artificial intelligence, the news industry, and platform businesses.

Interview Conduct, Analysis of Data and Ethical Considerations

All interviews were conducted in person (5 interviews) and online (147 interviews)
between June 2021 and December 2022. Guided by the research questions and the
existing literature, | developed a semi-structured interview instrument to address the
questions at the heart of this project in a standardised way, while providing enough
flexibility to discuss aspects and topics which arose spontaneously. | kept extensive
notes and wrote short reflective memos after each interview which both formed part
of the corpus used for the analysis. Interviews lasted on average 75min, with the
shortest 25min and the longest interview 2% hours. All interviews were recorded,
transcribed verbatim and coded for themes in NVivo, using a mixture of inductive and
deductive coding. To increase the validity and reliability of the analysis, | combined
investigator triangulation with data triangulation, where | cross-checked the interviews
and analysis with other primary and secondary sources from the organisations (where
available) and external, publicly available sources, as well as the expert interviews.
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Research ethical approval for the study was granted by Oxford University's Central
University Research Ethics Committee (CUREC, Approval Reference: SSH_OII_CIA_20_71).
All participants were provided with an information sheet and signed a consent form.
The relationship between publishers and platform companies is often a sensitive topic
and therefore a difficult topic to research (Nielsen and Ganter 2018, 2022). To maintain
the trust and confidentiality of my participants | offered them anonymisation and
anonymised them throughout. All illustrative quotes and examples were carefully
checked to make sure they do not reveal the organisation or individual (unless the
information was already public).

Findings

Where Publishers Rely on Platform Companies for Al in Production and
Distribution

Simon (2022) has provided first cursory evidence for platform companies’ involvement
in the development and use of Al in the news industry at various stages of the
gatekeeping process and has called for a better overview of their activities in this
space. Here, | start by addressing this question with data from my sample of 33
organisations. All news organisations in this study are reliant on platform companies
in both direct and indirect ways when it comes to the development and use of arti-
ficial intelligence in the production and distribution of news. By direct, | refer here
to Al technology (in the broad way defined at the beginning) provided by platform
companies.' Indirect on the other hand refers to cases where platform businesses
provide e.g., infrastructure or data which are not directly Al itself but are required or
used to develop or run Al applications.

Direct Uses

In terms of direct uses, this includes the use of text-to-speech and speech-to-text
applications such as Amazon Transcribe, Google WaveNet and Microsoft Azure Cognitive
Services Speech. These services are variously used to turn articles into audio for e.g.,
their use in podcasts, provide readers with the ability to listen to articles, or auto-
mated subtitling, or to aid reporting and provide new products or an improved user
experience. Google Translate is also frequently used to translate text. As one executive
of a major German newspaper puts it: “We will never be able to develop, say, an Al
that reads our texts aloud. To build text-to-speech offerings like that ourselves from
scratch, we'd be crazy. So, we buy that”.

News organisations also use APIs and (pre-trained) Al models provided by platform
companies, for example in investigating large documents or image sets, in general
news production (e.g., to automatically crop and focus images) or in content mod-
eration. One US-based news organisations relies on Amazon Textract for advanced
optical character recognition (OCR), around digitising documents for investigations:
“AWS has a great service to do that called Textract. It's not cheap, but it’s really, really
good. Kind of mind-blowingly good”, as one of their data scientists explains. Widely
used are also Google’s Vision services and its Vision APl which allows to label and
classify images, detect objects within them and provides OCR, Amazon’s Rekognition
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Image, or Microsoft Azure’s Computer Vision, a deep learning powered product suite
which offers similar services. A growing number of organisations also uses Google’s
Pinpoint Studio, a programme to help explore and analyse large collections of
documents.

On the distribution side, Google Jigsaw’s hate speech detection service Perspective
APl is used by several organisations in the sample for content moderation in comment
sections across online and mobile offerings while at least six use Google’s language
model BERT to identify common themes and topics across what users have consumed
to inform prediction and personalisation decisions for news products and paywalls.

Another area where news organisations across all three countries rely on platform
companies are software libraries and programming environments which allow for the
training or development of their own machine learning models. Frequently named
here are the TensorFlow software library for machine learning which was developed
by Google Brain for internal Google use but has since been made open-source and
free. A similar application used for computer vision and NLP is PyTorch, originally
developed by Facebook/Meta’s Al unit. Google's Vertex Al? is also relied upon by
several organisations | talked to, to build or train their own Al models for everything
from audience analytics and dynamic paywalls to product features or reporting tools
and approaches.

Indirect Uses

While the news organisations | spoke to rely on a number of direct Al services and
applications, virtually all of them are dependent on platform companies in indirect
ways when it comes to Al. Most important in this context is the use of the cloud
hosting services provided by Microsoft (Azure), Google (Cloud) and Amazon (AWS).
Often news organisations host their data infrastructure with one provider. As one
newspaper editor in the UK explains: “We use the whole shebang, all of our infra-
structure is Google owned”. A colleague at a German organisation describes how
article scoring for news recommendation is done by relying on a different cloud
service and its Al-driven features: “For article scoring, we rely on a complete agile
infrastructure, a data warehouse and so forth from one of the big three”. However,
in many cases news organisations use cloud services from all three main providers,
depending on the specific use-case, the services required, and the price. In the words
of another German team lead on the business side of a newspaper:

We actually use all cloud platforms with AWS, Google and Microsoft Azure. And we also
use different components and try out their machine learning and ETL? processes again
and again. We also use Google and Azure’s APIs for keywording, sentiment analysis and
similar stuff.

The quote also demonstrates that the delineation between indirect and direct uses
is somewhat artificial as in many cases the border can be fluid, depending on the
task or process. For example, for text-to-speech it is possible to use an artificial voice
developed by e.g., Microsoft or to use the infrastructure of one of the platform com-
panies to host the necessary data and an application from a third-party vendor (as
is the case for e.g.,, one German organisation).
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Last, and in line with a wealth of existing research, many news organisations are
strongly dependent on platform’s audience data to make sense of their users. Various
machine learning models aimed at a better understanding of audiences are fed with
data provided by or (where possible) scraped from platform companies’ services. As
a German news executive puts it:

So, we use everything that we can get publicly from the platforms via the interfaces for
this work. We have built our own crawlers that scan the interfaces and then pick up the
data and write it into our database.

To summarise, publishers depend on platform companies for Al in both direct and
indirect ways for news production and distribution (RQ1). As one manager at a large
UK news organisation puts it: “You can’t use Al without using those companies in
some way" This dependency extends to infrastructure, services, and tools, with most
publishers using more than one platform company. While the dependency is currently
more pronounced on the business and distribution side, it is growing on the pro-
duction side and will likely further increase with the rise of “generative Al". Even large
publishers in my sample were limited in their ability to eschew this and often rely
on off-the-shelf solutions provided by platform companies.

Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Motives for Using Platform Companies
for Al

The Unholy Trinity: High Costs, Limited Resources, and Structural Advantages

It's easy to use, it's more cost-efficient, and we simply don’t have the resources to do it.
It is what it is. (Innovation Manager, Germany)

For many, the high costs of developing Al and constraints in terms of the (human)
resources they have available are the main reason why they have to rely on Al products,
services, and infrastructure provided by platform companies—and they see the same
dynamics at play among their competitors, both nationally and internationally. Owing
to the need for vast computing power, extensive data, large server space, and skilled
staff, many argued that it is not possible or too expensive for them and others to develop
their own Al applications. As one IT developer at a UK news organisation puts it:

Cost effectiveness is a tricky one because you know software developers [and] data scien-
tists are really expensive. So, if you spend a year of a few people working on something,
you may say at first “oh that’s cheaper” but actually cost the organisation hundreds of
thousands of pounds. So how much would you pay per year to use Google’s API for the
same? You know, maybe a fraction of that.

Using cloud services or off-the-shelf tools and models provided by these companies,
the majority of interviewees agrees, is cheaper and more effective than trying to
develop similar infrastructure or approaches themselves, allowing them to experiment
with Al or build stable applications for day-to-day use: “We're using those big tech
platforms as an enabler rather than a service provider in that way”, in the words of
a director of technology in the UK.
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Related to the cost issue and the lack of resources are the reinforcing structural
advantages and a widening knowledge gap which make platform companies dominant
in the space of Al. Describing a reporting project which involved the need for sophis-
ticated image classification and object detection, a German data journalist explains
the inevitability of using the services provided by one of the major platform businesses:

You need to train on lots and lots of data, you need known classifications, you need to
know that it's a photo of a palm tree and you need to know that for a million photos.
And only an organisation such as Google has this knowledge and that’s why it has the
models and why we use them.

A business executive in the US shares a somewhat similar view in response to his
organisation’s use of Google’s Al services on the distribution side:

We don't have Google’s scale. We don’t have Facebook’s scale. And Google can spend
billions of dollars to build a certain model, like a language model for example. They can
use all the articles they crawled, and they can like run like 1,000 GPU machines for month
to build the model. We cannot do that.

Finally, the preference for platform companies’ Al applications is also deeply inter-
twined with the risk associated by many with developing the same in-house and the
possibility of any such development going nowhere and causing big financial losses
in the process. In the words of one German editorial developer: “So the advantage
is when you work with these third-party suppliers is that they have the development
work first” with one US-based executive arguing along similar lines: “I think it's a good
thing that news orgs are not the first movers in this space. That way, we face less
financial risk” However, many express that they are not completely happy with this
situation but are often left with little other options, given a difficult economic envi-
ronment and limited resources. One UK journalist put it his way: “[The problem is]
that the industry in general has a money problem and that is very difficult to combat’,
while a data scientist at a German news outlet observed that “we can’t do everything
ourselves. And if you want to do it, if you want to stay on an island, then you have
so little data and so few resources that you're not getting anywhere”

Mission Focus and Pragmatism out of Necessity

A media company does not need to reinvent the wheel on everything. (News executive,
USA)

A second reason that has often been mentioned in the same breath as the high
development and operating costs is many publishers’ view that it is ultimately not
their mission to develop Al technologies and the necessary infrastructure and that
the latter is—in most cases—best left to “those who know better how to do those
things”, as one German-based journalist involved in procurement decisions at his
organisation puts it. Many say that especially when it comes to technical infrastructure
that the same should not be developed by publishers themselves, not only due to
the costs but also because it would not deliver the best quality. Commenting on the
attempts of some competitors to still do so, one manager at a newspaper in the UK
conveys his profound scepticism:
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These [news] companies sometimes invest heavily in all kinds of infrastructure when they
don't need to, because the market can create a much better version of what they're trying
to achieve.

Quiality in this context is often equated with properties such as efficiency, ease of
use, stability, the ability to scale quickly, and longevity. “They make it easy to start
with it [...] you ingest your data and yeah, if you want to have a proof of concept
it's quick and easy. [...] And is AWS still going to be a thing in 10years? Or very well
likely”, explains an IT manager at a British publication. One editor at a US-based
publisher prizes the ability to do things quickly and at scale:

They have the expertise in it and if we need more space, we spin it up in an hour, | don't
know. Whereas it used to be we owned our own data centres, or we shared a data centre
and you had to find the right person, they had to do it and their reliability wasn't any
better.

A German head of data speaks of long-term stability as a key reason why his
publisher is relying on solutions provided by one of the platform companies:

Because ultimately, if you really want to make something out of data, you need consis-
tency, over years and maybe even decades. And that always speaks in favour of somehow
committing to a system [they provide].

Many argue that being open-minded in this area is vital and that the news industry
must look beyond its own horizon, embrace existing options where problems have
already been solved, and focus their energy on problems that are unique to the news
and journalism.

In summary, publishers rely on platform companies for Al development (RQ2) due
to high costs and resource constraints, including limited data, expertise, labor, and
computing power. Platform companies have structural advantages in these areas,
making their services cheaper and more effective than in-house development. Risk
avoidance, different mission focus and the belief that Al should be left to those who
can provide better quality in terms of efficiency, ease of use, stability, scalability, and
longevity, contributes to the situation.

Publisher’s Views on Al Platform Dependency

Between Incredulity and Inevitability: Conflicting Views on Al Platform
Dependency

There were relatively few respondents who were not concerned about increased depen-
dency on platform companies (in the context of Al). “This [Al dependency] is one of
many problems, but one of the smaller ones in my view, if at all’, as one German jour-
nalist puts it. A senior manager at a US publisher sees it in terms of basic utilities: “So
many of these things are just now, they are like as boring as plumbing. And so you
don't really worry about running water too much”. The main reason these news workers,
who ranged from journalists to senior leadership, are not concerned is because they see
Al provided by platform companies mainly as a service, with the possibility to switch
providers at any time if necessary. In the words of one executive at a large publisher:
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We are currently using the Amazon voice. If that no longer fits, then we'll use Google’s. If
it doesn't fit any more, we'll use Microsoft’s. There is already a certain amount of competi-
tion with each individual service. It's the same with cloud hosting solutions. So Google
Cloud was our choice. But, uh, if they make stupid moves, then we'd just simply move
away again.

Most interviewees across countries, organisations, and departments, however, are
saying that they are concerned about existing dependencies on platform companies
increasing due to publishers’ use of Al in both distribution and production. Pointing
to many of the structural disadvantages and chokepoints outlined in the previous
sections, many see such a development as inevitable, especially if news organisations
want to leverage the opportunities arguably provided by Al in different contexts. As
one senior manager in the UK puts it:

| think it's inevitable. Like [our organisation] is probably as good as it gets in terms of the
scale of R&D and development resources for this and we are not going to develop not
even cutting edge, but sort of mainstream Al from scratch.

A German head of innovation management shares a similar sentiment and paints
a picture of do or die: “There is no alternative for us. The alternative at the moment,
to be honest, would be to simply not engage with Al at all”. While respondents argued
that this dependency is not uniform and varies by task or application, there was
broad agreement that the more core infrastructure or complexity is involved, the
greater the current and future dependency, especially in the areas of large language
models and generative Al.

And then, of course, the big things such as GPT3 or ChatGPT all come from outside. And
most of them are of course not accessible to us. There is no chance that we can ever even
come close to them. Of course, this has the effect that we always end up at the bottom
of the supply chain. (Innovation Manager, Germany)

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many in the group of those concerned about platform
dependency around Al also worry that the issue is not being taken seriously enough
across the industry and at their own organisations, getting drowned out in a sea of
other concerns or failing to register with people as an issue. As a German man-
ager argues:

In daily business, this whole Al strategy is relatively far away. What ends up there are all
the tools that we buy in, of course, that are used in production. And that’s something you
don't really think about. So any search functions that are backed by Al. No one thinks
about what exactly is behind it, it's like Google, you type in something and hope for a
good result. Most people don't care about anything else.

Four Reasons for Concern: Why Publishers Are Wary of Al Platform Dependency
The reasons why news publishers are concerned about this dependency vary, but
can be broadly grouped in four categories: (1) past experiences with platforms, (2)
because it presents them with a black box and a loss of control, (3) fear of lock-in and
arbitrarily changing conditions, (4) entrenching existing dependencies.
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Past Experiences with Platforms

The first reason that publishers are concerned about a growing dependency on plat-
form companies around Al are similar experiences with platforms in the past, which are
projected into the future. A recurring theme in this context is a lack of trust that
platforms would not use their position of power to their advantage. As a German
head of R&D puts it:

Actually, I am not only worried, but | expect that we will become more dependent. As
| said, this has actually already happened several times, that processes that we still had
in our own hands have been taken out of our hands. As | said, in advertising marketing
we are already dependent on the Big Five, especially Google and Facebook. The situa-
tion is similar in the cloud business because they simply have a technological compe-
tence and a size that we cannot match. This can happen with Al in the same way and
probably will.

Several participants also explained that it was, in their view, not past platform
companies to covertly manipulate Al services and infrastructure to publishers’ disad-
vantage. “Amazon could slow down access to our stories that are critical of Amazon
in a way that would be barely noticeable and hard to prove. But we haven't seen
that yet”, one US journalist remarks, with several others pointing to Google’s Project
Bernanke* as an example where the company used secret methods to give its adver-
tising clients an advantage over competitors on other platforms while keeping it
hidden from their publisher clients:

Like, I mean | think it's a real risk that they are leveraging their Al infrastructure at some
point down the line to gain an unfair advantage over us, perhaps even tweaking them at
the back, you know. Right? | don't think anyone from the outside would easily detect it.
Think of Google’s...what’s the name again...think of, of Google’s Project Bernanke. It's not
beyond them in my opinion. (Deputy Manager, USA)

Black Boxes and a Loss of Control

A second major concern for most respondents is that they are dealing with “black
boxes” when it comes to platform companies’ Al, meaning a loss of control over the tools
and services they increasingly use or want to use in both news production and dis-
tribution. This concern is particularly pronounced when it comes to the question of
whether these systems have biases that go undetected and whether they produce
errors. Most respondents express concern that they do not know what kind of datasets
have been used to train the platform companies’ Al, how this data has been collected,
evaluated and cleaned, whether ethical principles have been followed in the process
and, finally, what biases may be present in the final applications. This loss of insight
and control could play out negatively in the context of story finding and reporting,
as on German data journalists at a broadcaster argues:

If I send some images [for analysis] to a Google APl and it's supposed to tell me what'’s
there, then | don't know what it was trained with and what bias it might have. And that
of course has an influence on what kind of story | might tell from it.
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Similarly, a journalist at a British newspaper who uses an Al tool by a platform
company for investigations explains his scepticism when it came to using the same,
saying it was at worst like using an unreliable calculator:

| think my main concern is: is the tool missing something, is it a bad tool, is it misinter-
preting what | want? And | think if you keep not finding stuff that you expect to, you can
do, you know more manual tests.

A British innovation manager expresses their concern that values and biases
encoded into Al systems could “go against your values and goes against what you
want to do as an organisation”. As an example, various respondents pointed to
conditions under which some Al systems were trained, and which could put pub-
lishers in a bind. One, citing the discovery that Microsoft-linked Al firm OpenAl had
used Kenyan workers under allegedly exploitative conditions® to train their large
language model, as similar to “discovering a sweatshop you didn't know was there
at the end of your supply-chain”. The inability to scrutinise these processes at the
source and the constantly evolving nature of Al, many say, makes it harder for
publishers to check if applications and services are in line with their values and
interests:

Machine learning is constantly learning, so if the algorithm is improving, you may inves-
tigate it when you first decide to sign up to it, but then are you able to continually do
it? Do we even have the resources? | doubt it. (R&D Lead, UK)

Lock-in and Arbitrarily Changing Conditions

A third reason why those saying that they see increasing platform dependencies are
concerned about the same is worries about being subject to arbitrarily changing
conditions from the side of platforms over which they have no control. In the words
of one news worker in an audience team at a large US news publisher:

We are not all that important for them as an industry. They do and don't really care about
news. If we cover them in a negative way, they are upset. But if they decide to take
something away that we've come to rely on, they couldn’t care less. Same with Al.

A manager at a German broadcaster expresses similar worries: “We don't want to
commit to a tool only to have to change again in a year's time because XYZ frame-
work conditions change’, they say, mentioning similar instances in the past. This
problem extends to fixing faulty tools that might be important for publishers, but
lower priority for platforms: “If something goes wrong, we have to wait for them to
say in America, OK, yes, that’s worth it now, we have to do a bug fix or we actually
have to take a look”

In this context, many also worry about lock-in effects, pouring cold water on the
idea that switching to different infrastructure or services is easily achieved, especially
with larger systems. For one, many say that the current oligopoly presents them with
a limited set of options when push comes to shove. In the words of one US-based
software engineer: “There are three providers on the market and that's not a f*****
lot”. A second issue that people highlight in this context is that switching, while a
possibility in theory, is undesirable in practice. “Nobody wants to move’, explains one
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data manager at a UK publisher describing it as a very painful undertaking “because
the cost of migration is really, really high” and so are the risks. In their words, it is
“not like moving a box but more akin to moving an entire factory while production
is ongoing”. Such lock-ins could leave publishers at the mercy of platform business,
especially in the form of price-hikes: “If you are dependent on one of their services,
and in some cases we already are, if they want to increase the price, you are the
loser” argues one manager at a German news outlet, with the risk in the eyes of
many participants increasing the more central the Al service, tool, or infrastructure
in question is to their work.

Entrenching Existing Dependencies

Finally, a concern expressed by almost all interviewees who saw increasing depen-
dence, is that publishers’ use of Al tools, services, and infrastructure would further
empower platform companies in the space of Al and more broadly, strengthen existing
winner-takes-all dynamics and contribute to a further loss of expertise on the side
of publishers in this field. This worry is particularly pronounced around providing
access to publishers’ data, e.g., audience data, data from content moderation on their
products, or archive material. Even if contractual agreements are in place which pre-
vent platform companies from retaining or seeing the data itself, many argue that
the data would still help train their systems, as one German archive manager explains:

But their algorithms are of course trained as well. There is no need to give in to this illu-
sion that this is not happening. Of course, it is like that. Of course, they also have an
interest in getting beautiful, clean audio produced by us in top quality in order to train
their own algorithms.

A recurring concern was that by getting access to what many see as publisher’s
main assets—well-maintained archives of high-quality content, both textual and audio-
visual—platforms would be able to further entrench their already dominant positions
in the Al space, as structured and cleaned data is a pre-requisite to train various Al
models that have broad applicability beyond a news context, too, and can thus be
used across a platform company’s other services, too.

With the archive, you have a value in the form of data, and in the end, of course, these
companies have an interest in getting access to it. We had many knocking on the door in
the past. But then they make their own services better and you are just a user and they
can mess with you [...] If you work with a start-up, you get the product at the end, you
get the code, then you can continue yourself from the time it was completed, but you are
not dependent on the services that you helped to develop there. But if you have out-
sourced expertise and suddenly, they do everything and if you want to continue, you
have to buy it. That's a loss of control. (Product Manager, Germany)

In summary, publishers’ assessment of their relationship with platform companies
in the Al space (RQ3), interviewees showed varied perspectives. While all acknowl-
edged dependency, there were disagreements about the extent of dependency and
its significance for their organisations and the news. About a quarter viewed platform
companies as mere service providers, akin to utility companies, and were unconcerned
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about potential risks. However, the majority expressed unease about increasing reli-
ance on platforms around Al, seeing it as inevitable. Dependency levels were seen
to vary depending on the complexity of tasks or infrastructure involved.

Discussion and Conclusion

News organisations have good reasons for increasingly relying on platform compa-
nies’ Al. They are drawn by the advantages offered by their robust data and com-
puting infrastructures, the efficiency and effectiveness of many of their Al services,
greater user-friendliness, security, stability, and seamless scalability. Given platforms’
multifaceted business interests and substantial resources, their infrastructures and
services are tailored to cater to a wide user base, ensuring consistent upkeep. All
this makes them attractive Al providers for publishers who can more strategically
allocate their constrained resources, both financial and temporal, while mitigating
the hazards often tied to in-house innovations such as high costs, a dearth of spe-
cialised knowledge, potential project failure, and protracted development timelines.
Embracing platform Al thus affords news organisations a strategic edge, streamlining
operations and bolstering their competitive stance in a swiftly evolving media
landscape.

But there is no such thing as a free lunch. Al reshapes the dependency of pub-
lishers on platform companies by increasing their control over technological infra-
structure, exacerbating existing dependencies in distribution, and introducing new
dependencies in production, especially as generative Al is making inroads. This devel-
opment plays out unevenly, both within and between news organisations and depend-
ing on the area concerned, with organisational differences more important than
national ones and with large publishers likely in a better position to maintain some
independence than smaller or local publishers. It is worth briefly dwelling here on
the limitations. First, my sample is non-representative and focuses on the Global North
and is thus not able to reflect the perspectives of media outlets from the Global
South where these dynamics may play out differently (Nielsen and Cherubini 2022).
Second, | do not consider the aims and motives of platform companies themselves—a
fruitful area for further research which was, however, beyond the scope of this work.

One way to interpret the findings described here is through the lens of institutional
isomorphism. Faced with uncertainty and the pressure to innovate, news organisations
in the past have repeatedly looked towards those they see as “peers” for cues (Christin
2020; Kalogeropoulos and Nielsen 2018). Uncertainty and the fear of being left behind
are also strong motivators to use platform companies’ Al: It is something the most
successful among them do, something that delivers results and therefore is seen as
worth imitating. Recurring movement of talent and the highly networked nature
between these news organisations contribute to these forms of normative and mimetic
isomorphism. However, Al itself—if interpreted as part of a large technological system
in the vein of Thomas P. Hughes (2012)—can also be seen as a coercive force that
leads to more isomorphism across news organisations. With platforms companies
playing a dominant role in the complex web of Al development and deployment,
the incentive structures that drive the general adoption of this technology across
industries and not just the news, almost automatically also drives news organisations
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towards platforms’ Al—because it is the most efficient thing to do, considering that
it bestows a competitive advantage to first-movers, which in turn provides incentives
to other news organisations to model themselves on the “winners” (Schroeder 2020,
159)—but also because they have few realistic outside options. What makes this
finding—institutional isomorphism—interesting is that is applies across different media
systems and various types of organisations. The socio-technical shaping of Al, and
the central role of platform companies in this shaping is largely general, not context
dependent.

Nevertheless, it is important to mention that both media systems and organisational
factors still act as mediating factors. The platforms discussed here are US-based, and
so while institutional isomorphism works across the Western context and the
media-systems discussed here, this may not apply elsewhere and may also change
with regulatory developments and shifting business strategies of both platforms and
publishers. Future theoretical development and empirical work will need to take this
into account. A second factor are organisational differences between publishers.
Various scholars have shown that platform businesses’ power is relational, and that
dependence on them varies depending on news organisations’ type, business model,
and existing strategy (Nielsen and Ganter 2022, 160; Chua and Westlund 2022; Poell,
Nieborg, and Duffy 2022). This extends to Al, too. While a full analysis is beyond the
scope here, those publishers in the sample with more resources—technical, financial,
human—and strong market positions seem to be somewhat better able to handle
Al dependencies than those that lack the same features. This is mostly because they
can afford to invest heavily in R&D and product development and have been able
to dedicate staff early on to investigate the benefits and pitfalls of Al and explore
tactics that reduce dependencies. How these dynamics play out exactly and vary is
a fruitful avenue for future work.

Institutional theory suggests that if a dominant set of actors can exert control over
the conditions of other organisations,this can have far reaching consequences.® Simon
(2022) has argued that central frame here will be around news organisations’ auton-
omy. On the micro-level, the main effect on news workers’ autonomy is that the use
of platforms’ Al—systems that are often beyond their control—limits their discretionary
decision-making ability (Ornebring and Karlsson 2019) and contributes to what Jones
et al. (2022) have termed the “intelligibility issue of Al in journalism”. A result could
be the erosion of journalistic norms, values and the quality of journalistic output,
concerns that stand to intensify with the rise of generative Al. On the macro level,
increasing platform control through Al likely further strengthens an already asymmetric
power relationship (Chua and Westlund 2021), with a handful of platform companies
holding outsized control over the direction of the technology and the conditions for
its use. While publishers can innovate by using platforms’ Al, they can only do so
within the constraints set by the same given that platform firms possess artefactual
and contractual control over their technology and infrastructure (Simon 2022). Likewise,
contentions that publishers “can always switch” to other services and thereby escape
platform companies’ control are questionable given heightened risks of vendor lock-in
in an oligopolistic market-environment which limits choice and where forms of par-
allelism” could expose publishers to risks of price hikes, arbitrarily changing conditions,
or at worst a potential manipulation. Finally, in line with earlier findings by Wu et al.
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(2019) Al increases platforms’ capacity to embed their own logics - of greater quan-
tification and commercialisation (Christin 2020; Diakopoulos 2019)-on the journalis-
tic field.

However, the complexity of the technology makes it difficult to fully comprehend
its full impact. Just as in the parable of the blind men and the elephant, individuals
only see limited aspects of the issue, hindering a comprehensive understanding and
leading to an overall blurriness in the direction and consequences of Al’s use in the
news and the growing dependency of news organisations on the technology and its
providers. The greatest risk here is perhaps not so much a loss of control over the
conditions of elements of journalistic work, but the structural weakening of the news
as an institution (see also Jungherr and Schroeder 2021). As the socio-technical chain
of gatekeeping gets reshaped by Al, “outsiders” in the form of platform companies
gain more control over the technical elements of this process as they increasingly
are gatekeepers to the technology applications and infrastructures journalism needs
in the future. At the same time, news’ use of their services ultimately also ends up
improving these, given the learning that is central to Al, allowing platform companies
to build better general-purpose Al products and services, which reinforces their
hegemony in the space of Al even further, but also potentially allows them to take
on tasks that once were central to the news themselves. It is not hard to imagine
an Al-informed news service from one of the major platform companies that is built
on the back of their large, sophisticated Al infrastructure and is delivered to users
through their various products—circumventing publishers entirely when it comes to
the provision of basic information, or at least not sending attention and traffic their
way any longer. Experiments with generative Al in search at Google and Microsoft
hint at where the journey might go.?

The growing importance of Al mirrors the historical implementation of other
large-scale technological infrastructures such as electricity, with the difference that
the set of providers is much more limited this time. Not yet “baked in” Al is rapidly
becoming an indispensable component of news work. As such, it will likely further
tip the scales in favour of platform companies given the features of the technology
itself, which is difficult to master without the structural advantages in terms of tech-
nological capabilities and resources these firms have, and which publishers are unlikely
to attain in the foreseeable future. Publishers thus will likely become more dependent
on platforms for the infrastructure and expertise needed to implement these
technologies.

This long-term structural dependency, however, comes at a cost and the risks will
have to be considered by news organisations when making strategic decisions regard-
ing the integration of Al—especially as so-called generative Al is making headwinds,
in whose development platform companies play a pivotal role (Lehdonvirta 2023).
Publishers are arguably not fully at the mercy of structural forces beyond their control
and in the past have found creative ways of reducing their dependency on platforms,
for example by modifying editorial practices or business strategies (Chua and Westlund
2022). It stands to be reasoned that there will also be tacit and active resistance to
the developments described herein. Yet, it will likely be highly challenging for them
to keep up with the pace of innovation and development in Al technology set by
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platform companies, and to avoid dependency on them at the same time. They can
try to escape, but for now it is unlikely that they will.

Notes

1. Included in this category are also training programmes or funding to develop or use Al
in a news-context.

2. https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai

3. ETL stands for extract, transform, and load, the process of combining data from multiple
systems into a single database, data store, data warehouse, or data lake.

4.  https://adtechexplained.com/google-project-bernanke-explained/

5. https://time.com/6247678/openai-chatgpt-kenya-workers/

6. With control broadly defined here “as the ability of an agent A to effect actions (A caus-
es B to do something) and/or modulate actions (A shapes B’s actions) and shape the
possibility to act (B can/cannot act without A) of another agent B” (see Simon 2022;
Beniger 1986).

7. A situation where companies independently adopt a common course of behaviour with-
out evidence of direct communication.

8.  https://www.niemanlab.org/2023/02/google-now-wants-to-answer-your-questions-without-
links-and-with-ai-where-does-that-leave-publishers/
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