
Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2023, Volume 11, Issue 2, Pages 291–295

https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v11i2.7317

Editorial

Datafied Societies: Digital Infrastructures, Data Power, and Regulations
Raul Ferrer‐Conill 1,2,*, Helle Sjøvaag 1, and Ragnhild Kr. Olsen 3

1 University of Stavanger, Norway
2 Karlstad University, Sweden
3 Oslo Metropolitan University, Norway

* Corresponding author (raul.ferrerconill@uis.no)

Submitted: 20 June 2023 | Published: 28 June 2023

Abstract
The datafication and platformization of social processes further the overall shift from an open, public, and decentralized
internet towards a private and siloed realm that establishes power asymmetries between those who provide data and
those who own, trade, and control data. The ongoing process of datafying societies embraces the logics of aggregation and
automation that increasingly negotiate transactions between markets and social entities, informing governance systems,
institutions, and public discourse. This thematic issue presents a collection of articles that tackle the political economy of
datafication from three main perspectives: (a) digital media infrastructures and its actors, data structures, and markets;
(b) the articulation of data power, public access to information, data privacy, and the risks of citizens in a datafied society;
and (c) the policies and regulations for effective, independent media institutions and data sovereignty. It concludes with
a reflection on the role of media and communication scholarship when studying sociotechnical processes controlled by
giant technological companies.
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1. Introduction

Societies become datafied by virtue of extensively
turning more and more aspects of everyday life into
machine‐readable data (van Es & Schäfer, 2017). In other
words, “to datafy a phenomenon is to put it in quan‐
tified form so that it can be tabulated and analyzed”
(Mayer‐Schönberger & Cukier, 2013, p. 78). Behind this
seemingly unstoppable development, there are mul‐
tifaceted explanations that cater to different philo‐
sophical understandings of sociotechnical constructions
(van Dijck, 2014). Despite their stance toward datafica‐
tion, proponents and critics alike tend to agree that col‐
lecting, analyzing, and utilizing data in various aspects of
life provides various actors with the necessary resources

for data‐driven decision‐making (Kennedy, 2016; Kitchin,
2014; Redden, 2018; Ruppert, 2016) under the (often
misplaced) banner of efficiency, accuracy, and effective‐
ness in various processes.

Much of the media and communication scholarship
on datafication has focused on the reasons, objects,
and outcomes of the datafication project. Balancing the
benefits of data utilization with the potential dangers of
data practices becomes a significant challenge. On the
one hand, research has shown datafication can be a
source of empowerment by democratizing knowledge
and decision‐making processes, enabling citizen par‐
ticipation and engagement in various domains, such
as open data initiatives and participatory governance
(Baack, 2015) and structuring patterns of engagement
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(Ferrer‐Conill et al., 2023). On the other hand, eth‐
ical concerns over citizens’ privacy and surveillance are
at the forefront of datafication scholarship, as gov‐
ernments, organizations, and other entities may have
access to vast amounts of personal data, potentially lead‐
ing to surveillance practices that impact civil liberties
and individual autonomy (Cheung & Chen, 2022; Hintz
et al., 2018).

In this thematic issue, we are less interested in the
who and why, and instead, we focus on the structures
that support the datafication of society. We agree with
Pellegrino’s assessment that datafication amplifies and
enriches contradictions already present in modern soci‐
eties that “are not born with datafication, but rather
emphasized and consolidated by it” (Pellegrino, 2019,
p. 92). We argue that regardless of intent, the datafic‐
ation project is supported and enabled by digital infra‐
structures, power asymmetries that reside in data, and
regulatory frameworks. These structures are the sym‐
bolic and material constraints that shape how social
processes become data points. We believe that our
field is not paying enough attention to these three
aspects of datafication, and this thematic issue contrib‐
utes to exploring and highlighting the importance of
infrastructures, power, and regulation in the datafied
society. Technologies like machine learning, artificial
intelligence, and data mining have shown that some‐
times intent and outcome are not necessarily correl‐
ated during datafication processes. What may start as
the marketization of personalized experiences and ser‐
vices tailored to individual preferences and needsmay be
the source of security vulnerabilities, algorithmic biases,
data monopolies, and exacerbating existing inequalities.
We thus believe that increased attention to the political‐
economic aspects of datafication—the material condi‐
tions, the power relations, and the regulatory frame‐
works under which datafication processes take place—
will move the field forward as we consider the con‐
sequences of increasingly datafied societies.

2. Digital Infrastructures

Digital infrastructures are technological structures with
multiple owners, actors, and stakeholders that serve as
the backbone for data flows and datafication processes
(Parks & Starosielski, 2015) as well as the social pro‐
cesses and practices that organize mundane communic‐
ation (Hesmondhalgh, 2021). The datafication and plat‐
formization of the digital infrastructure, however, shifts
the open, public internet towards the private realm, cre‐
ating power asymmetries between those who provide
data and those who own, trade, and control data. This
is done through a complex interaction between the
political economy of data and the logic of aggrega‐
tion and automation that increasingly negotiate trans‐
actions between markets and social entities, informing
governance systems, institutions, and public discourse
(Sjøvaag & Ferrer‐Conill, 2023).

In their article in this thematic issue, Hesmondhalgh
et al. (2023) draw from legal studies research to inform
media studies and science and technology studies on
the intricate relationship between digital platforms and
infrastructures through the lens of political economy and
internet governance. Through the case of music, they
demonstrate that long‐term analysis of infrastructural
politics provides a macro‐historical account of change
and continuity in the shaping of culture.More concretely,
they show how platforms have become the main agent
of eroding and diminishing the democratizing and eman‐
cipatory affordances of an open internet infrastructure.

The role of platforms in capturing the infrastruc‐
ture that supports datafied societies is also the center
of Kristensen and Hartley’s (2023) contribution to this
thematic issue. As they map the elements that form the
digital infrastructure of news media organizations, they
offer a compelling overview of how data flows beyond
the reach of these organizations and into the infrastruc‐
ture of platforms and tech companies. This approach
reveals how the infrastructures that connect media
organizations with the rest of the internet create a set of
interdependencies in which the logics of standardization,
classification, and datafication articulate manifestations
of power between internal and external actors.

To drive the connection between digital infrastruc‐
ture and power, Flensburg and Lai (2023) elaborate
on the concept of “infrastructural power” by following
how data flows through the internet infrastructures in
Northern Europe and showing how the actors who have
control over data can mobilize it into economic profit
and societal power. As the flows of data cut across
various geopolitical contexts, sectors, and institutional
arrangements, they visualize the macro structures that
control how data is generated, distributed, and utilized
in datafied societies.

3. Data Power

Studying infrastructures of datafication keeps revealing
the many ways in which the power and functions exer‐
ted by platforms (i.e., Google, Facebook, Apple, and
Microsoft) continue to pervade most aspects of every‐
day life. Governments and advocacy groups have raised
concerns about privacy and surveillance fears, threats
to freedom of expression, and technological and infra‐
structure capture (Gillespie, 2018). These issuesmanifest
both at the macro and micro levels, and even on how dif‐
ferent actors articulate their understandings of data.

A clear example of how a tech giant such as Google
creates a digital innovation that exerts power and cre‐
ates a dependency on media innovation is at the core
of de‐Lima‐Santos et al. (2023) article in this thematic
issue. Through an innovation challenge, theGoogleNews
Initiative supports projects in Africa and the Middle East
as a form of “philanthrocapitalism,” in which Google
sets the terms and conditions of the financial and tech‐
nological grant by expecting projects that replicate the
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entrepreneurial approaches of tech companies. As news
outlets build technological solutions based on the plat‐
forms’ technologies, they further depend on platforms’
structures to operate, widening the power asymmetries
between the tech giants and the news organizations.

These different values and understanding among act‐
ors managing datafication processes suggest diverging
patterns of decision‐making in organizations. In the con‐
text of the smart city, Okafor (2023) suggests that the
value of data does not reside in the volume of data,
but rather in the quality of the data, which is directly
connected to its capacity to deliver impactful decision‐
making and hence its societal power. Importantly, the dif‐
ferences in how technical and governance actors under‐
stand datafication, provide a more complex dynamics of
power negotiation within organizations.

The power asymmetries are not only felt at the organ‐
izational level but also at the micro level. Dutt (2023)
shows how Norwegian students negotiate their own
experiences with datafication as the entire digital eco‐
system pushes social interaction to bemediated through
data‐driven processes. As the structures of datafied soci‐
eties shape communication, citizens must contend with
digital risks that challenge their perception of wellbeing.
Despite internal strategies to manage these risks, con‐
cerns at the slow‐paced response by governments and
digital policies regarding risks over which users have
neither control nor power.

4. Regulations

Relying increasingly on platforms and proprietary
resources of tech giants places too much responsibil‐
ity on private actors, threatening to curtail government
power (Flynn, 2004). As citizens grow more dependent
on corporate platforms for communication, they become
bound by the benevolence of private actors, to which
states have little recourse for action to regulate the abuse
of market power (Hintz et al., 2017).

This becomes particularly apparent in Salonen et al.
(2023) research, in which they demonstrate that news
workers’ editorial decision‐making processes are iterat‐
ively shaped by the constraints of audience data, plat‐
form affordances, working practices, and regulations.
More concretely, the authors suggest that broader reg‐
ulatory frameworks, such as General Data Protection
Regulation exert a post‐publication gatekeeping power
on Finnish media organizations. Enforcement of legisla‐
tion is seen as a key lever of change and an explicit artic‐
ulation of data ethics upon which media self‐regulation
is not equipped to act upon.

But despite the notion that regulation has an import‐
ant role to play, the reactionary stance of policy initiat‐
ives is often perceived as late and fragmented. In their
aim to translate normative dimensions ofmedia diversity
into a framework for operationalizing exposure diversity
into tangible policy goals, Ranaivoson and Domazetovikj
(2023) expose the challenges in which EU regulation

finds itself in a time of digitalization and datafication.
Through a review of policy initiatives and interviews
with policy experts in various countries, the authors
acknowledge the many potential benefits of regulatory
frameworks, but they caution policymakers to include
measures, metrics, methods, and data requirements to
achieve more diversity.

And while current regulatory practices seem to dis‐
advantage small media organizations in favor of tech
giants, Seipp (2023) argues thatmedia concentration law
is the relevant legal tool to curb the scale and power
gained by platforms due to datafication. The research
emphasizes exposing the gaps and promises for a digital
media concentration law from the macro to the micro
levels. This contribution proposes a united piece of legis‐
lation that draws from multiple policy fields with shared
policy goals such as normative public values (media plur‐
alism, equality, power dispersal, and transparency) and
fair competition.

5. Conclusions

This thematic issue contributes to the debate on datafic‐
ation by: (a) making the infrastructures that support
datafication visible, enabling insight into the power
dynamics, data control, and regulatory frameworks that
shape citizens’ access to information on which inclus‐
ive decision‐making relies; (b) expanding the empirical
basis on which to critically interrogate what the privat‐
ization of communication infrastructures and what the
data structures mean for citizens’ inclusion and commu‐
nication rights within datafied societies; and (c) provid‐
ing policymakers insight into the complex dynamics in
which datafication rests so that they can incorporate
the impact of foreign players on the diversity of the
media landscape, and maintain universal communica‐
tions provisions in policy formations. Together these con‐
tributions shed new light on the depth of infrastructural
dependencies (cf. Plantin & Punathambekar, 2019) that
media organizations face as they datafy their practices.

While datafication has an undoubtedly technological
background, the articles in this thematic issue have
approached the underlying social and economic dynam‐
ics of a process that is rapidly questioning the current
social order (Couldry, 2020). In the final commentary of
this issue, Gillespie (2023) uses the case of content mod‐
eration as a call to social scientists to caution against
“solving the platforms’ problems for them.” We agree
with his assessment thatmedia and communication stud‐
ies is a discipline institutionally caught between its crit‐
ical commitment to social issues and the actors that
set in motion those issues. We hope we have not over‐
played the sense of urgency and that instead of solving
problems, this thematic issue has deconstructed some
of the often unseen issues, failings, and risks associ‐
ated with datafication, and made them visible for reg‐
ulators and policymakers, who are tasked with address‐
ing them.
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