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Abstract.  

Information intermediaries play an important role in communication by filtering the available 

flood of information for the recipient. They can take both traditional and modern forms 

differentiated by their connection to the Internet. Because external factors can shape these 

intermediaries, possible differences are examined in terms of competition and responsibility 

for the actions of third parties from an international perspective. In each category, four 

subcategories are used to compare the situation of traditional and modern information 

intermediaries. Market share, revenue, market structure and growth are examined in the 

“competition” category. For “responsibility for the actions of third parties” the aspects degree 

of content control, voluntary enforcement, collateral censorship and user empowerment are 

examined. A simple scoring system is used to visualize the perceived strength of change in 

each category and its subcategories. Possible strengths of change are weak, moderate and 

strong. It is hypothesized that there would be at least moderate change in both categories to 

reflect that the external factors around information intermediaries have changed significantly. 

This was confirmed. It is found that the change in the competition category could be 

described as strong, especially when considering revenue and growth. In responsibility for the 

actions of third parties, the change is moderate, strongest in degree of content control and user 

empowerment. Thus, strong changes have taken place between traditional and modern 

information intermediaries.  
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1. Introduction  

Information intermediaries are currently used by a large proportion of all people (ITU, 

2019; Kemp, 2021; Richter, 2021) and shape their informedness (Scharkow et al., 2020). 

Their impact on society is increasingly being discussed (Schulz & Dankert, 2016). For this 

reason, it is worth looking at their development from an international perspective. 

Today, intermediaries are subject to various labels. In some cases, only the broad term 

"intermediary" is used (Deutscher Bundestag, 2018). In other cases, the terms "internet 

intermediary" (OECD, 2010), “media intermediary” (Paal, 2018) or “information 

intermediary” (Schulz, 2019) are used. The view of intermediaries in this paper does not only 

include pure media offerings and intermediaries on the Internet but also other forms. Since 

they share the commonality of processing content and making it available to their users, they 

are referred to in the following text as “information intermediaries”. For the sake of 

simplicity, sometimes the shorter term "intermediary" is used.  
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Information intermediaries are characterized by the provision of third-party content in the 

long term while the importance of this content may be known to them (Thompson, 2016). 

Intermediaries alternate the flow of information between users who produce and consume 

content (Stark et al., 2020). The user's attention is drawn to content created by third parties 

(and sometimes the intermediaries themselves) through aggregation, selection and 

presentation (Deutscher Bundestag, 2018). Participation in the communication on these 

platforms is possible only through these information intermediaries (Paal, 2018). Because 

they are forms of mass media (Burkart, 2019), they encompass not only news but all forms of 

information. 

Before modern information intermediaries became active through the Internet (such as search 

engines or social networks), traditional “offline” information intermediaries (e.g. newspapers 

and television) took over these tasks. In the context of this paper, information intermediaries 

are referred to as traditional if their concept existed before the emergence of the Internet and 

therefore originally operated offline. In contrast, they are referred to as modern if their 

existence was only created or made possible by the Internet. Their work therefore takes place 

mainly online. Both currently continue to co-exist. Hybrid forms in which both work in 

combination will not be considered further here due to a lack of selectivity. 

The external boundary conditions of information intermediaries affect and shape them 

(Schulz, 2019). The aim of this paper is to examine a selection of boundary conditions that 

affect them and identify possible differences and their strength between traditional and 

modern information intermediaries in these categories. The focus lies on external factors that 

influence information intermediaries. A simple scoring model is used to illustrate the strength 

of the difference between modern and traditional information intermediaries in a certain 

category. In both categories four subcategories are considered, so that a total of eight areas are 

evaluated. In every subcategory, a short explanation is given, traditional and modern 

information intermediaries are compared with regard to the subcategory and a brief 

conclusion is drawn. After that, each subcategory is assigned points for the perceived strength 

of change between traditional and modern information intermediaries. Up to 2 points can be 

assigned to each subcategory (0 – weak, 1 – moderate, 2 – strong). For each category, a total 

(the sum of the points of all four subcategories of a category) is created that reflects the 

strength of change. To allow for an even distribution of this sum compliant with the three 

change levels, 0-2 points represent weak change, 3-5 points represent moderate change and 

6-8 points represent strong change. The hypothesis of this paper is that there is at least 

moderate change in both categories, implying a significant change in the information 

intermediary landscape. This hypothesis is confirmed in the following. 

2. Problem areas of traditional and modern information intermediaries 

According to Schulz and Dankert, there are several problem areas or boundary conditions 

that need to be considered in the context of information intermediaries (Schulz & Dankert, 

2016). These problem areas include competition, diversity of opinion, abuse of opinion 

power, consumer protection, data protection, protection of minors and responsibility for the 

actions of third parties. Of these, competition and responsibility for the actions of third parties 

will be examined as topics that focus on external factors that surround information 

intermediaries. 
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2.1 Competition 

The competition in which an intermediary finds itself forms its environment and can influence 

it. In order to take a closer look at competition and thus the structure of the intermediary's 

environment, several factors can be considered. To measure the competitive performance of 

participants within a market, aspects like market share, export share, profit margin, market 

structure, return on capital, survival, growth and productivity can be examined (Blandinières 

et al., 2017). Of these, market share, revenue, market structure and growth will be examined 

in detail. The revenue will be measured for the whole industry since the concept of exports, 

profit per unit and survival are difficult to define for information intermediaries and accurate 

data about the capital and costs of intermediaries are hard to obtain.  

 

Table 1: Competition  

Traditional Modern 

Market share 

Market share is the percentage of a market that is controlled by an information intermediary.  

Often there are a few major intermediaries that 

divide up the market between themselves 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2020). Stronger 

participants may dominate the market in at least 

some areas (Barb, 2020; Mantel, 2021). 

One intermediary often establishes itself that is far 

superior to the others in terms of market share 

(Globalstats, n.d., A; Globalstats, n.d., B). 

In markets of both traditional and modern information intermediaries, there are a few companies or 

groups of companies that divide the majority of the market among themselves. In the field of modern 

information intermediaries, however, this is more drastic. Often a single company dominates the market. 

Strength of change (0-2): 1 

Revenue 

Revenue is the amount of money an intermediary gains in a specified period.  Since revenue figures 

depend on the situation of an individual intermediary, the development of the market in this respect is 

considered instead. 

The revenue of traditional information 

intermediaries has on average decreased in the 

last few years (Hendrickson, 2019; 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2020). Special 

subscription models may provide some additional 

revenue (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2020). 

Modern intermediaries often earn money by offering 

advertising space. Revenues from online advertising 

have increased in the past and are expected to 

continue to do so (Facebook, 2021; 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2020; Twitter, 2020).  

While the revenue of traditional information intermediaries has tended to decline in recent years, the 

revenue of modern intermediaries has increased. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Market structure 

The market structure can be characterized by the type of competition prevalent in a market and the 

number of competing businesses (Blandinières et al., 2017).  

Multiple market participants compete (Ray, 

1951). A particularly strong intermediary may 

have advantages over other market participants, 

as in an oligopoly. Centralized information 

providers, some of which operate internationally, 

offer similar content for multiple intermediaries 

The Internet is dominated by few information 

intermediaries. There is no competition among 

providers within the market, but rather for the 

market itself (Paal, 2018). The reasons for this 

partly may be switching barriers like platform 

incompatibility, log-in, user base and habits of use 
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and thus may have some influence in the market. 

(DPA, n.d.). 

(Stark et al., 2014). The power of the market winner 

is reinforced.  

The strength of single competitors in the market differ in their extremes. However, large intermediaries 

always have advantages. 

Strength of change (0-2): 1 

Growth 

Growth describes the increase in use of an information intermediary.  

In the last few years, the popularity of traditional 

intermediaries has declined and is forecast to 

continue this way (Bridge, 2021; Hubert, 2017; 

Pew Research Center, 2019, A; Pew Research 

Center, 2019, B; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2020; 

Rubado & Jennings, 2020;).  

Modern intermediaries have grown in the last few 

years (ITU, 2019; Kemp, 2021; Richter, 2021). 

While traditional intermediaries have declined in popularity, modern intermediaries have grown. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Sum of subcategory points: 6 (strong) 

 

Overall, the competitive relationship among modern intermediaries differs significantly from 

that among traditional ones. While modern intermediaries are gaining strength in society, 

traditional intermediaries appear to be losing ground. The balance of power in the market has 

also changed so that the strongest intermediary almost completely dominates the market. This 

results in a rating of six points for the strength of change concerning competition and can thus 

be classified as strong overall. 

 

2.2 Responsibility for the actions of third parties 

Responsibility for the actions of third parties is particularly important as soon as information 

intermediaries publish third-party content that may be perceived by others as problematic in 

some way. Relevant to this question is, among other things, the extent to which intermediaries 

can control which content is published. Voluntary enforcement (Center for Democracy & 

Technology, 2012) of rules on the part of the intermediary can also be decisive. Collateral 

censorship (Sartor, 2017) (the accidental censoring of legitimate content) and user 

empowerment (Center for Democracy & Technology, 2012) reflect the effect on users during 

censoring and the effect of users on published content. 

  

Table 2: Responsibility for the actions of third parties 

Traditional Modern 

Degree of content control 

Because recipients value local information (Pew 

Research Center, 2018), operating locally makes 

sense. This makes it easier to discern which law 

is applicable. Since the capacity for content is 

limited, manual pre-filtering can take place 

(Harcup & O’Neill, 2016). As a result, control 

over published content is high. 

Because intermediaries on the Internet mostly 

operate internationally (ITU, 2019; Kemp, 2021; 

Richter, 2021), questions like which national law is 

applicable arise (Belli & Sappa, 2017). Since the user 

base and thus amount of content is large with 

international offerings, content can only be pre-

filtered by algorithms and thus is difficult to control. 
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Governments are pressuring intermediaries to 

enforce certain rules online (§ 12 (1) NetzDG; 

Frosio, 2018), as this is not possible by governments 

themselves (Peitz & Schweitzer, 2016). However, 

the intermediaries’ response is sometimes perceived 

as insufficiently implemented (Sobreviela, 2019). 

Control over published content is higher with traditional intermediaries than with modern ones, due to 

the amount of content published. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Voluntary enforcement 

As part of a voluntary commitment, some 

intermediaries check the published content for 

certain journalistic standards (American Press 

Association, n.d.; New York Times, n.d.; 

Presserat, n.d.). 

As part of a voluntary commitment, some 

intermediaries are committing themselves to taking 

stronger action against problematic content on their 

platforms (Hern, 2016). 

Both traditional and modern intermediaries operate partly by means of a self-commitment to content 

control. 

Strength of change (0-2): 0 

Collateral censorship 

Depending on the intermediary, collateral 

censoring may occur to varying degrees. In this 

case, a blocking can be deliberately decided 

through manual checks (Breed, 1955). If the 

content is broadcast to a mainly anonymous user 

base, individual users cannot be restricted from 

accessing it. 

Intermediaries can shape digital public culture by 

dictating for themselves what is permitted and what 

is not (Gillespie, 2018). They can exclude users from 

their offers (Tushnet, 2008), even permanently 

(Twitter, 2021). Content can also be blocked. To 

protect themselves from externally imposed 

penalties, intermediaries may go over the top and 

block legitimate content, too (“overblocking”) 

(Edwards, 2011; Gillespie, 2018; Tushnet, 2008; 

Zittrain, 2006). 

Collateral censorship is possible with both traditional and modern intermediaries. This can be reinforced 

with modern intermediaries through automated blocking decisions. In contrast to traditional 

intermediaries, it is possible for them to specifically exclude individual users. 

Strength of change (0-2): 1 

User empowerment 

Users are not part of the pre-selection process 

(Breed, 1955), the control by users is low. 

 

Users can create content themselves and their 

preferences can influence the content they are 

presented (Paal, 2018). However, this can also be 

used to publish harmful content or otherwise take 

control of the content away from the intermediaries 

(Hegelich, 2016; Howard et al., 2018).  

The user empowerment is higher concerning modern information intermediaries. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Sum of subcategory points: 5 (moderate) 

 

With modern intermediaries, the power over content moves a bit away from the 

intermediaries to the users.  At the same time, however, these can be individually regulated by 
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automated blocking and censoring. The result is a rating of five points for the strength of 

change and can thus be classified as moderate overall. 

3. Conclusion  

Overall, the strength of change was rated as strong in competition and moderate in 

responsibility for the actions of third parties. Thus, the hypothesis made at the beginning was 

confirmed. It turns out that there are some significant differences between traditional and 

modern information intermediaries in some areas when focusing on external factors. These 

changes were especially strong concerning revenue and growth (Competition) and the degree 

of content control and user empowerment (Responsibility for the actions of third parties).  

The findings of this work are subject to some limitations. Since only a selection of factors 

was considered, only an excerpt of the development can be depicted. Due to the general, 

international approach, the findings were strongly generalized in order to obtain a rough 

overview of the changes that have taken place based on a few characteristics. Individual 

deviations are possible. The point system established here serves to reflect an assessment by 

the author and to facilitate a summary view. A finer breakdown of the point system is possible 

in future studies. Furthermore, there are information intermediaries that operate neither in a 

purely traditional nor in a modern way. These were not included in this analysis and could be 

the subject of future research. Considerations concerning additional categories, which were 

left out of this paper, also offer material for future research. 

Many changes have taken place from traditional information intermediaries to modern 

information intermediaries with the emergence of the Internet. It is an environment that has 

been in constant evolution so far. In order to identify and control changes in the future, these 

problem areas should continue to be examined. 
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