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Abstract.  

New forms of information intermediaries have developed from traditional to modern with the 

emergence of the Internet. There are some differences between them. Since the influence of 

intermediaries on opinion power and diversity of opinion is a socially relevant topic, these 

aspects are compared for traditional and modern information intermediaries from an 

international perspective. Four subcategories are examined in detail for both categories. 

Opinion power is divided in recipients, availability of alternative information sources using 

intermediaries, content selection process and transparency concerning the selection of content. 

The subcategories of diversity of opinion are amount of content creators, amount of content 

published, accepted diversity of presented content and content selection criteria. A simple, 

point-based scoring system visualizes the perceived strength of change. The hypothesis that 

there is at least moderate change in both categories can be confirmed. Both categories show a 

strong level of change, especially because of the subcategories rated with strong change: 

recipients, availability of alternative information sources using intermediaries, content 

selection process (opinion power) and amount of content creators and amount of content 

published (diversity of opinion). Thus, strong changes have taken place in opinion power and 

diversity from traditional to modern information intermediaries. 
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1 Introduction 

A large proportion of all people is relying on information intermediaries (ITU, 2019; 

Kemp, 2021; Richter, 2021) and is informed by them (Scharkow et al., 2020). In this paper 

also called “intermediary” for reasons of simplicity, they provide content and make it 

available to other people via their platforms. Because participation is only possible on their 

platforms (Paal, 2018), they have particular power concerning the forming of opinion and its 

offered diversity. Sufficient media diversity is considered an important prerequisite for the 

opinion formation of the population as a whole (Seufert, 2018).  

In this context, modern information intermediaries are those who are possible only with the 

Internet (like search engines or social media platforms). In contrast, traditional information 

intermediaries already existed in their concept before the Internet and originally operated 

offline. Examples for this are newspapers and television programs. Both traditional and 

modern information intermediaries coexist today. In this case, traditional information 

intermediaries may also operate online – for reasons of clarity, this hybrid form will not be 

considered in greater detail.  



 

13 

 

In this paper, possible differences between traditional and modern information intermediaries 

will be examined in two categories from an international perspective. In each category, four 

subcategories will be examined in detail. To illustrate the strength of change, a scoring model 

is used that assigns points in each category with 0 points representing weak change, 1 point 

moderate change and 2 points strong change. After that, all subcategory points of a category 

are summed up. Three evenly distributed levels represent the overall strength of change in a 

category (0-2 weak change, 3-5 moderate change, 6-8 strong change). It is hypothesized that 

there is at least moderate change in both categories, which would mean a significant 

difference. This hypothesis is confirmed in the following. 

2 Problem areas of traditional and modern information intermediaries 

A model by Schulz and Dankert shows several problem areas in connection with 

information intermediaries (Schulz & Dankert, 2016). Two of them are opinion power and 

diversity of opinion. Because opinion and the power that goes with it are topics relevant to 

society (Lobigs & Neuberger, 2018; Seufert, 2018), they will be examined in detail in the 

following text. 

2.1 Opinion power 

The opinion power of an information intermediary is shown by the strength of influence of 

the selection of its content on the opinion formation of the recipients. Information 

intermediaries can generally have an influence on opinion formation (Helberger, 2020), even 

when they are not market-dominating (Peitz & Schweitzer, 2016). Because of the increasing 

abundance of information, intermediaries and their mediation activities are of central 

importance for the findability and weighting, presentation and perceptibility of content. This 

has a decisive influence on economic success as well as on the power of content to shape 

opinion (Paal, 2018). Because the opinion power can be influenced by recipients, the 

availability of alternative information sources, the way content is selected and how 

transparent this is communicated among other things, these factors are examined in detail. 

 

Table 1: Opinion power 

Traditional Modern 

Recipients 

Traditional intermediaries today are mainly used 

by the older population (Malthouse & Calder, 

2006; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020; 

VuMA, 2021). Their user base is declining 

(Bridge, 2021; Hubert, 2017; Pew Research 

Center, 2019, B; Pew Research Center, 2019, C; 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2020; Rubado & 

Jennings, 2020). 

Younger people in particular use modern 

intermediaries (Pew Research Center, 2019, A; 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2019). Their user base is 

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

The main user base is different for traditional and modern intermediaries. Since modern intermediaries 

are used to a large extent by younger people, further penetration of society is conceivable as users age. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Availability of alternative information sources using intermediaries 

Alternative options are limited because 

publishing more content needs additional 

Alternatives are easily available because of the 

abundance of content on the Internet and the 
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resources (Breed, 1955; La Torre, 2014; Leurdijk 

et al., 2012). They may offer similar content if 

smaller intermediaries are taking their inspiration 

from the content of larger ones (Breed, 1955). 

simplicity and low costs of publishing content 

(Hagel et al., 2013; Marr, 2018; Zimmer & Kunow, 

2019). 

With modern intermediaries, alternative sources are easier to offer. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Content selection process 

One-sided, recognizably editorially guided and 

human-directed programming is used to make a 

pre-selection of information available to the 

recipient. A small number of people has the 

power to decide what content is made available 

to many consumers (Breed, 1955). 

In principle, access to all information is offered, but 

pre-sorting and filtering is provided. This may be 

part of its service (Schulz & Dankert, 2016). This is 

influenced through user interaction within the 

framework of the services (Schwartmann, 2019). 

The content is selected and sorted by algorithms 

(Paal, 2018), for example based on available user 

data (Schmidt et al., 2017). The user is presented 

information that is of interest to the user from the 

point of view of the intermediary. Personalisation is 

possible. 

While traditional intermediaries provide information based on human planning, users of modern 

intermediaries have access to information on basis of pre-sorting or filtering by algorithms. These results 

can also be personalized. The nature of content preparation has thus changed fundamentally. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Transparency concerning the selection of content 

Recipients of the disseminated information may 

expect filtering. However, the filtering rules 

editors use to choose published content may not 

be available to recipients. Even if guidelines are 

expected to be applied (American Press 

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

Presserat, n.d.), recipients are seldom able to 

verify this.  

Some intermediaries present themselves as purely 

technological facilitators (Gillespie, 2018; 

Tsukayama, 2016), while the scope of their 

intervention goes beyond this (Stark et al., 2017). 

It’s possible that certain processes are favored or 

impeded because of their business model based on 

selection services (Schmidt et al., 2017). Users are 

not necessarily aware of the pre-filtering of content 

by algorithms (Kluge et al., 2018). The complexity 

of these algorithms is so high that it is no longer 

comprehensible to outsiders which criteria were used 

to select the content displayed (Schulz & Dankert, 

2016). In this context, questions of neutrality and 

transparency are regularly raised (Deutscher 

Bundestag, 2018).  

While users of traditional intermediaries may be more likely than those of modern ones to be aware that 

pre-selection of content takes place, the basis on which this is done is often not fully transparent in the 

case of either. 

Strength of change (0-2): 0 

Sum of subcategory points: 6 (strong) 

 

Traditional and modern information intermediaries are characterized by different main user 

bases and available alternative information sources. In both cases, content selection takes 

place but is done very differently. The lack of transparency concerning this, however, remains 

similar. This results in a rating of six points for the strength of change concerning opinion 

power and can thus be classified as strong overall. 
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2.2 Diversity of opinion 

The diversity of opinion that an information intermediary makes available to its users can 

influence the formation of an individual's opinion and thus that of society. Since a greater 

amount of information allows for greater diversity and pre-selection criteria may restrict this, 

this is considered below.  

 

Table 2: Diversity of opinion 

Traditional Modern 

Amount of content creators 

Content is provided by selected sources (Harcup 

& O’Neill, 2016). If the same established 

sources are used by different intermediaries this 

can also limit the diversity of the content 

presented (Brown et al., 1987).  

The number of users is rising (ITU, 2019; Kemp, 

2021; Richter, 2021). Users are often able to create 

content. 

Traditional intermediaries use a set, limited number of sources while modern intermediaries offer the 

possibility to publish content to a large user base that continues to grow. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Amount of content published 

Because of resource limits, the publishing space 

available is limited. Additional space incurs 

costs (Breed, 1955; La Torre, 2014; Leurdijk et 

al., 2012). 

The available number of contents is rising (Hagel et 

al., 2013; Marr, 2018; Zimmer & Kunow, 2019). 

With the costs for storing data having decreased 

(Klein, 2017; Rosenthal et al., 2012), almost any 

content can be accepted. 

Because of costs, modern intermediaries can publish a large amount of content more easily than 

traditional ones. 

Strength of change (0-2): 2 

Accepted diversity of presented content 

When consumers need to be attracted and 

publishing space is limited, the chosen content 

hast to appeal to the consumer base. Content 

may be selected based on how strongly it 

conforms to an intermediary's or their recipients’ 

overall attitude (Arlt & Storz, 2010; Jurkowitz et 

al, 2020). 

Since users can publish content themselves, the 

content can be as diverse as the user base. In some 

cases, certain content is still kept hidden, possibly 

unbeknownst to users (Köver & Reuter, 2019). 

 

Both offer content diversity to a certain degree. However, traditional intermediaries may be more 

dependent on content that appeals to a broad audience. 

Strength of change (0-2): 1 

Content selection criteria 

Because costs are also incurred for publishing 

(Hagel et al., 2013; Marr, 2018; Zimmer & 

Kunow, 2019), it makes sense for a media 

offering to select its published content in a way 

that it is considered to be valuable to society 

(Kennedy, 1988) for reasons of profitability 

(Tushnet, 2008). Other criteria for popular 

content may also be used (McGregor, 2002). The 

relevance of content is weighted according to 

Because of the amount of available content 

intermediaries have to make a pre-selection that is 

subsequently displayed to a user (Drexl, 2017). The 

behaviour of a user and searches of other users can 

be considered for this purpose (Stark et al., 2020). 

Because of this personalization perception may be 

narrowed to content that matches a user's existing 

interests (Paal, 2018). Since a user is offered a lot of 

content even after automated pre-filtering, the 
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journalistic standards and published accordingly 

as part of the gatekeeping of content (Stark et al., 

2020). However, exact selection factors can vary 

depending on the situation (Harcup & O’Neill, 

2016) and a focus on generating interest without 

relying on these factors is also conceivable (e.g. 

“Yellow Press”). 

 

recipients of the information themselves serve as an 

additional filter (Klempert, 2010). Content is 

measured against the rules for consumer offerings 

(Schwartmann et al., 2019).  Discriminating against 

content and ignoring the interests of the participants 

may even be necessary within a user-oriented system 

and business model (Schwartmann et al., 2019).  

A form of pre-filtering takes place in both traditional and modern information intermediaries. Traditional 

intermediaries cannot carry out personalization to the same extent as modern ones. While a narrower 

selection is offered after filtering with traditional intermediaries, the user is still provided with numerous 

contents after the algorithmic pre-filtering of a modern intermediary. As a result, users perform further 

filtering themselves. 

Strength of change (0-2): 1 

Sum of subcategory points: 6 (strong) 

 

Because any user can publish content with modern intermediaries, the possible variety of 

available opinions is initially theoretically almost unlimited and thus higher than with 

traditional intermediaries. However, both traditional and modern intermediaries may limit the 

accepted diversity of content to some degree. Content selection criteria are used but may 

differ, especially because modern intermediaries have more possibilities for automated and 

personalised filtering. Thus, although the prerequisites for a high diversity of opinion in 

modern information intermediaries offer greater possibilities than in traditional ones, the 

diversity remains limited in a way. A rating of six points for the strength of change 

concerning diversity of opinion is achieved and can thus be classified as strong overall. 

3 Conclusion 

In total, both categories were rated with strong change, confirming the hypothesis made at 

the beginning. Especially strong change was found in the following subcategories: recipients, 

the availability of alternative sources and the content selection process (Opinion power) and 

the amount of content creators and content (Diversity of opinion). These findings are limited 

by the fact that only certain aspects were considered in a partially generalized manner in order 

to obtain an overall international picture. As a result, it is possible that a closer look at the 

situation of an individual intermediary may reveal deviations. Also, traditional intermediaries 

that operate online or vice versa were not considered.  

Numerous changes have taken place from traditional to modern information intermediaries. 

These were examined more closely in terms of opinion power and diversity of opinion. In 

order to investigate further changes in the future and to discover possible trends, these aspects 

should continue to be investigated as a relevant topic for society in the future. 

 

 

 

References  

 



 

17 

 

American Press Association (n.d.). Principles of Journalism. [Online]. Available: 

https://americanpressassociation.com/principles-of-journalism/  

Arlt, H.; Storz, W. (2010). Wirtschaftsjournalismus in der Krise. Zum massenmedialen 

Umgang mit Finanzmarktpolitik. OBS-Arbeitsheft, No. 63. Otto Brenner Stiftung, 

Frankfurt/Main. 

Breed, W. (1955). Newspaper ‘Opinion Leaders’ and Processes of Standardization. 

Journalism Quarterly, Vol. 32, No. 3, pp. 277–328. Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks. 

Bridge, G. (2021). Which media empires are feeling linear tv’s decline the hardest? [Online]. 

Available: https://variety.com/vip/which-media-empires-are-feeling-linear-tvs-decline-

hardest-1234880105/  

Brown, J.; Bybee, C.; Wearden, S.; Straughan, D. (1987). Invisible Power: Newspaper News 

Sources and the Limits of Diversity. Journalism Quarterly, Vol. 64, No. 1, pp. 45-54. 

Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks. 

Deutscher Bundestag (2018). Regulierung von Intermediären. Möglichkeiten und 

Auswirkungen der Regulierung im Hinblick auf Medienvielfalt. Ausarbeitung. [Online]. 

Available: 

https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/591830/c58874d515f02deecdc34ff18727ce12/

WD-10-062-18-pdf-data.pdf  

Drexl, J. (2017). Bedrohung der Meinungsvielfalt durch Algorithmen - Wie weit reichen die 

Mittel der Medienregulierung? Zeitschrift für Urheber- und Medienrecht, Vol. 61, No. 7, 

pp. 529-543. Zeitschrift für Urheber- und Medienrecht, Nomos Verlag, Baden-Baden. 

Gillespie, T. (2018). Platforms are not Intermediaries. Georgetown Law Technology Review, 

No. 198. Georgetown University Law Center, Washington D.C. 

Hagel, J.; Brown, J.; Samoylova, T.; Lui, M. (2013). From exponential technologies to 

exponential innovation. Report 2 of the 2013 Shift Index series. Deloitte University 

Press, New York. 

Harcup, T.; O’Neill, D. (2016). What is News? News values revisited (again). Journalism 

Studies, Vol. 18, No. 12, pp. 1470-1488. Taylor & Francis, London.  

Helberger, N. (2020). The Political Power of Platforms: How Current Attempts to Regulate 

Misinformation Amplify Opinion Power. Digital Journalism, Vol. 8, No. 6, pp. 842–854. 

Taylor & Francis, London. 

Hubert, K. (2017). The Hidden Story Behind TV’s Ratings Decline. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.simulmedia.com/assets/media/Hidden-Story-Behind-TV-Ratings-

Decline.pdf  

ITU (2019). Measuring digital development. Facts and figures 2019. ITU Publications, 

Geneva. 

Jurkowitz, M.; Mitchell, A.; Shearer, E.; Walker, M. (2020). U.S. Media Polarization and the 

2020 Election: A Nation Divided. [Online]. Available: 



 

18 

 

https://www.journalism.org/2020/01/24/u-s-media-polarization-and-the-2020-election-a-

nation-divided/ 

Kemp, S. (2021). Digital 2021: Global Overview Report. [Online]. Available: 

https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2021-global-overview-report  

Kennedy, G. (1988). How Journalists select “News”. ETC: A Review of General Semantics, 

Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 164-173. Institute of General Semantics, New York City. 

Klein, A. (2017). Hard Drive Cost Per Gigabyte. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.backblaze.com/blog/hard-drive-cost-per-gigabyte/  

Klempert, A. (2010). Wie das Internet die Massenmedien verändert. Das Festhalten am 

Bestehenden gefährdet den dringend notwendigen Zukunftsdiskurs. Die Politische 

Meinung, No. 484, pp. 39-43. Fromm, Osnabrück. 

Kluge, J.; Oertel, B.; Evers-Wölk, M. (2018). Wie bewerten junge Menschen personalisierte 

Onlinemedien? Ergebnisse einer Repräsentativbefragung. TAB-Sensor, No. 1. Büro für 

Technikfolgen-Abschätzung beim Deutschen Bundestag (TAB), Berlin.   

Köver, C.; Reuter, M. (2019). TikTok curbed reach for people with disabilities. [Online]. 

Available: https://netzpolitik.org/2019/discrimination-tiktok-curbed-reach-for-people-

with-disabilities/ 

La Torre, M. (2014). The Economics of the Audiovisual Industry: Financing, TV, Film and 

Web. Palgrave Macmillan, London. 

Leurdijk, A.; Slot, M.; Nieuwenhuis, O. (2012). The Newspaper Publishing Industry. 

Statistical, Ecosystems and Competitiveness Analysis of the Media and Content 

Industries. Joint Research Centre Institute for Prospective Technological Studies, 

European Union, Luxembourg. 

Lobigs, F.; Neuberger, C. (2018). Meinungsmacht im Internet und die Digitalstrategien von 

Medienunternehmen. Neue Machtverhältnisse trotz expandierender Internet-Geschäfte 

der traditionellen Massenmedien-Konzerne. Schriftenreihe der Landesmedienanstalten, 

No. 51. Vistas Verlag, Leipzig. 

Malthouse, E.; Calder, B. (2006). Demographics of Newspaper Readership: Predictors and 

Patterns of U.S. Consumption. Journal of Media Business Studies, Vol. 3, No. 1, pp. 1-

18. Taylor & Francis, London. 

Marr, B. (2018). How Much Data Do We Create Every Day? The Mind-Blowing Stats Everyone 

Should Read. Online: https://www.forbes.com/sites/bernardmarr/2018/05/21/how-much-

data-do-we-create-every-day-the-mind-blowing-stats-everyone-should-read/  

McGregor, J. (2002). Restating news values: Contemporary criteria for selecting the news. 

[Online]. Available: 

https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.1046.9609&rep=rep1&type=

pdf  



 

19 

 

New York Times (n.d.). Ethical Journalism. A Handbook of Values and Practices for the 

News and Editorial Departments. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.nytimes.com/editorial-standards/ethical-journalism.html#  

Paal, B. (2018). Intermediäre: Regulierung und Vielfaltssicherung. Rechtsgutachten. [Online]. 

Available: https://www.medienanstalt-nrw.de/fileadmin/user_upload/lfm-

nrw/Foerderung/Forschung/Dateien_Forschung/Paal_Intermediaere_Regulierung-und-

Vielfaltssicherung_Gutachten-2018.pdf  

Peitz, M.; Schweitzer, H. (2016). Suchmaschinen unter der Lupe: Informationsherrschaft und 

ihre Schranken. Wirtschaftsdienst, Vol. 96, No. 11, pp. 825–829. Springer, Berlin. 

Pew Research Center (2019, A). Internet/Broadband Fact Sheet. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/internet-broadband/  

Pew Research Center (2019, B). Network News Fact Sheet. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.journalism.org/fact-sheet/network-news/  

Pew Research Center (2019, C). Newspapers Fact Sheet. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.journalism.org/fact-sheet/newspapers/  

Presserat (n.d.). Pressekodex. [Online]. Available: https://www.presserat.de/pressekodex.html  

PricewaterhouseCoopers (2019). Ergebnisse: Bevölkerungsbefragung zur Nutzung von 

Online-Medienangeboten. [Online]. Available: https://www.pwc.de/de/technologie-

medien-und-telekommunikation/pwc-befragung-nutzung-online-medienangebote.pdf  

PricewaterhouseCoopers (2020). German Entertainment and Media Outlook 2020–2024. 

[Online]. Available: https://www.pwc.de/de/technologie-medien-und-

telekommunikation/german-entertainment-and-media-outlook-2020-2024.pdf  

Richter, F. (2021). Facebook Keeps On Growing. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.statista.com/chart/10047/facebooks-monthly-active-users/  

Rosenthal, D.; Rosenthal, D.; Miller, E.; Adams, I.; Storer, M.; Zadok, E. (2012). The 

Economics of Long-Term Digital Storage. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.fsl.cs.stonybrook.edu/docs/unesco12/UNESCO2012-storage-econ.pdf  

Rubado, M.; Jennings, J. (2020). Political Consequences of the Endangered Local Watchdog: 

Newspaper Decline and Mayoral Elections in the United States. Urban Affairs Review, 

Vol. 56, No. 5, pp. 1327–1356. Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks. 

Scharkow, M.; Mangold, F.; Stier, S.; Breuer, J. (2020). How social network sites and other 

online intermediaries increase exposure to news. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences of the United States of America, Vol 117, No. 6, pp. 2761–2763. National 

Academy of Sciences, Washington, D.C. 

Schmidt, J.; Merten, L.; Hasebrink, U.; Petrich, I.; Rolfs, A. (2017). Zur Relevanz von 

Online-Intermediären für die Meinungsbildung. Arbeitspapiere des Hans-Bredow-

Instituts 40. Hans-Bredow-Institut, Hamburg. 



 

20 

 

Schulz, W.; Dankert, K. (2016). Die Macht der Informationsintermediäre - 

Erscheinungsformen, Strukturen und Regulierungsoptionen. Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 

Bonn.  

Schwartmann, R. (2019). Zwei Säulen für die Demokratie. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/karriere-hochschule/forderung-fuer-demokratie-kontrolle-

von-internet-und-algorithmen-16198048.html  

Schwartmann, R.; Hermann, M.; Mühlenbeck, R. (2019). Eine Medienordnung für 

Intermediäre. Das Zwei-Säulen-Modell zur Sicherung der Vielfalt im Netz. Multimedia 

und Recht 2019, pp. 498-503. Beck, München.  

Seufert, W. (2018). Medienkonzentration und Medienvielfalt. Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, 

Vol. 68, No.40-41, pp. 11-16. Societäts-Verlag, Frankfurt am Main. 

Stark, B.; Magin, M.; Jürgens, P. (2017). Ganz meine Meinung? Informationsintermediäre 

und Meinungsbildung - eine Mehrmethodenstudie am Beispiel von Facebook. LfM-

Dokumentation, No. 55. Landesanstalt für Medien Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf. 

Stark, B.; Stegmann, D.; Magin, M.; Jürgens, P. (2020). Are Algorithms a Threat to 

Democracy? The Rise of Intermediaries: A Challenge for Public Discourse. [Online]. 

Available: https://algorithmwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Governing-Platforms-

communications-study-Stark-May-2020-AlgorithmWatch.pdf  

Tsukayama, H. (2016). Opinion: Facebook must confront the responsibilities of being a media 

company. [Online]. Available: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-

switch/wp/2016/11/15/facebook-must-confront-the-responsibilities-of-being-a-media-

company/  

Tushnet, R. (2008). Power Without Responsibility: Intermediaries and the First Amendment. 

George Washington Law Review, Vol. 76, No. 4, pp. 986-1016. George Washington 

University, D.C. 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020). Economic News Release. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/atus.t11a.htm#  

VuMA (2021). Zeitungsleser in Deutschland nach Altersgruppen im Vergleich mit der 

Bevölkerung im Jahr 2020. In: Verbrauchs- und Medienanalyse. [Online]. Available: 

https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/901105/umfrage/umfrage-in-deutschland-

zum-alter-von-zeitungslesern/  

Zimmer, A.; Kunow, K. (2019): Intermediäre und Meinungsbildung. In Editor ALM GbR 

(Ed.): Vielfaltsbericht der Medienanstalten. ALM GbR, Berlin. 

 

 


