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For	
  a	
  decade,	
  online	
  news	
  distribution	
  has	
  faced	
  a	
  growing	
  intervention	
  of	
  
firms	
  that	
  originate	
  from	
  the	
  physical	
  and	
  logical	
  layer	
  of	
  the	
  Internet.1	
  
Web	
  service	
  providers,	
  software	
  firms,	
  and	
  ISPs	
  progressively	
  establish	
  
themselves	
  as	
  unavoidable	
  passage	
  points	
  between	
  publishers	
  and	
  
Internet	
  users.	
  Some	
  of	
  these	
  players	
  are	
  simple	
  aggregators	
  that	
  gather	
  
content	
  from	
  a	
  variety	
  of	
  sources	
  on	
  platforms	
  with	
  little	
  added	
  value.	
  
Others,	
  such	
  as	
  Google	
  News,	
  distribute	
  content	
  through	
  complex	
  
algorithms	
  that	
  aim	
  to	
  evaluate,	
  hierarchize,	
  and	
  promote	
  content,	
  as	
  well	
  
as	
  organizing	
  social	
  interactions	
  around	
  it.	
  By	
  making	
  supply	
  meet	
  
demand	
  more	
  easily,	
  they	
  position	
  themselves	
  in	
  the	
  heart	
  of	
  the	
  online	
  
news	
  sector	
  and	
  thus	
  become	
  indispensable	
  to	
  publishers.	
  I	
  call	
  this	
  
function	
  news	
  infomediation,2	
  based	
  on	
  a	
  concept	
  used	
  in	
  information	
  
science3	
  and	
  economics4	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  describe	
  the	
  new,	
  complex	
  forms	
  of	
  
intermediation	
  that	
  take	
  place	
  in	
  digital	
  networks.	
  Infomediaries	
  are	
  not	
  
simple	
  aggregators	
  or	
  distributors.	
  They	
  are	
  situated	
  in	
  the	
  very	
  core	
  of	
  
the	
  internet	
  and	
  thus	
  strongly	
  influence	
  the	
  whole	
  ecology	
  of	
  content	
  
production,	
  distribution	
  and	
  consumption	
  while,	
  at	
  the	
  same	
  time,	
  they	
  
absorb	
  a	
  significant	
  part	
  of	
  the	
  surplus	
  value	
  produced	
  in	
  the	
  internet	
  
economy.	
  	
  
	
  
Infomediation	
  is	
  a	
  mix	
  of	
  aggregating,	
  editing	
  and	
  distributing	
  third	
  party	
  
content	
  that	
  operates	
  by	
  matching	
  between	
  supply	
  and	
  demand.	
  
Infomediaries	
  capture	
  a	
  significant	
  part	
  of	
  online	
  revenue	
  and	
  set	
  
standards	
  about	
  online	
  publishing	
  that	
  influence	
  journalistic	
  practices.	
  
This	
  paper	
  examines	
  the	
  complex	
  relations	
  between	
  online	
  publishers	
  
and	
  infomediaries	
  from	
  a	
  socioeconomic	
  point	
  of	
  view.	
  First,	
  I	
  analyze	
  the	
  
particular	
  characteristics	
  of	
  online	
  news	
  that	
  make	
  the	
  function	
  of	
  
infomediation	
  one	
  of	
  its	
  major	
  components.	
  Second,	
  I	
  explain	
  why	
  
relations	
  of	
  mutual	
  dependency	
  between	
  publishers	
  and	
  infomediaries	
  
are	
  coopetitive,	
  combining	
  cooperation	
  and	
  competition.	
  Finally,	
  I	
  look	
  
into	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  main	
  news	
  infomediaries,	
  Google	
  News,	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  explain	
  
its	
  working	
  principles	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  its	
  repercussions	
  on	
  the	
  online	
  news	
  
sector.	
  I	
  show	
  that	
  Google	
  simulates	
  the	
  process	
  of	
  the	
  news	
  agenda	
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formation	
  through	
  the	
  use	
  of	
  quantitative	
  criteria.	
  The	
  launch	
  of	
  Google	
  
News	
  in	
  Europe	
  was	
  litigious,	
  and	
  still	
  is	
  in	
  places	
  like	
  Germany;	
  yet	
  the	
  
majority	
  of	
  publishers	
  have	
  gradually	
  integrated	
  SEO	
  constraints	
  imposed	
  
by	
  Google.	
  From	
  a	
  sociopolitical	
  point	
  of	
  view	
  this	
  represents	
  a	
  major	
  
issue	
  for	
  the	
  future	
  of	
  diversity	
  and	
  pluralism	
  in	
  online	
  news.	
  

	
  
How	
  Infomediation	
  Operates	
  in	
  the	
  Field	
  of	
  Online	
  News	
  and	
  
Journalism	
  
	
  
One	
  of	
  the	
  trends	
  of	
  cultural	
  and	
  media	
  industries	
  is	
  that	
  of	
  content	
  
oversupply.5	
  Internet	
  users	
  have	
  access	
  to	
  online	
  news	
  produced	
  by	
  
traditional	
  publishers	
  such	
  as	
  newspapers,	
  TV	
  stations	
  and	
  radios,	
  but	
  
also	
  online-­‐only	
  professional	
  media,	
  and	
  amateur	
  and	
  citizen	
  journalism	
  
websites	
  and	
  blogs.	
  This	
  plethora	
  of	
  content	
  includes	
  traditional	
  
journalistic	
  formats	
  such	
  as	
  articles,	
  photographs,	
  and	
  video	
  reports,	
  but	
  
also	
  links,	
  graphics,	
  databases,	
  blog	
  posts,	
  comments,	
  and	
  polls.	
  All	
  this	
  
material	
  is	
  indexed,	
  stocked,	
  duplicated	
  and	
  reproduced	
  in	
  a	
  way	
  that	
  
generates	
  redundancy.6	
  The	
  result	
  is	
  a	
  dazzling	
  volume	
  of	
  information	
  
available	
  online.	
  A	
  study	
  of	
  online	
  news	
  circulation	
  in	
  the	
  United	
  States	
  
succeeded	
  in	
  harvesting	
  170	
  million	
  news	
  items	
  published	
  over	
  a	
  period	
  
of	
  eight	
  months,	
  more	
  than	
  half	
  a	
  million	
  published	
  per	
  day.7	
  This	
  
phenomenon	
  of	
  online	
  information	
  oversupply	
  calls	
  for	
  filtering,	
  selection	
  
and	
  prioritization.	
  This	
  is	
  where	
  technology	
  firms	
  enter	
  the	
  news	
  market	
  
through	
  infomediation	
  services.	
  
	
  
The	
  individual	
  pieces	
  of	
  content	
  that	
  are	
  the	
  basic	
  bricks	
  of	
  news	
  only	
  
make	
  sense	
  for	
  the	
  reader	
  once	
  they	
  are	
  assembled	
  in	
  a	
  coherent,	
  
organized,	
  and	
  hierarchized	
  ensemble.	
  In	
  traditional	
  media	
  this	
  
fundamental	
  service	
  is	
  rendered	
  by	
  the	
  newspaper	
  layout	
  and	
  by	
  the	
  
program	
  grid.	
  Therefore	
  newspapers	
  and	
  television	
  channels	
  are	
  not	
  
simple	
  products	
  but	
  systems	
  combining	
  news,	
  entertainment	
  and	
  
publicity.8	
  As	
  such	
  they	
  are	
  aimed	
  at	
  a	
  two-­‐sided	
  market	
  made	
  of	
  
consumers	
  and	
  advertisers.9	
  System	
  markets	
  like	
  the	
  newspaper	
  industry	
  
also	
  generate	
  crossed	
  subsidies.	
  The	
  most	
  read	
  pages	
  of	
  a	
  local	
  
newspaper,	
  such	
  as	
  the	
  sports	
  section,	
  subsidize	
  the	
  less	
  popular	
  and	
  
more	
  expensive	
  genres	
  such	
  as	
  investigative	
  journalism.	
  This	
  fragile	
  
balance	
  is	
  dislocated	
  on	
  the	
  Internet.	
  The	
  modular	
  nature	
  of	
  online	
  news	
  
allows	
  technology	
  firms	
  to	
  generate	
  systems	
  combining	
  unique	
  content	
  
items	
  and	
  links	
  from	
  a	
  variety	
  of	
  different	
  sources.	
  	
  
	
  
This	
  transformation	
  is	
  also	
  due	
  to	
  changes	
  in	
  news	
  consumption.	
  Today,	
  
the	
  majority	
  of	
  Internet	
  users	
  go	
  through	
  deep	
  links	
  supplied	
  by	
  search	
  
engines,	
  aggregators	
  or	
  social	
  networking	
  sites	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  access	
  content	
  
pages	
  directly.10	
  Visits	
  to	
  news	
  websites	
  that	
  start	
  from	
  their	
  homepage—
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an	
  action	
  interpreted	
  in	
  marketing	
  studies	
  as	
  a	
  sign	
  of	
  fidelity	
  and	
  of	
  
confidence—are	
  diminishing	
  as	
  more	
  complex	
  navigation	
  practices	
  
emerge.11	
  Infomediaries	
  build	
  upon	
  these	
  new	
  manners	
  of	
  accessing	
  news	
  
by	
  matching	
  supply	
  with	
  demand	
  through	
  the	
  use	
  of	
  algorithms.	
  	
  
	
  
Coopetition	
  between	
  publishers	
  and	
  infomediaries	
  
	
  
Infomediaries	
  such	
  as	
  Google	
  and	
  Facebook	
  are	
  rivals,	
  targeting	
  different	
  
market	
  segments	
  and,	
  at	
  the	
  same	
  time,	
  competing	
  against	
  publishers	
  for	
  
online	
  revenue.	
  In	
  the	
  interspaces	
  of	
  this	
  worldwide	
  competition	
  emerge	
  
innovative	
  startups	
  undertaking	
  financial	
  risks.	
  Global	
  Internet	
  groups	
  
and	
  small	
  technological	
  firms	
  form	
  an	
  oligopolistic	
  market	
  structure	
  with	
  
a	
  competitive	
  fringe,	
  comparable	
  to	
  that	
  of	
  traditional	
  cultural	
  
industries.12	
  The	
  effect	
  of	
  this	
  is	
  breaking	
  up	
  the	
  function	
  of	
  infomediation	
  
and	
  allowing	
  the	
  emergence	
  of	
  strategies	
  of	
  cooperation	
  between	
  
different	
  infomediaries	
  located	
  in	
  different	
  places	
  of	
  the	
  chain	
  of	
  value	
  
and	
  usage.13	
  
	
  
The	
  common	
  characteristic	
  of	
  these	
  technology	
  firms,	
  whether	
  they	
  are	
  
small	
  or	
  global,	
  is	
  the	
  fact	
  that	
  they	
  do	
  not	
  produce	
  original	
  content	
  
intended	
  for	
  the	
  general	
  public.	
  In	
  other	
  words,	
  they	
  do	
  not	
  undergo	
  the	
  
particular	
  constraints	
  of	
  managing	
  the	
  creative	
  components	
  of	
  cultural	
  
and	
  media	
  industries.	
  This	
  means	
  that	
  infomediation	
  platforms	
  can	
  only	
  
function	
  on	
  the	
  condition	
  of	
  being	
  supplied	
  with	
  content	
  produced	
  by	
  
publishers.	
  Even	
  if	
  user	
  generated	
  content	
  is	
  growing	
  in	
  importance,	
  
quality	
  news	
  produced	
  by	
  professionals	
  remains	
  necessary	
  for	
  those	
  who	
  
wish	
  to	
  attract	
  vast	
  audiences.	
  This	
  explains	
  the	
  ambiguous	
  relations	
  
between	
  publishers	
  and	
  infomediaries:	
  the	
  latter	
  impose	
  technical	
  norms	
  
and	
  revenue	
  sharing	
  to	
  the	
  former,	
  while	
  trying	
  also	
  hard	
  to	
  entice	
  them.	
  
Publishers	
  on	
  the	
  other	
  hand	
  are	
  often	
  critical	
  of	
  infomediaries	
  but	
  still	
  
tend	
  to	
  follow	
  their	
  rules.	
  	
  
	
  
Consequently,	
  relations	
  between	
  publishers	
  and	
  infomediaries	
  are	
  made	
  
of	
  cooperative	
  competition,	
  also	
  called	
  coopetition.14The	
  cooperative	
  
element,	
  which	
  is	
  materialized	
  through	
  legal,	
  technical	
  and	
  financial	
  
agreements	
  that	
  bind	
  media	
  and	
  infomediaries,	
  is	
  based	
  on	
  their	
  mutual	
  
interest	
  to	
  share	
  content	
  and	
  traffic.	
  Internet	
  firms	
  use	
  publishers’	
  
content	
  to	
  attract	
  users,	
  while	
  publishers	
  benefit	
  from	
  the	
  traffic	
  that	
  is	
  
redirected	
  to	
  their	
  websites	
  from	
  infomediation	
  platforms.	
  The	
  common	
  
interest	
  of	
  these	
  two	
  categories	
  of	
  firms	
  engaged	
  in	
  a	
  situation	
  of	
  
coopetition	
  is	
  to	
  enlarge	
  their	
  respective	
  markets.15	
  The	
  competitive	
  
element	
  comes	
  from	
  the	
  fact	
  that	
  publishers	
  and	
  infomediaries	
  compete	
  
for	
  advertising,	
  a	
  market	
  that	
  is	
  essentially	
  dominated	
  by	
  infomediaries.	
  
In	
  the	
  UK	
  for	
  instance	
  Google	
  and	
  Facebook	
  are	
  set	
  to	
  comprise	
  more	
  than	
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half	
  of	
  the	
  eight	
  billion	
  pounds	
  of	
  online	
  advertising	
  revenue	
  in	
  2015.16	
  
This	
  trend	
  drives	
  down	
  prices	
  for	
  online	
  media	
  and	
  makes	
  it	
  difficult	
  for	
  
them	
  to	
  establish	
  viable	
  business	
  models.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
This	
  problem	
  of	
  revenue	
  sharing	
  is	
  coupled	
  with	
  a	
  paradigm	
  opposition,	
  
particularly	
  strong	
  in	
  the	
  news	
  sector:	
  journalists	
  and	
  publishers	
  share	
  a	
  
particular	
  professional	
  ideology,	
  considering	
  themselves	
  to	
  be	
  the	
  only	
  
legitimate	
  players	
  in	
  news	
  production	
  and	
  distribution.	
  Thus	
  they	
  are	
  
particularly	
  fastidious	
  about	
  how	
  their	
  content	
  is	
  used	
  by	
  third	
  parties.	
  On	
  
the	
  other	
  side,	
  infomediaries	
  such	
  as	
  Google	
  are	
  marked	
  by	
  “the	
  
Californian	
  ideology,”	
  a	
  heterogeneous	
  mix	
  of	
  engineering	
  culture,	
  free	
  
market	
  economics,	
  and	
  counterculture	
  libertarianism	
  originating	
  in	
  
Silicon	
  Valley.17	
  Thus	
  their	
  main	
  concern	
  is	
  efficiency	
  and	
  “user	
  
experience.”	
  These	
  cultural	
  differences,	
  added	
  to	
  economic	
  
disagreements,	
  produce	
  a	
  potentially	
  conflicting	
  framework	
  of	
  relations	
  
between	
  them.	
  	
  
	
  
The	
  example	
  of	
  France	
  is	
  characteristic.	
  In	
  2003	
  Google	
  decided	
  to	
  launch	
  
a	
  French	
  version	
  of	
  Google	
  News	
  without	
  any	
  prior	
  discussion	
  with	
  the	
  
local	
  representatives	
  of	
  the	
  firm,	
  who	
  had	
  only	
  commercial	
  prerogatives	
  
at	
  that	
  time,	
  nor	
  with	
  French	
  publishers	
  whose	
  content	
  was	
  going	
  to	
  be	
  
aggregated.	
  In	
  response	
  French	
  publishers	
  blamed	
  Google	
  for	
  copyright	
  
infringement	
  and	
  user	
  data	
  “confiscation”	
  and	
  threatened	
  to	
  go	
  to	
  trial.	
  
Some	
  of	
  the	
  major	
  French	
  publishers,	
  including	
  Le	
  Monde,	
  Libération	
  and	
  
Les	
  Echos,	
  temporarily	
  withdrew	
  their	
  content	
  from	
  Google	
  News.	
  The	
  
same	
  movement	
  took	
  place	
  in	
  Belgium,	
  where	
  Google	
  was	
  condemned	
  for	
  
copyright	
  infringement	
  in	
  2006	
  and	
  2007.	
  The	
  AFP	
  agency	
  also	
  initiated	
  
legal	
  proceedings	
  against	
  Google	
  in	
  the	
  United	
  States	
  for	
  copyright	
  
infringement	
  in	
  2005.	
  All	
  these	
  cases	
  were	
  settled	
  by	
  2013,	
  mainly	
  by	
  
Google	
  paying	
  European	
  publishers	
  through	
  different	
  forms	
  of	
  contract,	
  
but	
  without	
  explicitly	
  recognizing	
  their	
  copyright	
  claims.	
  
	
  	
  
Inside	
  the	
  Black	
  Box	
  of	
  News	
  Infomediation	
  
	
  
News	
  infomediaries	
  operate	
  as	
  black	
  boxes	
  that	
  feed	
  on	
  content	
  and	
  
social	
  interactions.	
  They	
  organize	
  their	
  content	
  following	
  complex	
  
algorithms	
  that	
  remain	
  unknown	
  in	
  detail.	
  Google	
  News	
  is	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  most	
  
popular,	
  created	
  in	
  2002	
  by	
  Krishna	
  Bharat	
  and	
  his	
  team.	
  It	
  aimed	
  to	
  
answer	
  a	
  problem	
  that	
  Google	
  encountered	
  during	
  the	
  attacks	
  of	
  
September	
  11,	
  2001—how	
  to	
  respond	
  to	
  user	
  news	
  queries	
  efficiently	
  
and	
  in	
  real	
  time?	
  As	
  shown	
  in	
  Figure	
  1,	
  at	
  the	
  time	
  Google	
  was	
  not	
  at	
  all	
  
reactive	
  to	
  events	
  that	
  made	
  the	
  news.	
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Figure	
  1.	
  Screenshot	
  of	
  Google	
  on	
  September	
  11th,	
  2001	
  during	
  a	
  search	
  with	
  key	
  

words	
  “world	
  trade	
  center.”	
  Source:	
  Searchengineland.com	
  
	
  
Google	
  News	
  was	
  therefore	
  conceived	
  as	
  an	
  answer	
  to	
  this	
  problem.	
  The	
  
solution	
  implemented	
  by	
  Google	
  engineers	
  was	
  to	
  produce	
  a	
  real-­‐time	
  
prioritization	
  process	
  of	
  news	
  items	
  using	
  algorithms.	
  This	
  complex	
  
process	
  of	
  news	
  infomediation	
  consists	
  of	
  a	
  mix	
  of	
  editing	
  and	
  
distributing	
  aggregated	
  content	
  from	
  a	
  multitude	
  of	
  third	
  parties.	
  Google	
  
indexes	
  thousands	
  of	
  preselected	
  news	
  sources	
  in	
  real	
  time	
  and	
  
republishes	
  a	
  fraction	
  of	
  their	
  content	
  in	
  its	
  pages,	
  typically	
  publishing	
  a	
  
headline,	
  a	
  summary,	
  and	
  an	
  image	
  for	
  each	
  article.	
  Unlike	
  at	
  other	
  news	
  
aggregators	
  such	
  as	
  Huffington	
  Post	
  and	
  Gawker,	
  the	
  only	
  human	
  
intervention	
  in	
  Google	
  News	
  is	
  in	
  preselecting	
  the	
  initial	
  sample	
  of	
  
sources	
  that	
  are	
  crawled	
  and	
  “tuning”	
  the	
  site’s	
  algorithm.	
  All	
  the	
  other	
  
operations	
  of	
  Google	
  News	
  are	
  automated.	
  News	
  has	
  slowly	
  pervaded	
  the	
  
results	
  of	
  the	
  search	
  engine	
  so	
  as	
  to	
  become	
  their	
  most	
  visible	
  element	
  
when	
  it	
  comes	
  to	
  important	
  events	
  such	
  as	
  the	
  death	
  of	
  Osama	
  bin	
  Laden	
  
in	
  May	
  2011,	
  as	
  shown	
  in	
  Figure	
  2.	
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Figure	
  2.	
  Screenshot	
  of	
  Google	
  on	
  May	
  1st,	
  2011	
  during	
  a	
  search	
  with	
  keywords	
  “osama	
  

bin	
  laden”.	
  Source:	
  Searchengineland.com	
  
	
  
According	
  to	
  the	
  patent	
  deposits	
  filed	
  by	
  Google,	
  the	
  prioritization	
  of	
  
Google	
  News	
  is	
  different	
  from	
  the	
  ranking	
  system	
  of	
  the	
  search	
  engine.18	
  
Google	
  News	
  actually	
  tries	
  to	
  translate	
  the	
  social	
  logics	
  that	
  govern	
  
journalism	
  into	
  quantitative	
  variables	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  seize	
  the	
  media	
  agenda	
  
in	
  real	
  time	
  and	
  with	
  minimal	
  human	
  intervention.	
  It	
  gives	
  each	
  news	
  
website	
  a	
  rank	
  based	
  on	
  a	
  variety	
  of	
  criteria:	
  page	
  rank,	
  productiveness,	
  
reactivity,	
  and	
  popularity,	
  for	
  example.	
  Google	
  News	
  then	
  crawls	
  these	
  
websites	
  and	
  extracts	
  new	
  articles’	
  headlines,	
  summaries	
  and	
  images	
  that	
  
it	
  bundles	
  into	
  clusters.	
  Each	
  cluster	
  refers	
  to	
  an	
  “event”	
  or	
  a	
  “news	
  topic.”	
  
The	
  bigger	
  a	
  cluster	
  is,	
  and	
  the	
  higher	
  the	
  rank	
  of	
  the	
  websites	
  that	
  
compose	
  it,	
  the	
  higher	
  priority	
  it	
  receives	
  on	
  the	
  Google	
  News	
  homepage	
  
and	
  in	
  the	
  search	
  engine’s	
  results.	
  The	
  precise	
  way	
  in	
  which	
  the	
  algorithm	
  
of	
  Google	
  News	
  functions	
  is	
  a	
  trade	
  secret,	
  but	
  we	
  can	
  assume	
  from	
  
statements	
  by	
  Google	
  executives	
  that	
  other	
  criteria	
  are	
  also	
  used	
  in	
  
prioritization	
  such	
  as	
  novelty,	
  originality,	
  click-­‐through	
  rate	
  and	
  mentions	
  
in	
  social	
  media.19	
  Even	
  if	
  Google	
  News	
  operates	
  through	
  algorithms,	
  there	
  
is	
  also	
  an	
  important	
  social	
  component	
  to	
  it.	
  	
  
	
  
After	
  its	
  United	
  States	
  launch	
  in	
  2002,	
  Google	
  News	
  was	
  gradually	
  
translated	
  into	
  different	
  languages	
  establishing	
  publishers’	
  dependence	
  
on	
  Google	
  on	
  a	
  global	
  level.	
  The	
  portion	
  of	
  their	
  traffic	
  directly	
  streaming	
  
from	
  the	
  different	
  Google	
  services	
  in	
  Europe	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  in	
  the	
  United	
  
States	
  varies	
  between	
  20	
  and	
  50	
  percent,	
  and	
  in	
  some	
  cases	
  can	
  go	
  up	
  to	
  
80	
  percent.20	
  These	
  numbers	
  clearly	
  show	
  how	
  essential	
  Google	
  is	
  for	
  the	
  
online	
  news	
  economy.	
  Due	
  to	
  the	
  success	
  of	
  Google	
  News,	
  European	
  and	
  
American	
  publishers	
  and	
  regulatory	
  authorities	
  have	
  become	
  aware	
  of	
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the	
  stakes	
  of	
  news	
  infomediation.	
  A	
  double	
  movement	
  has	
  followed.	
  First,	
  
media	
  organizations	
  have	
  invested	
  in	
  human	
  resources	
  and	
  technologies	
  
in	
  order	
  to	
  improve	
  their	
  SEO	
  and	
  better	
  exploit	
  these	
  new	
  channels	
  of	
  
distribution,	
  perhaps	
  to	
  the	
  point	
  of	
  “enslaving	
  themselves	
  to	
  Google.”21	
  	
  
	
  
This	
  cooperation	
  has	
  had	
  a	
  great	
  impact	
  on	
  journalistic	
  practices	
  inside	
  
online	
  newsrooms.22	
  There	
  has	
  been	
  a	
  proliferation	
  of	
  “Keyword:…”	
  style	
  
headlines	
  because	
  Google	
  is	
  particularly	
  fond	
  of	
  them.	
  Also	
  the	
  
imperatives	
  of	
  productivity	
  and	
  reactivity,	
  central	
  parameters	
  when	
  it	
  
comes	
  to	
  prioritizing	
  sources	
  in	
  Google	
  News,	
  push	
  online	
  newsrooms	
  
towards	
  “shovelware”:	
  re-­‐writing	
  press	
  agency	
  and	
  PR	
  material	
  and	
  
publishing	
  it	
  as	
  soon	
  as	
  possible.23	
  Other	
  practices	
  such	
  as	
  the	
  use	
  of	
  
Google	
  Insights	
  and	
  other	
  similar	
  tools	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  know	
  which	
  topics	
  
generate	
  the	
  most	
  queries	
  at	
  a	
  given	
  moment	
  significantly	
  influence	
  
editorial	
  choices.	
  At	
  the	
  same	
  time	
  Google	
  encourages	
  publishers	
  to	
  use	
  
tools	
  such	
  as	
  Analytics,	
  Sitemaps,	
  or	
  AdSense	
  by	
  insinuating	
  that	
  they	
  
have	
  a	
  positive	
  impact	
  in	
  source	
  ranking.	
  In	
  this	
  way	
  Google	
  interferes	
  in	
  
the	
  whole	
  chain	
  of	
  production,	
  publishing,	
  measurement	
  and	
  
monetization	
  of	
  news.24	
  Of	
  course	
  these	
  are	
  optional	
  practices	
  and	
  their	
  
degree	
  of	
  implementation	
  depends	
  on	
  each	
  particular	
  media	
  outlet.	
  But	
  
they	
  are	
  definitely	
  on	
  the	
  rise.	
  
	
  
Second,	
  publishers	
  have	
  used	
  their	
  lobbying	
  power	
  to	
  influence	
  decision-­‐
makers	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  obtain	
  regulations	
  that	
  limit	
  the	
  Californian	
  firm’s	
  
market	
  power.	
  The	
  results	
  run	
  from	
  frontal	
  litigation,	
  as	
  in	
  the	
  case	
  of	
  
Germany,25	
  to	
  full	
  cooperation	
  as	
  in	
  France	
  where	
  the	
  main	
  publishers	
  
struck	
  a	
  deal	
  with	
  Google.26	
  In	
  this	
  respect	
  the	
  case	
  of	
  Spain	
  illustrates	
  
perfectly	
  the	
  Cornelian	
  dilemma	
  to	
  which	
  publishers	
  are	
  confronted	
  when	
  
it	
  comes	
  to	
  dealing	
  with	
  Google.	
  In	
  2014	
  The	
  Spanish	
  Association	
  of	
  Daily	
  
Newspaper	
  Publishers	
  (AEDE)	
  obtained	
  from	
  the	
  government	
  a	
  new	
  law	
  
coming	
  into	
  effect	
  January	
  1,	
  2015	
  requiring	
  Google	
  to	
  pay	
  to	
  display	
  
snippets	
  of	
  their	
  content.	
  Google’s	
  reaction	
  was	
  to	
  shut	
  down	
  the	
  Spanish	
  
version	
  of	
  Google	
  News,	
  causing	
  a	
  dramatic	
  drop	
  in	
  traffic	
  to	
  Spanish	
  
news	
  websites.27	
  Today	
  Google	
  News	
  Spain	
  is	
  shut	
  off.	
  Google	
  still	
  
references	
  Spanish	
  online	
  news	
  sites	
  in	
  its	
  search	
  results	
  without	
  paying	
  
publishers	
  and	
  without	
  them	
  complaining	
  about	
  it.	
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Figure	
  3.	
  Screenshots	
  of	
  Google	
  on	
  February	
  16,	
  2015.	
  On	
  the	
  left,	
  results	
  of	
  a	
  search	
  with	
  
keyword	
  “rajoy”	
  where	
  Google	
  News	
  extracts	
  appear.	
  On	
  the	
  right,	
  Google	
  explains	
  why	
  

it	
  closed	
  the	
  Google	
  News	
  portal	
  in	
  Spanish.	
  
	
  
Some	
  Provisory	
  Conclusions	
  
	
  
The	
  rise	
  of	
  online	
  news	
  has	
  meant	
  a	
  growing	
  dependency	
  of	
  publishers	
  
upon	
  infomediaries	
  such	
  as	
  Google.	
  From	
  the	
  publishers’	
  point	
  of	
  view	
  
this	
  trend	
  is	
  both	
  a	
  problem	
  and	
  a	
  necessity.	
  It	
  is	
  a	
  necessity	
  because	
  news	
  
infomediation	
  is	
  a	
  major	
  source	
  of	
  traffic.	
  It	
  is	
  a	
  problem	
  because	
  
dependency	
  on	
  technology	
  firms	
  diminishes	
  publishers’	
  editorial	
  
autonomy	
  and	
  forces	
  them	
  to	
  share	
  revenue	
  generated	
  by	
  their	
  own	
  
content.	
  	
  
	
  
From	
  an	
  economic	
  perspective,	
  this	
  trend	
  poses	
  a	
  risk	
  of	
  extreme	
  
concentration	
  in	
  the	
  sector	
  of	
  online	
  news.	
  In	
  a	
  time	
  of	
  global	
  economic	
  
crisis,	
  few	
  worldwide	
  media	
  groups	
  have	
  the	
  necessary	
  resources	
  to	
  
produce	
  their	
  own	
  infomediation	
  platforms.	
  Fewer	
  are	
  those	
  that	
  can	
  
directly	
  negotiate	
  with	
  Internet	
  giants	
  like	
  Google,	
  Facebook,	
  and	
  Apple.	
  
The	
  vast	
  majority	
  of	
  publishers	
  in	
  small	
  or	
  middle	
  markets	
  can	
  only	
  
undergo	
  the	
  strategies	
  of	
  these	
  multinationals	
  trying	
  not	
  to	
  be	
  completely	
  
wiped	
  out.28A	
  major	
  issue	
  that	
  emerges	
  from	
  a	
  sociopolitical	
  point	
  of	
  view	
  
is	
  that	
  of	
  diversity	
  and	
  pluralism.	
  If	
  the	
  media	
  audience	
  is	
  concentrated	
  on	
  
a	
  small	
  number	
  of	
  news	
  websites	
  that	
  obey	
  the	
  rules	
  of	
  the	
  infomediaries,	
  
then	
  plurality	
  of	
  opinion	
  and	
  news	
  diversity	
  are	
  negatively	
  affected.	
  The	
  
growing	
  influence	
  of	
  Silicon	
  Valley	
  firms	
  on	
  the	
  news	
  agenda	
  through	
  
infomediation	
  is	
  a	
  manifestation	
  of	
  their	
  rising	
  political	
  power	
  and	
  as	
  such	
  
it	
  should	
  be	
  put	
  under	
  further	
  critical	
  analysis.	
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