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Contemporary scholarship of digital media reflects a deep sense of worry about the 

so-called data industries which thrive on many-to-one communications– the 

collection of the communications of many users in digital systems, often through 

third-party services (TPSs) for aggregate level ‘big data’ analysis, user profiling, 

predictive marketing etc. A key critique of data-based business models revolves 

around the possible suppression of minority voices, surveillance practices and privacy 

infringements they entail, and this critique has led researchers to call for a stronger 

ethical commitment from global companies, e.g. by requesting transparency and 

measures of accountability in companies’ uses of data, increased user control with 

stored information, and more detailed privacy settings on social media sites. While 

the exploitative practices of online tracking and profiling are a general source of 

worry, both media users and policy makers have struggled to find proper responses 

to keep checks-and-balances with the data industries. The General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR) implemented in EU in May 2018, so far represents the most 

comprehensive of such efforts to protect the privacy of EU citizens, of which we have 

yet to see the effects. One plausible reason why it has been difficult to mobilize 

collective responses to datafication is that the infrastructures through which 

datafication operates are largely understudied and poorly understood in both 

scholarship and public debate.  

 

Against this background, this interdisciplinary seminar aims to chart key tenets of 

infrastructures for datafication to sensitize research to the myriad theoretical and 

empirical implications of the daily operations of digital infrastructures for the 

attention and tracking of users. What are the pressing questions we should ask of 

these infrastructures? How may their often ‘invisible’ ways of operating be made 

visible through empirical research? And how may different disciplinary contributions 

to the study of digital infrastructures enrich each other?  

 
Program 

 

10.40- Doors open, refreshments and welcome to the seminar 
 



11-12: Olof Sundin, Lund University: Search engines as invisible infrastructure: 
Frictions of relevance and infrastructural meaning-making 
The presentation concerns how search and search engines are embedded in social 

practices in everyday life. The concepts frictions of relevance and infrastructural 

meaning-making are employed as conceptual devices to discuss how infrastructures 

can be made visible and understood. The presentation draws on the recently 

published book Invisible Search and Online Search Engines: The Ubiquity of Search in 

Everyday Life (Haider & Sundin, 2019). The presentation will shortly also introduce 

the ongoing project “Algorithms and Literacies: Young people's understanding and 

society's expectations” (Haider & Sundin, Swedish Research Council). 

 

12-12.30: Kristoffer Albris, University of Copenhagen: Infrastructures of Distraction: 
The Politics of Digital Attention in Denmark from Four Perspectives 
Although data is often referred to as the oil of the 21st century and the most valuable 

commodity for businesses, it is by no means scarce. Instead, it is the attention of 

humans which is a limited and hence scarce resource. The research project DISTRACT 

- The Political Economy of Distraction in Digitized Denmark – investigates how public 

and private actors seek to capture, retain and distract our attention across four case 

studies: 1) Danish politicians, 2) IT Software companies, 3) Anti-digital social 

movements, and 4) High schools and work office environments. Each of these areas 

involves different types of socio-technical infrastructures around which attention is 

sought after for either economic or political ends. 

 

12.30-13.15: Lunch 
 

13.15-14.15: Anne Kaun, Södertörn University: Welfare state 4.0: Algorithmic 
automation of the Swedish public sector 
 

In February 2019, Swedish journalists revealed that up to 70.000 decisions by the 

employment services might have been false because of a server failure. Employment 

services are however unable to pin down when the failure exactly occurred and how 

many decisions have actually been false. Consequently, recipients of benefits might 

have experienced cuts of their payments, but nobody knows for sure. This example 

shows that Robot Automation Process – or automated-decision making – has far 

reaching consequences if there are failures in the digital infrastructure, the input data 

or mathematical models employed. Regardless the encountered problems, 

automation of the public sector across Europe is and continues to be in full-swing. 

Automated-decision making in the public sector is often presented as cost efficient 

and more reliable than decisions made by humans. This presentation, however, 



suggests that the automation in public services on large scale is part of the ongoing 

process of restructuring and largely dismantling of welfare state institutions and 

needs to be considered in a broader discussion of how digital technologies are 

fundamentally changing our societies.  

 

This presentation develops a historical perspective of the consequences of 

algorithmic automation in the public sector, in order to engage with emerging 

tensions and controversies from automation projects such as the one implemented 

by the employment agency. It engages among other things with the question why 

Scandinavian countries are prone to introduce and reinforce these forms of 

automation based on dataism by tracing them back to ideas of the Folkhemmet (the 

people’s home) of the 1930s. 

 

14.15-14.45: coffee break 
 

14.45-15.45: Joseph Turow, University of Pennsylvania: Rise of the Voice 
Intelligence Industry: Marketing and the Habituation to Bio-Profiling 
I will discuss my current book project about what I call the emerging voice intelligence 

industry. It centers on the exploitation of artificial intelligence (machine learning, 

especially deep neural networks) to profile people’s voices for marketing in the most 

pervasive social contexts—from Siri to Alexa to phone contact centers, to cars, and 

beyond.  Expanding on and interrelating the concepts habitus, personalization spiral, 

and seductive surveillance, I explore current developments that encourage the belief 

that voice capture is a natural part of life and commerce, and I suggest longterm 

implications of this pervasive form of biometric profiling. 

 

15.45-16.30: Rasmus Helles, Stine Lomborg & Signe Sophus Lai, University of 
Copenhagen: Infrastructures of tracking: Mapping the Ecology of Third-Party 
Services Across Top Sites in the EU 
Today, websites operate in a modular fashion, outsourcing the surveillance and 

datafication of users to outside companies, along with security functions, video 

hosting etc.. These third-party services (TPSs) function as key enablers of the web, 

with respect to functionality and the monetization of user activity. Departing from 

critical data studies and media systems analysis, we contribute to understanding TPS 

infrastructures by placing these in a wider context of markets, cultural differences and 

regulation. Through a study of top-150 websites from the 28 EU countries, we 

demonstrate how the use of TPS services varies between different parts of the region 

and different types of sites, and trace this variation to issues of language, regulatory 

traditions and differences in online businesses. We conclude by discussing how these 



insights may inform current debates about surveillance capitalism and big data, by 

linking different forms of commodification of users’ behavioral data to broader social 

and cultural structures. 

 

16.30-17: Closing observations 
 

 


