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From algorithmic transparency to platform 
observability in the Digital Services Act 



THE UNEASY POLITICS OF 
TRANSPARENCY

Critical turn in transparency studies: an ideal past its prime?  (e.g. Pozen, Flyverbom, Koivisto, 
Etzioni, Alloa) 

Transparency     =/= immediate access to truth 

Transparency     = contentious and mediated communicative practice

Platform governance: information access more relevant than ever?

Informational capitalism (Cohen)

Algorithmic governance and the ‘black box’ society (e.g. Pasquale; Yeung)

Rieder and Hoffman (2020): Toward platform observability as critical alternative

Synthesis of critical transparency studies and critical algorithm studies (e.g. 
Seaver, Gillespie, Ananny & Crawford)

Pragmatic and sociotechnical perspective
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To add: why vs what?



POLICY IMPLICATIONS
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Algorithmic Transparency Platform
Observability

Algorithms Sociotechnical systems

Parameters, specifications, + User interactions

Reasons, Explanations
(‘why?’)

+ Outcomes, Decisions
(‘what?’)

Facts / Knowledge + Data / Knowledge 
Production

Reports Infrastructures

Periodical disclosure Real-time access



ALGORITHMIC EXPLANATIONS IN
CONTENT CURATION



OBSERVABILITY IN 
CONTENT  CURATION 





ALGORITHMIC TRANSPARENCY IN 
AD TARGETING



TRANSPARENCY AND OBSERVABILITY IN 
AD TARGETING



OBSERVABILITY IN
AD TARGETING







Algorithmic transparency Platform observability

Content curation
Explanations for RecSys algorithms 
(Art 27)

Public content APIs & 
scraping (Art 40(12)

Data access 
for
researchers
(art 40)Ad targeting

Explanations for advertising 
algorithms (Art 26)

Ad archives (Art 39)



TRANSPARENCY AND OBSERVABILITY IN 
CONTENT MODERATION

Article 14: Terms and Conditions

Explain why platforms sanction content in general

Article 17: Statement of Reasons

Explain why for platforms to sanction content in specific cases

Article 23 (e.g.): Aggregated reporting

Report how many sanctions platforms have imposed





TRANSPARENCY.DSA.EC.EUROPA.EU
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TRANSPARENCY AND OBSERVABILITY IN 
CONTENT MODERATION

Transparency:

Article 14: Transparency of Terms and Conditions

Article 17: Notice and explanation

Article 23 (e.g.): Aggregated reporting

Observability:

Content moderation archives? 



Algorithmic transparency Platform observability

Content curation Explanations for RecSys algorithms (Art 27) Public content APIs & scraping (Art 
40(12)

Data access for
researchers

(art 40)

Ad targeting Explanations for advertising algorithms (Art 26) Ad archives (Art 39)

Content moderation
Explanations for content moderation policies 
(Art 14) and decisions (Art 17) Content moderation archives (Art 

24(5))Aggregate reporting on content moderation 
(Art 23 a.o.)



REGULATING SOCIAL MEDIA 
WITH OBSERVABILITY

Reframing the project of platform disclosure regulation:

From algorithms to sociotechnical systems

From logics and reasons to outcomes and interactions

From why to what

Relationship to specific users & content

From knowledge to knowledge production 

From reports to infrastructures
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QUESTIONS?
Paddy Leerssen

p.j.Leerssen@uva.nl
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