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INTRO 
All is not well in our digital ecosystem. The social media platforms through which we as 
citizens engage with what is going on in the world are designed to optimise for engagement. 
This business model underpinning how news and public debate gets prioritised and framed 
risks fragmenting users into separate information bubbles. Engagement based ranking tends 
to surface inflammatory and divisive content. The voices and perspectives that are 
recommended online are not representative of the spectrum of public opinion but skewed 
towards polarized, extreme or contrarian positions.2 Our cognitive bias toward sensationalist 
content interacts with recommender algorithms to create feedback loops where we as voters 
see more and more extreme content.  

Online polarization has real world offline consequences. It affects which topics are discussed 
and how we discuss them in our families, workplaces and communities. This shaping of civic 
discourse frames political debate with consequent impact on electoral outcomes.3 Social 
cohesion and public security is jeopardised by divisive narratives, including on violence or 
terrorism, that get amplified triggering spirals of public disorder, threats and violence against 
‘out groups’ within our society or channelled toward foreign adversaries. 

Public debate in Europe shows a growing awareness of this systemic risk of how Very Large 
Online Platforms (VLOPs) operate. But can we actually measure where, when and how online 
polarization is happening, and on which specific platforms? And then what can be done about 
it? 

This report aims to provide some answers to these questions in the EU context. It starts out by 
explaining the conceptual framework behind the polarization footprint. It then sets out the 
methodology that has been used to calculate the polarization footprint across social media 
platforms. The report then connects the polarization footprint concept to the systemic risk 
framework of the Digital Services Act (DSA) with a focus on civic discourse and public safety 
before going on to explore the wider relevance of the polarization footprint to the EU’s 
internal and external policies.  

Many jurisdictions are exploring public policy responses to online harms. For the EU this has 
meant forging political consensus around a set of values and principles which are expected to 
be upheld by actors in the digital space. The DSA translates this policy ambition into an EU 
wide legal framework for platform governance which seeks to uphold the rights of 450m 
Europeans with enhanced transparency, identification of systemic risks and, through a 
co-regulation model, ultimately drive technological design changes towards more prosocial 
outcomes. 

 

 

3 Burn-Murdoch, J. (2025, November 7). Why American-style polarisation is spreading across the west. 
Financial Times. https://www.ft.com/content/50603d73-49fe-4d2d-b9e9-5cfe39be0353  

2 Brady, W. J., Jackson, J. C., Doyle, M., & Baier, S. (2025). Engagement-based algorithms disrupt human 
social norm learning. Open Science Framework. https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/mgdwq_v1  
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Our goal is to explain how a polarization 
footprint can offer a crucial metric both to 
build digital literacy of EU citizens and to 
provide an evidence base for platforms 
and regulators tasked to enforce the DSA. 
We argue that affective polarization, 
measured by the polarization footprint, is 
important for the DSA systemic risk 
assessment because it identifies direct 
attacks on human dignity and inhibitions to 
freedom of expression (with consequent 
impact on freedom and pluralism of the 
media), points to deteriorating civic 
discourse and heightened risk of public 
security incidents, and can ultimately offer 
a signal for risk of violent conflict and 
ensuing dramatic consequences for 
physical and mental wellbeing.  

 
 

 

“The polarization footprint 
can offer a crucial metric 
both to build digital literacy 
of EU citizens and to 
provide an evidence base 
for platforms and 
regulators tasked to 
enforce the DSA.” 

 

The problem of polarization has repercussions across policy domains. There has been much 
attention to whether and how polarization has skewed public debate on issues such as 
climate change, vaccine uptake, safety of minors, gender politics and electoral integrity. As a 
peacebuilding organisation, Build Up’s specific concern is the impact of online polarization on 
offline risks of violent conflict, possibilities to reach peaceful resolutions during war and the 
ability to sustain peace processes. The polarization footprint is our answer to the specific 
question of what systemic risks online platforms pose to peace in Europe and beyond, and 
how conflict mitigation can be incorporated in Europe’s approach to technology governance. 

What is the Polarization Footprint?  
The polarization footprint is a cross platform measure that enables comparing and ranking 
very large online platforms on the prevalence of affective polarization. To produce a ranking 
that is comparable across platforms, both content and relationships on social media platforms 
are observed, with data collection based on consent of users (currently not via platform 
provision). The methodology also provides a template for how the prevalence of specific 
on-platform harms (not only polarization) can be measured using observational 
non-experimental, non-survey methods by external researchers. The current pilot being 
undertaken in Kenya has then supplemented this on-platform data with a survey of platform 
experience of the same cohort of participants who share their social media feed data.  

We define affective polarization as relationship or identity-based (not opinion or idea-based), 
where increasing dislike, distrust, and animosity towards other social groups results in societal 
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cleavages becoming salient. Affective polarization is a dynamic psychological process 
intertwined with conflict escalation, by which a self-reinforcing spiral operates to separate 
ideological or identity based groups into increasingly distanced and aggregated adversaries. 
It is relationship- or identity-based in that its focus is the increasing dislike, distrust, and 
animosity towards those from other parties or groups. This differs from issue-based 
polarization, which focuses on the disagreements or ideological distance between individuals 
on policy areas of the type that we are familiar with in opinion polling on public policy issues. 
Just as some conflict can in certain cases be constructive, issue-based polarization is not 
necessarily problematic. In contrast, affective polarization can increase the risk of escalation 
to violence by taking a conflict that is more specific and localized toward something more 
general, identity-based and antagonistic. Issue-based polarization becomes affective and 
intractable when we cannot change what we think or say without losing core social networks 
or identities.  

Our proposition is that affective polarization is a systemic risk in the digital ecosystem that 
should be monitored and that may require on-platform mitigation measures. A core maxim of 
peace mediation is to “separate the person from the problem”, that is to encourage parties to 
address the content of the message rather than focusing animosity on a group identity of the 
person expressing the message. But, as mediators can attest, it is not easy to assist parties to 
make this shift and to escape the affective polarization trap. When affective polarization is 
wide-spread across groups in society, conflict can become intractable: mental categories 
become rigid and de-escalation becomes very difficult. We speculate that affective 
polarization is one of the reasons for limited success of fact checking and debunking of online 
disinformation and hate speech in the absence of a wider set of interventions. Those who are 
psychologically invested in a group identity are not primarily concerned with what is true or 
false but rather with the emotional ‘in group’ bonds.4  

The research methodology 

In order to capture the prevalence of affective polarization we have developed a composite 
measure made up of three parts, each measuring a component of affective polarization – 
attitude polarization, norm polarization and interaction polarization. These three components 
are measured separately to isolate specific aspects of the dynamic.  

4Oyserman, D., & Dawson, A. (2020). Your Fake News, Our Facts: Identity-based motivation shapes 
what we believe, share, and accept. In The Psychology of Fake News (pp. 173–195). Routledge. 
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/46921/1/9781000179033.pdf#page=186  
Wack, M., & Jalbert, M. (2024). Social Truth Queries as a Novel Method for Combating Misinformation: 
Evidence From Kenya. The International Journal of Press/Politics, 1940162241301671. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612241301671  
White, B. (2025). Reclaiming Our Narratives: A Practical Guide to Countering Identity-Based 
Disinformation. Organization for Identity and Cultural Development. 
https://cdn.sanity.io/files/k4d65djg/production/f7b360e5fbb852c485c33bb34480e54e73e3b356.pdf  
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●​ Attitude polarization is characterized by perceptual shifts and often expressed as 
fixed and overgeneralized beliefs or notions about certain groups, identities, and their 
intersections. We measure attitude polarization by examining whether the language 
used in social media posts seen by a representative sample of users within a 
community contain negative stereotypes, dehumanization, deindividuation, vilification 
or a call to violence.  

●​ Norm polarization is at play when combative norms of interaction reinforce the 
erosion of trust between people and towards representative institutions. We measure 
norm polarization by identifying the prevalence of challenges, or lack thereof, to 
polarized attitudes in the comments in a social media thread below a post, when 
either the post or one comment expresses attitude polarization (where a low 
prevalence of challenge signals a norm shift towards negative expectations).  

●​ Interaction polarization results in a fragmentation of narratives, user experience and 
truths that ultimately impacts both the interests and affiliations of people, creating a 
self-reinforcing cycle of polarization important to social cohesion. Whereas we 
measure attitude and norm polarization based on individual behaviors (what content 
gets posted, what reactions items of content get), interaction polarization is a 
network-wide dynamic, not a post-level attribute. It is the extent to which users of a 
social media platform are fragmented into dissimilar clusters viewing and interacting 
with content in different universes. We measure interaction polarization as the degree 
of fragmentation in the hypergraph showing extent of overlapping content seen and 
accounts followed by participants.  

Using this methodology, we gather data by running online ads to solicit the participation of a 
representative sample of social media platform users for a given region or area. We have run 
a pilot on this basis in Kenya. Once participants have been selected they download a custom 
app, through which they are prompted to log in to the website of the social media platform on 
which they were recruited. With the participants consent, the in-app browser then scrapes the 
most recent posts and comments from their feeds. Local peacebuilding experts then manually 
annotate any content that includes attitude polarization within a representative subsample of 
the collected content from each platform. With the consensus labels (that take into account 
where annotators agree or disagree), we arrive at a measure of the prevalence of attitude 
polarization within the platform’s entire dataset, including a confidence interval for this 
measure.  

We also use the annotated dataset to train a text classifier that can identify the majority of 
attitude polarizing threads in the entire dataset. A subsample of threads are then annotated 
by the same experts to identify instances of “challenge” to attitude polarization, thus arriving 
at a measure of the prevalence of norm polarization for each platform. 

Finally, we construct the hypergraph, with one hyperedge for each account which was 
followed or from which a post was seen in a feed. Participants share hyperedges for each 
account that they both saw or followed (if any). We then quantify sorting as the total 
correlation between the indicator random variables that correspond to whether a randomly 
chosen participant belonged to a given hyperedge, and this is the interaction polarization 
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score at the platform level. 

Each of these measures results in a numerical score for the platform; adding them together 
gives us the polarization footprint for that platform. 

To complement the on-platform data analysis that we undertake on the social media feed 
content viewed by participants we also carry out a survey asking the same participants their 
positive and negative user experiences on social media platforms. By running the survey 
together with the on-platform measures, we can derive some meaning from the relationship 
between their results, and understand the differences between perceived negative 
experiences and observable polarization. 

The polarization footprint thus offers an evidence based metric against which both public 
authorities and individual citizens can make comparative assessments of how different online 
platforms generate a specific dimension of systemic risk in a given context.  

The DSA Systemic Risk Framework 

The Digital Services Act is a central element of EU efforts to address online hate, 
disinformation, and platform accountability. A core element is the systemic risk framework 
which requires Very Large Online Platforms (VLOPs) and Very Large Online Search Engines 
(VLOSEs) to identify, analyse, and assess systemic risks arising from their design or 
functioning of their services, including algorithmic systems.  

These risks encompass four categories of harm: 
1.​ Dissemination of illegal content 
2.​ Negative effects on fundamental rights, including freedom of expression and 

information, non-discrimination, and privacy 
3.​ Negative effects on civic discourse and electoral processes, and public security 
4.​ Negative effects in relation to gender-based violence, the protection of public health 

and minors and serious negative consequences to the person’s physical and mental 
well-being. 

Platforms that are designated as VLOPs or VLOSE (providing services to <10% of the EU 
population, currently 45m or more users/consumers) are required to undertake annual 
assessments of risks in these four broad areas that may arise as a result of: 

a.​  the design of their recommender systems and any other relevant algorithmic system; 
b.​  their content moderation systems; 
c.​  the applicable terms and conditions and their enforcement; 
d.​ systems for selecting and presenting advertisements; 
e.​  data related practices of the provider. 

The risk assessments must also consider the potential intentional manipulation of their 
service, including by inauthentic use or automated exploitation of the service, as well as the 
amplification and potentially rapid and wide dissemination of illegal content and/or of 
information incompatible with their own terms and conditions of service. These risk 
assessments must be contextualised on the basis of specific regional or linguistic aspects. 

8 



 

The risk management cycle entails the submission of reports by the VLOPs/VLOSE to the 
relevant Digital Services Coordinator5 and the European Commission, the publication of risk 
assessment reports6, identification of the most prominent systemic risks in an annual 
comprehensive report issued by the European Board for Digital Services7 and subsequent 
mitigation of risks. VLOPs are also required to conduct ad hoc risk assessments before 
launching new features or products in Europe. The legislative framework of the DSA itself 
foresees possible mitigations to be considered including: 

a.​ adapting the design, features or functioning of the platform interface, underlying 
recommender systems and means of identification of AI generated or manipulated 
material.  

b.​ adapting platform terms and conditions and the mechanisms for ensuring adherence 
to codes of conduct, detection of systemic risk and enforcement of policies including 
interaction with trusted flaggers and dispute settlement bodies  

c.​ adapting procedures and processes for content moderation, crisis situations and 
expeditious removal of illegal hate speech or cyber violence,  

d.​ adapting platform advertising systems and provision of information and awareness 
raising of users.  

We suggest that the polarization footprint offers a valuable tool for the DSA risk assessment 
cycle.  

 

“We suggest that the 
polarization footprint offers a 
valuable tool for the DSA risk 

assessment cycle.” 

Intrinsic to our methodology is the notion of prevalence across the system, between platforms 
and within a specific context (national, linguistic, cultural). The polarization footprint is not 
about detecting specific incidents or monitoring individual items of content, possibly related 
to a specific news event. Similarly it is not structured around predicting specific events or 
early warning of likely acts of violence by specific users. Rather it is able to assess likely 
exposure over time to content that is divisive and that may have cumulative effect on the very 
categories of harm that are identified in the DSA. We believe that platforms with higher 
prevalence of affective polarization have: 

➔​ a dampening effect on the ability of users to exercise fundamental rights such as 
freedom of expression. The measure of norm polarization can in itself be considered 
an indicator of a specific dimension of discrimination on the basis of protected 
characteristics - group based negative stereotypes that are expressed online and that 

7 https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/dsa-board  
6 https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/dsa-brings-transparency  
5 https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/dsa-dscs  
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are not challenged by others on the platform. Where expressions of attitude 
polarization become normalised against members of the out-group this may impact on 
their willingness to be present. Such attitudes may then reduce social taboos against 
verbal and physical abuse. This phenomenon has been documented and researched 
in terms of misogynistic content reducing the willingness of women and girls to 
participate in online platforms and the offline public sphere.8 

➔​ more prevalence of negative stereotypes, dehumanization, deindividuation, or 
vilification in online speech, which we measure as attitude polarization, that is 
antithetical to civic discourse. Democratic debate thrives within frameworks allowing 
respectful exchanges between citizens in which common ground can be found 
between the widest range of opinion. Whilst the factors behind the rise in support for 
far right populist parties in Europe are complex, some have argued that it has been 
enabled by a coarsening of public debate with a collapse in taboos against 
personalised vitriolic attacks.9  

➔​ greater risk that users will be primed to support extremist ideologies advocating 
violence against other groups, including ‘the establishment’. The precise drivers of 
extremist violence and terrorism are highly context specific but we do know that there 
is a correlation between exposure to dehumanizing content, a lowering of the norm 
threshold against expressions of hate, and acts of violence.10 Hence online 
polarization can create enabling conditions for conflict11 and radicalisation leading to 
direct threats to public security with consequent potential dramatic impacts on the 
fundamental right to life and the physical and mental wellbeing of victims.  

➔​ higher likelihood of the misogynistic acceptance of gender based violence as a 
‘natural’ phenomenon.12 As noted, misogyny is one dimension intrinsic to our measure 
of affective polarization. 

Online affective polarization mitigation strategies: 
what can be measured can be managed 

Conducting studies using the polarization footprint is not a panacea. Not everything that can 
be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted in terms of protection of 

12 https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/06/1164531   

11 Esteban, J., & Schneider, G. (2008). Polarization and Conflict: Theoretical and Empirical Issues. Journal 
of Peace Research, 45(2), 131–141. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343307087168 

10 Hummel, K. (2025, July 24). From TikTok to Terrorism? The Online Radicalization of European Lone 
Attackers since October 7, 2023. Combating Terrorism Center at West Point. 
https://ctc.westpoint.edu/from-tiktok-to-terrorism-the-online-radicalization-of-european-lone-attackers-si
nce-october-7-2023/  

9 Valentim, V. (2024). The Normalization of the Radical Right: A Norms Theory of Political Supply and 
Demand. Oxford University Press. Burn-Murdoch, J. (2025, September 5). The end of the gatekeepers. 
Financial Times. 

8 Steinert, J., Koch, L., & Pfeffer, J. (2023). Online Hate against Members of the European Parliament. 
Technical University of Munich. 
https://www.hfp.tum.de/fileadmin/w00cjd/globalhealth/_my_direct_uploads/EUP_OnlineHate__3_.pdf  
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digital rights and reduction in harms. Both the European political and social context on the 
one hand, and the platform technologies on the other are dynamic systems constantly 
interacting to produce changed norms and behaviours. But with the polarization footprint it 
becomes possible to have a policy debate that is informed by data underpinned by a robust, 
scientific methodology. We suggest that this opens the following avenues for risk assessment 
and mitigation. 

Existing tools under the DSA co-regulation model  

It has been noted that the co-regulation model is premised on a high degree of transparency, 
active engagement of civil society and the research community, and a trustful relationship 
between VLOPs and regulators.13 A number of tools available to regulators, companies and 
civil society make up the co-regulation model.  

Research and audits 

Independent and adequately funded research and auditing relevant to the diversity of 
contexts across the EU is a prerequisite for designing effective responses. Auditors could 
choose to use the polarization footprint as a metric and researchers could formulate studies 
to explore the platforms’ polarization footprint in different contexts. The latter is aided by 
Article 40(4) of the DSA that allows vetted academic researchers to obtain access to data held 
internally by Very Large Online Platforms and Search Engines (VLOPSEs). A related provision, 
Article 40(12), ensures that a wider array of researchers can collect publicly accessible data, 
including by scraping, in order to assess platform-created risks.14  

14Alexandra Giannopoulou (Ed.). (2025). Legal Pathways for Platform Accountability in Europe. Digital 
Freedom Fund. 
https://digitalfreedomfund.org/support/resources-page/legal-pathways-for-platform-accountability-in-eu
rope/. Seiling, L. K., Iglesias Keller, C., Ohme, J., Klinger, U., & de Vreese, C. (2025). Data Access for 
Researchers under the Digital Services Act: From Policy to Practice. Weizenbaum Institute. 
https://www.weizenbaum-library.de/handle/id/949  

13Bouza García, L., & Oleart, A. (2024). Regulating Disinformation and Big Tech in the EU: A Research 
Agenda on the Institutional Strategies, Public Spheres and Analytical Challenges. JCMS: Journal of 
Common Market Studies, 62(5), 1395–1407. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.13548  
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Source: Keller, D. (2025). Using the DSA to Study Platforms. Verfassungsblog. 

 

We have made available the polarization footprint methodology15 and data collection 
infrastructure freely available to auditors and researchers in the hope that it will be replicated, 
tested and improved upon. Our goal is to contribute towards a body of available scientific 
knowledge regarding prevalence of polarising content and dynamics on VLOPs.  

Voluntary changes  

As already noted the DSA provides a wide menu of potential remedies that platforms may 
consider adopting where systemic risks are identified. Build Up participates in the Council on 
Technology for Social Cohesion16 which advocates for such platform design intervention, of 
the type envisaged within the DSA, with the goal of prosocial outcomes.17 The Blueprint on 
Prosocial Tech Design Governance develops this further with a proposed tiered system to 
facilitate the gradual and scalable integration of ethical principles into digital platform designs. 
Making engineers and technology designers aware of the polarization footprint results would 
allow those teams to set product development goals such as ‘how can we design our 
product/application/user interface in order to reduce its polarization footprint’.  

Codes of conduct under Article 45 of the DSA, such as the Code of Conduct on Countering 
Hate Speech Online+ and the Code of Conduct on Disinformation, aim to take this a step 
further by creating additional incentives for design changes and the adoption of commitments 
contributing to the achievement of the overall goals of safe, transparent and accountable 
online spaces. Codes of Conduct provide a forum for exchange among platforms of different 

17Reviglio, U., & Giovanardi, M. (2025). Advancing ‘Prosocial Tech Design’ and shaping the EU’s platform 
design governance. (Policy Brief No. 3/2025). European University Institute. 
https://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/77886  

16 https://techandsocialcohesion.org/  

15https://howtobuildup.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Polarization-Footprint-Methodology-PUBLIC-No
v-2025.pdf  
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sizes, civil society organisations, researchers and other stakeholders, which help hold the 
signatories accountable to their commitments. Moreover, codes allow smaller platforms and 
civil society organisations, among others, to actively contribute to the exchange of best 
practices. We believe there would be merit in considering a Code of Conduct for the 
minimisation of polarization.  

Enforcement Actions  

A metric of online polarization is of direct relevance to the monitoring undertaken by the 
European Commission as it points to potential infringements that are systemic rather than 
incident driven. Where the Commission may have the suspicion of an infringement it can open 
an investigation into a VLOP. Depending on the evidence gathered and available this can lead 
to a proceeding that can result in a decision of non-compliance. Throughout this process solid 
evidence is of paramount importance. If a platform fails to respond to the authorities’ requests 
the European Commission has the power to issue fines that are required to “have regard to 
the nature, gravity, duration and recurrence of the infringement” (DSA Art.74.4)  Given that the 
polarization footprint has the explicit goal of measuring harm between platforms it provides a 
robust research based element that could be taken into account in assessing the nature and 
gravity of harm.  

Will existing DSA measures prove effective in incentivising a reduction in 
online polarization?  

It is too early to draw any conclusion on whether the model of co-regulation, which crucially 
depends on the collaboration of the platforms, will result in changes in platform design to 
reduce social harms. Much will depend on the vigour of the regulators at national and 
European level, whether and how platforms facilitate Article 40 data requests and willingness 
of the European Commission to use its enforcement powers. So far, at the political level the 
European Commission has declared that European tech regulation will not be renegotiated as 
part of trade negotiations with the US administration. There has however been concern that 
the high degree of discretion that the Commission has in terms of timing and suggesting 
remedy for infringements gives scope for less robust enforcement.18 With regard to data 
access there are initial worrying indications that independent researchers continue to find it 
hard to gain timely access to data held by platforms.19 Moreover, analysis of the first tranche of 
publicly available audit reports has noted a discouraging lack of precision and detail which, if 
repeated in future annual cycles, would not make this a likely tool for systemic change.20  

Additional measures may be required beyond those explicitly mandated within the DSA risk 
management cycle.  

20Holznagel, D. (2025, June 11). Shortcomings of the first DSA Audits—And how to do better. DSA 
Observatory. 
https://dsa-observatory.eu/2025/06/11/shortcomings-of-the-first-dsa-audits-and-how-to-do-better/  

19Klingová, K., & Hajdu, D. (2024). Access to Data for Researchers: A State of Play. Globsec. 
https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/publications/access-data-researchers-state-play  

18Penfrat, J. (2025, September 17). Why Europe’s new tech laws have the world on edge. European 
Digital Rights (EDRi). https://edri.org/our-work/why-europes-new-tech-laws-have-the-world-on-edge/  
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Public campaign 

Consumer choice can be a powerful alternative tool to remedy negative externalities. This 
rests on consumers being aware of relative impacts of different products. Examples such as 
the nutri- score for food labelling, the blood diamond campaign and the eco label for 
environmental impact provide easily understandable information to consumers allowing them 
to choose between similar products.  

The rapid uptake of federated social media platforms such as Mastodon and Bluesky 
following changes in ownership and corporate policy at Twitter/X provide an example of how 
consumer sentiment can have some impact on platform and application use.21 With the 
polarization footprint, different platforms receive different scores that can easily be 
represented graphically to form the basis of advocacy campaigns, for example with colour 
coded traffic lights or in the style of the EU electrical goods energy efficiency label.  

Meanwhile the #EuroStack initiative has proposed that European public authorities should 
make choices about which platforms to be present on in terms of adherence to European 
values.22 In this context, pledges could be made by public bodies to limit usage of VLOPs 
which have a high score on the polarization footprint.  

Taxing online polarization as a negative externality 

We have argued elsewhere that because digital platform companies have a financial interest 
to spread content that is engaging, market incentives and not only regulatory pressure should 
be considered as a way to incentivise platforms to increase their accuracy in detecting and 
reducing the distribution of polarizing content.23  Producing hateful or polarizing content is not 
necessarily profitable to platforms: polarizing content would have to be a very large fraction of 
all content to change engagement metrics in a business-relevant way, and its presence drives 
away advertisers, damages reputation and invites regulation. The challenge is rather that 
polarization is a difficult-to-control side effect of optimizing for the type of engagement that 
platforms do want to maximise for.  

Our initial premise, that polarization is an unintended negative effect of the functioning of the 
attention economy, has now been supplemented with the concern that malign actors and 
adversaries may actually have the primary goal of utilising and manipulating online spaces in 
order to polarise European societies. This raises the possibility of platform design choices or 
modifications that deliberately spread and drive extremist ideologies. A scenario where the 
latter hypothesis is borne out raises the spectre of platforms either acting deceitfully or simply 
refusing to cooperate. Under this scenario political escalation would be expected with the 

23 Puig Larrauri, H. (2023). Societal Divides as a taxable negative externality of digital platforms. Build 
Up & Ashoka Tech & Humanity initiative. https://techforhumanagency.ashoka.org/media/943/download  
 
 

22 https://eurostack.eu/  

21Hutchinson, A. (2025, April 28). X Continues To Lose EU Users According To Latest DSA Report. Social 
Media Today. 
https://www.socialmediatoday.com/news/x-formerly-twitter-continues-to-lose-eu-users/746539/  
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regulator obliged to use the policy lever of fines for non-compliance.  

The taxation remedy is a different model that can be justified irrespective of whether 
polarization is genuinely a negative externality in the sense of it being an unintended 
consequence or is a deliberate goal of platform operation. Taxation is a market based means 
to make a socially undesirable outcome more costly whether in terms of tackling a negative 
externality, on the model of taxation of the carbon footprint, or a tax on the basis of direct 
social harm, on the model of taxation of alcohol, tobacco or high sugar content beverages. 
With the ability to measure online polarization, companies can be taxed on a ‘producer pays’ 
principle. 

In principle it would be possible to derive a monetary figure for how much actual tax each 
VLOP would have to pay by within the EU  a) running polarisation footprint field studies in 
each of the 27 EU Member States [or at least in each Member State which had signed up to a 
polarization tax] b) having a sample size of participants in proportion to the number of users 
for each VLOP (this would mean different number of study participants for different platforms) 
c) fixing the tax to be paid at EU Member State level based on the polarization score and the 
number of platform users. 

We recognise that taxation of the digital economy is a complex and contested area with 
different approaches and objectives adopted at the Member State and EU level as well as 
globally. Negotiations in the G20/OECD have sought to shift towards a system where tech 
companies pay income tax on the basis of where their consumers are located. In the interim 
many jurisdictions have adopted digital services taxes (DST), as a tax on a selected gross 
revenue stream of large digital companies. Whilst the EU has prioritised fair taxation of digital 
activities, an EU wide system was put on hold pending a global agreement. In the interim 
Austria, Denmark, France, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Portugal and Spain have all implemented 
some form of DST. Given the structure of the digital economy, such taxes mainly impact US 
companies: the current US administration has urged the abandonment of DSTs, threatening 
‘retaliatory tariffs’. In addition to this external pressure on European policy makers the 
European Commission’s digital simplification agenda (the “Digital Omnibus”) seeks a 
streamlining of rules and reduction in compliance costs and administrative burdens for 
businesses operating in the European digital economy.  

We nevertheless believe that taxation of online platforms based on their polarization footprint 
score would be a non-discriminatory supplementary or additional basis for taxation based on 
harm (rather than revenue) that could garner strong public and industry backing. It is worth 
noting that under the DSA (article 43) the Commission already has the power to charge 
VLOPs an annual supervisory fee, not to exceed 0,05 % of worldwide annual net income 
based on a) the administrative costs the European Commission incurs in undertaking its 
supervisory functions and b) the number of average monthly active recipients within the EU. 
The mechanism for calculating the DSA supervisory fee has been contested by the platforms 
and is subject to revision following a recent court decision24 but could provide an 
infrastructure to underpin a future VLOP polarization footprint tax. 

24https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/boards-policy-regulation/meta-tiktok-win-challenge-against-eu-
tech-fees-forcing-regulators-recalculate-2025-09-10/  
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Beyond DSA - What the Polarization Footprint 
Offers Other EU Policy Areas 

We have so far mapped how building an evidence base of the polarization footprint of online 
platforms within the EU contributes to the objectives and goals of the DSA. The focus has 
been on the protection of the rights of EU citizens as consumers of services provided by 
online platforms within the EU single market. Corresponding policy and regulatory expertise 
concerns the EU internal market with the European Commission Directorate-General for 
Communications Networks, Content and Technology (DG Connect) playing a leading role. In 
our view, the polarization footprint concept can contribute to a number of other EU policy 
areas, not least those related to the EU’s global role and aspirations.  

Peace mediation and Conflict Prevention  

The EEAS Peace Mediation Guidelines highlight the importance of EU mediation and dialogue 
initiatives being cognisant of “the ability to influence perspectives and mobilise citizens 
through social media… mediators [need to] understand the digital and cyber ecosystem 
surrounding the mediation and its potential, including it in their preparatory work, analysis and 
recommendations.”25 The EU global policy goals around prevention of violent conflict 
encourage ongoing conflict analysis to identify trends and develop strategic responses. 
Robust conflict analysis is of course enhanced by metrics. It is welcome that the EEAS service 
contract for conflict prevention and peace mediation offers scope for the EU to procure 
studies and expertise in the area of the “Impact of digitalization on peace and conflict and the 
use of digital tools”. The European Peacebuilding Liaison Office has engaged to bring the 
perspective of field based peacebuilding organisations on the impact of emerging technology 
on their work and some of its member organisations have actively engaged to encourage a 
conflict sensitive approach to the risk assessments carried out under the DSA.26 

➔​ Commissioning studies of online polarization could be a concrete support to the work 
of EU Special Representatives and Heads of Delegation engaged in support of peace 
processes. If conflict and war afflicted areas have high online polarisation footprint 
scores there would be a strong case for policy responses to deliver more robust 
platform governance frameworks capable of mitigating this conflict risk.  

➔​ Undertaking a polarization footprint study with participants in specific fragile or conflict 
affected geographical areas would be a valuable input to conflict analysis and 
development of mediation strategies.   

EU International Digital Strategy  

This EU’s recently launched international digital strategy focuses on boosting European 

26Cirhigiri, C. (2023). Boosting the EU Digital Services Act: Conflict Sensitivity Requirement for Very 
Large Online Platforms. Search for Common Ground. 
https://www.d4daccess.eu/sites/default/files/2023-11/Boosting%20the%20EU%20Digital%20Services%2
0Act%20Conflict%20Sensitivity%20Requirement%20for%20Very%20Large%20Online%20Platforms.pdf 

25 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eeas_mediation_guidelines_14122020.pdf  
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competitiveness, promoting a digital agenda focused on the security of Europe and its 
partners, and shaping global digital governance and standards.27 In this context the EU 
pledged to remain actively engaged in implementation of the Global Digital Compact (GDC) of 
the United Nations as the first comprehensive framework for global digital governance that 
sets out the objectives, principles, commitments and actions to develop an open, free and 
secure digital future for all. Promotion of global and regional human rights based 
implementation of online platform regulation is one of the elements of this that the EU seeks 
to pursue. The strategy  also highlights a range of partnerships, policy dialogues, and 
investments under the Global Gateway strategy and other financial instruments including 
through the EU-Latin America and Caribbean Digital Alliance, the administrative arrangement 
with Smart Africa, the Team Europe Central Asia initiative, and Digital Economy Packages with 
partners in Africa, Asia and Latin America, including with Least Developed Countries. Funds 
managed by the Foreign Policy Instrument service for “Innovation in Conflict Prevention and 
Peacebuilding” can be considered alongside these tech partnerships.  

➔​ The polarization footprint could be both an advocacy tool in highlighting to third 
country regulators, legislators and civil society the dimensions of harm they may be 
confronting as well as a concrete example of how to ensure the necessary evidence 
to galvanise regulators in ensuring that legislation leads to enforcement on the basis 
of robust evidence. Raising awareness of the need for metrics to drive accountability 
is a means to shape norms within multilateral fora aligned with the values of 
democracy, rule of law and fundamental rights. 

➔​ The EU has a well developed and globally respected methodology for electoral 
observation. This methodology already integrates observation of social media 
behaviour during electoral processes in their overall assessment of electoral integrity. 
The polarization footprint offers something different as it focuses on longer term 
structural environment within which the democratic process unfolds. Measuring the 
prevalence of online polarisation as a systemic risk to the electoral process and 
offering suggested remedies to local regulators would be an important supplement to 
the assessments and recommendations made by EU electoral observation missions 
concerning the legal and media environment. 

➔​ As part of the EU’s tech offer there is likely to be a high degree of interest from 
partners in many regions of the world to explore how the EU can assist them in their 
efforts to engage with platforms in a way to ensure safety, security and the protection 
of the rights of their citizens in a way they may not be able to achieve acting alone. 
Offering funding, expertise and partnerships for a) independent research networks 
and observatories with the capacity to conduct on-platform studies (such as the 
polarization footprint) and b) the capacity building of independent regulatory bodies 
with a mandate to secure transparency around platform design effects, would be a 
contribution to the development of local resilience and human rights globally.  

➔​ As discussions of the Global Digital Compact move forward there may be scope to 
consider how tackling digital harms, such as polarization and disinformation, may 
require a legal framework in the form of global treaty or otherwise. As we have 
argued, polarization can be considered as a negative externality of the operation of a 

27 https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/international-digital-strategy  
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market in a similar manner to carbon emissions. In order to address the harm of 
carbon emissions, climate change, an international process based on scientific data 
led to binding treaty commitments. Could an international process, based on an 
agreed metric such as the polarization footprint, succeed in mobilising political will 
behind an international treaty with binding commitments to ensure a safe digital 
realm?  

AI Act and global AI governance 

The EU’s  AI Act sets out a clear set of risk-based rules for AI developers and deployers 
regarding specific uses of AI. Where applications are identified as high risk there is a risk 
assessment requirement. In July 2025, the Commission introduced the General Purpose AI 
Code of Practice as a voluntary compliance tool offering practical guidance to help providers 
comply with their obligations under the AI Act related to transparency, copyright, and safety & 
security. 

Meanwhile the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution in August 2025 establishing two 
new mechanisms to shape global Artificial Intelligence (AI) Governance. Firstly, an 
Independent International Scientific Panel on Artificial Intelligence. Similarly to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the AI Scientific Panel will be composed of 40 
leading experts to issue scientific assessments on the risks, opportunities and impacts of AI. 
The Panel’s reports will serve as an essential block to build common scientific understanding 
of AI at the UN, ensuring policy makers can engage in an informed manner in global 
discussions about AI. Secondly, a Global Dialogue on Artificial Intelligence Governance. This 
aims to provide an inclusive space for stakeholders to gather annually to discuss international 
cooperation on AI, share experiences and lessons learned, to ensure we all work together 
with the shared objective of ensuring AI contributes to the sustainable development of all 
countries and benefits every individual on the planet.  

➔​ The polarization footprint offers a conceptual framework (affective polarization - with 
the subcategories of attitude, norm and network polarization) of relevance to the risk 
assessment framework under the AI Act. Adapting the polarization footprint research 
methodology for AI Audits, especially concerning AI systems that influence public 
opinion or decision-making, could be particularly fruitful.  

➔​ The UN processes on AI Governance explicitly call for scientific risk assessment. We 
believe establishing the principle that AI might have a polarizing effect and that this 
should be measured as a footprint could be part of this scientific risk assessment. As 
we suggest above, global digital governance efforts may require a legal framework in 
the form of a global treaty. How and whether this extends to the polarization footprint 
of AI could be part of the Global Dialogue on Artificial Intelligence Governance.  

Democracy Shield 

As part of the European Democracy Shield initiative a new package of measures are being 
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implemented to protect democratic processes from online manipulation and disinformation.28 
As announced at the State of the Union address in September 2025, the Commission is 
setting up a European Centre for Democratic Resilience. A key goal of this centre will be to 
monitor and detect information manipulation and disinformation.  

➔​ In our view, whilst measuring online polarization is not the same thing as detecting 
disinformation, there is potential to learn from the polarization footprint methodology 
to explore a cross platform comparison of disinformation prevalence with a view to 
inform policy approaches towards upstream platform design mitigation measures.  As 
we have argued, upstream efforts are needed as a complement to policies focused on 
downstream content moderation and removal, and building digital literacy and public 
awareness.  

Conclusion 

Disagreements on digital platforms spiral out of control because they become about people 
rather than ideas. This is called affective polarization, and increases in affective polarization 
are a digital harm that drives conflict. There is a systemic risk that such content expressing or 
triggering the psychological process of affective polarization is primed online because it 
captures our attention; increased attention drives engagement; increased engagement drives 
revenues. In this report we have argued that polarization should not only be considered a 
digital harm that drives conflict, but also as a negative externality of the attention economy. 

The polarization footprint offers a compelling new lens through which to analyze and address 
this negative externality. Through the research methodology that we have developed the 
polarization footprint can be measured. Once the risk is measured it needs to be mitigated. 
We have mapped how integrating the polarization footprint into existing and future EU policy 
frameworks, particularly the DSA and AI Act, holds significant potential. One avenue we 
advocate merits attention is to price polarization into production costs through taxation as a 
means to change the business model of technology companies.  

Progress by the EU to reduce online polarization would contribute to a more democratic and 
inclusive digital society in Europe. But it would also be a vital contribution to the global debate 
surrounding mitigation of systemic risks to peace and security stemming from digital 
technologies.  

We know there is a problem. The end goal around which governments, business and civil 
society should rally is to minimise the polarization footprint of the attention economy, 
including potentially AI. The next step is to develop the concrete roadmap to get there.  

 

28 https://commission.europa.eu/priorities-2024-2029/democracy-and-our-values_en  
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Polarization footprint mapping 

DRAFT  
This matrix is an initial mapping of who might utilize the polarization footprint metric and for 
what purpose, as well as the policies it could support. We  

Who takes on the 
polarization footprint 

Purpose What Actions/Policies could 
this support  

Platforms  Platform transparency and 
design modifications 

Labelling, certification, safety 
by design   

DG Connect  

 

 

Risk Assessment / 
Enforcement Actions 

 

Assessment of platform 
systemic risk reports.  

Setting fines for 
non-compliance.  

Evidence base for 
enforcement decisions. 

Civil Society & Academia Advocacy Campaigns 

Independent Research  

Digital literacy of platform 
users.  

Data requests and research 
proposals under Article 40 
DSA.  

European External Action 
Service/FPI  

EU global goals of 
prevention of violent conflict, 
human rights 

Inteational norms and laws 
on platform governance, 
capacity building support to 
civil society and partner 
governments 

European Centre for 
Algorthmic Transparency 

Uptake of research methods 
to drive algorithmic 
transparency 

Algorithmic auditing  
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