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Abstract

In this dialogue, Dr. Hannes Cools examines the rise of generative Al from the
perspective of journalism and communication science. Situating ChatGPT within a longer
history of technological change in journalism, the conversation explores how generative Al
differs from earlier technologies in its speed, scale, and impact on professional autonomy
and agency. Dr. Cools reflects on the changing nature of journalistic work, the emergence
of Al shame, the importance of critical Al literacy, and the methodological challenges of
studying rapidly evolving technologies. The dialogue also considers digital autonomy,

open-source language models, and the dependency of news organizations, universities, and

EHtEHZE 51 (2026) 1-30



ST ST

The Journal of Information Society

public institutions on Big Tech infrastructures. Rather than treating generative Al as either
a threat or a solution, the discussion emphasizes the need for communication researchers to
critically examine how these technologies are designed, adopted, normalized, and governed.
It concludes by emphasizing the role of communication science in offering careful, evidence-
based analysis of generative Al, with attention to how these technologies are designed,

adopted, and integrated into professional practice, institutional routines, and our daily life.

Introduction to Dr. Hannes Cools

Dr. Hannes Cools is Assistant Professor of Human Factors in New Technologies at
the University of Amsterdam. He is also a Marie Curie Scholar and Fellow at the Digital
Democracy Centre (DDC) at the University of Southern Denmark (SDU), as well as an
affiliated researcher at the Brown Institute of the Columbia Journalism School in New
York City. His research focuses on generative Al, computational journalism, algorithmic
recommender systems, and newsroom innovation. From 2018 to 2022, he was a PhD
candidate at the Institute for Media Studies (IMS) at KU Leuven in Belgium, where he
studied Al in journalism. Before entering academia, he worked as a journalist at De Morgen
(DPG Media) in Belgium, covering technology and international politics. Drawing on his
experience as both a journalist and a communication scholar, Dr. Cools examines how
emerging technologies reshape journalistic work, media organizations, and democratic

communication.

HC: Hannes Cools
JH: Justin Chun-ting Ho
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Let’s begin with something more of a historical perspective. I know your
research journey began with datafication in the newsroom. Do you see GenAl
as a continuation of that trajectory, or as a qualitatively different disruption for
communication and journalism?

I am currently also working on a book on journalism and Al, and I was responsible
for the first chapter, which historicizes ChatGPT (Thomson et al., forthcoming). In
that chapter, I go all the way back to the 1840s, when the telegraph was introduced.
The reason I start there is that technology has always changed journalism, but
journalism has also changed technology in return.

Datafication is a more recent example of this, but it still predates ChatGPT.
When I was working as a journalist myself, I had three screens in my office. One
of them showed an audience metrics system that tracked how readers engaged
with articles: how long they spent reading, what they clicked on, and which stories
attracted attention. That system would not necessarily have existed twenty or twenty-
five years ago. But by the time [ was in the newsroom, it was running constantly on a
third screen.

Of course, one could say that journalists still retain a great deal of autonomy.
But these systems are often introduced without enough critical reflection. To some
extent, they also steer editorial decisions, especially under conditions of time
pressure, shrinking resources, and the expectation that journalists must do more with
less.

In that sense, I do see generative Al as a continuation of earlier technological
changes in journalism. It can perhaps be compared with the introduction of the
internet. At the same time, the scale and acceleration feel different. When ChatGPT
emerged, it quickly became the most widely downloaded applications in history in
early 2023. That took many journalistic organizations by storm.

What is striking is how quickly news organizations began to respond. In the

Netherlands, for example, there was already a meeting in early 2023 with editors-
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in-chief from almost all major news organizations to discuss Al specifically. That
is not something I remember seeing in the same way with the rise of the internet or
social media. Very early on, there seemed to be a realization within the sector that
journalism needed to get a grasp on what this technology was.

Here 1 am speaking specifically about large language models, which many in
the field perceived as a potential threat to the journalistic craft. So, to put it briefly,
technology has always changed journalism. But with generative Al, we are dealing
with a technology whose uses in journalism are evolving extremely quickly. We now
know quite a lot about specific uses of generative Al in journalism (Diakopoulos
et al., 2024), but the overall scale of use remains difficult to pin down because it
changes so rapidly. That is also a real challenge for communication science. Studying
generative Al in journalism can feel like studying a moving target.

JH: You mentioned something very interesting: journalism, and society more
broadly, has always encountered new technologies. The internet, for example,
fundamentally changed journalism and everyday life. Yet I do not remember
the internet being discussed in quite the same way as generative Al is today—
as an almost existential threat to human beings, or at least to some essential
part of what makes us human. Why do you think generative Al has produced
this particular kind of anxiety? What is different about generative Al compared
with earlier technologies such as the internet, social media, or audience metrics
systems?

HC T think it is very difficult to predict how the world of work will look even five years
from now. We will have to wait and see. But one thing that is clearly changing is the
question of autonomy and agency. That is why generative Al touches something very
sensitive for many people. It is not only about whether a tool can help you do a task
more efficiently. It also touches people’s craft, expertise, and even pride in being
human: the sense that you know how to do a particular job, that you have built up

expertise, and that you have agency in how you perform your work.
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Generative Al challenges that assumption. If you look at students today, many
of them take these technologies for granted. They ask them almost everything, often
quite uncritically. They may even refer to ChatGPT as if it were a friend: “Let’s ask
Chat.” So there is already a kind of dependence emerging around large language
models. Future generations may take generative Al for granted in the same way,
and they may not develop the same kinds of knowledge or expertise that earlier
generations had to build up. One advantage of having worked before ChatGPT is that
you first had to develop your own expertise before using Al to support certain tasks.
I often tell students that you should ask Al questions where you more or less already
understand the answer, so that you are able to evaluate what it gives back. But for
students, that is often not the case. That is where the risk of uncritical use becomes
important.

So I think there are many reasons people feel threatened by this technology,
but a central one is that it touches autonomy and agency. Some people are more
comfortable delegating specific tasks to Al. Others resist that very strongly, especially
when it concerns the core of their professional identity. Some journalists, for
example, say they do not want Grammarly or a large language model to polish their
writing, because they have been writing for a particular news organization for twenty
years. The same may be true in science. We develop a particular way of writing for
articles, papers, or other academic work, and we may not want to lose that.

At the same time, much of the marketing around generative Al promises that
it will make us more efficient and give us more time. Personally, I am still waiting
for that extra time. Sometimes I feel more like a babysitter for these large language
models, supervising them before they derail or produce nonsense. So the issue is not
only efficiency. It also raises broader questions about labor: what is work, what is a
job, and what will a job look like in one year, or in five years?

Another important factor is how news media report on Al. I think news

organizations have a responsibility here, and they do not always take it seriously

EHtEHZE 51 (2026) 1-30



= =i e

The Journal of Information Society
enough. Al is often framed in either very utopian or very dystopian ways. Because
of how human attention works, people tend to remember those extreme frames. |
have done research on this as well, looking at which actors are mentioned in Al-
related news articles. A large part of the debate is shaped by journalists themselves.
Sometimes journalists interview colleagues or other media actors, rather than Al
experts or people with deep technical knowledge. That shapes the public debate,
and it does not always help reduce the sense of panic around the adoption and use of
generative Al.

JH: You mentioned two concepts that I think are especially important here:
autonomy and agency. This also connects to your new project, “Digital
Autonomy that Fits.” Could you tell us more about this project? What is the
rationale behind it, and what does “digital autonomy” mean in the context of
journalism and generative AI?

HC : The project is carried out with two media partners in the Netherlands: De
Correspondent and Follow the Money. Both are smaller media organizations within
what is otherwise a highly concentrated Dutch media landscape. In the Netherlands,
much of the media market is dominated by Mediahuis and DPG Media, alongside
the public broadcaster and a number of smaller organizations. These smaller
media organizations have realized over the years that they have built up a strong
dependency on mostly American Big Tech companies. At the same time, they are
now experimenting with open-source large language models, for instance to distribute
their content to audiences in new formats. The project begins from that context.

The first question we ask is: what do we actually mean by digital autonomy?
The term is currently very prominent in public and political debate, and it is often
mentioned together with digital sovereignty. I do see differences between these two
concepts, and the project tries to unpack those differences more carefully. For these
two news organizations, digital autonomy is partly about finding ways to become

more independent again. They are interested in building a platform that includes
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LLM components and gives audiences access to news content in more personalized
ways, but still under strong editorial control. The goal is not to create a filter bubble,
but to explore whether personalization and editorial responsibility can coexist.

Digital autonomy has also become a major political issue in the Netherlands.
Since Trump took office, many politicians, scholars, and other public figures have
become more aware of how dependent European institutions and organizations are
on American technology companies. In that sense, it is important to explore what
alternatives exist. When we talk about large language models, most people know
names such as ChatGPT or Gemini, but they may not know much about open-source
alternatives.

The project has three main goals. First, we want to clarify what digital autonomy
actually means. Second, we want to examine what matters when news organizations
work with open-source large language models, including both technical requirements
and organizational requirements. Third, we want to develop a kind of blueprint that
shows what steps news organizations would need to take if they want to become
more digitally autonomous.

I think this is a very important point, and as you know, I am supportive of open-
source approaches. At the same time, when it comes to large language models,
it sometimes feels like we are simply choosing between different dependencies:
do we give our data to OpenAl, Google, Meta, or another major platform?
So I understand the appeal of exploring open-source alternatives. But to play
devil’s advocate, many so-called open-source models are still developed or
heavily shaped by Big Tech companies. From that perspective, how realistic is
digital autonomy through open-source AI? Do you think Europe can develop
its own open-source or more publicly accountable Al infrastructure, perhaps
as a matter of democratic resilience or even national security? And what would
it take for European news organizations to have meaningful control over these

technologies, rather than simply shifting from one dependency to another?
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HC : I do not think Europe will be able to take the lead immediately, at least not this year.
But there is now a growing realization in Europe that these questions matter. For
example, the European debate on digital sovereignty has increasingly focused on
critical infrastructure. Chips are one obvious part of that discussion, especially given
the importance of semiconductor companies located in Europe. But large language
models are also becoming part of that conversation.

One of the goals of our project is therefore to map which open-source models
are actually available. You are right that many so-called open-source large language
models are still developed by Big Tech companies. So we need to look carefully at
what is really out there, who develops these models, under what conditions they can
be used, and whether they actually help news organizations become more digitally
autonomous.The City of Amsterdam, for example, has worked on mapping open-
source large language models, including practical information such as computing
power and other technical requirements. At the moment, I do not think Europe
is in a very strong position to take the global lead in this area. But I do think the
momentum has grown to invest more seriously in these infrastructures. In discussions
about digital sovereignty, hardware is often seen as critical infrastructure, but there
is also increasing awareness that large language models—and open-source or more
accountable alternatives—can be part of becoming more digitally autonomous.

Another initiative we may explore is GPT-NL, a Dutch language model project
in which Utrecht University is involved, together with other actors. I do not think
such models will be perfect either, but they may be worth exploring as alternatives,
especially in contexts where language, public values, and institutional control matter.

JH : GenAl is often discussed through ethics: bias, transparency, and responsibility
etc. But are there other communication-theory concepts that need to be
reworked for the GenAl era?

HC I We may need new frameworks to understand more complex communication chains.

Generative Al makes it harder to separate human communication, human-machine

it EHZE 51 (2026) 1-30



JH :

HC :

HEEHRREREE 9

communication, and machine-to-machine communication. We may increasingly see
situations where a machine communicates with a human, the human remains partly
in the loop, and another machine continues the process. I also think this is not only a
theoretical question, but a methodological one. We may need new methods to study
generative Al, but also a return to older methods in new ways. For example, diary
studies may help us understand how people’s use of Al changes over time.

I am especially interested in your point about methodology. Since generative Al
is changing so quickly, what kinds of new methods, methodologies, or research
designs do you think communication scholars need?

One interesting approach is data donation. The project by Theo Araujo, for example,
is useful because it allows researchers to see how people actually interact with
generative Al It is not necessarily entirely new, but it gives us a way to study real
use more directly. With data donation, we can analyze prompts, outputs, topics, and
patterns of use. For example, we can examine how long prompts are, how people
phrase them, whether they use Al for work, news, elections, personal questions, or
other purposes. This helps us move beyond self-reported use and reduces some of
the problems of social desirability.But I think data donation should be combined with
interviews, focus groups, or reconstructive methods.

Observation studies are also important, especially in workplaces. We need
to understand how these tools are embedded into people’s daily workflows: in
journalism, universities, Microsoft Word, Outlook, Google, and other platforms. Eye-
tracking could also be useful, because it can show what people actually look at in Al-
generated outputs, how long they look at specific parts, and whether they search for
trust cues. This kind of granular research can also inform policy. If we understand
how people actually use and evaluate Al systems, we can better think through
regulation, literacy, transparency, and responsible use.

We also need older methods, such as diary studies, observation, and longitudinal

research, used in new ways. Because the technology is changing so quickly, it is
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important to capture snapshots over time—perhaps yearly—to see how adoption
and use evolve. Ultimately, I think the key is triangulation: combining old and new
methods to understand not only whether people use generative Al, but how they
use it, how that use changes, and what it means for communication, journalism, and
society.

That is very interesting, because many of the methods you mentioned—
interviews, focus groups, diary studies, and observation—are in some sense
“old” methods. In computational communication research, there has often been
a tendency to move toward increasingly abstract methods: from keywords,
to embeddings, to complex models that even researchers may find difficult to
interpret.

But with generative Al, I feel there is also a movement back to the basics: toward
methods that allow us to understand what people are actually doing, why they are
doing it, and how they make sense of these tools in everyday life. In that sense,
generative Al is a very new technology, but it also makes many older questions and
methods newly relevant again.

ChatGPT became widely visible at the end of 2022, and 2023 felt like the first
year of the generative Al era. Now, a few years later, the field has produced a lot
of research, discussion, and methodological reflection on generative Al. Do you
think communication science is now better prepared to study and respond to
generative AI? Or are we still trying to catch up with a technology that continues
to move faster than our theories, methods, and institutions?

I think there is still a lot of Al shame. In our focus groups, we saw very different
attitudes: some people refuse to use Al altogether, while others seek answers from
Al for almost everything as if it were an oracle (Ho et al., 2026). That makes open
discussion difficult. People do not always tell colleagues when they use Al, especially
for writing, because it may not look good or may invite judgment. In that sense, Al

use still feels personal, and sometimes almost taboo.
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So I would not say the field is fully ready for generative Al. But we are having

many more conversations than before. One positive effect of ChatGPT is that it
forces the field to talk seriously about Al, ethics, responsibility, and research practice.
That makes me hopeful. There should not be such a thing as Al shame. We should
be open about how we use these tools, while continuing to debate what counts as
ethical and responsible use. So, no, we are not necessarily ready. But we are better
prepared than we were in 2023. We are now studying it, discussing it, and beginning
to understand how people actually use generative Al and what it may mean for the
field, organizations, and the public.
I totally agree with the AI shame. In one of my own presentations, I asked the
audience whether they had used generative Al, and almost everyone raised their
hand. So the adoption rate seems extremely high, but we rarely see Al disclosure
in formal academic contexts. I think this creates a difficult situation. Once you
disclose that you use AL, you make yourself vulnerable to criticism or judgment
from others. It takes courage to be open about it. But I also feel that the field is
beginning to realize that this silence itself is a problem.

Let me move to the final part of our conversation: the role of
communication researchers. Throughout our discussion, we have talked about
journalists, students, and other users who are adopting generative Al, sometimes
without fully understanding how these systems work or how to use them
critically.

With that in mind, what do you think are the most important skills for
aspiring communication researchers in the era of generative AI? What should
young scholars learn in order to study these technologies critically, use them
responsibly, and still develop their own expertise?

Critical thinking will remain an essential skill for communication researchers. That
may sound obvious, but I think it is more important than ever in the era of generative

Al I was recently asked whether writing will still be an important skill in five or
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ten years. I think writing as a skill may change. Research papers may also change in
format and perhaps become more interactive. But what worries me is that generative
Al removes a lot of friction from the research process.

I feel Iucky that I knew academic work before ChatGPT. We had to write our
theses ourselves, struggle with concepts, get stuck, and find our own way through.
That difficulty was not always pleasant, but it was valuable. Sometimes students
and researchers need time to sit with a concept, a research question, or a method.
With generative Al, the tool is always there asking, “How can I help you?” And
once you get stuck, it becomes very tempting to ask ChatGPT immediately. That is
not necessarily bad. But sometimes it is important to resist that impulse and think
through the problem yourself. A life without friction is not necessarily a desirable
life, especially for learning and research.

This connects to autonomy. Future researchers need to know how to use Al
while still remaining in control of the information they produce, the code they run,
and the arguments they make. If we ask a model to write a text and simply copy and
paste it without reading it carefully, what are we giving away? What are we losing?
At that point, the text is no longer fully ours; it becomes a surrogate for what our own
thinking and writing could have produced. Some skills may change or move into
the background, including certain forms of writing. These tools are here to stay. As
Shoshana Zuboff (2019) has argued, once a technology can automate particular tasks,
there is often strong pressure for those tasks to be automated. In that sense, what can
be automated will be automated. But we pay a price for that automation.

So I hope future communication researchers still experience some friction. They
should learn to think critically, question the design and interests behind Al systems,
and reflect on the ethical consequences of using them. At the same time, I am hopeful.
Younger generations are growing up with these tools, but they may also become more
critical of them. As scholars and teachers, we have a clear responsibility to help them

understand both the possibilities and the risks.
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I really like your answer, especially because it is not new—and I mean that in
a positive sense. Critical thinking is something academia has emphasized for a
very long time, perhaps since the Greek philosophers. It speaks to something
fundamental about being a researcher, and perhaps about being human: no
matter what tools we use, how fast we work, or how much technology changes,
we still need the capacity to think critically, to preserve autonomy, and to reflect
on what we are doing.

At the same time, the fear about new technology is also very old. When the

internet became popular, people worried that it would make us dumber. When
Google became central to knowledge-seeking, people worried that we would stop
remembering things. And even in Plato’s (2009) Phaedrus, Socrates warns that
writing could weaken memory and create only the appearance of wisdom.
I do not think generative Al will necessarily make us dumb. What worries me more
is the possibility of a frictionless life, where we no longer have to struggle with ideas,
decisions, or forms of expression. That is a more philosophical concern. This is why
discussion is so important. By talking openly about how we use these technologies—
and by getting rid of Al shame—we can better calibrate what we want to make of
them. We should not assume that everyone already understands generative Al just
because ChatGPT has been around for several years. Some people still do not know
what these systems are or how they work. This is true among older people, younger
people, journalists, and even within universities.

So critical thinking also requires training. But that training cannot be a one-time
checklist or a certificate that says, “This is ethical Al use for the next five years.”
Responsible use is contextual, and it needs to be practiced continuously. That also
makes generative Al an important object of study. We need to examine Al literacy
across different groups and contexts, and identify not only risks and challenges,
but also opportunities. As a field, we often focus on what is going wrong, and a
lot is going wrong. But we should not become blind to what might be valuable or

productive.
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At the same time, communication science should be more proactive about
transparency, especially in academic practice. Right now, there is still a taboo around
Al use, and some people fear that disclosing it could hurt their chances of publication.
We are still making sense of how to approach and study these technologies.

But I think this is also a valuable problem for the field. It forces us to reflect on
fundamental questions: what methods do we need, what theories do we use, and how
should we study a technology that is itself changing how communication works?

I like how our discussion began with the threats and problems created by
generative Al, but ended up with how it also creates opportunities. Because it is
unsettling so many existing practices, assumptions, and routines, it also opens up
many new things to study. There are many research questions waiting for us to
tackle. That may be a good thing for us as scholars, and perhaps also for society.
Whether these changes are ultimately for better or worse, something important
is happening, and communication science has a role to play in making sense of
it. Before we finish, do you have any final words to add?

One final thought is that communication science can also serve as a counterweight
to Big Tech. We have a responsibility not simply to accept the marketing and public
relations narratives of these companies, but to study what is actually happening.
In that sense, our responsibility has become even more important. Almost like
journalists, we need to hold powerful actors to account through our research, using
rigorous and vetted methodologies. Communication science can have a kind of
watchdog function. We are independent, and we should be able to ask the research
questions we think are important, choose the methods that are appropriate, and
remain critical of these technologies.

That role will only become more important as we try to make sense of
generative Al It will also inform how we use these technologies ourselves. I do not
see our personal use of Al and our research on Al as entirely separate. How we deal

with these technologies personally can shape our research questions and perspectives,
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and we should not forget that positionality. So I think being a counterweight and
taking up that responsibility will be very important for the field going forward. We
should not feel too threatened by these technologies. One of the things I have learned
over the years is that it is not only up to Big Tech to determine what our future will
look like.

I think this is a very profound message for all of us to remember. Big Tech often
provides services that are extremely useful, convenient, and sometimes even free.
But these companies are not charities. They offer these services for a reason,
and they have their own interests, incentives, and agendas. Generative Al also
does not exist in a vacuum. It is shaped by business models, infrastructures, and
political contexts. As communication researchers, we need to remember that
background. We should study not only what these technologies can do, but also
who builds them, who benefits from them, and what kinds of dependencies they

create.

Al Disclaimer:

The original interview was conducted in English. ChatGPT (GPT-5.5; accessed on
24 June 2026) was used to assist with the Chinese translation of the manuscript using
the following prompt: “Translate this article into Taiwan Chinese, using academic
writing style: {English manuscript}”. The editor reviewed, edited, and verified the
final translation, and assumes full responsibility for the accuracy and integrity of the

content presented in this publication.
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