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The ubiquity of artificial intelligence (Al) in
modern society has significantly changed the
way we live, work, and interact. From setting a
thermostat to managing finances, from observing
one’s sleep patterns to monitoring crops, from
translating a menu for a tourist to enhancing
precision and control in a surgical procedure,

Al has been woven into the fabric of our lives,
creating the perception that “intelligent”
machines could be a solution for nearly all of
humanity’s challenges. Although these machines
are capable of learning, adapting, and making
decisions that used to be the sole domain of
human intellect, there are still a significant
number of issues surrounding Al that are not
thoroughly discussed and understood. Neverthe-
less, the heightened enthusiasm for the technol-
ogy'’s potential in contemporary discussions

is seldom accompanied by a practical view of
limitations and ethical concerns, a phenomenon
known as Al hype.

Al hype is particularly disseminated by industry
and media narratives that emphasize the revolu-
tionary powers of Al technology without critical
scrutiny of the consequences of its development
and deployment, nor the actual effectiveness of
these tools. To an extent, the interest from tech
companies in highlighting the benefits and
potential of their products is fathomable.

The lack of a more judicious engagement of the
media stories, however, calls for an evaluation
of the journalistic landscape surrounding Al
issues and how that coverage could be improved.
Journalism is indispensable for raising questions
about transparency, ethical implications, regula-
tion, and accountability in the deployment of Al
systems. It also has the potential to demystify
the complexities of Al technologies and educate
audiences. When the media is caught in the
hype, the already imbalanced relationship
between a powerful industry navigating in a
fast-paced, uncharted territory and the society
that is supposed to benefit from it loses an
important ally when it comes to safeguarding
fundamental principles and rights.

Aiming to address this shortfall, the Pulitzer
Center has developed the Al Accountability
Network, which seeks to foster robust and
nuanced journalism about artificial intelligence
and to develop a strong audience engagement
program around the reporting to raise awareness
and inspire action. This research study was
planned and conducted to inform and strengthen
the program’s strategies, considering the
following goals:

¢ Establishing a baseline of knowledge across
the organization to inform staff, partners,
and stakeholders, and guide priorities

on Al reporting and civic engagement

© Gathering the perspectives of a diverse group
of experts about Al reporting, understanding
key topics and gaps in coverage and knowledge

¢ ldentifying opportunities to improve and
increase coverage, build capacity, collaborate
and investigate, both in terms of reporting
and raising public awareness

¢ Understanding the central messages that need
to be communicated around accountability
and socioeconomic impacts while taking
underrepresented voices into consideration

o Identifying key stakeholders and audiences

and gauging public levels of knowledge and
awareness while exploring ways to measure
the impact

© Finding opportunities for engagement
and networking

In order to obtain a more holistic understanding
of these research goals, a mixed-methods study
was designed and conducted between June and
September 2024.
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— @ Graphic 1 Research methodologies applied.
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Qualitative

In the qualitative step, a total of 12 in-depth
interviews were conducted via videoconference
with experts whose work is centered in varying
Al-related fields, such as Al governance and
policy advocacy, Al implementation and societal
impact, Al in journalism and media, or human
rights, and ethical Al research and development.
This approach allowed for a comprehensive
understanding of the pressing issues related

to the topic and for the contextualization of the
nuances and complexities of Al-related challeng-
es and how they are portrayed in the media.
Specialists from Africa, Asia, Europe, and North
and South America contributed their perspec-
tives, facilitating a wide range of insights into
the current state of Al coverage worldwide.

The specialists invited to participate in the study
all have worked in Al specifically or with emerg-
ing technology issues within areas such as
journalism, policy and governance, research,
human rights, and ethics. A more detailed
description of their professional background

is provided as follows:

An executive director of an NGO working
with the promotion of digital inclusion and the
safe use of technological tools. With a master’s
in economics and a doctorate in Social and
Political Thought, this person has been a
reference in the field of the internet and
human rights. The NGO leader has been
working in human development for over five
decades and has assisted in the formulation of
public policies for the ethical and responsible
use of Al in the leader’s region.

A digital policy expert with a legal background,
who contributes to discussions on Al gover-
nance and regulation, focusing on privacy,
ethics, and inclusion. The expert’s work impacts
the formulation of guidelines that balance
technological innovation and fundamental
rights, influencing strategic decisions globally.

A CEO of a data journalism laboratory in a
local community within a large urban center,
this person has been involved in collective
actions and community organizations for
nearly two decades. The CEQ’s work focuses
on the intersection of technology and social
justice, researching topics such as data
colonialism, digital rights, internet
governance, and data protection.

® From Hype to Reality
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¢ Aresearcher with a doctorate in communica-
tion, who works in the fields of digital rights
and Al governance. The researcher’s contribu-
tions guide public policies for the ethical use
of technology, promoting inclusion and digital
rights, considering the sociopolitical challenges
posed by artificial intelligence.

© Ajournalism professor and a researcher
focusing on automation in the media sector,
immersive technologies, civic data science, and
governance of technologies. The professor’s
expertise is supported by a robust academic
background, extensive research, and practical
experience in journalism, contributing signifi-
cantly to understanding Al's societal and
technological impacts.

¢ Aresearcher specializing in Al governance,
focusing on the responsibility and transparen-
cy of automated systems. The researcher
contributes to initiatives that integrate
engineering standards, ethics, and digital
rights, guiding the development of public
policies for emerging technologies.

¢ A lawyer specialized in digital rights, who
works with strategic litigation to ensure fair
and accessible internet in the lawyer’s region.
The person has been involved in lawsuits
challenging legislation that restricts freedom
of expression and contesting harmful content
moderation practices by major tech platforms.
Additionally, the lawyer advocates for the
establishment of internet access as a
fundamental right.

¢ A co-executive director of a digital rights NGO,
who specializes in data governance and is a
journalist with a master’s in social sciences.
The director collaborates with social movements
and activist networks to build effective and fair
regional technological alternatives and advocate
for internet access as a fundamental right.

© A cognitive scientist who leads research in the
field of ethical Al and alternative epistemolo-
gies, who works to promote a more critical
understanding of the impact of Al systems on
society. Their publications include studies on
Al ethics, algorithmic injustice, participatory Al,
data justice, and the decolonization of
computational sciences.

¢ Atechnology consultant and executive
supporting the development of prosocial
technology, who assists governments and
international organizations in adopting innova-
tive technologies. The consultant’s research
seeks to balance technological innovation

with social responsibility and sustainability.

© A policy and research expert focusing on
technology, human rights, and public policies,
primarily working in the civic sector, which
includes NGOs and public interest organiza-
tions. The expert’s experience encompasses
security oversight, including security institu-
tions and surveillance technologies.

© Ajournalist and analyst specialized in Al
and ethics, who explores the intersection of
algorithms and society. The journalist’s stories
highlight how emerging technologies shape
global politics and economics, offering a
critical perspective on the use of Al by
large corporations and governments.

In terms of their assessment of the impact of Al
on society, three main positions can be identified.
A small parcel of the 12 interviewed respondents
can be considered Al Optimists. Although
acknowledging there is a problematic side to

the Al hype and deeper issues to be brought to
public attention, they believe the technology is
necessary for progress and that it currently offers
more benefits than drawbacks. Moreover, they
are optimistic about the potential for effective
regulation. A second and larger group may be
regarded as Al Skeptics. They are more cautious
when discussing Al impacts, presenting positive
and negative aspects. There is a tendency to
emphasize the challenges in regulation and the
need for more critical coverage and transparency,
but also to recognize that Al is necessary and an
irrevocable part of the future. The last group is
composed of Al Critics and is slightly larger than
the prior. These experts view Al's impact as
mostly negative, questioning its overwhelming
and ubiquitous necessity, and expressing signifi-
cant concerns about the feasibility of effective
regulation. They focus on the ethical, social,

and labor-related issues associated with Al.
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Qualitative respondents’ profile, according to their assessment
of Al for its impact on society and feasibility of regulation.
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The interview questions covered a range of topics aimed at understanding Al reporting and its
societal impacts, including how it affects privacy, ethical concerns, and current media coverage,
seeking insights on improving Al reporting, outreach and communication, and on demystifying
common misconceptions. It also addressed gaps in coverage, public policies, industry accountability,
and Al governance, and discussed strategies for engaging various audiences, and the role of an
informed public in holding tech companies accountable.

Quantitative

The quantitative survey was designed to system-
atically obtain data on journalists’ experiences,
challenges, and needs in covering Al-related
stories. Providing an essential view of the current
media landscape, this step allowed for an analysis
grounded in the perspectives of the segment

of professionals the Al Accountability Network
aims to support and enabled the recognition of
prevalent trends that could help explain existing
gaps and opportunities in Al accountability
reporting. The final sample totaled 90 responses
from journalists from 32 different countries.

Journalists were contacted by email and social
media by the Pulitzer Center and invited to
participate in a voluntary survey using a link
with the questionnaire, which was available

in five languages: English, Spanish, Portuguese,
French, and bahasa Indonesia.

The questions aimed to understand journalists'
perspectives on the impact of Al technologies,
the frequency and depth of Al coverage, and the
main sources of information on Al issues. It also
explored the most-reported Al topics, barriers to
in-depth Al reporting, and the types of training
and support needed by journalists. Additionally,
the survey aimed to identify priority audiences
for Al stories and the media outlets that consis-
tently cover Al issues.

Just over half of the participants are part of an
organization's staff (54%), and 46% are freelanc-
ers. Three in 10 journalists are from Asia (31%),
with another segment of the same size being
from North America (29%). Two in 10 are from
Europe (20%), 12% from Africa, and 8% from
South America. The United States is highlighted
as the country with the largest number of respon-
dents, with nearly a quarter of the sample (23%).

® From Hype to Reality
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—— @ Graphic 6 Journalists in the survey who have written one or more stories about Al (N=90 journalists).
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Half of the respondents have written at least one story about Al in the past. An analysis of the
keywords contained in these stories reveals that “ethics” is the term most frequently mentioned as
the topic covered. Other terms like regulation, prejudice, surveillance, transparency, technology's
impact, data security, digital cloning, and fake news point to concerns about potential harm from the
use of technology. Such a tendency, allied with the opt-in nature of the survey, indicates that the
obtained sample might be better informed about the Al issues being discussed in the study, which
limits generalization to a wider group of journalists. Nonetheless, part of the survey participants
have also shared stories written about technological applications of Al, with stronger focus on
benefits and solutions, and a reduced or nonexistent critical perspective.
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Main keywords of the stories provided by journalists,
keywords mentioned in two or more stories (N=45 stories).
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Digital assessment

The digital assessment consisted of three
elements: a social listening exercise, an assessment
of news volume, and a keyword analysis related to
Al tools and resources using Google Keyword
Planner. This approach enabled a comprehensive
understanding of how the topic is currently being
discussed and perceived across various digital
platforms. The news volume analysis helped
identify trends and the level of public interest,
which are key for determining the relevance and
timeliness of coverage. Social listening allowed for
gauging public sentiment and engagement,
uncovering the most pressing concerns and
popular discussions related to the topic.

& Pulitzer Center o
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The keyword analysis pointed to the most
searched and discussed terms, which can
potentially ensure that coverage aligns with what
audiences are actively seeking information about.
Integrating these digital assessment tools into
the analysis in this research study is crucial for
developing strategies to create informed,
relevant, and impactful stories that will resonate
with the audience. A more detailed description

of each element is provided as follows.
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LISTENING

Using BuzzSumo and Brand24, the online presence, engagement, and sentiment surrounding the keywords
“Al bias”, “Al harm”, “Al technology”, and “artificial intelligence” were evaluated. BuzzSumo's content analyz-
er was applied to search for the keywords across various social media platforms, based on shares, links, and
comments, providing insights into content engagement, volume, and evergreen scores. Brand24's analytic
media monitoring tool, although limited to some platforms, complemented this by examining online
discussions and identifying influential profiles, emerging trends, and impactful content. The combined data

from these tools helped uncover public perception, trending topics, and opportunities for digital outreach,
offering a comprehensive view of Al's impact and development in engaging new audiences.

KEYWORD
ANALYSIS

The keyword analysis involved categorizing and observing relevant keyword sets related to Al tools
and resources, generative Al services, and their applications in various fields such as health care,
education, and business. Data was retrieved from the Google Keyword Planner, a search engine tool.
The analysis focused on identifying the most prevalent search terms, such as “Al image generator,” and
understanding user intentions behind these searches. It also included examining the search volume
for different categories, such as Al accountability, ethics, regulations, and the impact of Al on society.
The data was then used to map user pathways to discovery, highlighting how people search for
Al-related information and the implications for journalistic coverage.

|
Z NEWS
VOLUME

The Media Cloud tool allows for searching words and combinations of words, collecting data points such
as attention over time and total attention, providing a snapshot of media attention and public interest in
a topic. The analysis focused on Al accountability keywords, such as “Al + bias”, “Al + discrimination”,

“Al + black box”, “Al + labelling”, “Al + facial recognition”, “Al + biometric”, “Al + harm”, “Al + dispropor-
tionate”, “Al + algorithm harm”, and “Al + colonialism”. The study used the Wayback Machine News
Archive for the period from August 8, 2022, to July 25, 2024, and focused on English-language sources.
Experimental data points like top words, top languages, and top sources were used as references to
cross-check findings, but the main data points were attention over time, total attention, and sample
content. The keywords “election” and “Gaza” were used as a baseline for comparison since these are
topics pervasive in news worldwide. “Al technology” was also added to the analysis to provide an idea
of the news volume surrounding the topic overall.

< Pulitzer Center e ® From Hype to Reality (12)




Limitations

Given the myriad of ways in which Al is embedded
into modern society’s life and the broad range of
issues and people impacted by it, this study is not
an all-encompassing review of journalistic cover-
age of the technology and its consequences.
Limited sample sizes and geographical representa-
tion, language barriers, self-selection bias, tempo-
ral constraints, and the still-developing tools and
methodologies of the digital assessment are
limitations that need to be acknowledged as
potentially skewing the findings and restricting
generalizations to a wider context. Moreover,

an extensive literature review and secondary

data gathering from case studies were conducted
to inform the research design and to provide

a substantial background to guide the results’
discussions. Due to time and scope restrictions,
this stage of desk research has not been fully
integrated into this analysis, but the articles and
studies reviewed are available in the appendices,
under Literature Review.

Future research is recommended to address the
aforementioned gaps and build on the findings
of this study to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of Al reporting and its societal
impacts. Nevertheless, the mixed research
methods integrated to the analysis and the
cross-examination of the data obtained with the
available literature allows this study to provide
a well-grounded pathway to enhance the
discussion about Al accountability and how

to tell better stories and engage audiences.
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The study findings reveal that growing discus-
sions around Al have created a distorted or
limited perception of its societal role, scope, and
risks. The excitement and optimism surrounding
the topic reveal a tendency to lean toward
positive evaluations, often overlooking the
potential harms of this technology. It also
represents a risk of a superficial or even unrealis-
tic understanding of what these tools can or
cannot do. This phenomenon can obscure
criticisms and hinder the conscious access of the
general population to these innovations.
Journalists face a challenge, often unconsciously,
when trying to write about the critical points of
Al, especially as they are frequently "swimming
against the tide" of an industry that does not
always reveal all the necessary aspects for a
more accurate analysis. The lack of industry
transparency, economic pressure, and corporate
influence, combined with technical complexity
and limited access to independent experts (due
to knowledge or financial constraints) make the
balanced and ethical discussion of Al an arduous
and complex journey.

The simplified and sometimes sensationalist
narrative about Al, usually based on what the
media provides, diverts journalism's focus from
immediate and tangible impacts, such as algorith-
mic bias and labor implications, favoring a narrow
view of the technology. Journalists and experts
agree that the complexity and lack of training are
barriers to more accurate Al coverage. The limited
top-of-mind associations with journalists or
outlets specialized in Al coverage reflects a gap
in tech journalism, but the work of local and
community reporting, which highlights social
impacts and brings marginalized community
perspectives to light, is crucial to promoting a
more balanced and conscious public discourse.

Al intersects with many dimensions in society,
and some of the most pressing issues identified
include labor and human rights, bias and discrimi-
nation, environmental impact, data governance
and sovereignty, privacy and security, misinforma-
tion, and complexity and fallibility of Al systems.
Creating effective solutions for Al governance
requires the inclusive participation of all stake-
holders, as behind-closed-doors discussions limit
transparency and the emergence of innovative
ideas. Initiatives like central agencies, regulatory
sandboxes, and inclusive governance are essential
to balancing power and incorporating diverse
perspectives in the decision-making process.

Journalistic Al training programs, like the one
from the Pulitzer Center, are viewed positively
for providing training and support for journalists
and amplifying voices. There is concern about the
concentration of expertise within tech compa-
nies and their financial influence on Al research,
which generates apprehension among experts as
to the size of the challenge in demystifying Al.
Nevertheless, enabling journalists to make the
connection of Al with its ethical and social
implications in their stories is seen as a necessary
step toward a more balanced and realistic view
of the technology within society.

The work of demystifying Al to empower future
professionals and conscious citizens can begin
from early school years. Integrating Al account-
ability journalism and resources into education
allows for both exposure to critical emerging
technologies and a promotion of ethical and
holistic understandings of their use. Engaging
stakeholders through information and initiatives
where they can explore diverse views and share
their own expertise might be a way to ensure a
more straightforward path to responsible Al.
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According to the interviewed experts, while the role of the media in shaping public discourse
about Al cannot be overstated, another aspect of journalism has been leaving room for questions
when it comes to commitment to the public interest: Are all the aspects of Al's impact in society
being scrutinized to inform audiences and ensure accountability?

—— @ Graphic 8 Verbatim samples of the qualitative interviews about Al media coverage.

"Journalism is one of the most
v powerful tools and domains
that has been keeping
big tech to account.”

"They take what big tech tells

them without really critically
scrutinizing and they just A

echo what someone says."

The rapid advance of Al tools in various econom-
ic sectors and the appeal of celebrating techno- “Journalism generally covers products
logical breakthroughs, aligned with limited with an extremely optimistic or an alarmist
technical knowledge and the rush to be at perspective, but it is a kind of alarmism

the cusp of innovations, have made Al hype a f don th . f futurol ”
constant factor in mainstream communication. ocused on the exercise of Juturology.

In tandem, speculations about the potentially
tragic fate of humanity under a machine-led
civilization frequently cloud much of the reason-
able scrutiny needed when evaluating Al's impact
on society, particularly with regards to marginal-
ized communities. According to the interviewed
experts, critical pieces that provide a well-round-
ed view of the issues are the exception in most
of the media today, a phenomenon that is also
identified in the news volume assessment.
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During the qualitative interviews, a few experts
pointed to some misconceptions observed in
journalists that they believe strongly impact
their reporting:

¢ Al as a monolithic entity

The idea of Al as a single, unified technology,
rather than a diverse set of tools and applica-
tions with varying capabilities and limitations,
which leads to oversimplified reporting.

¢ Overemphasis on ChatGPT and LLMs

There is a tendency to focus on large language
models (LLM) like ChatGPT, assuming they
represent the entirety of Al. This overlooks
other significant Al technologies and their
impacts and overstates the effectiveness

and accuracy of those tools.

¢ Existential risk focus

Prioritizing existential risks posed by Al,
influenced by prominent voices in the tech
industry, which overshadows more immediate
and tangible issues such as algorithmic bias,
privacy concerns, and labor impacts.

¢ Scientific purity

There is a misconception that Al is a purely
scientific discipline, uncorrupted by politics
and ideology when, in reality, Al development
is heavily influenced by corporate interests,
funding, and political agendas. It is also
significantly impacted by human biases.

©® Underestimating ethical
and social implications
Not fully grasping the ethical and social
implications of Al technologies leads to

reporting that lacks depth in these critical areas.

The Media Cloud analysis helps to illustrate part
of that phenomenon. While keyword searches
for “Al + technology” indicate an overall high
attention rate in terms of news volume, with a
story count only 17% smaller than the baseline
“Gaza” for the same period, the accountabili-
ty-related search with the highest number of
stories observed (“Al + bias”) is found with a
frequency 95% lower than the control expres-
sion. Other combinations associating the tech-
nology with accountability are found in a volume
even more reduced. Although the tool cannot
provide a deeper analysis of the frequency or
quality of the stories reaching the public, such
results corroborate the experts’ perception of an
imbalance in the type of stories being released.

The digital assessment also provides insight

on where the public interest lies. The keyword
analysis shows that the wish to learn more about
Al tools and resources and how they can be
applied to one’s daily life is the most prevalent,
followed by the need to understand what the
technology is, from basic definitions to specific
types of Al. More importantly, when a value is
added to the search, “benefits of Al” largely
outweighs the search for potential negative
impacts or harm. The eagerness to understand
Al and how it can affect their lives exists among
the public. Yet, when this search is met by
superficial or partial results, there can be a
tendency to detach Al, for example, from its
complicated and often cumbersome supply chain.

Another evidence of this trend is the overall
positive sentiment surrounding the discussions
about Al in social media, which indicates high
public engagement and interest in its advance-
ments without significant ethical concerns.
Traditional media outlets, alongside YouTube, are
the platforms that generate higher engagement
rates in the online dialogue about Al, which is a
substantial opportunity to generate educational
content to increase the critical assessment of the
topic and demystify the hype. There are indica-
tions that such reflections are beginning to gain
traction, especially for topics such as Al regulation
and Al bias for specific audiences, but the prevail-
ing impression among specialists is that the
industry’s marketing, lobbying power, and unlimit-
ed resources have been quicker and more effec-
tive in dominating the narrative, and that there

is hardly a comparable force to counterbalance it.
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How did we get here?

The interviewed experts identify a number of factors that contribute to the unbalanced tone of Al
reporting. These are mostly related to the nature of the technology itself, the industry