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The rise of generative AI
Generative AI encompasses systems with 
the ability to produce original and creative 
content across various mediums, such as 
text, images and audio. Unlike discriminative 
AI systems (conventional AI), which primarily 
analyse existing data to make classifications 
or recommendations, generative AI systems 
generate entirely new content autonomously 
(Bell et al., 2023).

Constructing a generative AI system 
involves gathering extensive amounts of 
pre-existing data and training the machine 
learning system to recognise and replicate 
the underlying patterns within that data. The 
generative AI system then leverages the 
acquired knowledge from these foundation 
models to produce a range of new outputs.

Most people do not engage directly with 
foundation models. Instead, they encounter 
new types of services, applications and 
businesses that use them in the form of 
chatbots, enhanced applications (e.g., 
search) and subscription services such as 
ChatGPT.

The news and media sector has mainly 
focused on the threat that generative AI 
poses to employment and established 
working arrangements; these are issues 
concerning the wider creative economy. 
Rod Sims, the former chairperson of the 
Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission, has suggested that generative 
AI bots (including ChatGPT) should 
be designated under the News Media 
Bargaining Code and that AI companies 
such as OpenAI should pay to access 
online content (Buckingham-Jones, 2023). 
Generative AI was a central issue in the 
recently concluded screenwriters’ strike 
in the United States. The Writers Guild of 
America did not oppose the use of tools 
such as ChatGTP, but it secured agreements 
that such tools could not be recognised as 
writers and that their use:

	+ could not be required by a studio

	+ could not reduce a writer’s credit or 
payment if, for example, they were used 
to generate draft material

	+ would be permissible for a writer with 
the studio’s agreement and without any 
reduction in a writer’s credit or payment.

The screenwriters’ settlement with the 
studios foreshadows the extensive use of 
generative AI in the screen industries, but 
only insofar as writers share the benefits of 
the technology and have some control over 

LOOKING AHEAD
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its use. Some reports (see Cho, 2023) have 
noted that the revenue-sharing deal with the 
writers preserves the intellectual property 
interests of the studios, as works created by 
an AI are considered not to be protected by 
US copyright law.

Other challenges are associated with 
generative AI. These include the need 
to establish internal organisational 
policies around the use of generative AI, 
understanding any cultural biases that may 
reside within the foundational dataset and 
learning how audiences engage with these 
new forms of synthetic content. ADM+S will 
be releasing a working paper on generative 
AI soon.

ADM+S researchers are also working 
on prototyping and evaluating methods 
to remove harmful generative capability 
from foundation models. Rapid progress 
in AI has been made possible by a trend 

in AI development where one general 
‘foundational’ model is developed (usually 
using a large dataset from the internet) 
and then adapted many times to fit diverse 
applications rather than beginning from 
scratch each time. Although this method of 
automated decision-making development 
is time and cost effective, it comes with the 
risk of ‘baking in’ negative tendencies at the 
foundational layer, such as creating toxic 
content, misogyny or hate speech, which 
subsequently spreads to each downstream 
application. The toxicity scalpel project, 
led by Dr Aaron Snoswell and colleagues, 
examines how language models used in 
automated decision-making systems might 
be improved by making modifications at 
the foundation model stage rather than at 
the application level, where computational 
interventions, social responsibility and legal 
liability have historically been the focus.
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New tools for evaluating and 
understanding automated 
media
Although online platforms play an 
increasingly critical role in our social 
and economic lives, we are often 
unable to observe their operations and 
social effects. The Australian Social 
Data Observatory (ASDO) is a proposal 
developed by researchers at the ADM+S 
and the Australian Research Council 
Centre of Excellence for the Digital Child 
in consultation with researchers, research 

centres, institutions and industry partners 
across Australia and the world. ASDO will 
use innovative methods of collecting and 
analysing data (e.g., data donations and 
crowdsourcing) combined with machine 
learning, natural language processing and 
other tools to support research on critical 
national issues, such as the distribution of 
misinformation and the communication flows 
in emergencies and humanitarian crises. 
The ASDO is currently consulting with the 
Australian Council of Learned Academies, 
industry and civil society organisations, 
government agencies, collecting institutions 
and research organisations.

Figure 7.	 ASDO technology overview
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The mirror world project is one example 
of the potential benefits of building out 
research infrastructure. The project was 
a pilot experiment led by ADM+S Chief 
Investigator Prof. Chris Leckie, where a test 
environment for a social media platform was 
developed. It used OpenAI’s GPT-3 service 
to generate messages on a variety of topics 
with different sentiments and stances. 
These messages were then run through a 
local emulation environment of Twitter (now 
‘X’) to test the effect of mis/disinformation. 
The ASDO can expand on this work to build 
a test environment or social ‘cyber range’ 
for testing and analysing a range of issues 
already occurring on digital platforms. 
These test environments are often used in 
cyber security to test issues in a contained 
environment. In a similar way, researchers 
involved with the ASDO believe we need 
a social test environment or ‘cyber range’, 
a national research infrastructure to test 
and analyse digital platforms and social 
media content to reduce harms, anticipate 
problems and support positive outcomes 
from digital platforms.

CONCLUSION
This report has provided an overview of 
the latest research around automated 
decision-making across news and media, 
drawing on multidisciplinary research 
and ADM+S projects. We focused on four 
well-established technologies—search, 
recommendation, automated content 
moderation and curation, and AdTech—
and outlined several emerging challenges 
associated with their use across news and 
media. 

ADM+S researchers are actively working 
on these problems. The broad outline 
signals where future research is heading 
in this area. We see a greater need for 
investment in research and evaluation tools 
and infrastructure, a growing focus on the 
importance of generative AI, as well as the 
deployment of innovative methods such as 
social ‘cyber range’. Of course, these are 
tasks for the broader research community. 
By fostering collaboration among 
researchers, industry partners and civil 
society organisations, we aim to create a 
robust ecosystem of informed stakeholders 
dedicated to shaping the future of news and 
media.
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