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Objectives

▪ This paper examines how digital platforms shape the conditions of 

democratic life and schools by organising access to information, 

capturing attention and mediating social interaction.

▪ It focuses, very briefly, on four interconnected issues:

o The structural power of Big Tech

o Platform business models and the capture of time

o Platformisation and changing media diets

o The role of schools in rebuilding critical and democratic public 

spaces
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The structural power of Big Tech
Source: adapted from van Dijck et al. (2018).

• Digital platforms lie at the heart of the 

ICT ecosystem. They are not simply

communication services: they are 

economic, material and cultural 

infrastructures that organise access to 

information, extract data, direct

attention and shape the conditions of 

democratic participation.

• The ICT sector generates more than

USD 6.1 trillion in value added, 

roughly 6% of global GDP.

• The digital economy accounts for more 

than 15% of global GDP.

• In 2026, the seven largest US 

technology companies — NVIDIA, 

Apple, Alphabet, Microsoft, Amazon, 

Meta and Tesla — reached a combined

market capitalisation of approximately

USD 23.6 trillion, close to one fifth of 

global GDP.
• Market capitalisation is not a measure of 

annual output; it illustrates the extraordinary

concentration of financial resources and 

expected future profits.
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▪ Time as a Platform Resource. In short: the core 

of the business model – at least for data-driven

platforms - is to "keep users online as long as 

possible" with the goal of profiling them and 

sending them personalized advertising messages 

thus increasing advertising profits.

▪ Data on usage and time spent online seem to 

confirm this.

▪ In the United Kingdom, average daily time spent

online rose from 3.5 hours in 2021 to 4.5 hours in 

2025 among adults aged 18+.The increase appears

across all age groups, including adults aged 65+.

▪ In Italy, Internet use among people aged 6 and 

over increased from 49% in 2010 to 83% in 2025. 

By 2026, everyone aged 11 to 65 will be online, a 

revolution in just 15 years.

The Platform business model in action: 

time, engagement and data
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Digital platforms and media diets in Italy

Total 14-29 30-44 45-64 65+

TV news 47,7 22,5 38,9 54,2 68,2

Facebook 36,4 25,6 49,8 36,7 32,2

Internet serch engine 23,3 24,1 25,4 23,1 21,1

24-hour news TV 18,9 9,5 17,3 18,6 29,7

News websites 17,2 14,3 22,9 16,9 14,5

Instagram 16,7 31,2 20,0 13,1 6,5

YouTube 15,5 22,8 14,8 14,1 12,1

TikTok 14,4 29,7 13,6 10,6 7,8

Radio news 13,9 5,5 12,3 15,8 20,0

Online newspapers 11,3 8,9 10,8 11,9 12,9

News aggregators 8,1 6,5 7,3 9,9 7,1

Smartphone apps 7,6 7,3 9,9 6,4 7,6

Telegram 6,0 6,6 6,9 6,7 3,5

Print newspaper 5,4 3,4 3,3 5,1 10,0

Main information sources used during the previous 7 days, by age 
group. Percentages, year 2024. Source: based on Censis data 2025.

▪ Media diets are the relatively stable combinations of 

media sources, platforms and informational content

through which people encounter news, public issues

and social reality.

▪ In platformised environments, media diets are shaped

not only by users’ choices, but also by algorithmic

recommendation, personalisation and commercial 

incentives.

▪ Key finding: Italian, regardless of age, access news 

and public issues through a hybrid repertoire in which

social platforms, search engines and audiovisual

services have a central role.
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Italy: platform explosure is the norm for 11-19

85%

Italian 11–19-year-olds with 

at least one social-network 

profile (2023)

97%

Share among 17–19-year-

olds

49%

11–19-year-olds online or on 

the phone with friends 

continuously or several 

times a day

For school policy, this means that “non-use” is not a realistic default: students arrive at school with 

platform-mediated habits and social networks.

Source: Istat (2024). Indagine bambini e ragazzi — Anno 2023. https://www.istat.it/it/files/2024/05/Bambini-e-ragazzi-2023.pdf
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▪ Schools and other intermediary institutions need to develop critical digital education: the capacity to 

understand how platforms organise data, attention, visibility and participation - and to question their

social and democratic consequences.  In this light, in the table some topics are reported reported:

What can schools do?
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▪ Digital platforms help define the informational and relational environments within which social 

actors operate. Their effects should not be understood in deterministic terms; they emerge from 

the interaction among platform design, business models, social inequalities, political contexts

and users’ practices.

▪ Aurea Studium Association is exploring and developing some research activities on these topics 

and in particular:

o The economic and financial concentration of platform power

o Time spent online and the distribution of platform use across age groups

o The transformation of media diets and information repertoires

o Gendered inequalities and algorithmic bias

o The influence of platforms on public agendas

Platforms, media diets, gender and democratic

challenges: a research agenda
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