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Algorithm vs. Discourse 

Protection of minors between computer-based age classification and cultural demarcation 

Conference report by Christina Heinen 

70 participants from 19 different countries engaged in an intensive discussion and analysis from 

various angles of the question of “Media Regulation from a European Perspective: Moving from 

Diversity to Harmonisation in Media Classification?” The hosts were the four German Boards of Self-

Regulation for Television, Film, Multimedia and Games - FSF, FSK, FSM and USK. 

“Efficient self-regulation requires international action today more than ever,” stressed Professor 

Dr. Murad Erdemir, Deputy Director of the Hessian State Media Authority (LPR) in his welcome 

speech. However, the necessary route to an international standard for the protection of minors in 

media will not be possible without making any compromises.  

Dieter Czaja, Head of the Standards & Practices Department (Protection of Minors) for the RTL 

Germany Media Group, emphasised the importance of a regular exchange between the various 

media regulatory bodies. He used his address to express the practical wish for an international 

database with the age classifications of the various countries. 

Dr. Tobias Schmid, Board Chairman of the Association of Commercial Broadcasters and 

Audiovisual Services (VPRT) and Executive Vice-President of Governmental Affairs for the RTL 

Germany Media Group, argued in his keynote, entitled “Protection of Minors in a Converged Media 

Enviromment: Economic Perspective”, for the structures and legislation for the protection of minors 

to be orientated in future more closely to those works to be protected rather than to the distribution 

channels. The protective purpose and addressee should receive more attention. Television is 

strongly regulated in Germany, but there is hardly any regulation, however, in the Internet where the 

really harmful content can be found. 

Patricia Manson (European Commission DG Connect, Head of Unit Inclusion, Skills & Youth) 

offered the position of European media policy when addressing “Protection of Minors in a Converged 

Media Environment”. She presented various EU programmes and strategies for the promotion of 

media competence and critical faculties in children. The aim is to improve the protection of 

consumers and users (e.g. through regulations on discrimination and hate speech in the Internet) 

and arrive at an overall harmonisation: EU regulation, regulation in the country of origin and self-

regulation must be balanced. 

It already began to emerge on the first day of the conference that the seemingly contrary paradigms 

of “algorithm” and “discourse” will be only be accepted in the future in combination with one another: 
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on the one hand, there are increasingly more automated classification systems (e.g. PEGI, IARC, 

You Rate It) based on international cooperations where developers and providers rate their apps, 

films or computer games themselves. An age rating is calculated from the answers to a questionnaire 

about potentially harmful content for the particular offer on the basis of mathematical solution 

schemes (algorithms), and this may be supplemented by content descriptors such as pictograms for 

sex, violence or fear. A different age rating can result depending on the particular country since 

national features and cultural sensitivities are taken into account in the algorithms. Some of these 

classification systems were presented at the conference. 

On the other hand, individual countries still have national institutions for the protection of minors 

operating (organised as state media watchdogs or as self-regulation) to issue the age ratings. This 

occurs on the basis of committee decisions, after discussion of the respective content case-by-case. 

These institutions play a central role in the society's discussion about the protection of minors and 

with regards to the promotion of media competence. 

There is a compelling case for the automated self-classification based on questionnaires given that 

the mass of content, especially in the Internet, can’t be managed in any other way. Parents can 

install a filter programme so that their children don’t come into contact with inappropriate content. 

Drawbacks are seen in the tendency to “overblocking” – the calculated age ratings were regarded 

by the conference participants predominantly as being too strict. There was a broad consensus that 

the protection of minors as an intervention in the freedom of expression and information must remain 

part of a democratic process and public discussions. It should not be handed over completely into 

the control of companies. 

Furthermore, a discussion must be held about when it makes sense to have age ratings for content 

in the Internet. The participants from the Scandinavian countries, in particular, stressed that children 

and young people should be involved in the debates as to which content is regarded as harmful. 

They pointed to the fact that, according to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 

children have a right to freedom of expression and information as well as to cultural participation. 

This right must be weighed up with the similarly enshrined right in the CRC to be protected in 

accordance with their age from harmful content. The CRC also establishes the right of children to be 

heard in issues affecting them. 

Stephan Dreyer, Senior Researcher at the Hans-Bredow-Institut (HBI), summarised the status quo 

in Europe in his presentation entitled “From Diversity to Harmonisation? European Trends in 

Protection of Minors in the Media and Schemes of International Cooperation”, identifying a strong 

fragmentation into various approaches and models. He argued that one should identify good 

practices and follow a strategy of gradual harmonisation through collaboration. 


