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Abstract

With the adoption of the Digital Services Act, Digital Markets Act, Artificial Intelligence Act
and European Media Freedom Act, the European Union has established an ambitious
regulatory framework to oversee digital platforms and Al systems. This article maps the
governance stakeholders involved in the operationalization of these four instruments and
examines their distribution of powers and responsibilities. Building on existing typologies of
platform governance and regulatory space theory, we introduce an analytical framework that
foregrounds three structural elements — competencies, capacities and connectedness —
alongside eight regulatory functions, ranging from agenda-setting to enforcement and
discourse shaping. We then operationalize this framework in the context of the standardization
ecosystem, highlighting the growing prominence of standardization bodies as central actors in
multi-stakeholderism. Our analysis shows that, despite the promises of multi-stakeholderism
for more democratic and cooperative governance configurations, in practice this approach often
disregards material power asymmetries. This reality privileges technocratic expertise and
industry stakeholders over public-interest actors, ultimately hindering a more equitable and
democratic governance paradigm. We conclude by arguing that pursuing strategic autonomy,
as the European Union boasts, requires reducing the regulatory power of private actors and

strengthening capacities of actors normatively and materially grounded in the public interest.
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Introduction

Amidst rapidly evolving geopolitical tensions, the EU has set in motion an ambitious regulatory
project to shape the governance of digital platforms and Al systems, and the companies
providing their services in the bloc. With the adoption of the Digital Services Act (DSA),
Digital Markets Act (DMA), Artificial Intelligence Act (Al Act) and European Media Freedom
Act (EMFA), the EU has sought to realize its ambition is to act as a global normative power
(Bradford 2020) by creating an integrated digital governance framework centered around
fundamental rights and an equal market playing field.

However, this regulatory project is contingent on a complex constellation of new and
existing (with novel responsibilities) governance stakeholders, spanning (supra)national
regulatory authorities, researchers, auditing firms, civil society organizations (CSOs),
complementors, standardization bodies, and others. Therefore, decision-making power is
distributed across multiple institutions with overlapping and, at times, conflicting mandates
and interests. Put simply, the EU’s aspirations for (re)claiming its role in a fast-changing
geopolitical landscape also hinges upon the collaborative implementation of its regulatory
playbook and delivering on its promises.

This paper, then, critically examines which stakeholders comprise this ecosystem, what
regulatory functions they perform, and how their involvement facilitates, or hinders a
framework of ‘cooperative responsibility’ (Helberger, Pierson, and Poell 2018). Our analysis
is guided by three interrelated research questions: (1) Who are the new and existing governance
stakeholders across the four key regulations? (2) What roles and regulatory functions are they
expected to assume? (3) To what extent is the governance configuration conducive to
cooperation, coordination and accountability, that is an equitable distribution of power and
responsibility among this network of governance stakeholders?

To answer these questions, we mapped governance stakeholders involved in the
operationalization of the four instruments studied here, which is then analyzed critically
through our proposed framework. Specifically, we suggest an analytical lens that builds on and

extends existing typologies of platform governance (Gorwa 2022; Griffin 2025a) and



regulatory space theory (Hancher and Moran 1989; Kutscher 2025), examining the
implications of the governance landscape for cooperative responsibility (Helberger et al.,
2018). Moreover, our framework introduces three structural elements—competencies,
capacities, and connectedness—to consider not just where actors are situated institutionally, but
whether and how they are empowered to participate in and shape governance processes. In
addition, we defined eight core regulatory functions, ranging from agenda-setting to
enforcement and discourse shaping, to assign to key governance stakeholders for a more
granular account of the EU’s emerging digital governance framework. Last, we ground our
analysis in the context of standardization bodies. The goal is not to offer an exhaustive case
study, but rather a concrete example of how our framework may be operationalized, as well as
to foreground the prominence of a lesser publicly known set of actors that are increasingly
shaping our governance and regulatory spaces.

The contribution of this paper is threefold. First, we provide a comprehensive mapping
of key governance stakeholders across the DSA, DMA, Al Act, and EMFA. Second, we
operationalize our framework to assess stakeholders’ power and interactions, focusing on
standardization bodies. Third, we foreground the procedural and material limitations of the
EU’s multi-stakeholder approach, questioning the democratic sustainability of a governance
model that relies heavily on technocratic expertise and increasingly unreliable tech and state
actors, while undercutting public-interest actors like civil society organizations and
researchers. The paper is structured as follows: the first section develops our conceptual
framework in discussion with current research; second, we introduce our methodology and the
grounds for the focus on the standardization ecosystem; the third section presents nine key
governance stakeholders that are critical for the materialization of the EU’s digital governance
framework and their implication with the standardization ecosystem; finally, we discuss our
findings in relation to cooperative responsibility, offering a critique to the effectiveness of
multi-stakeholderism before concluding the paper with some final thoughts about the critical

juncture in which the EU finds itself geopolitically.

Conceptual Framework

The EU’s Shift Toward Networked Governance

In response to the increasing prevalence of digital technologies, the EU set forth its digital
strategy aimed to increase harmonization and promote economic growth (European

Commission 2015). It followed the tradition of the New Legislative Framework, an approach



developed in the 1980s which combines binding regulatory instruments with harmonized
technical standards to regulate the internal market (Micklitz 2023). A foundational step in this
initiative was the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which underscored the EU’s
commitment to addressing the challenges of the digital age. The GDPR, alongside subsequent
measures such as the DSA, DMA, Al Act, and EMFA, has helped construct new regulatory
ecosystems by establishing key definitions tailored to each regulatory context. For example,
under the GDPR, internet users are reclassified as data subjects, while entities managing
personal data are categorized as controllers and/or processors bound by specific legal
obligations.

Further, new institutional blocks were established by the GDPR that created new
regulatory actors and systems for monitoring and enforcement. These characteristics can be
found in most of the regulatory instruments analyzed in this paper: new actors and mechanisms
are introduced which are unique to the regulatory environment of the instrument
(Papakonstantinou and De Hert 2022). Unlike earlier governance models built on hierarchical
‘command-and-control’ logic, contemporary digital regulation distributes authority across a
wider array of actors with diverse capacities. This development was also partly caused by the
different capacities and affordances needed to govern this new digital context: growing
technical complexity necessitates relevant expertise which is distributed among different
bodies and institutions. As such, expertise has become a regulatory capacity allowing platform
or Al providers to exercise control over governance processes, leading to a stronger reliance of
the EU on self- and co-regulatory mechanisms (De Gregorio 2021; Kutscher 2025).

To conceptualize this convolution of various regulatory actors in the field of platform
governance, scholars have proposed various frameworks. Caplan (2023) introduced the
concept of ‘networked platform governance’ to describe how various independent yet
connected actors coalesce to ‘coordinate or allocate resources, make decisions, and achieve
organizational goals’ (Caplan 2023:3454-55). While the concept of networked platform
governance 1s embedded in multi-stakeholderism, which postulates an integrated approach to
governance by including different stakeholders, it goes further by interrogating the conditions
of participation within these arrangements. Essentially, Caplan wished to empirically
foreground and problematize the complex network of stakeholders involved in platform
(content) governance, ranging from platforms’ Trust & Safety teams to external subject-matter
experts. For instance, while civil society organizations (CSOs) are considered stakeholders in
multi-stakeholderism, they are rarely vested with meaningful regulatory functions and are often

relegated to symbolic roles. By adopting a network(ed) governance lens, then, we can consider



elements like the lack of access to information and resources in our analysis, making it a more

fitting approach for our framework (Caplan 2023; Gorwa 2019; Siapera and Farries 2025).

The Limitations of Multi-stakeholderism

Here, the concept of cooperative responsibility becomes particularly relevant. It addresses the
‘problem of many hands’, whereby a multitude of different actors add to a given problem or
solution, creating a challenge of allocating responsibility in a way that aligns with the different
roles and contributions of said actors. Hence, Helberger and colleagues’ (2018) proposal for
cooperative responsibility aims to develop new forms of governance and responsibility
allocation that meaningfully include relevant stakeholders. It advocates for creating conditions
on the institutional and platform level that encourage responsibility of individual actors in a
networked governance context to take responsibility within their own sphere of influence, as
well as facilitate, to the extent it is in their power, other relevant actors with the necessary
capacities, freedoms, and knowledge to enable them to play their role in the governance chain
and engage actively. It also promotes an anticipatory approach to responsibility that shifts from
focusing on regulatory outcomes to the creation of spaces in which all stakeholders are
empowered to deliberate on key values and design choices (Helberger et al. 2018).

In the EU, there have been efforts to implement principles of cooperative
responsibility and improve monitoring of regulatory compliance of and accountability for
online platforms by establishing co-regulatory governance structures. A case in point is the
Code of Practice on Disinformation', which has now been upgraded into a Code of Conduct
under the DSA with more regulatory gravitas to ensure more consistent compliance. While this
is a welcoming development from the previous self-regulatory model of the Code, it remains
to be seen how this plays out in practice. For instance, research has shown how signatories of
the previous Code of Practice only partially complied with it, while fundamental problems like
the lack of (qualitative) nuance in platforms’ self-reporting are likely to remain (Fathaigh,
Buijs, and van Hoboken 2025; Miindges and Park 2024). Moreover, significant discretion to
shape the conditions of compliance is still afforded to platforms: for example, the
operationalization of EMFA Article 18 largely depends on VLOPs themselves designing and
hosting the required technical interface (Papaevangelou and van Drunen 2025).

This worrisome dynamic is encapsulated by Griffin’s critique of the EU’s digital
governance approach as a form of ‘procedural fetishism’ (2025b), that is the prioritization of
procedural inclusion over substantive engagement. Essentially, Griffin argues that

proceduralism does not effectively confront the structural barriers limiting genuine



participation and, ultimately, address structural power asymmetries. Elsewhere, Griffin asserts
this is not only the result of private actors assuming roles of public actors but also of state
policies that delegate and legitimize such roles. A fundamental weakness of multi-
stakeholderism thus lies in its emphasis on procedures, consultations and participatory
gestures, which often bypass deeper challenges rooted in neoliberal governance structures
(Siapera and Farries 2025; Uribe 2024). In this light, the regulatory framework that has
emerged in the EU may be ‘misguided’ (Balayn and Giirses 2024): instead of designing
regulation in ways that account for and meaningfully include and engage the diverse set of
stakeholders involved in digital governance, it introduces procedures that, in practice, rely

heavily on platform firms and reward better-resourced actors.

Locating Power in Multi-stakeholder Governance

Our framework directly engages with this critique. To do so, it is essential to identify and map
the key actors involved. Gorwa’s (2022) stakeholder typology offers a helpful starting point.
This typology organizes actors into three main categories identified under multistakeholder
governance: firms, governments, and NGOs. And it identifies these actors across four
institutional levels: 1) the supra-organizational level, comprised of transnational networks and
alliances of actors, 2) the organizational level, consisting of the three types of actors, actors, 3)
the sub-organizational level, constituted by internal units within organizational actors (e.g.,
trust and safety teams within firms), showing how stakeholders are not monolithic, and 4) the
individual level, bringing attention to personal agents (e.g., users, consumers, journalists,
CEOs), highlighting the micro-level of regulatory influence.

While Gorwa’s typology is useful in an initial mapping of relevant regulatory players
to understand their situatedness and in foregrounding the intra-organizational tensions, such as
rifts between C-Suite and Trust & Safety within a company (cf. Griffin 2025a), it is a rather
static framework. One way of capturing regulatory actors in a more dynamic way is to adopt
Hancher and Moran’s (1989) regulatory space lens. The authors suggest that limiting an
analysis to only considering formalized powers and relations does not bring out the intricacies
and complexities of a given regulatory environment. Hence, regulatory actors are not merely
identified, but structural elements relating to their situatedness, as well as their powers are
considered to understand their nature and connections to other actors (Hancher and Moran
1989).

At its core, the regulatory space lens interacts with the convolution of regulatory

players instead of trying to simplify it by recognizing that power emanates from different



regulatory resources, encompassing both formal powers in the form of legal competencies, and
other regulatory resources referred to as extra-legal capacities (Kutscher 2025). While legal
competencies derive from legislative acts and include powers such as monitoring, agenda-
setting, or enforcement, extra-legal capacities can materialize differently and are often softer
and more relational in nature. Examples range from expertise, organizational capacities, or
financial resources to social capital, legitimacy, or narrative control (Levi-Faur 2011; Lodge
and Mennicken 2017; Scott 2001). The regulatory space approach recognizes that governance
power is fragmented and relational, distributed across public, private, and hybrid actors
(Baldwin, Cave, and Lodge 2012; Eberlein et al. 2014).

Therefore, while this lens relates to some aspects of multi-stakeholderism or
networked governance, it results in a more granular picture of relevant regulatory players and
their regulatory resources. Moreover, it emphasizes the importance of /inkages between these
players as their fragmented resources create (inter-)dependencies (Hancher and Moran 1989).
These linkages can create more traditional connections between actors (e.g., industry
representatives and standardization bodies) and also new connections between more distant
actors. In this context, the concept of ‘connectedness’ proves analytically valuable. It refers to
the degree to which a given regulatory actor participates in, or is expected to participate in,
governance processes. This concept should be understood bi-directionally. First, it captures an
actor’s openness and willingness to engage in discourse and coordination with other
stakeholders. Second, it encompasses the normative or practical demand on the actor to interact
with others, based on their legal competences or extra-legal capacities. It complements the
cooperative responsibility paradigm by pinpointing gaps in engagement and revealing

opportunities for improving inclusivity and accountability.

Methodology

As mentioned in the introduction, we focused our mapping on four EU regulations: the DSA,
DMA, Al Act, and EMFA. While the first three may appear more intuitive given their
importance for the EU’s broader digital governance framework and strategic ambitions, the
EMFA is included due to its relevance for information integrity, its new governance structures
(e.g., EMFA Board), and its intersections with platform governance and standardization
processes. For our mapping, we adopted a two-step approach. First, we identified key
stakeholders in a descriptive and exploratory way. Second, we grouped them according to a

working typology. We began by conducting a close reading of each legislative document,



identifying references to stakeholders (including individuals, organizations, or institutions)
tasked with governance roles within each framework, along with relevant Articles and Recitals.
We then categorized stakeholders into two broad categories: new governance stakeholders
explicitly created by the regulations (e.g., Digital Services Coordinators under the DSA?) and
pre-existing ones whose roles have been redefined (e.g., platforms designated as VLOPs). Our
dataset is publicly available via Open Science Framework?, containing both an aggregated table
of all stakeholders and four separate tables corresponding to each regulation.

Following this initial mapping, we applied Gorwa’s typology to locate stakeholders
institutionally and examine how governance functions are distributed across four levels: supra-
organizational, organizational, sub-organizational and individual (Table 1). Drawing on the
same governance tradition that Gorwa’s typology builds upon, we also classified stakeholders
according to their institutional type (public, private, hybrid, or Non-Governmental
Organizations). We understand public institutions as actors serving the public-interest, vested
with political legitimacy, and funded by taxpayers without a profit motive. We frame private
organizations as actors characterized by their pursuit of profit, considering public interests only
when aligned with economic goals, and financed through profits, investments and acquisitions.
NGOs, by contrast, are understood as non-government organizations focused on specific public
issues without profit incentives, often acting as watchdogs. Last, we approach hybrid
institutions as ‘formal organizations that utilize the distinctly different principles of more than
one of the three sectors’ (Billis and Rochester 2020:1), marked by mixed ownership, conflicting
goals, diverse funding schemes, and different structures of financial and social control
(Perobelli, Cappellaro, and Saporito 2024). For example, standardization bodies are hybrid in
the sense that they involve various stakeholders, are funded both publicly through the EU and
privately through membership/fees, varyingly representing private and public interests.

Gorwa’s typology proved useful in locating relevant regulatory actors and allowed us
to narrow our analysis to key governance stakeholders that either appeared across all four
regulations or are critical in operationalizing them (Table 1). In Table 1, we notice a tendency
toward top-down power flows, going from the supra-organizational level down to the
individual institutional level. But power is not strictly one-directional: supra-level institutions
such as the Commission are influenced by organizational-level actors like platforms and
Member States. This demonstrates the complexity of power dynamics and the typology’s bi-
directionality, whereby material conditions both constrain and enable organizational and sub-

organizational actors to influence decision-making at the supra-organizational level.



Table 1 — Gorwa'’s typology operationalized for our study’s key stakeholders

Supra-organisat| European Standardisation
ional Commussion Bodies
EU-wide
Adwvisory Bodies
EU-wide (eg DMA
Coordination High-Level
Bodies (eg Al Group, DMA
Office, Al Advisory
Board, EBDS, Committee, Al
EMFA Board) Scientific Panel,
Al Advisory
Forum)
SMEs /
Organisational |Complementors /|Member States |- CS0s
Busimess Users
VLOPs/
- VLOSEs/ - -
Gatekeepers
Conformity
- Assessment - -
Bodies
Sub-organisatio | ) )
nal
Individual Researchers - - Researchers

Having said that, the typology offered limited traction in probing the power dynamics and

(inter)dependencies between governance stakeholders. To deepen our analysis, we devised

eight regulatory functions drawn from existing literature that can be assigned to actors. These

arc:

o Setting regulatory agenda and objectives refers to the competence (Kutscher 2025)

of certain governance stakeholders to determine what/who needs to be regulated and

why (Hancher & Moran 1989).

o Implementation/norm-formation involves transforming regulatory objectives into

specific instruments (Eberlein et al. 2014), such as rules, standards, guidelines, policies,

or other measures (i.e., how to regulate).

e Monitoring of compliance refers to the process of ‘gathering information and

monitoring behavior’ (Eberlein et al. 2014:6) including auditing, as regards the

compliance of regulatory targets.




o Enforcement involves responding both to non-compliance and the enforcement
competencies granted to governance stakeholders (Kutscher 2025).

o Evaluation of regulation refers to the function of assessing the effectiveness of the
regulation; in that sense, it asks the question of how successful the regulation has been
(Baldwin et al. 2012:317-37).

o Stakeholder coordination concerns the orchestration of this constellation of
governance stakeholders (i.e., who and how steers this diverse group of actors?)
(Eberlein et al. 2014:11-12).

o Shaping discourse is akin to a capacity afforded to governance stakeholders from their
sociopolitical and economic standing (Kutscher 2025). It is also aligned with how
Drahos has described regulation as a ‘social activity’ involving persuasion and
influence (2017:24). We treat this function as one relating to influencing the public
discourse.

o Distributing resources touches upon how the resources to partake in governance are
distributed (Kutscher 2025:330), particularly in contexts involving state funding or
regulatory incentives, to promote more inclusive and democratic governance (cf.
Naudts 2024).

Next, we analyzed extra-legal capacities in conjunction with legal competencies to derive a
more comprehensive understanding of each stakeholder’s connectedness, which we defined
here as the degree of participation of a stakeholder in multi-stakeholder (decision-making)
processes. Specifically, we devised a spectrum of labels to gauge stakeholders’ degree of power
in relation to these structural elements — capacities, competencies, connectedness — ranging
from low to high (including in-between labels like low-medium or medium-high).

To be clear, we based our scores on a close reading of the legislative texts to,
effectively, determine which (and when) stakeholders were explicitly granted legal
competences and/or access to governance processes, as well as to gauge their (extra-legal)
capacity to participate in these processes. A ‘high’ score reflects that a stakeholder was vested
with clear legal mandates (e.g., the Commission’s competence to impose fines under the
DSA/DMA), possessed significant material resources (e.g., large platforms’ technical and
financial capacities), or had permanent access to multi-stakeholder fora (e.g., standardization
bodies in the Al Act’s Advisory Forum). Conversely, ‘low’ scores reflect actors with limited
or symbolic roles, with minimal material resources, or sporadic and conditional inclusion in
multi-stakeholder governance processes (e.g., CSOs limited involvement in drafting Codes of

Conduct under the DSA). Last, intermediate categories (low-medium, medium, medium-high)

10



capture more ambiguous cases (e.g., SMEs are acknowledged as important stakeholders and
afforded various legal competencies and capacities but remain in a weaker position in terms of
resources and political sway). Two authors independently assessed these attributes per
stakeholder. Where assessments diverged marginally, differences were resolved through
discussion; in cases of significant disagreement, a third author intervened. We recognize that
such coding inevitably involves interpretation and cannot be entirely free of bias, but by making
our rationale explicit and applying it systematically, we aim to provide a transparent and

replicable rationale for our methodology.

Resource

Stakeholder Monitoring |Enforcement |Evaluation |Coordination [Discourse Distribution Competencies Capacities (Connectdness

| European Commission
[EU-wide Coordination
Bodies

| Member States
[Standardisation Bodies
[VLOPs/Gatekeepers/AT
Providers
[EU-wide Advisory
Bodies

|csos

Researchers
Conformity
Assessment/Notified 1 2
Bodies

Figure 1 — Heatmap of governance stakeholders’ structural elements and regulatory functions across the DSA, DMA, Al
Act, and EMFA. Each cell represents the score assigned to a stakeholder-function pair, with shading corresponding to our
1-5 scale (1=light green=Ilow, 2=low-medium, 3=medium, 4= medium-high, 5=dark green=high).

Key Governance Stakeholders

In this section, we operationalize our framework by mapping the standardization ecosystem in
EU digital governance. This allows us to illustrate how our mapping framework may be
deployed across various sectors, activating different stakeholders. We focus on standardization
actors due to their prominence in EU governance. Tellingly, they appear across all four
regulations examined here, showing increased legal and institutional legitimacy. Yet, despite
their increased influence, they remain largely underappreciated by the broader public and actors
outside niche governance processes, especially in relation to their impact on the accountability
chain. In the next section, starting from the supra-organizational level, we briefly present each
identified stakeholder and analyze them through our analytical framework within the context

of the standardization ecosystem.

European Commission

The Commission emerges as the most important actor in terms of breadth of regulatory
functions. Specifically, the Commission, a supra-organizational body, has centralized powers
over the most important and prioritized issues (e.g., systemic risks, high-risk and GPAI

systems) and the largest entities regulated by these acts (e.g., VLOPs/SEs). It is involved in
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decision-making (e.g., designation of regulated targets, initiation of proceedings), rulemaking
(e.g., through delegated and implementing acts), enforcement (e.g., imposition of fines) and
coordination (e.g., may convene multi-stakeholder bodies).

We evaluated the Commission to score high in the competences as it is the primary
enforcer and rule-setter across all four regulations. We assigned medium-high to capacities
because—despite the high organizational and financial capacity—it is still contingent on a
distributed network of experts and other actors to carry out its tasks (cf. Husovec 2024). By
extension, we assigned high to its connectedness because it invites (and hinges upon) external
stakeholder input through various multi-stakeholder fora and processes to realize its functions.
A key example of the Commission’s role in the standardization ecosystem appears in the Al
Act (Arts. 40-41), where it may mandate the development of harmonized standards by bodies
like CEN-CENELEC?*, or adopt common specifications through implementing acts if such
standards are lacking. This dual role grants the Commission high formal competence but also
reveals its reliance on non-state, often industry-dominated actors, to operationalize public-

interest legislation.

EU-wide Governance Bodies

We identified two clusters of supra-organizational stakeholders: EU-wide Coordination Bodies
(e.g., Al Office, European Board for Digital Services) and EU-wide Advisory Bodies (e.g., Al
Advisory Forum, DMA High-Level Group). While the former are public bodies tasked with
supporting implementation and compliance oversight, the latter are consultative fora composed
of both public and private actors offering expert input on regulatory matters. Despite the
importance of the former in the implementation and monitoring of the regulatory framework,
we focus here on the latter as they play an instrumental role in shaping how compliance is
understood and designed, particularly in the standardization ecosystem. EU-wide Advisory
Bodies are often involved in drafting, reviewing, or advising on key instruments like common
specifications or Codes of Conduct or Practice, which are later operationalized by coordination
bodies.

Specifically, we deemed them to possess medium competencies, since they are
primarily expected to issue guidance and/or provide expert input; in that sense, their impact is
often more indirect and subtle and is of non-legally binding nature. We rated their capacities
as medium-high due to their access to diverse forms of expertise and knowledge, often through
hybrid memberships that span academics, industry representatives and, even, CSOs. This is

also the reason that we deemed their connectedness to be high, reflecting their role as spaces
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for multi-stakeholder deliberation and contestation for norm- and consensus-building. For
example, under Art. 41 Al Act, the Advisory Forum, wherein standardization actors hold
permanent positions, may advise the Commission on the development of common

specifications, influencing what eventually becomes a compliance benchmark.

Standardization Bodies

As mentioned earlier, (European) standardization organizations emerge as crucial supra-
organizational-level stakeholders responsible for shaping how compliance is understood and
operationalized across the EU digital governance framework. They occupy a hybrid
institutional position as non-governmental, industry-led actors who increasingly enjoy
governance prominence. Despite limited formal regulatory functions—most of which are
activated following Commission’s requests—their standard-setting capacity carries quasi-legal
force. Actors like CEN-CENELEC and ETSI® are-among others—expected to participate in
developing standards, primarily as an authoritative advisory voice, or have their standards
adopted by and consolidated through EU legislation, effectively shaping conformity conditions
of regulatory obligations in the Al Act (e.g., common specifications - Art. 41), the DSA (e.g.,
standards for regulatory functions — Art. 44), the DMA (compliance facilitation, Art. 48) and
the EMFA (compliance of MSPs, Rec. 53).

In our assessment, we rated their legal competencies as medium-high, not because
they have regulatory powers per se, but because their outputs gain quasi-legal force as
described above. We gauged their capacities as high, reflecting their often-rich technical
expertise and increasing institutional and legal legitimacy within EU lawmaking circles,
hinting at an increased dominance of a more technocratic understanding of and approach to EU
governance, which may work at the expense of democratic decision-making processes and
inclusive structures. Last, we rated their connectedness as medium-high, as stakeholder
participation is emphasized when it comes to standardization procedures. This may lead to a
situation where standardization bodies have deeper connections to (powerful) industry
stakeholders and are firmly embedded within formal EU governance procedures, but rather
scarce, superficial and symbolic interactions with actors representing broader public interests.
To illustrate, in the Al Act, various standardization bodies are invited to the Advisory Forum
as permanent members—a role not afforded to CSOs—which will advise the Commission in
drafting common specifications for high-risk Al systems and (integrated) GPAI models (Art.

41). In addition, access to standardization bodies is contingent on financial capacity; ETSI, for
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example, operates an open membership model but requires the payment of membership fees,

thereby enabling large non-EU corporations to influence European standardization.

Conformity Assessment Bodies (CABs)

CABs operate at the organizational level but are increasingly playing an important role in EU’s
Al governance, hence their inclusion in our operationalization. These actors are typically a mix
of private and/or public organizations. Under the Al Act, CABs may be designated as notified
bodies by national authorities to assess and certify the compliance of specific high-risk Al
systems/GPAI systems (Arts. 43-44). In practice, for systems requiring third-party assessment
(e.g., biometric identification systems), CABs examine whether an Al system meets the
applicable legal and technical requirements by auditing documentation, inspecting quality
management systems, and performing (or verifying) testing procedures before the system can
be placed on the market. They are, thus, primarily responsible for compliance assessment and
monitoring, as well as pre- (and sometimes post-) market vetting; functions typically met in
product safety regulations.

Provided that designated notified bodies do not set legal obligations themselves but are
requested by other stakeholders to assess regulated targets’ performance with consequential
implications for the latter’s capacity to market products, we rated their competences as
medium-high. Moreover, they are typically well-resourced and technically specialized. For
instance, one can imagine notified bodies being the same ‘Big Four’ companies (Griffin 2025),
to which the Commission has ‘outsourced’ the selection and management of Harmonized
Standards Consultants (HAS) and which are tasked with scrutinizing European harmonized
standards, like Ernst & Young (Micklitz 2023:58). Additionally, the Al Act stipulates that
notified bodies “shall” participate in European standardisation organisations (Art. 31(12)),
creating a scenario wherein the same firm could legally end up assessing high-risk systems
against standards it has itself helped to shape, despite Article 31(5) prohibiting notified bodies
from providing consultancy services to providers.

As CABs do not set legal obligations themselves but are requested by other stakeholders
to assess regulated targets’ performance with consequential implications for the latter’s
capacity to market products, we rated their competences as medium-high. Moreover, they are
typically well-resourced and technically specialized. For instance, one can imagine CABs
being the same ‘Big Four’ companies (Griffin 2025) to which the Commission has ‘outsourced’
the selection and management of Harmonized Standards Consultants (HAS)—which are tasked

with scrutinizing European harmonized standards—to Ernst & Young (Micklitz 2023:58).

14



Therefore, we may end up with a potentially circular and conflicted accountability chain,
wherein private consultancy firms may both manage the experts scrutinizing harmonized
standards developed by other private actors and act as CABs. Also, if designated as notified
bodies under the Al Act (Art. 3(22); 43), the same firm could end up assessing high-risk
systems and/or GPAI models against standards it has itself helped to shape.

Last, we rated CABs’ connectedness as medium, owing to the various multi-
stakeholder processes they partake in, but which are mostly populated by actors with vested,
private interests and, thus, have limited exchanges/cooperation with other actors. Crucially, in
the absence of Commission-mandated harmonized standards or common specifications, Al
providers may rely on non-harmonized technical specifications (such as industry best practices
or privately developed standards) to demonstrate conformity, thereby opening the governance
framework to increased discretion by CABs (where third-party assessment is required) and
regulated entities themselves (where internal control suffices) (cf. Micklitz 2023:87-94).
Consequently, CABs designated as notified bodies gain a crucial gatekeeping role in enabling
market access for high-risk Al providers, creating a structural risk where their interpretation of
standards becomes a de facto advisory service for regulatory compliance, potentially

undermining the protection of fundamental rights envisaged by the Al Act.

Member States

Member States, located at the organizational level, hold both significant regulatory powers
concerning national implementation architecture, such as the designation and resourcing of
DSCs under Art. 49 DSA or National Competent Authorities (NCAs) under Art. 70 Al Act.,
and political sway through participation in consultations and other EU processes. Notably,
Member States seem to be under greater scrutiny by the Commission under the EMFA
regarding risks to media freedom, such as political and economic favoritism (e.g., Art. 25
EMFA). As aresult, we see a fluctuation of power bestowed to and wielded by Member States,
who are both regulatory cooperators and under scrutiny themselves.

We assessed Member States’ competences as high, particularly in areas of national
enforcement (e.g., designating NCAs) and/or rule-setting (e.g., penalty regimes under Art. 99
Al Act). Crucially, in the standardization ecosystem’s context, they are responsible for
designating and supervising (CABs designated as) notified bodies. Concretely, Member States
under the AI Act designate notifying authorities, which notify a) CABs to satisfy the
requirements for becoming a notified body and b) the Commission and other Member States

of the designation of the designated CAB as a notified body. Their capacities were found
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medium-high, reflecting the bloc’s inequality, where some Member States possess significant
legal expertise and material resources and others face challenges (e.g., understaffed DPOs).
Member States must also ensure adequate resources and staff for the notifying authorities,
affecting the consistency and, perhaps, equity of enforcement across the EU. We rated their
connectedness as high in our mapping as they participate in virtually all supra-organizational
fora (e.g., the European Al Board or the European Board for Media Services) and play a critical
role in shaping the wider agenda through Council deliberations—and its rotating presidency—

and by applying pressure to the Commission.

Large Platform Firms and High-Risk Al Providers

Very Large Online Platforms and Search Engines (VLOPSEs), Gatekeepers and high-risk
(and/or GPAI) providers are organizational-level private actors that serve as both primary
regulatory targets and key actors in the materialization of the EU’s digital governance
framework. For instance, many resources required by the Commission to enforce the DSA are
funded through the supervisory fee (Art. 43 DSA). They are also tasked with designing internal
compliance systems, such as the MSP interface under Art. 18 EMFA, the impact assessments
under Art. 34 DSA, the risk mitigation measures under Art. 27 Al Act, while they’re expected
to cooperate with other stakeholders like auditors (e.g., Art. 37 DSA) and researchers (e.g., Art.
40 DSA).

In the standardization ecosystem’s context, their role is not explicit but highly
consequential. Certainly, they do not produce standards, but, for example, they may participate
in the Al Act’s Advisory Forum, which the Commission might consult to draft implementing
acts for common specifications in the absence of harmonized standards. Additionally, common
specifications may take the form of a Code of Practice (‘by way of an implementing act” Art.
56(6) Al Act), which these actors are expected to contribute to their drafting, alongside other
relevant stakeholders including CSOs, researchers, etc. (Art. 56(3) Al Act).

Therefore, when considering the three structural elements of our mapping, it becomes
clear that they are afforded important regulatory competencies (medium) as they are delegated
critical compliance functions and discretion. The primary reason they are afforded these
competencies is their extraordinary capacities (high) in terms of setting technological
standards, providing guidelines for end-users and complements, managing visibility through
the curation and moderation of content and services, as well as because of their ability to wield
infrastructural and financial resources to, among others, conduct lobbying. Their participation

in multi-stakeholder fora like the Advisory Forum also underscores their considerable
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connectedness. While our mapping cannot determine the full extent of their influence, it does
suggest that their involvement in multi-stakeholder processes raises concerns about power

asymmetries.

Civil Society Organizations (CSOs)

CSOs, located at the organizational level, are NGOs that-despite lacking formal regulatory
authority—are explicitly woven into the EU’s (digital) governance fabric as custodians of the
broader public interest and fundamental rights (cf. Siapera and Farries 2025). They figure
prominently in the DSA, where they may gain Trusted Flagger status (Art. 22 DSA), contribute
to the co-drafting of Codes of Conduct and Practice (Art. 45 DSA; Art. 56 Al Act), or even
apply for and receive access to data for scrutinizing platforms’ compliance (Art. 40 DSA).

In our assessment, legal competencies are low-medium, provided that their input
remains non-binding and contingent on invitations for participation. Similarly, we rate their
extra-legal capacities as low-to-medium, due to both significant disparities within the CSO
ecosystem itself and a structural imbalance when compared to better-resourced stakeholders
such as tech firms and standardization bodies. Yet, their key contribution lies in their normative
legitimacy as stakeholders representing public-interest and fundamental rights concerns, often
lending democratic legitimacy to otherwise technocratic or market-driven governance
processes. Moreover, in the standardization ecosystem, CSOs-like corporate actors—do not
draft standards but they may contribute to multi-stakeholder deliberations (e.g., Advisory
Forum). Importantly, CSOs are key actors in contributing to the broader discourse around
digital governance through their advocacy and public-facing activity. Yet, CSOs are largely
absent from core regulatory functions like agenda-setting, enforcement and evaluation of the
regulations, or contributing meaningfully to designing compliance processes (e.g., as
standardization bodies might do). They also are hardly empowered to trigger investigations
(unlike SMEs who often appear in the same excerpts of the studied regulations). Hence, their
connectedness is medium, owing to their formal participation in multi-stakeholder processes,

which is often sporadic and marginalized due to their limited competencies and capacities.

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs)

SMEs, such as Al start-ups and platform complementors, are organizational-level private actors
frequently referenced across the regulations studied here, primarily as in need of support and
protection to innovate. For example, Art. 95(4) Al Act stipulates that the ‘specific interests and

needs of SMEs’ must be considered when drafting voluntary CoC. Moreover, they are expected
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to contribute to multi-stakeholder processes (e.g., through the support in drafting CoP under
Art. 56 Al Act). Likewise, they’re exempt from strict or burdensome obligations as opposed to
larger tech firms, while they’re offered privileged access to resources like the regulatory
sandboxes (Rec. 143 Al Act). They’re also expected to contribute to the enforcement of
compliance (e.g., they can file complaints and trigger investigations for Gatekeepers under Art.
27 DMA).

In our assessment of their structural elements, we attributed medium to their legal
competencies due to their procedural and regulatory rights. We assigned low-medium to their
capacities, owing to the heterogeneity of this group, that is the material and technical
inequalities among SMEs. Lastly, we assigned medium to their connectedness, reflecting their
(expected) frequent participation in multi-stakeholder processes, especially in the DMA and
the AI Act. Although, their participation is contingent on their limited and varied competencies
and capacities, and their reliance on supra-organizational bodies like trade associations. By
extension, their participation is also crucial for the standardization ecosystem, as they’re
framed as a key stakeholder in standard-development (Micklitz 2023:40). Indeed, the AI Act
stipulates that Member States ‘should facilitate the participation of SMEs [...] in the

standardization development process’ (Rec. 143).

Researchers

Researchers (including academics and independent experts) are among the few stakeholders at
the individual® level in our mapping. Despite limited formal authority, they are explicitly
expected to contribute to functions like compliance monitoring (e.g., through accessing data of
VLOPSEs regarding systemic risks, Art. 40 DSA), regulation assessment (e.g., by contributing
to the monitoring of risks to media freedom and pluralism, Art. 26 EMFA) and regulatory
implementation processes (e.g., by participating in the drafting of implementing acts of Al
regulatory sandboxes or Codes of Conduct and/or Practice, Arts. 56, 57, 95 Al Act). Strikingly,
researchers are entirely absent from the DMA.

We assessed researchers’ legal competencies as low-medium due to their lack of
regulatory power except for the possibility of qualifying for vetted researchers to access
platform data under Art. 40 DSA (cf. Leerssen 2024). Their capacities are low-medium,
reflecting both their subject-matter expertise and the different material and legal capacities
afforded to them both by their institutions (e.g., dependence on grant funding) and the EU (e.g.,
legal hurdles for research). Lastly, we assigned researchers’ connectedness medium to reflect

their increasing (expected) role—akin to CSOs—in multi-stakeholder processes and advisory
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roles. For instance, in addition to their participation to the Advisory Forum (Art. 67 Al Act),
researchers are also involved in the scientific panel (e.g., Art. 68 Al Act), which is mandated
to support the Al Office with various regulatory functions, including the safeguard procedure
activated in case of non-compliance (Art. 81 Al Act). Still, as with other—typically—non-market
actors, their participation is conditional and susceptible to procedural bottlenecks (e.g., refusal

of data access requests).

Implications for Cooperative Responsibility

By combining Gorwa’s stakeholder typology with the regulatory space lens (Hancher & Moran
1989; Kutscher 2025), we located actors institutionally, classified their regulatory functions,
and assessed their power through three elements: competencies, capacities, and connectedness.
While the goal of ‘cooperative responsibility’ (Helberger et al., 2018) calls for participatory
and distributed multi-stakeholder governance, our mapping foregrounds the gap between
normative and legal aspirations, and material conditions and capacities of actors involved.
Indeed, as our focus on standardization bodies illustrates, standardization bodies may lack
direct legislative power but shape how compliance is defined and operationalized, thanks to
their high technical capacities, formalized access to multi-stakeholder processes, and
institutional embeddedness. In doing so, they not only consolidate their own role in the
governance ecosystem but also condition how other actors can participate in, or contest
regulatory processes. In this section, we therefore problematize some of our findings, primarily
within the context of the standardization ecosystem but also considering the broader
implications of entrusting hybrid supra-organizational actors, such as standardization and EU-
wide Advisory Bodies, with critical regulatory functions that carry significant consequences
for democratic governance.

First, we observe how regulatory power is increasingly concentrated in actors that are
almost unaccountable to the wider public, such as standardization bodies (e.g., CEN-
CENELEC, ETSI). These hybrid actors occupy an ambiguous but consequential position as
they represent the technocratic spirit of the emerging EU digital governance framework. As
several scholars have argued (Micklitz and Van Gestel 2013; Senden 2017), standardization
has become a cornerstone of EU’s policymaking, particularly following the 1985 ‘New
Approach’ that sought to promote deregulation amidst the consolidation of neoliberalism. This
much was reaffirmed with the EU’s NLF to advance EU integration—but mostly—create a more

predictable ‘gateway to the Internal Market’ through harmonized standards (Micklitz and Van
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Gestel 2013:157). Put simply, standardization bodies translate complex regulatory norms into
voluntary technical standards, which once sanctioned by EU authorities as harmonized, have
de facto regulatory power as they provide a presumption of conformity to products and/or
services looking to enter the EU market, while compelling other actors to adopt similar
standards (Cohen 2019; Veale, Matus, and Gorwa 2023).

This process is not only problematic from a democratic deficit standpoint (i.e.,
legitimacy and participation of stakeholders) but also because of the stakes at play. As our
mapping demonstrates, standardization bodies rank high in terms of extra-legal capacities, hold
medium-high legal competencies due to their role in shaping de facto compliance benchmarks
and medium-high connectedness owing to formal access to multi-stakeholder deliberations.
However, in the context of sociotechnical systems like multi-sided platforms and GPAI
models, which are deeply engrained in the fabric of our digitized societies (van Dijck, Poell,
and de Waal 2018), the stakes concern our fundamental rights and the functioning of our
democracies. Micklitz has described this whole delegation of responsibility of these high-
stakes issues as one of ‘[passing] the buck’ (2023:158), where the responsibility for
concretizing—and protecting—fundamental rights is delegated down the responsibility chain to
standardization bodies that are ‘ill-equipped to answer hard normative questions’ (ibid, p. 168).
This trend is particularly salient in the Al Act, where conformity with harmonized standards
(or, alternatively, with Commission-issued common specifications) is represented as the
primary means of demonstrating compliance (Arts. 40-41). Moreover, in areas where such
harmonized standards are not (yet) available, Al providers may instead rely on non-harmonized
technical specifications (e.g., industry best practices or privately developed standards) to
demonstrate conformity. This fallback opens the governance framework to increased discretion
by CABs and regulated entities themselves, involving big consulting corporations and private
standardization ‘club houses’ with extremely expensive memberships (Micklitz and Gestel
2013). Such conditions gradually weaken the materialization of cooperative responsibility
norms and values.

Second, true to the EU’s multi-stakeholder approach and recognizing the inherent
complexity of governing the digital tech stack (Helberger et al. 2024; Veale et al. 2023) each
regulation examined introduces specialized EU-wide advisory bodies to build legitimacy and
technical capacity. While this too might be seen as a positive aspiration, drawing on critiques
of multi-stakeholderism (Carr 2015; Griffin 2023), we contend that these bodies proceduralize
governance by way of exercising epistemic authority, which itself is legitimized by public

governance stakeholders, i.e, when harmonized or codified in law by EU authorities. In
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Cohen’s words ‘as transnational network-and-standard-based governance arrangements have
proliferated, their expert networks have become increasingly opaque, arcane, and self-
reinforcing’ (2019:234). These ‘expert networks’ derive much of their power from material
and technical capacities, deploying deliberately complex technical norms and concepts that are
de facto opaque and exclusionary to the wider public, including actors—normatively—tasked
with representing the public interest, such as CSOs and academics (Micklitz 2023:40; Siapera
and Farries 2025:22).

By way of illustration, while CSOs may be formally present in many of these multi-
stakeholder spaces, their limited legal competencies and material capacities limit their actual
impact (Uribe 2024). These constraints—especially the latter—stand in stark contrast to industry
actors, who—despite being regulatory targets—often participate in the same fora with
substantially more resources and, thus, gravitas (Laux, Wachter, and Mittelstadt 2024:3).
Therefore, epistemic authority and material imbalances, especially when sanctioned by public
actors, can translate into regulatory influence without clear accountability structures, advancing
‘technocratic knowledge over ‘non-scientific’ knowledge in the decision-making process,
thereby potentially placing these agencies in a most powerful position’ (Baldwin et al.
2012:399).

While the AT Act acknowledges such concerns by urging Member States to provide
adequate resourcing to national enforcement authorities (e.g., Art. 70), comparable support
structures are largely absent for CSOs. SMEs, by contrast, are not only offered procedural
safeguards (e.g., in standards development and regulatory sandboxes), but are also
institutionally protected due to their recognized economic importance for the EU’s internal
market. Relatedly, researchers’ absence from the DMA undermines the inclusion of critical
actors that would help the whole governance ecosystem and the wider public in foregrounding
the democratic stakes in addressing market harms. As such, actors with normative importance
are left to navigate complex governance processes without similar recognition or structural
support.

These implications are intensified by the EU’s compliance mechanisms, which depend
heavily on industry cooperation. As mentioned earlier, studies on the implementation of the
Code of Practice on Disinformation (before its upgrade into a Code of Conduct under the DSA)
illustrate that reporting—and thus compliance—has been patchy and largely procedural, with
little nuanced insights (Fathaigh et al. 2025; Miindges and Park 2024). With X withdrawing
from the Code in early 2023 and Meta terminating support for independent fact-checking in

the US, some tech companies are openly signaling resistance to EU policy and reluctance to
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comply. This dynamic has also partly shaped the EU’s stance on its own regulatory agenda:
Mario Draghi has emphasized the need to strengthen the EU’s competitiveness in Al, calling
for less regulatory obligations for tech firms, which the Commission has picked up as part of
its ‘simplification’ strategy that will be laid out in an upcoming omnibus package (Draghi 2024;
European Commission 2025). Although current mechanisms limit the implementation of
meaningful cooperative responsibility, there is also a renewed push to bolster the EU’s digital
sovereignty and reduce reliance on non-EU tech companies (Heidebrecht 2024; Madiega
2020). While it remains difficult to assess the feasibility of this ambition, a progressive vision
for digital governance could create opportunities for the EU to incorporate mechanisms that
empower under-resourced stakeholders and disadvantaged communities, and foster conditions

for genuine cooperative responsibility.

Conclusions

This paper set out to map the stakeholders involved in the EU’s digital governance framework,
using a framework that foregrounds and considers their institutional position, formal and
practical regulatory functions, legal competences, extra-legal capacities, structural elements
and connectedness.

Our first contribution is the compilation of a comprehensive list of governance actors
across four EU regulations (DSA, DMA, EMFA, Al Act), which may serve as a resource for
policymakers, CSOs, and researchers to identify stakeholders and their functions. Second, we
propose a framework to study the distribution of regulatory powers and responsibilities across
different regulatory instruments by assessing the fulfilment of eight regulatory functions which
enables inferences on the stakeholders’ capacities, competencies, and connectedness. Drawing
on this framework, we identified key actors in all four EU regulations and provided a nuanced
overview of their situatedness and power dynamics. Standardization bodies emerged as central
actors across all four regulations, alongside the European Commission and Member States,
highlighting the relevance of zooming in on the standardization ecosystem by applying our
framework. These actors are central to the EU’s New Approach and NLF to mitigate
compliance risks and increase legal certainty and foreseeability. But, as discussed in the paper,
such reliance on well-resourced, private actors with technical expertise and vested interests,
risks consolidating a technocratic governance model that excludes, or further marginalizes,
public-interest actors like CSOs. Beyond the standardization ecosystem, one could

operationalize our mapping framework to other domains (e.g., content or risk governance) and
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highlight different types of actors, such as sub-organizational entities like Trust & Safety teams
or national courts.

Our third contribution is the critique of EU’s reliance on multi-stakeholderism,
suggesting that instead of enabling cooperative and shared responsibility, the current
governance paradigm entrenches structural asymmetries. Well-resourced private actors are
highly influential in regulatory processes, as we tried to showcase through the evaluation of
their structural elements, while normatively grounded stakeholders are practically reduced to
symbolic participation, or simply outpowered. By extension, our mapping and accompanying
framework align with critiques raised by other voices concerning, on the one hand, the
disregard for material dimensions and, on the other, an excessive emphasis on normative ideals
in the EU’s approach to digital governance (Balayn and Giirses 2024; Griffin 2025b; Terzis,
Veale, and Gaumann 2024). Ultimately, we believe that these two elements hinder equitable—
and thus meaningful-cooperation among stakeholders.

Taking a step back, the EU finds itself at a critical juncture. Externally, the new US
administration is increasingly selecting an isolationist approach, attacking the EU’s approach
to technology governance, deepening its interplay with domestic Big Tech’s interests, and
cutting critical (USAID) funds that exacerbate CSOs’ resource-deficit in multi-stakeholder
governance (Rankin 2025). Internally, Member States with more developed tech markets like
France and Germany demonstrate protectionism of their national market actors rather than care
for a cohesive EU, public-interest-driven digital ecosystem and governance (Gros et al. 2025).
At the same time, companies that the EU entrusts with co-regulatory functions are
simultaneously under international scrutiny for enabling grave human rights violations—
including profiting from an ‘economy of genocide’ in Gaza as detailed by UN Special
Rapporteur for the occupied Palestinian territories (Albanese 2025)—amid what UN experts
describe as the crumbling of the post-war international legal order (UN 2024).

It is within this climate that the EU must enforce its ambitious regulatory agenda for Al
and platform technologies as part of its commitment to principles of fundamental rights and
public values, as well as to its strategic autonomy. But what is made clear from our mapping is
that the EU cannot have it both ways; if it wants to pursue its strategic autonomy, including the
cultivation of a public-interest-oriented digital ecosystem, it must empower and protect actors
normatively grounded in the public interest and reduce the regulatory power of private actors.
Our findings underscore this tension vividly, particularly visible in the prominent role assigned
to standardization bodies (e.g., Joint Industry Committees under EMFA,
CEN/CENELEC/ETSI under AI Act), which typically reflect industry interests. Ultimately,
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our paper underscores the limits of multi-stakeholderism and the broader governance model in
challenging the neoliberal market order. This realization demands not only a comprehensive
paradigm shift, but also stronger legal and material backstops. Without these, we run the risk
of having public-interest actors reduced to token participants in an increasingly technocratic

governance system, dominated by private actors.
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