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Algorithmic Transparency and Accountability in Practice (ATAP): 
A Study into Automated News Recommender Systems

Laurens Naudts*, Pierre Dewitte*, Oscar Alvarado Rodriguez†, Ingrid Lambrecht*, Luciana Monteiro Krebs†, Elias 
Storms†, David Geerts†, Aleksandra Kuczerawy*, Jef Ausloos*

*KU Leuven Centre for IT and IP Law-imec; †KU Leuven MintLab

The Impact of News Recommender Systems
Automated news recommender systems (NRS), i.e. systems
designed to deliver users only the most relevant news pieces,
curate the modern media landscape. The societal challenges
NRS raise, and the impact they have upon users’
fundamental rights to privacy and data protection, call for
more transparency and accountability.

Contributing to the debate, the ATAP Project sought to
develop new strategies to provide users with more
meaningful explanations regarding the deployment of NRS
through an intensive cooperation between researchers in Law
and Human Computer Interaction.
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Investigated News Content Providers

A legal-empirical study Accommodating data subject’s 
rights through design

Figure 1: Overview of the investigated news content providers

Table 1: The so-called ‘right to explanation’ in the GDPR

Figure 2: Information provided in the privacy policies

Figure 3: Elements of explanation provided upon request

In an effort to investigate the possibilities of
improving the user interface with transparency
and data subject’s rights in mind, end-users were
involved via a diary study and workshops to
– Uncover their experiences and imaginaries 

about data and algorithms in the context of 
automated ranking systems on social media

– Ideate and co-design interface features to 
increase algorithmic transparency

A medium fidelity prototype was developed to
evaluate new design ideas with end-users.

1 Co-design workshops
Users’ ‘algorithmic imaginaries’ seem 
to revolve around:
– ‘Big brother’ and the abuse of data
– A distinction between ‘derived’ 

and ‘explicitly provided’ data
– The fear of being ’pigeon-holed’

No transparency 
without control
Accommodating those expectations 
and requirements involves:
– The recognition of users’ 

multiple interest
– Transparency in profiling to help 

understand mistakes
– An increase in legibility and 

provided controls
– The possibility for diversity and 

discovery
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Design takeaways 
and guidelines

Points to consider when designing 
news recommenders include:
– Recommender systems are 

always networked and situated
– Take account of people’s 

reading habits and experience
– Trust is connected to the users’ 

impression of the broader 
organization

– Transparency without control 
can lead to frustration

– Control can reduce users’ need 
for transparency

– A betrayed sense of control can 
drive away users
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Explore our mock-up!

or visit bit.ly/atap-nfy
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Key Takeaways

1. Involve the user: The active involvement of end-users throughout the
design process is crucial when designing understandable and explainable
automated recommender systems.

2. Embrace multidisciplinarity: A user-centered HCI approach, informed by
a legal perspective, can pave the way towards more legally-sound and user-
friendly explanation models. In this regard, users’ expectations and
imaginaries should be considered as inspiration for design solutions.

3. Provide guidance: Soft-law instruments, be they general or specific,
could provide a fertile ground for new initiatives aimed at increasing
accountability and transparency in the field of NRS.

LAW HCI

Prototype
Medium-fidelity 
prototype for 
user evaluation
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