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Abstract

Convergence in the communications sector leads to fast growing digital media content that is distributed via a rising number of interchangeable platforms. Users access similar content via various combinations of different networks (fixed wired telephony, WiFi, WiMAX, cable TV, satellite networks, 2G and 3G mobile networks, etc) and different devices (PCs, iPods, PDAs, TV-sets, mobile phones, game machines, etc).  In combination with the liberalization and globalization of media markets, these developments ask for fundamental reforms of traditional media politics. New regulatory models are supposed to meet challenges posed by new services, for example, by online-newspapers, web TV, search engines, mobile TV and online-games. Moreover, they are supposed to deal with proliferating user-generated content (YouTube, MySpace, blogs, etc) and virtual environments (e. g. Second Life) driven by the web 2.0. Obviously, the simple extension of traditional forms of media regulation to all these new content markets is neither sufficient nor feasible.

Alternative modes of regulation are central building blocks of current policy reforms. They are not only an alternative to (parts of) traditional state regulations but also complement them in various ways. Alternative modes of regulation, which are often referred to as self- and co-regulation, are characterized by the inclusion of private actors in the regulatory process. They aren’t new phenomena in media markets as ethical guidelines for journalism and advertisements already have a long history. However, with rapid growth of internet-based services they are gaining importance, for example in regard to youth media protection, consumer protection (e-commerce), in market development measures and trust building (standardization, communications security, privacy). Content-related self-regulations embrace codes of conduct for Internet Service Providers (ISPs), Internet Content Providers (ICPs) and informal norms (e. g. netiquette). Next to traditional state regulatory agencies (e.g. NRAs), new organizations are institutionalized on the international level  (e. g. Internet Content Rating Association – ICRA) and the national level (e. g. Internet Watch Foundation, UK). Altogether, this leads to a redistribution of regulatory tasks and responsibilities: on the horizontal level between state actors and private actors (industry) within various forms of self- and co-regulatory arrangements, and on the vertical level between national, supranational (EU) and international actors within multi-level-governance regimes.

Besides growing self- and co-regulation, there is also an increase in technology-based self-help by individual users which needs to be considered. Individual users do not (solely) trust in (self-)regulatory activities by states and industries but protect themselves (e. g. from harmful content and spam mails) with the help of filter software and rating schemes. These forms of technology-based, individual self-restrictions increase not least to the fact that centrally imposed regulations are not any longer feasible in a convergent and globalized environment. Altogether, this entails not only a shift/delegation of regulatory tasks and responsibilities from the state to the industry (self- and co-regulation) but also to the individual users (self-help).

This paper analyzes the changing mix of regulatory contributions by states, industries and users in the convergent communications sector. It starts with a classification of regulatory modes and a conceptual discussion of their advantages, disadvantages and effectiveness. Based on empirical research, it presents European examples of alternative modes of regulation for digital media content from various parts of the European content industry. The paper shows how these regulatory arrangements differ in various aspects, e.g. in the intensity of contributions by the state, the industry and the users, in their scope of application, and in their degree of internationalization. 
