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Introduction 

After the Second World War, European science was suffering. Scientists were leaving Europe 
in pursuit of safety and work opportunities, among other reasons. To stem the exodus and 
unite the community around a vision of science for peace, in 1949, a transatlantic group of 
scholars proposed the creation of a world-class physics research facility in Europe.1 The grand 
vision was for this center to unlock the mysteries of the universe. Their white paper laid the 
foundation for the European Center for Nuclear Research (CERN), which today supports 
fundamental research in physics across an international community of more than 10,000 
scientists from twenty-three member states and more than seventy other nations.2 Together, 
researchers at CERN built cutting-edge instruments to observe dozens of subatomic 
particles for the first time. And along the way they invented the World Wide Web, which 
was originally conceived as a tool to empower CERN’s distributed teams.

Such large-scale collaboration is once again needed to connect scholars, policymakers, and 
practitioners internationally and to accelerate research, this time to unlock the mysteries 
of the information environment. Democracies around the world are grappling with how 
to safeguard democratic values against online abuse, the proliferation of illiberal and 
xenophobic narratives, malign interference, and a host of other challenges related to a 
rapidly evolving information environment. What are the conditions within the information 
environment that can foster democratic societies and encourage active citizen participation? 
Sadly, the evidence needed to guide policymaking and social action in this domain is sorely 
lacking. 
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Researchers, governments, and civil society must come together to help. This paper 
explores how CERN can serve as a model for developing the Institute for Research on 
the Information Environment (IRIE).3 By connecting disciplines and providing shared 
engineering resources and capacity-building across the world’s democracies, IRIE will scale 
up applied research to enable evidence-based policymaking and implementation.

Where CERN “exists to understand the mystery of nature for the benefit of humankind,” 
IRIE will exist to understand the mystery of the information environment for the benefit 
of democracies and their citizens.4 While the laws of physics change slowly, the conditions 
within the information environment are little understood and changing rapidly through 
the addition of new technology. Additionally, studying the information environment will 
require analysis of personal and at times sensitive data of internet users, increasing the need 
for international collaboration. As CERN did by inventing new collaboration tools, IRIE 
will leverage those same technologies to unlock the collective genius of researchers and 
practitioners from a variety of fields to strengthen democracy, alongside interested citizens 
who contribute their own data and expertise. While there are obvious differences between 
the field of physics and those emerging to study the information environment, aspects of 
CERN’s development can guide the creation of IRIE, an institution that can uniquely 
address the growing needs of researchers.

Why the CERN model?

CERN is the world’s biggest particle physics laboratory.5 In its own words, CERN probes 
“the fundamental structure of particles that make up everything around us . . . using the 
world’s largest and most complex scientific instruments.”6 In so doing, CERN enables 
fundamental research, advances technology, brings nations together, and builds capacity 
for the field. CERN is run by a consortium of twenty-three member states and works with 
researchers from countries around the world. CERN has also been a catalyst for innovation, 
encouraging collaboration between academic researchers and the private sector to  
develop infrastructure. 

Speed and scale are the impetus for turning to CERN as a model. Current approaches to 
studying the information environment and its effects on democracy are not keeping pace 
with rapidly evolving threats. Most funding for research on the information environment is 
issued on a project basis to researchers from academia and civil society.7 These grants fund 
data collection and tool creation for specific projects, but they rarely support professional 
staff or core scientific infrastructure.8 As a result, each group builds its own data collection 
and processing pipelines, many of which are quite similar, mostly using graduate students 
and postdoctoral researchers inexperienced at basic engineering tasks. As a result, the system 
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as a whole is wildly inefficient. The right scientific processes have simply not been put 
together to understand the environment where humans form their understanding of the world.

It does not have to be this way. While the engineering resources required to build shared 
infrastructure for studying the information environment might be beyond the reach of 
individual labs, they are much smaller than what governments routinely spend on other 
scientific instruments.

What this state of affairs means in practice, coming back to our analogy, is that research 
on the information environment is in a similar position to that of physics in 1932—with 
one lab splitting the first atom using an early particle accelerator, another discovering 
the neutron, and yet another across an ocean finding the positron—when what is really 
needed is the equivalent of a Large Hadron Collider to begin unlocking the mysteries of the 
universe.9 While the technology didn’t yet exist to build the instruments that would begin 
unlocking particle physics in the 1930s, it does today for researching and analyzing the 
information environment. 

In other words, it’s a matter of political will. 

What Is the Information Environment?

The information environment is the space where human cognition, technology, and content 
converge. It is the space where information is processed by humans and, increasingly, 
machines in accordance with the dominant social norms to make sense of the world. This 
space also includes the technology used to help process and access this information, such 
as printing presses, cell phones, the web, and augmented reality, as well as related content 
such as books, videos, status updates, and online articles. These outputs move through the 
information environment via multiple channels, such as television, radio, gaming platforms, 
and social media, but also in person. The information environment is an adaptive system 
growing in complexity with the emergence of new social norms and technologies. And we 
barely understand how it all works. 

The importance of the information environment is clear. Pollution within it arguably 
stymied public health measures during a global pandemic and could create challenges for 
adolescent mental health.10 But research about issues such as the relationship between screen 
time and youth mental health often finds more correlation than causation.11 Little is known 
about how to measure the effects of threats such as disinformation, nor is there reliable 
evidence on the impact of the most important interventions to counter them, including 
those for preventing violent extremism.12 Beyond specific problems and threats, there is a 
lack of a baseline for what makes a healthy information environment that organically fosters 
democracy—much less a basic articulation of what constitutes as healthy.  
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In the absence of evidence on what interventions might help ensure the integrity of the 
information environment, policymakers are at risk of turning to old methods of control 
that are a poor fit for this new space. Right now, interventions to stop unwanted behavior 
are favored over measures that might better foster vibrant, fact-based political conversation. 
Indeed, in the absence of clearly articulated democratic principles for governing the modern 
information environment, the only model for countries to follow is the censorious one 
pushed by authoritarian states.13 Liberal democratic societies must find a path forward 
before the temptation for blunt solutions precipitates a slide into autocracy. In this, CERN 
offers a second nugget of inspiration.

Built for Peace; Build for Democracy

CERN emerged from a postwar impetus for peace-building initiatives and was framed 
around a pursuit of science for peace. Today the mission for IRIE would be to save 
democracy. A 2021 study by the Swedish International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance found three times the number of countries sliding into authoritarianism 
than becoming more democratic over the last five years. At the same time, the gap between 
the democracy people want and the democracy they feel they have is big and growing—
even in democracies.14

Although the causes of the global democratic recession are multiple and complex, it is clear 
that significant challenges stem from the manipulation and pollution of the spaces where 
public deliberation occurs and where people form their shared realities. Because democracy 
is inherently political, it is critical that IRIE support nonpartisan, independent science in 
defining the field and building governance structures for the information environment.

CERN’s international governance model provides inspiration here too. Taking a 
multinational and interdisciplinary approach protects against the organization’s abuse 
because it ensures no single member can exploit the center if they backslide into 
authoritarianism. A multinational approach also enables greater diversity as well. Just 
like the CERN works with researchers from Brazil, India, and South Africa, IRIE too 
should support and engage a broad array of international researchers, policymakers, 
and practitioners committed to democratic principles in their study of the information 
environment. By bringing together a range of nations, IRIE can create data-sharing 
protocols that are in line with a range of research ethics frameworks and data privacy laws.

In its multistakeholder approach, IRIE has yet another opportunity to support democracy 
through active engagement with citizens in its work. Democracy is as much about values as 
it is citizens. Indeed, informed participation by citizens of their own free will is the basis of 
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democracy’s legitimacy. With declining rates of trust not only in key democratic institutions 
but also in many of the technology companies that dominate the modern information 
environment, it is not enough for IRIE to simply study the relationship between information 
and democracy.15 To go deeper, IRIE will need to not just engage media, communication, 
and democracy scholars and practitioners but also cognitive psychologists and behavioral 
scientists to studying the entire system that is the information environment, including the 
people within it, their relationship to information, and how a variety of information types 
from various sources impact their understanding.16

IRIE must also engage citizens in this research and related policymaking, exploring how 
shared infrastructure could lead to co-creation between citizens and scientists. At the most 
basic level, this could include engaging citizens in sharing their data for research purposes, 
ensuring they understand its use, the results, and also their options for safeguarding data 
throughout the research lifecycle and beyond. Here lessons can be learned from initiatives 
such as Mozilla Rally.17 Such collaboration might also entail finding approaches to enable 
more meaningful democratic participation with citizens. Such an approach has the added 
benefit of addressing science elitism while also rebuilding trust. 

Fostering a Field 

While CERN is an inspiration, there are important differences between particle physics 
and the field emerging to research the information environment. The former had already 
identified a range of fundamental principles by the time CERN was being conceptualized. 
The latter still struggles with basic observation and indeed shared definitions and 
assumptions. This apparent obstacle highlights the opportunity for IRIE’s field-building 
component to speed research.

A Path to Consilience

Knowledge of the information environment is undeveloped today, especially compared 
to physics in the 1940s. Researchers from a variety of fields including sociology, political 
science, psychology, computer science, law, communications, and more are applying distinct 
methods to aspects of the information environment. The differences between how these 
fields describe similar problems and frame research questions underscore the need for a 
center of gravity to foster consilience and systemic thinking.  

Research on the information environment, by nature of the current funding model and 
lack of consilience, is a patchwork. Aspects of the information environment are narrowed 
down into manageable bits—such as a case study of a single influence operation, measuring 
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the efficacy of a specific intervention such as fact checking, or the polarizing effects of 
using a specific technology or mode of communication. But to unlock the mysteries of 
the information environment, all these things must be understood in the context of the 
wider systems in which they occur. For example, when online disinformation is studied in 
isolation from the larger system in which people’s social media choices are less polarized 
than the television they watch, it can seem more alarming than it really is and perhaps 
garner more policy attention than it should compared to other threats such as online 
harassment and abuse.18 Likewise, in looking at only one channel of distribution, such 
as a social media platform, researchers can miss other crucial points of amplification and 
intervention, such as podcasts or pundits operating on traditional media. Moreover, an 
emphasis on studying threats or unsavory phenomena detracts from research that might 
unlock the conditions in the information environment that might foster democratic 
processes and citizen engagement.

IRIE can provide a center of gravity for developing the field by working to generate 
consilience between various disciplines, creating resources that help put information 
ecosystems into context, and developing shared frameworks. For example, a fellowship 
program that brings researchers, policymakers, and practitioners from different fields 
together to build evidence-based answers to specific policy-relevant questions could catalyze 
shared approaches across disciplines that now study aspects of the information environment 
in isolation from one another. 

Taking a systemic approach to understanding how the modern information environment 
is shaping society, and how in turn social norms shape the information environment, is 
key. Defining the field in this manner moves the discourse beyond research about specific 
influence campaigns, which are inherently partisan, or specific platforms, which have 
concentrated financial interests. Studying how the information environment functions as a 
whole can help IRIE rise above debates about who are arbiters of truth in any particular instance. 

Enabling Scientists to Focus on Science, Not Engineering and Infrastructure

CERN built shared resources for scholars from around the European continent, enabling 
them to spend less time fabricating and designing and more time on science. 

Many kinds of research on the information environment are data intensive. Data 
engineering and infrastructure are expensive, and resources within research communities 
are scarce. Those studying the information environment struggle to hire technically 
savvy people, often competing for talent with tech companies.19 Data pipelines designed 
by graduate students and postdoctoral scholars are seldom designed with repurposing in 
mind, and thus researchers often re-create others’ work. By developing shared engineering 
infrastructure and providing access to engineers, IRIE can not only enable both quantitative 
and qualitative research but also enable real-time or near-real-time research. These shared 
resources could include representative samples of activity, products that transform and 
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aggregate data to ease analysis, easy-to-use interfaces that make data-driven tasks (such 
as visualizing co-occurrence networks of unusual phrases found in screenshots) accessible 
for qualitative researchers, and research practices developed by ethicists who can help 
substantive scholars better consider fundamental moral dilemmas.

The importance of doing all of this is highlighted by the growing mismatch between 
the skills researchers have, which are focused on working with text, and those they need 
with the emerging prominence of video in the information environment. With billions of 
worldwide monthly active users, Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok all include or 
exclusively host video content, to say nothing of the videos posted directly to news media 
websites.20 Compared to text, analyzing video requires significantly more technical resources 
for storage and computation to complement manual analysis. With current limitations, 
many researchers export transcriptions of what is said in videos and analyze just the text, a 
practice that misses out on the inherently visual nature of the medium and only works in 
English and around a dozen other languages.21

If IRIE starts now, this engineering and infrastructure support can be in place to take 
advantage of access to data from very large online platforms that the European Union’s 
Digital Services Act (DSA) and Code of Practice on Disinformation, which will begin 
to open up in 2024.22 While game-changing, data access alone is insufficient to speed 
up knowledge development. Researchers need increased engineering resources and 
infrastructure to make sense of these data in context. Through shared engineering resources, 
IRIE can enable researchers to take advantage of the opportunities presented by the DSA.

Capacity Building 

CERN was created with education in mind and continues to play an important role in 
training scientists and engineers, as well as students and educators at all levels.23 A similar 
commitment to training on the information environment and democracy should go 
one step further to support policymaking. This could take the form of multiple types of 
training, from traditional academic fellowships supporting researcher use of tools developed 
by IRIE to more complex programs that bring different types of stakeholders—from 
academia, civil society, government, and industry—together to collaborate in answering 
specific policy problems. The key is to create a feedback loop between research, policy, 
and social action such that outputs from IRIE help inform what conditions within the 
information environment are beneficial for democracy and identify the interventions to best 
support that while mitigating threats to it.
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A Community-Based Phased Approach 

From the first public call for the creation of CERN in late 1949 by French physicist Louis 
de Broglie at the European Cultural Conference to breaking ground in Geneva in the spring 
of 1954 to launching its first accelerator the Synchrocyclotron in 1957, CERN took time to 
become a large-scale physical reality.24 The development of IRIE can move much faster but 
should follow a similar community-based approach as laid out by CERN.

The banner for the CERN was taken up at the 1950 UNESCO General Conference, which 
tabled a resolution to “assist and encourage the formation of regional research laboratories 
in order to increase international scientific collaboration.” In early 1952, eleven countries 
created CERN’s provisional council, comprised of leaders who each tackled different aspects 
of building a world-class research facility.25 Cornelis Bakker prepared plans for the CERN’s 
first machine. Niels Bohr led on theory. Odd Dahl was tasked with envisioning even 
bigger infrastructure that would attract top scientific talent. Lew Kowarski spearheaded 
organizational development “from financial procedures to buildings and workshops.”26 
Governments who wanted to host the new center were invited to submit proposals, 
with Geneva ultimately winning out. In the meantime, theoretical work continued in 
Copenhagen.27 By the close of June 1953, the CERN Convention was finally approved with 
twelve countries agreeing to financial contributions based on recent net national income.28 
Practically speaking, CERN offers a clear path for institution building.

This paper is among the first of several calls to build a CERN for the information 
environment.29 To be more than a call, it will need champions at the national level among 
several countries. Ideally, a forum of democracies would take up the banner, such as the G7 
or the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Like-minded 
champions are needed, champions who see the gap in evidence-based policymaking and 
the need to identify which interventions to the information environment can strengthen 
democracy and which can counter threats within it. These champions must also be willing 
to pool resources together to find answers more quickly. Given the pace of government 
change, this could take years. In the meantime, the wider research and policy communities 
can do much to make IRIE a reality. 

Figure 1: Timeline for the Development IRIE Following the CERN Model 
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Some of this has been already happening. The European Digital Media Observatory 
Working Group on Platform-to-Researcher Data Access has begun developing detailed 
guidelines for researcher data access. The University of Michigan is developing the Social 
Media Archive, accepting data deposits, and making more data available for research 
purposes.30 Princeton University and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 
have begun developing IRIE’s shared engineering infrastructure.31 But the work needs to 
be done in a more structured and collaborative way. There is a long road ahead, and many 
communities will be needed to make an IRIE in CERN’s image. 

Moving down that road means getting to reasonable answers on a range of questions, such 
as the following, while recognizing that global consensus may be an unattainable goal.

1. How should the information environment be framed and studied? The 
information environment is often conflated with just digital media, but it is much 
more complex. Work needs to be done to frame the information environment and 
build consilience across the fields currently studying aspects of it. One option is the 
concept of information ecology, which borrows from physical ecology to provide 
a framework for systematizing research such that knowledge builds over time to 
generate a shared understanding of the information environment and how it works.32 
Ideally, this question would be addressed by an interdisciplinary committee of researchers.

2. What kinds of data can be used to study the information environment? While 
greater access to social media data has long been a request from the research 
community, many other data sets already exist that can help put the information 
environment into context.33 The Media and Democracy Data Cooperative collects 
political content in text from a variety of sources.34 Both the World Bank and 
the OECD have collected data related to education levels, access to technology, 
literacy rates, and more. Other organizations have ranked countries on access to 
information and press freedoms.35 Polling companies have long tried to make sense 
of people’s perspectives, tracking things like trust in institutions over time.36 Firms 
already track broadcast media content and research media consumption habits.37 
These data sets can be combined to offer snapshots of individual information 
ecosystems to help researchers put their studies into a wider context. Work must be 
put into identifying those data sets and developing a framework for aggregating them.

3. How will legal regimes governing aspects of the information environment 
affect IRIE? Federal and regional governments are passing data protection laws that 
may impact IRIE’s ability to access and use data (even public data) collected and 
stored by online platforms.38 Additionally, social media companies are increasingly 
seeking clarity from regulators regarding when and how they can share data with 
researchers while avoiding consumer protection violations.39 It will be essential that 
lawmakers and regulators from democratic nations be involved as the data sharing 
and storage policies for IRIE are finalized. This will also be helpful in encouraging 
better data portability features within social media platforms and more voluntary 
data transparency from companies. Questions that will need answering include: 

https://mddatacoop.org/
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How do data protection laws interact with the sharing of social media data? When 
these laws vary across borders, how can they be reconciled to ensure complete 
data sets? How can data portability and interoperability laws support consistent 
standards? How can data coming from different sources be cleaned up and made 
useable across different data sets? How do researchers in one country study online 
harm in other parts of the world while respecting the data rights of all individuals?

4. How can citizens be better engaged in research on the information 
environment? Given the role citizens play in democracies, democratizing how the 
information environment is studied also requires citizen engagement. Researchers at 
Northeastern University are engaging citizens to help study online behavior.40 Can 
the process of sharing user-generated data lead to further engagement in research 
projects and related outputs? What collaborative opportunities might help shed 
light on ways technology might foster democracy and citizen participation? 

5. How can greater diversity of research be fostered? Existing research is almost 
entirely from and about Europe and North America. How can IRIE help build 
meaningful research capacity across a variety of countries and cultural contexts? 
How can IRIE best speed shared learning and sustain connections between 
researchers outside of prominent Western institutions? What are the obstacles 
to achieving this? Engaging with initiatives like the Centre for International 
Governance Innovation’s Global Platform Governance Network and the 
International Conference on Information & Communication Technologies and 
Development to convene researchers is surely part of the answer.41 Regionally, 
research centers such as the Doublethink Lab in Taiwan are building up capacity 
on specific topics such as influence operations in the wider Indo-Pacific region and 
can be conduits to specialized research communities.42

6. What is the relationship of data storage to the research lifecycle? What is the 
ongoing relationship between citizens whose data is studied at IRIE and its storage 
throughout the research lifecycle, including after a project is completed? How long 
will data be stored and what protections will be put in place for its archival use? 
What limits do national or regional data protection laws put in place around data 
retention, and how do these affect the viability of different kinds of research? What 
recourse do citizens have to control their data? How will data collected by IRIE be secured?

7. What are the most pressing research questions that need to be answered and 
how can they be studied? Given limited resources, consensus must be built on 
which research questions and measurement experiments are the most crucial to 
democratic societies. Efforts such as the International Observatory on Information 
and Democracy, which hope to present an overview of scientific research, might 
take on such a guiding role.  Likewise, the European Media and Information Fund 
has been identifying research questions and funding projects focused specifically 
 on disinformation.43

https://doublethinklab.org/
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8. What ethical principles should govern this research? The information 
environment is poorly understood, and there is no consensus on principles for 
researching it. The more that is understood about the information environment 
and how it can be influenced, the greater the chances that research about it can be 
abused. For these reasons, an ethical framing is needed to underpin IRIE, one that 
must incorporate a variety of national guidelines that govern research involving 
human subjects, including personal data.44

9. What kinds of large-scale engineering infrastructure can speed up that 
research? Many tools can be built, but identifying what would be most helpful 
and needed both now and over time will help prioritize development. Princeton 
and Carnegie have already begun conducting scoping studies to help inform IRIE.45 
Some necessary tools include enhanced image and video processing capacity. Here, 
initiatives such as the Media Verification Team in Greece and vera.ai in the EU have 
begun work.46 Others might help those analyzing narratives in real-time to better 
understand their spread and impact, for example, in crisis situations. Beyond new 
tools, though, there are a host of existing tools housed at a variety of institutions, 
which, if affiliated with IRIE by either moving to a shared facility or becoming part 
of an official network, could help create a suite of resources in relatively short order. 

10. How can a feedback loop be best created such that research informs 
policymaking? Scaling up research will help fill the evidence gap, but that evidence 
must be translated into policy and social action to be implemented by governments, 
regulators, civil society, and platforms. Academics have limited incentives to write 
on the policy implications of their work and often lack the background to do so. 
Policymakers and practitioners are rarely steeped in all academic literature coming 
out about the information environment, particularly given that challenges around 
definitions in the field make it harder to track. What mechanism should a new 
institute put in place to help bridge this research-policy divide while remaining 
firmly apolitical? What resources are required to undertake translation between 
the two communities? The Centre for the Study of Democratic Institutions at the 
University of British Columbia has been exploring these gaps in the context of 
connecting researchers and transparency reporting, and the Knight Foundation’s 
Knight Research Network has been bringing many stakeholders together to bridge 
the research-policy divide in the United States.47 The European Commission’s 
Joint Research Centre has also been developing frameworks for “evidence users” 
(policymakers) and “evidence providers” (researchers) to better support each other in 
using science to inform policymaking.48

11. How can capacity be developed to help researchers make use of IRIE and new 
opportunities to data access offered by the DSA? What kinds of training and 
support programs are needed to ensure researchers can use the tools developed by 
IRIE? What sort of systemic shifts are needed? Are existing funding models fit 
for purpose? Here again, the European Digital Media Observatory is developing 

https://knightfoundation.org/democracy-in-the-digital-age/
https://knightfoundation.org/democracy-in-the-digital-age/
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/projects-activities/competence-frameworks-policymakers-researchers_en
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training programs for researchers, and the Center for Democracy & Technology 
has done excellent work tracking and analyzing legal frameworks in the context of 
supporting research.49

12. What is the impact of this research on the physical environment? Does cen-
tralizing infrastructure in one place decrease the carbon footprint of conducting 
research on the information environment? What other measures can be taken to 
reduce IRIE’s carbon footprint?50 

Existing communities of experts have been working on many of these questions for some 
time. These communities need to be brought together to work toward a shared aim of 
ensuring the integrity of the information environment to foster democracy. 

Next Steps

The first step is finding a champion in the form of at least one democracy to support the 
overall coordination effort. This can be the most challenging type of work for which to 
find funding, as the value of coordination tends to be underestimated. Yet the key to the 
success of IRIE is building a multistakeholder community to make the vision a reality. The 
coordination phase should include creating an IRIE council that would act as a secretariate 
to oversee the development and operations of the institute. Initially, this council might 
comprise leaders tackling the questions listed above. As IRIE emerges as a world-class 
research facility with support from member countries, the council’s composition might 
shift to incorporate a mix of rotating representation of the multistakeholder community it 
serves—for example, an equal number of members representing academia, civil society, and 
the group of member countries. Similarly, an equivalent representation from the tech sector 
might be included as observers to engage, but not control or influence, IRIE operations. 
The ongoing selection of the council could itself be an exercise in democracy, with processes 
for selection and engagement being developed with participation from stakeholder 
communities. The member states might opt for a structured rotation set on a schedule. The 
aim is to create an inclusive and functional council to which IRIE staff will report and to 
foster independence of research and governance (in a self-organizational approach similar 
to CERN’s). As with CERN’s leadership, the IRIE council might be supported by working 
groups that, for example, help prioritize among research questions and new infrastructure 
developments.

In terms of engaging governments, as a starting point, member states might include 
the G7, the European Union, or individual countries like New Zealand. IRIE should 
pursue a globally representative membership with a focus on enabling research in less 
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well-resourced countries. But a criterion of government participation should be a country’s 
commitment to liberal democracy. As with CERN, member countries would commit to 
annual contributions that could be scaled according to each state’s latest GDP. For IRIE to 
work, however, it cannot be caught in an endless renewal loop, which renders an initiative 
susceptible to political shifts. Research on the information environment does involve 
longer-term efforts that require stability, such as understanding the long-term impacts of 
interventions like media literacy.   

Government alone should not be expected to support IRIE, which will pursue diverse 
funding streams. The tech sector could support IRIE through an endowment, thus ensuring 
the independence of researchers. Other approaches might include pay-to-play models 
whereby researchers contribute a portion of their research grant funding to have access 
to IRIE infrastructure but also raising funds through training programs, endowed and 
named chairs, and unrestricted gifts from donors. Indeed, nongovernmental donors have 
already stepped into the fray. Generous support from the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation, Craig Newmark Philanthropies, the John S. and James L. Knight 
Foundation, and Microsoft enabled the background research and outreach that have 
contributed to this paper and the development of IRIE’s first infrastructure. IRIE could also 
provide paid-for support to solve a specific policy issue or test interventions at the behest of 
donors, so long as those projects meet the ethical standards to be set by the IRIE Council. 
This could include identifying ways to test the impact of interventions made as part of the 
EU Code of Practice on Disinformation. 

Figure 2: IRIE Council
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As with CERN, ultimately IRIE will be housed in a physical location. Ideally, this will be 
in a democracy that has privacy and data protection laws that enable IRIE’s work while 
protecting citizens and their data. As with CERN, IRIE will continue to work with affiliated 
institutions around the world, supporting and scaling up research as part of a community. 
Structurally, IRIE will consist of several interrelated departments that oversee aspects of 
operations including the theoretical framing for studying the information environment, 
maintaining and developing data and infrastructure, translating research into policy, and 
capacity building for the wider community of stakeholders including researchers and 
policymakers. And while this is a significant effort, work has already started, in the form of 
planned research infrastructure with the aim to launch tools next fall. In other words, with 
the right support, the creation of IRIE as a physical space need not take years, as it did with 
the CERN, but months. 

Conclusion 

For nearly seventy years, CERN has been a center of gravity for physics and a model for how 
to support large-scale research collaboration across numerous different countries. Given the 
challenges facing democracy today related to the information environment, a similar level 
of effort is required for research on the information environment. We sit at a crossroads 
with democracy in peril, our very options for intervening to threats like disinformation 
threatening to exacerbate the situation. Wouldn’t it be better if we were able to understand 
how the information environment works and what conditions within it fostered democracy? 
IRIE can help, but we need to act fast.
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