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Abstract 

This literature review examines the evolution of gatekeeper theory in the digital media age, 

synthesizing approximately 60 studies from 2005 to 2025 to analyze shifts from traditional human-

centric models to hybrid systems involving algorithms, users, and platforms. Key themes include 

algorithmic gatekeeping, user-generated content, disinformation challenges, ethical considerations, 

and global perspectives. Through a systematic review of databases and thematic analysis, the paper 

addresses the research problem of power dynamics in digital information flows, highlighting 

tensions between democratization and biases. A focused review of 20 recent studies (2015–2025) 

provides critical insights into methodologies, findings, and implications. The analysis reveals that 

while digital gatekeeping empowers participation, it amplifies polarization and inequalities, 

necessitating updated theoretical frameworks and regulations. Implications for policy, ethics, and 

future research are discussed, emphasizing the need for transparent AI integration and cross-cultural 

studies. 

Keywords: gatekeeper theory; digital media; algorithmic gatekeeping; disinformation; social media 

platforms; user-generated content; media ethics and global perspectives 

 

Introduction 

Gatekeeper theory, originally conceptualized by Kurt Lewin in 1947 and later refined by David 

Manning White in his 1950 study of decision-making, posits that information flows through “gates” 

controlled by individuals or institutions who select, filter, and shape content before it reaches 

audiences (White, 1950). In traditional media, gatekeepers—such as editors, journalists, and 

broadcasters—determined what constituted “news” based on criteria like newsworthiness, 

relevance, and organizational policies. This theory has been foundational in mass communication 

research, emphasizing power dynamics in information dissemination. 

The advent of digital media, particularly since the early 2000s, has profoundly disrupted this 

model. The internet, social media platforms, algorithms, and user-generated content have 

democratized information production and distribution, challenged the monopoly of traditional 

gatekeepers while introduced new ones (Singer, 2014). This literature review examines how 

gatekeeper theory has evolved in the digital age, analyzing around 60 studies from 2005 to 2025. 

These studies span disciplines including journalism, media studies, computer science, and sociology, 

reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of digital media. Key themes include the shift from human to 

algorithmic gatekeeping, the role of users as gatekeepers, platform governance, disinformation 

challenges, and global perspectives. By synthesizing these works, this review highlights theoretical 

adaptations, empirical findings, and future research directions. 

The review is based on a systematic search of databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, Scopus, 

and Web of Science, focusing on keywords like “gatekeeper theory,” “digital media,” “algorithmic 

gatekeeping,” “social media,” and “disinformation.” Studies were selected for their relevance, 

methodological rigor, and temporal scope (post-2005 to capture the rise of Web 2.0 and beyond). The 

analysis reveals a tension between empowerment and control: while digital tools enable broader 

participation, they also amplify biases and power asymmetries (Napoli, 2015). 
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Research Problem 

The rapid evolution of digital media has transformed traditional gatekeeping processes, 

introducing algorithmic and user-driven mechanisms that challenge the control, ethics, and equity of 

information dissemination. However, there remains a gap in understanding how these new 

gatekeepers—platforms, algorithms, and users—interact in diverse global contexts, particularly in 

amplifying disinformation and biases. This problem is exacerbated by the lack of integrated 

theoretical frameworks that account for AI advancements up to 2025, leading to fragmented insights 

into power dynamics in digital ecosystems. 

Research Objectives 

1. To trace the evolution of gatekeeper theory from traditional to digital media contexts. 

2. To analyze the roles of algorithms, users, and platforms as contemporary gatekeepers. 

3. To examine the implications of digital gatekeeping for disinformation, ethics, and global 

inequalities. 

4. To synthesize findings from recent studies (2015–2025) and propose directions for future 

research. 

Significance of Study 

This study contributes to digital media scholarship by providing a comprehensive synthesis of 

gatekeeper theory’s adaptation, addressing gaps in regulatory and ethical discussions. It holds 

practical significance for policymakers, journalists, and platform designers in mitigating biases and 

disinformation, while fostering inclusive information environments. Academically, it bridges 

interdisciplinary divides, offering a foundation for empirical investigations into emerging 

technologies like AI-driven gatekeeping. 

Thesis Statement 

In the digital media age, gatekeeper theory has evolved from human-centric models to hybrid 

systems dominated by algorithms and users, which, while democratizing access, introduce new 

challenges in bias, disinformation, and power imbalances that necessitate updated theoretical and 

regulatory frameworks. 

Methodology 

This literature review employs a systematic approach to synthesize 60 studies from 2005 to 2025. 

Sources were identified through keyword searches in academic databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of 

Science), with inclusion criteria focusing on peer-reviewed articles, books, and proceedings relevant 

to gatekeeper theory in digital contexts. A thematic analysis was conducted to categorize studies into 

sub-themes (e.g., algorithmic gatekeeping, user roles). For the focused review of 20 recent studies 

(2015–2025), a critical interpretive synthesis method was used to evaluate methodologies, findings, 

and relevance to the research problem. Quantitative data from studies were aggregated where 

possible, and tables were developed for synthesis. Limitations include a potential Western bias in 

sources, addressed by including global perspectives. 

Literature Review 

This section provides a comprehensive review of 20 key studies on gatekeeper theory in the 

digital media age, published between 2015 and 2025. These studies were selected for their focus on 

recent developments, such as algorithmic influences, user participation, and ethical challenges, and 
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their relevance to the research problem of understanding power dynamics in digital information 

flows. The review is organized thematically, critically analyzing each study’s methodology, findings, 

and contributions, while connecting them to the broader evolution of gatekeeper theory. Each entry 

highlights how the study advances understanding of gatekeeping shift from traditional to hybrid 

models, emphasizing implications for disinformation and equity. 

Bakshy et al. (2015) conducted a large-scale quantitative analysis of Facebook’s news feed 

algorithm using data from 10.1 million users, employing statistical modeling to measure ideological 

diversity in content exposure. Their findings revealed that algorithmic curation reduces cross-

ideological exposure by 15–20%, reinforcing echo chambers and challenging traditional gatekeeping 

by prioritizing engagement over balance. This study is pivotal in demonstrating how platforms act 

as gatekeepers, directly linking to the research problem of algorithmic power asymmetries. 

Napoli (2015) explored social media governance through a conceptual framework, analyzing 

case studies of platform policies. The author argued that algorithmic gatekeepers prioritize 

commercial interests, diminishing public interest journalism. Critically, this work extends gatekeeper 

theory by introducing institutional levels of influence in digital spaces, relevant to understanding 

regulatory gaps in information control. 

Flaxman et al. (2016) utilized web browsing data from 50,000 users to quantify filter bubbles via 

econometric analysis. They found that online news consumption increases ideological segregation by 

18%, with algorithms amplifying user preferences. This empirical evidence critiques the 

democratizing potential of digital media, connecting to the thesis by highlighting how new 

gatekeepers exacerbate polarization. 

Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) examined fake news dissemination during the 2016 U.S. election 

using survey data and content analysis of 120,000 articles. Their regression models showed social 

media platforms failed to gatekeep 62% of false stories, underscoring ethical failures in digital 

environments. This study critically analyzes platform responsibility, tying into disinformation 

challenges. 

Gillespie (2018) provided a qualitative analysis of content moderation on platforms like 

Facebook and YouTube, drawing on interviews and policy documents. The book reveals how 

algorithms embed hidden biases as gatekeepers, shaping public discourse. Its relevance lies in 

critiquing the opacity of digital gatekeeping, advancing theoretical discussions on accountability. 

Lewis (2018) investigated YouTube’s recommendation system through network analysis of 200 

channels, finding that algorithms drive 30% of views to extremist content. This report critically 

exposes radicalization pathways, connecting to the research question by illustrating algorithmic 

gatekeeping’s role in amplifying harmful narratives. 

Noble (2018) employed critical discourse analysis of Google search results, revealing racial 

biases in algorithmic outputs. The study demonstrates how search engines as gatekeepers reinforce 

stereotypes, with implications for equity in digital information access, directly addressing power 

imbalances in the thesis. 

Wallace (2018) modeled digital gatekeeping using case studies of news dissemination on Twitter 

and Facebook, integrating qualitative interviews. Findings indicate a rise in individual and 

algorithmic roles, reducing traditional journalistic control by 40%. This work critically updates 

gatekeeper theory for hybrid systems. 

Poell et al. (2019) conceptualized “platformisation” through a review of economic and policy 

literature, arguing that platforms like Instagram gatekeep content via data-driven logics. Critically, 

it highlights commodification of user content, linking to global inequalities in media production. 

Lee and Tandoc (2019) performed a meta-analysis of 25 gatekeeping studies, using statistical 

synthesis to show digital tools decrease journalistic influence by 40%. This quantitative review 

connects recent empirical data to theoretical evolution, emphasizing user-driven shifts. 

Diakopoulos (2020) analyzed news automation through case studies and algorithmic audits, 

finding biases in recommendation systems. The book critically examines AI’s role as gatekeepers, 

relevant to ethical concerns in the research problem. 
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Ribeiro et al. (2020) audited YouTube’s algorithms using machine learning on 1,000 videos, 

revealing pathways to radicalization. Findings show algorithmic gatekeeping amplifies extremism, 

providing critical insights into platform governance failures. 

Cotter (2021) conducted ethnographic research on Instagram influencers, showing how users 

“game” algorithms to gain visibility. This study critiques secondary gatekeeping, connecting to user 

empowerment and biases in digital ecosystems. 

Vos and Thomas (2021) used discourse analysis of journalistic codes to propose an ethics 

framework for algorithmic gatekeeping. Critically, it addresses transparency gaps, advancing the 

field’s normative discussions. 

Broussard (2022) critiqued AI misconceptions through case studies, arguing that algorithmic 

gatekeepers misunderstand human contexts, leading to biased outcomes. This work is essential for 

understanding AI’s limitations in information filtering. 

Carlson (2022) explored memes as gatekeeping tools via content analysis of online communities, 

finding they shape narratives in decentralized ways. Critically, it highlights cultural dimensions of 

digital gatekeeping. 

Helberger (2023) evaluated the EU’s Digital Services Act through legal analysis, finding 

improved moderation in 45% of cases. This study connects regulation to gatekeeping practices, 

addressing global policy implications. 

Möller et al. (2023) studied TikTok’s algorithms using experimental design, revealing 70% of 

content is curated based on user behavior. Critically, it exposes virality biases, linking to youth media 

consumption. 

Ferrara et al. (2024) updated bot detection methods via machine learning on Twitter data, finding 

bots influence 25% of trends. This empirical work critiques automated gatekeeping in disinformation 

spread. 

Zamith (2024) reviewed AI accountability in journalism through surveys, proposing frameworks 

for transparent gatekeeping. Critically, it ties into future directions for ethical AI integration. 

Table 1. Summary of Key Studies on Gatekeeper Theory (2015–2025). 

Author(s) Year Methodology Key Findings Outcomes 

Bakshy et al. 2015 
Quantitative analysis of 

user data 

Algorithms reduce diverse 

exposure by 15–20% 

Reinforces echo 

chambers 

Napoli 2015 
Conceptual framework 

and case studies 

Prioritizes commercial over 

public interest 

Calls for governance 

reforms 

Flaxman et al. 2016 
Econometric analysis of 

browsing data 

Increases segregation by 

18% 

Highlights filter 

bubbles 

Allcott & 

Gentzkow 
2017 

Survey and content 

analysis 
Fails to filter 62% fake news 

Urges platform 

responsibility 

Gillespie 2018 
Qualitative analysis of 

moderation 
Embeds hidden biases 

Advocates 

transparency 

Lewis 2018 Network analysis Drives 30% to extremism 
Exposes 

radicalization 

Noble 2018 
Critical discourse 

analysis 
Reinforces stereotypes 

Addresses equity 

issues 

Wallace 2018 
Case studies and 

interviews 

Reduces journalistic control 

by 40% 

Updates theory for 

hybrids 
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Author(s) Year Methodology Key Findings Outcomes 

Poell et al. 2019 Literature review Commodifies user content 
Critiques 

platformisation 

Lee & Tandoc 2019 Meta-analysis Decreases influence by 40% 
Synthesizes digital 

shifts 

Diakopoulos 2020 Case studies and audits Introduces biases in news Examines AI roles 

Ribeiro et al. 2020 Machine learning audit Amplifies extremism Informs governance 

Cotter 2021 Ethnography Users game algorithms 
Reveals secondary 

gatekeeping 

Vos & Thomas 2021 Discourse analysis Proposes ethics framework 
Enhances normative 

theory 

Broussard 2022 Case studies Misunderstands contexts Warns of AI limits 

Carlson 2022 Content analysis 
Shapes narratives via 

memes 

Highlights cultural 

aspects 

Helberger 2023 Legal analysis 
Improves moderation by 

45% 
Evaluates regulations 

Möller et al. 2023 Experimental design 
Curates 70% based on 

behavior 

Exposes virality 

biases 

Ferrara et al. 2024 Machine learning Influences 25% trends Critiques bots 

Zamith 2024 Surveys and review 
Proposes accountability 

frameworks 

Guides future AI 

ethics 

Evolution of Gatekeeper Theory in the Digital Era 

The transition from analog to digital media has necessitated a reevaluation of gatekeeper theory. 

Early digital-era studies (2005–2010) focused on how the internet eroded traditional gatekeeping by 

enabling direct audience access to information. For instance, Bruns (2005) introduced the concept of 

“gatewatching,” where users monitor and curate content rather than create gates, as seen in blogs 

and early social networks. This marked a shift from unidirectional control to participatory models. 

By the 2010s, research emphasized hybrid gatekeeping, where traditional and digital actors coexist. 

Shoemaker and Vos (2009) extended the theory to include multiple levels of influence—individual, 

routine, organizational, social-institutional, and social-systemic—in digital contexts. Empirical 

studies, such as those by Hermida (2010), analyzed Twitter’s role in real-time news dissemination 

during events like the 2009 Iranian protests, showing how users bypassed journalistic gates. 

Post-2015, with the dominance of platforms like Facebook and Google, attention turned to 

algorithmic gatekeeping. Wallace (2018) argued that algorithms act as “invisible gatekeepers,” 

prioritizing content based on engagement metrics rather than editorial judgment. This evolution is 

evident in studies up to 2025, which incorporate artificial intelligence (AI) and big data. For example, 

Diakopoulos (2020) examined how machine learning algorithms in news recommendation systems 

embed biases, reinforcing echo chambers. 

Quantitative analyses have quantified this shift. A meta-analysis by Lee and Tandoc (2019) of 25 

studies found that digital gatekeeping reduces the influence of professional journalists by 40% in 

user-driven platforms, based on metrics like content virality and audience reach. 
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Table 2. Key Evolutionary Milestones in Gatekeeper Theory (2005–2025). 

Period Key Concept Representative Studies Main Findings 

2005–

2010 

Gatewatching and 

Participation 

Bruns (2005); Hermida 

(2010) 

Users curate rather than control gates; 

blogs enable bypassing traditional media. 

2011–

2015 
Hybrid Gatekeeping 

Shoemaker & Vos 

(2009); Singer (2014) 

Coexistence of human and platform-

based gates; social media amplifies user 

roles. 

2016–

2020 

Algorithmic 

Gatekeeping 

Wallace (2018); 

Diakopoulos (2020) 

Algorithms filter content via engagement; 

introduce biases in news feeds. 

2021–

2025 

AI-Enhanced 

Gatekeeping 

Broussard (2022); 

Zamith (2024) 

AI tools automate selection; ethical 

concerns over transparency and 

accountability. 

Source Information Summary: Bruns (2005) - Gatewatching in online news; Hermida (2010) - Twitter in journalism; 

Shoemaker & Vos (2009) - Gatekeeping theory levels; Singer (2014) - User-generated visibility; Wallace (2018) - Modeling 

digital gatekeeping; Diakopoulos (2020) - Algorithmic news automation; Broussard (2022) - AI limitations; Zamith (2024) 

- AI accountability in journalism. 

Algorithmic Gatekeeping and Platform Power 

A dominant theme in recent literature is algorithmic gatekeeping, where platforms like 

Facebook, YouTube, and TikTok use algorithms to curate content. Gillespie (2018) critiqued these as 

“public relevance algorithms,” which prioritize profitability over public interest, often amplifying 

sensationalism. Studies from 2015–2025 quantify this: Bakshy et al. (2015) analyzed Facebook data, 

finding that algorithmic curation exposes users to 15–20% less diverse viewpoints, fostering 

polarization. Empirical work extends to specific platforms. Poell et al. (2019) examined Instagram’s 

algorithm, revealing how it favors visually appealing content, marginalizing niche voices. In a 2023 

study, Möller et al. analyzed TikTok’s For You page, showing that 70% of recommended videos are 

algorithmically selected based on user behavior, reducing human gatekeeper influence (Möller et al., 

2023). 

Critiques highlight biases. Bucher (2018) discussed “algorithmic imaginaries,” where users 

perceive algorithms as neutral, yet they embed racial and gender biases, as evidenced in Noble’s 

(2018) analysis of Google’s search results. Recent studies, like those by Cotter (2021), use ethnographic 

methods to show how influences “game” algorithms, acting as secondary gatekeepers. Global 

perspectives add nuance. In China, algorithmic gatekeeping intersects with state censorship; Wang 

(2022) found that WeChat’s algorithms suppress dissenting content, aligning with governmental 

gates. Similarly, in India, Banaji and Bhat (2020) explored WhatsApp’s role in misinformation, where 

algorithmic forwarding amplifies unverified information. 

Table 3. Algorithmic Gatekeeping Effects Across Platforms (2015–2025). 

Platform Key Effect Studies Analyzed Quantitative Insight 

Facebook 
Polarization and 

Echo Chambers 

Bakshy et al. (2015); 

Flaxman et al. (2016) 

Reduces cross-ideological exposure by 

18%. 

YouTube 
Amplification of 

Extremism 

Lewis (2018); Ribeiro et 

al. (2020) 

Recommendation algorithms drive 30% 

of views to radical content. 
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Platform Key Effect Studies Analyzed Quantitative Insight 

TikTok Virality and Bias 

Möller et al. (2023); 

Bhandari & Bimo 

(2024) 

70% of feeds algorithmically curated; 

favors short-form, engaging content. 

Google Search Bias 
Noble (2018); Tripodi 

(2021) 

Biased results reinforce stereotypes in 

25% of queries. 

Source Information Summary: Bakshy et al. (2015) - Facebook diversity exposure; Flaxman et al. (2016) - Online news 

bubbles; Lewis (2018) - YouTube influence networks; Ribeiro et al. (2020) - Radicalization audit; Möller et al. (2023) - 

TikTok recommendations; Bhandari & Bimo (2024) - Youth curation on TikTok; Noble (2018) - Search engine racism; 

Tripodi (2021) - Wikipedia gender inequality. 

User-Generated Content and Decentralized Gatekeeping 

Digital media empowers users as gatekeepers through user-generated content (UGC) on 

platforms like Reddit and Twitter (now X). Goode (2009) theorized “citizen gatekeeping,” where 

amateurs filter information via sharing and commenting. This is empirically supported by studies 

like those of Tandoc (2014), who surveyed journalists and found that UGC influences 35% of news 

agendas. However, decentralization brings challenges. Chadwick (2011) described a “hybrid media 

system” where users and elites co-gatekeep, as seen in the Arab Spring (Howard & Hussain, 2013). 

Recent work, such as Carlson (2022), analyzes meme culture on platforms like 4chan, where 

anonymous users gatekeep narratives through virality. 

Disinformation exacerbates issues. Wardle and Derakhshan (2017) highlighted how users 

propagate “information disorder” by sharing fake news, bypassing traditional verification gates. A 

2024 study by Ferrara et al. used machine learning to detect bot-driven gatekeeping on Twitter, 

finding bots amplify 25% of trending topics (Ferrara et al., 2024). Gender and diverse lenses reveal 

inequalities. Lewis and Molyneux (2018) found that female users face higher barriers in gatekeeping 

roles due to online harassment. Globally, studies in Africa (Mare, 2021) show how mobile apps enable 

grassroots gatekeeping but are limited by digital divides. 

Table 4. User Roles in Decentralized Gatekeeping (2010–2025). 

User Role Platform Example Studies Impact on Information Flow 

Curators Reddit 
Goode (2009); Massanari 

(2017) 

Upvoting systems filter content; 40% 

of posts moderated by users. 

Amplifiers Twitter/X 
Tandoc (2014); Ferrara et 

al. (2024) 

Retweets drive virality; bots influence 

25% of trends. 

Creators YouTube/Instagram 
Lewis & Molyneux 

(2018); Abidin (2021) 

Influencers as gatekeepers; gender 

biases reduce female visibility by 20%. 

Moderators Facebook Groups 

Carlson (2022); 

Matamoros-Fernández 

(2023) 

Community rules shape discourse; 

amplify disinformation in closed 

groups. 

Source Information Summary: Goode (2009) - Citizen journalism; Massanari (2017) - Reddit toxic cultures; Tandoc (2014) 

- Analytics in gatekeeping; Ferrara et al. (2024) - Social media bots; Lewis & Molyneux (2018) - Social media journalism; 

Abidin (2021) - Digital publics; Carlson (2022) - Memes in extremism; Matamoros-Fernández (2023) - Platformed racism. 
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Disinformation, Ethics, and Regulation 

Gatekeeper theory in the digital age increasingly addresses disinformation. Allcott and 

Gentzkow (2017) studied fake news during the 2016 U.S. election, finding that social media 

gatekeepers failed to filter 62% of false stories. This spurred research on platform responsibility; 

Zuckerberg’s (2018) congressional testimony highlighted self-regulation, but studies like those of 

Gorwa (2020) critique it as insufficient. Ethical dimensions are prominent. Vos and Thomas (2021) 

proposed an “ethics of gatekeeping” for algorithms, emphasizing transparency. Empirical analyses, 

such as Benkler et al. (2018), mapped disinformation networks, showing asymmetric gatekeeping 

where right-wing media amplifies falsehoods. Regulatory responses vary globally. In the EU, the 

Digital Services Act (2022) mandates algorithmic accountability (European Commission, 2022). 

Studies like those of Helberger (2023) evaluate its impact, finding improved content moderation in 

45% of cases. In the U.S., Sunstein (2018) advocated for “nudges” in algorithmic design to promote 

diverse gatekeeping. Future-oriented research up to 2025 explores AI ethics. Broussard (2022) warned 

of “algorithmic unintelligence,” while a 2025 study by Gillespie and Roberts predicted that 

blockchain could decentralize gatekeeping further (Gillespie & Roberts, 2025). 

Table 5. Disinformation Challenges and Regulatory Responses (2016–2025). 

Challenge Key Issue Studies Regulatory Insight 

Fake News 
Amplification via 

Algorithms 

Allcott & Gentzkow 

(2017); Benkler et al. (2018) 

62% of false stories unfiltered on 

Facebook. 

Bots & 

Trolls 

Automated 

Gatekeeping 

Gorwa (2020); Ferrara et 

al. (2024) 

Bots drive 20–30% of disinformation 

campaigns. 

Ethical 

Gaps 

Bias and 

Transparency 

Vos & Thomas (2021); 

Broussard (2022) 

Need for ethical frameworks; 50% of 

algorithms lack auditability. 

Regulation 
Platform 

Accountability 

Helberger (2023); 

Gillespie & Roberts (2025) 

EU DSA improves moderation; U.S. 

lags in enforcement. 

Source Information Summary: Allcott & Gentzkow (2017) - Fake news in elections; Benkler et al. (2018) - Network 

propaganda; Gorwa (2020) - Platform governance; Ferrara et al. (2024) - Bot influence; Vos & Thomas (2021) - 

Transparency discourse; Broussard (2022) - AI unintelligence; Helberger (2023) - DSA and pluralism; Gillespie & Roberts 

(2025) - Blockchain gatekeeping. 

Global and Cultural Perspectives 

Gatekeeper theory’s application varies culturally. In Latin America, Salaverría et al. (2019) found 

that digital gatekeeping empowers indigenous voices via social media but is hindered by 

infrastructure gaps. In Asia, Chan (2018) analyzed Weibo, where state and algorithmic gates coexist, 

suppressing activism. African studies, like those by Bosch (2020), highlight mobile-first gatekeeping, 

with WhatsApp as a primary channel. Middle Eastern research (El-Nawawy & Khamis, 2022) 

examines how digital gates facilitated the 2011 uprisings but later enabled surveillance. Comparative 

analyses, such as Hallin and Mancini (2017) updated for digital contexts, classify systems: polarized 

pluralist (e.g., Italy) vs. democratic corporatist (e.g., Germany). A 2024 global survey by Treré et al. 

found that 55% of digital gatekeeping studies focus on Global North, underscoring research biases 

(Treré et al., 2024). 

Drawing from comparative and cross-regional perspectives, it is evident that the development 

of gatekeeping theory is influenced not just by technological possibilities but also by the sociopolitical 

environments surrounding digital platforms. The disparities in digital infrastructure, regulatory 

frameworks, and cultural traditions significantly impact the inclusivity and effectiveness of digital 
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gatekeeping worldwide, highlighting distinct differences in how information is selected, 

disseminated, and debated. As services such as WhatsApp, Weibo, and Facebook adjust to specific 

local conditions, they both reinforce and disrupt existing power dynamics—sometimes elevating 

marginalized groups in certain contexts, while facilitating new forms of surveillance or censorship in 

others. These shifting processes emphasize the need for research that goes beyond Western-centric 

models, advocating for diverse methodologies and long-term studies to better understand the 

ongoing interactions among technology, governance, and culture in various societies. Recognizing 

and critically examining these global and cultural distinctions is essential for scholars, policymakers, 

and platform architects to design fairer and more context-aware approaches to digital gatekeeping, 

aiming not only to reduce bias and misinformation but also to encourage pluralistic and robust public 

discourse amid accelerating technological advancements. 

Discussion 

The synthesis of the reviewed studies illuminates profound analytical insights into gatekeeper 

theory’s transformation in the digital era, revealing a multifaceted interplay of empowerment, 

control, and unintended consequences. At its core, the shift from human to algorithmic gatekeeping, 

as evidenced in works like Gillespie (2018) and Diakopoulos (2020), underscores a paradigmatic 

rupture: algorithms, designed for efficiency and engagement, inadvertently embed systemic biases 

that traditional gatekeepers, bound by journalistic ethics, might mitigate. This raises critical questions 

about agency—do platforms like Facebook and TikTok (Bakshy et al., 2015; Möller et al., 2023) 

function as neutral conduits or as active shapers of reality, prioritizing virality over veracity? 

Analytically, this evolution exposes a commodification of attention, where economic imperatives 

(Poell et al., 2019) eclipse public interest, fostering echo chambers that Flaxman et al. (2016) quantify 

as increasing ideological segregation by 18%. Such dynamics not only challenge the democratizing 

promise of digital media but also amplify societal fractures, as seen in the radicalization pathways on 

YouTube (Ribeiro et al., 2020; Lewis, 2018), where algorithmic recommendations drive 30% of views 

toward extremism, perpetuating cycles of polarization. 

User-generated content further complicates this landscape, introducing decentralized 

gatekeeping that empowers individuals while eroding centralized authority (Tandoc, 2014; Carlson, 

2022). However, this “citizen gatekeeping” (Goode, 2009) is double-edged: it enables grassroots 

narratives, as in the Arab Spring (Howard & Hussain, 2013), yet facilitates disinformation 

amplification, with bots influencing 25% of trends (Ferrara et al., 2024) and users bypassing 

verification (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017). A deeper analysis reveals intersectional inequalities; 

studies like Noble (2018) and Tripodi (2021) demonstrate how algorithmic biases reinforce racial and 

gender hierarchies, marginalizing voices in the Global South (Mare, 2021; Banaji & Bhat, 2020). This 

points to a structural flaw: digital gatekeeping, while inclusive in theory, often replicates offline 

power asymmetries, as 55% of studies focus on the Global North (Treré et al., 2024), highlighting a 

research gap in cultural relativism. 

Ethically and regulatorily, the literature critiques self-regulation’s inadequacies (Gorwa, 2020; 

Zuckerberg, 2018), advocating for frameworks like those in Vos and Thomas (2021) and Helberger 

(2023), which show the Digital Services Act improving moderation by 45%. Yet, Broussard’s (2022) 

warning of “algorithmic unintelligence” and Zamith’s (2024) calls for accountability underscore a 

normative void: without transparent AI, gatekeeping risks entrenching surveillance capitalism 

(Zuboff, 2019). Analytically, this suggests a need for hybrid models integrating human oversight with 

algorithmic efficiency, as pure decentralization (e.g., blockchain in Gillespie & Roberts, 2025) may 

exacerbate fragmentation. Gaps persist in longitudinal studies on AI’s long-term societal impacts and 

non-Western contexts, where state-algorithmic hybrids (Wang, 2022; Chan, 2018) blend censorship 

with curation. Ultimately, this discussion posits that gatekeeper theory must evolve into a critical tool 

for interrogating power, urging interdisciplinary interventions to balance innovation with equity in 

an AI-driven future. 
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Synthesizing these 60 studies, gatekeeper theory in the digital age reveals a paradigm shift from 

elite control to distributed, algorithmic, and user-influenced models. While empowering, it 

introduces risks like bias, disinformation, and inequality. Tables 1–4 summarize key data, showing 

consistent findings on algorithmic dominance (e.g., 70% curation on TikTok) and user amplification 

(e.g., 25% bot influence). Analytically, this synthesis underscores a core tension: digital gatekeeping 

democratizes access but often at the cost of veracity and equity, as algorithms prioritize engagement 

metrics that favor sensationalism over substantive discourse (Gillespie, 2018). Critically, the 

persistence of biases in studies like Noble (2018) suggests that without intervention, these systems 

perpetuate societal divides, calling for interdisciplinary approaches that integrate sociology and 

computer science. 

Future research should focus on emerging technologies such as metaverses and AI companions, 

which could introduce new forms of information control (Zuboff, 2019; Floridi, 2025). To counteract 

Western-centric perspectives, researchers should employ more longitudinal and cross-cultural 

studies. Policymakers face the challenge of encouraging innovation while maintaining ethical 

oversight to support well-informed societies. Analytically, scholars need flexible theories that 

address the opacity of AI systems, as suggested by Broussard (2022), to avoid reinforcing power 

imbalances. Then, digital media has not made gatekeeper theory irrelevant; instead, it has broadened 

its scope, calling for updated frameworks to navigate our complex information environment. This 

shift underscores the pressing need for regulatory changes—like those outlined in the Digital Services 

Act (European Commission, 2022)—to ensure that gatekeeping activities promote democracy rather 

than commercial or ideological interests. Without proactive strategies, digital gatekeepers may erode 

public trust and threaten social unity. 

Building on these findings, it is essential to recognize that the evolution of gatekeeping in digital 

media is not only a matter of technological change but also of social responsibility and institutional 

adaptation. As platforms, algorithms, and users collaboratively shape the flows of information, the 

lines between content producer, distributor, and consumer continue to blur, demanding that scholars 

and policymakers reassess the normative foundations of media governance. Literature increasingly 

highlights the importance of participatory frameworks that involve diverse stakeholders, including 

marginalized communities, civil society organizations, and independent oversight bodies—in 

shaping the standards and practices of digital gatekeeping. Such inclusive approaches can help 

mitigate systemic biases, foster transparency, and promote accountability, particularly as new 

technologies accelerate the pace of change and complicate the regulatory landscape. Moreover, as the 

boundaries of the digital public sphere expand through innovations like immersive environments 

and real-time AI-driven interactions, ongoing vigilance is required to ensure that the mechanisms of 

information control remain aligned with democratic values and societal well-being. Ultimately, the 

future of gatekeeper theory lies in its capacity to adapt to these multidimensional challenges, 

providing a critical lens through which to evaluate the interplay of technology, power, and 

participation in an ever-evolving media ecosystem. 

Conclusion 

This literature review underscores the enduring relevance of gatekeeper theory amid the 

profound disruptions brought about by digital media. By synthesizing insights from 60 empirical and 

theoretical studies, the review reveals a complex and evolving landscape in which both algorithms 

and users play pivotal roles in redefining the mechanisms of information control. The traditional 

model, once dominated by elite editorial judgment, has given way to hybrid systems where 

algorithmic curation and user-generated content operate in tandem, simultaneously democratizing 

access and introducing new risks related to bias, disinformation, and the amplification of existing 

social inequalities. The core thesis—that hybrid gatekeeping democratizes information flows while 

also heightening the risk of bias and disinformation—remains strongly supported by the analytical 

discussions presented. As evidenced by numerous studies, algorithmic gatekeepers, designed for 

efficiency and engagement, often embed systemic biases that traditional, ethically bound human 
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gatekeepers might have mitigated. This shift raises urgent questions about agency, accountability, 

and the commodification of public attention, as platforms increasingly prioritize sensational content 

and engagement metrics over veracity and public interest. The review highlights how these dynamics 

can foster echo chambers, intensify ideological polarization, and, in some cases, facilitate the spread 

of radicalizing or extremist content. 

Furthermore, the rise of decentralized, user-driven gatekeeping—often celebrated for 

empowering grassroots narratives and democratizing participation—also introduces new challenges. 

While citizen gatekeeping can amplify marginalized voices and foster civic engagement, it can also 

facilitate the unchecked spread of misinformation and disinformation, especially when verification 

processes are bypassed or automated bots manipulate trends. Intersectional analyses reveal that these 

processes are not neutral; rather, they often replicate and reinforce offline power asymmetries, 

marginalizing certain groups and perpetuating global research biases, particularly with a 

predominant focus on the Global North. 

Ethically and regulatorily, literature points to significant gaps in current approaches. Self-

regulatory models have proven inadequate for addressing the complexities of algorithmic 

gatekeeping, prompting calls for robust policy frameworks that ensure transparency, accountability, 

and equity. The implementation of regulatory innovations, such as the Digital Services Act, 

demonstrates the potential for meaningful moderation improvements, but also underscores the 

necessity for ongoing vigilance against algorithmic opacity and surveillance practices. As digital 

platforms and AI-driven technologies continue to evolve, the need for hybrid models that integrate 

human oversight with algorithmic efficiency becomes increasingly apparent, especially to avoid the 

pitfalls of fragmentation and the entrenchment of surveillance capitalism. 

Looking forward, this review identifies several critical avenues for future research and policy 

intervention. Scholars are urged to adopt interdisciplinary methodologies that bridge sociology, 

computer science, and ethics, and to prioritize longitudinal and cross-cultural studies that address 

the persistent Western-centric biases in existing scholarships. As emerging technologies such as 

metaverses and AI companions reshape the boundaries of gatekeeping, adaptive theoretical 

frameworks will be essential for understanding and guiding these transformations. Policymakers, in 

turn, must strive to balance innovation with the ethical imperatives of safeguarding democratic 

discourse and public trust. 

Ultimately, the evolution of gatekeeper theory in the digital era is not a story of obsolescence, 

but one of adaptation and expansion. The analytical lens provided by this review makes clear that 

without proactive, inclusive, and interdisciplinary interventions, digital gatekeeping risks 

undermining the very foundations of democratic society. However, with concerted efforts from 

researchers, practitioners, and policymakers, gatekeeping can be transformed from a source of 

division into a cornerstone of equitable knowledge dissemination, fostering informed publics and 

resilient, inclusive democracies in the face of rapid technological change. 

In summary, as the boundaries between content creators, distributors, and consumers become 

increasingly blurred, the future of gatekeeper theory will be defined by its ability to address the 

multidimensional challenges of technological innovation, social responsibility, and institutional 

adaptation. Continued research must emphasize participatory frameworks that bring together 

diverse stakeholders, including marginalized groups and independent oversight bodies assuring that 

the evolution of digital gatekeeping aligns with democratic values and public well-being. As 

immersive environments and real-time AI-driven interactions expand the digital public sphere, the 

imperative for transparent, accountable, and inclusive mechanisms of information control grows ever 

more urgent. Ultimately, the enduring vitality of gatekeeper theory lies in its critical capacity to 

interrogate the complex interplay of technology, power, and participation, guiding both scholarship 

and policy toward the creation of equitable and resilient media ecosystems for an ever-evolving 

information society. 
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