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Abstract

This paper critically examines the mechanisms through which algorithmic systems deployed by
major digital platforms restructure news visibility, reshape public discourse, and concentrate media
power in unprecedented ways. Drawing on theories of algorithmic gatekeeping, platform
capitalism, and surveillance capitalism, the study analyzes how recommendation algorithms,
content moderation systems, and engagement-optimization architectures have supplanted
traditional editorial gatekeeping functions in determining what information reaches public
audiences. The paper synthesizes findings from the landmark 2023 Facebook/Meta election
experiments, the Reuters Institute Digital News Report series (2023—-2025), and recent systematic
reviews encompassing over 496 studies on digital media and democracy. Through a
comprehensive literature review and critical theoretical analysis, the paper identifies three
interconnected dimensions of algorithmic power: (a) visibility governance, whereby algorithms
determine informational salience through engagement-driven ranking; (b) epistemic structuring,

through which algorithmic logics reshape what counts as newsworthy and credible; and (c)
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economic restructuring, wherein platform-dependent business models transfer gatekeeping
authority from journalistic institutions to technology corporations. The analysis reveals that while
empirical evidence complicates simplistic narratives about algorithmic polarization-the 2023 Meta
experiments found no measurable attitude effects from reducing ideological segregation-the
structural concentration of gatekeeping power in opaque algorithmic systems poses fundamental
challenges to democratic governance, journalistic autonomy, and informed citizenship. The paper
concludes by evaluating emerging regulatory frameworks, including the European Union’s Digital
Services Act and Al Act, and proposes a multi-stakeholder accountability framework integrating
algorithmic transparency, public interest obligations, and participatory governance mechanisms.

Keywords: algorithmic gatekeeping, platform power, news visibility, filter bubbles,

surveillance capitalism, digital public sphere, content moderation, EU Digital Services Act.

Introduction

The contemporary information landscape has undergone a fundamental structural transformation.
Where once editorial professionals-journalists, editors, and media proprietors-served as the
primary gatekeepers determining which information reached public audiences, algorithmic
systems designed and deployed by a small number of technology corporations now perform this
function at an unprecedented scale. Google processes approximately 8.5 billion searches daily,
Facebook’s News Feed algorithm curates content for nearly three billion monthly active users, and
TikTok’s recommendation engine has become the fastest-growing news source globally,
surpassing X (formerly Twitter) in 2024 with 13% weekly usage across 48 surveyed markets
(Newman et al., 2025). This transfer of gatekeeping authority from human editorial judgment to
computational systems represents not merely a technological evolution but a fundamental
reorganization of the political economy of information (Aarzoo & Lal, 2024a).

The significance of this transformation extends far beyond media industry dynamics.
Democratic governance depends on citizens’ access to diverse, accurate, and relevant information-
what Sunstein (2017) termed the provision of “unchosen exposures” essential for deliberative
democracy (Aarzoo & Lal, 2024b). When algorithmic systems optimized for engagement metrics
determine information visibility, the normative foundations of the democratic public sphere are

potentially restructured according to commercial logics that may diverge substantially from public
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interest imperatives. The Reuters Institute’s Digital News Report 2025 documented that global
trust in news remains at only 40%, with news avoidance reaching 40%-up from 29% in 2017-
suggesting a deepening crisis in the relationship between publics and information systems
(Newman et al., 2025).

This paper critically examines the mechanisms through which algorithmic systems
restructure news visibility, the theoretical frameworks that illuminate these processes, and the
empirical evidence regarding their democratic consequences. Three interconnected research
questions guide the analysis: (a) How do platform algorithms function as gatekeepers, and in what
ways do their logics differ from traditional editorial gatekeeping? (b) What does the empirical
evidence reveal about the relationship between algorithmic mediation, information diversity, and
political polarization? (c) What regulatory and governance frameworks are emerging to address
algorithmic power, and what are their prospects for protecting democratic communication?

The paper proceeds in six sections. Following this introduction, the second section reviews
the theoretical landscape spanning algorithmic gatekeeping, platform capitalism, and surveillance
capitalism (Aarzoo & Lal, 2024c¢). The third section examines the mechanisms of algorithmic news
curation across major platforms. The fourth section critically synthesizes empirical evidence, with
particular attention to the landmark 2023 Meta election experiments. The fifth section evaluates
emerging regulatory frameworks. The sixth section proposes a multi-stakeholder accountability

framework and identifies directions for future research.

Theoretical Frameworks: From Editorial Gatekeeping to Algorithmic Power
Understanding the contemporary transformation of news visibility requires engaging with
multiple theoretical traditions that collectively illuminate the political, economic, and epistemic
dimensions of algorithmic gatekeeping (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025a). This section synthesizes four
interconnected theoretical frameworks: classical gatekeeping theory and its algorithmic extension,

platform capitalism, surveillance capitalism, and the relational ontology of algorithmic power.

Classical Gatekeeping Theory and Its Algorithmic Extension

Gatekeeping theory, originating with Lewin’s (1947) analysis of information flow through
channels with “gates” controlled by gatekeepers, was adapted to journalism by White (1950) in
his seminal study of a newspaper wire editor’s selection decisions. Over subsequent decades, the

theory evolved from individual-level decision-making models to incorporate organizational
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(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014), institutional, and systemic dimensions. Shoemaker and Vos (2009)
provided the most comprehensive contemporary articulation, identifying five levels of analysis—
individual, communication routines, organizational, social institutional, and social system—
through which gatekeeping operates.

The extension of gatekeeping theory to algorithmic contexts represents both continuity and
fundamental rupture. Continuity exists in the basic function: like human editors, algorithms select,
prioritize, and filter information flows (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025b). However, the rupture is threefold.
First, the scale is qualitatively different: whereas a newspaper editor might select from hundreds
of wire stories daily, Facebook’s algorithm processes billions of potential content items for billions
of users simultaneously. Second, the logic differs fundamentally: editorial gatekeeping, however
imperfect, operated within normative frameworks of journalistic professionalism—public interest,
newsworthiness, accuracy, fairness—whereas algorithmic gatekeeping optimizes for engagement
metrics that may correlate inversely with informational quality. Third, the opacity is
unprecedented: whereas editorial decisions were at least in principle attributable to identifiable
human agents, algorithmic systems operate as what Pasquale (2015) termed “black boxes”—their
decision-making processes opaque even to their designers.

Bucher (2012) advanced the theoretical understanding of algorithmic gatekeeping through
the concept of the “threat of invisibility”-arguing that the algorithmic determination of what is
seen and unseen functions as a disciplining mechanism. Unlike traditional censorship, which
operates through prohibition, algorithmic power operates through graduated visibility: content is
not forbidden but rendered invisible through deprioritization. This mechanism produces what
Bucher (2018) later theorized as “programmed sociality”-social relations structured by the

conditional logic of algorithmic systems (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025c¢).

Platform Capitalism and the Political Economy of Attention

Srnicek’s (2017) platform capitalism framework provides essential structural analysis of
the economic logics driving algorithmic gatekeeping. Srnicek classifies digital platforms into five
types-advertising, cloud, industrial, product, and lean-with advertising platforms (Google, Meta)
being most relevant to news distribution. The core insight is that platforms function as
intermediaries that position themselves between users, advertisers, and content producers,

extracting value from the data generated by these interactions. The “winner-take-most” dynamics

Page 4



Media Medley | Volume 2, Issue 1, Jan-March 2024

created by network effects and data advantages produce oligopolistic market structures that
concentrate gatekeeping power in a small number of corporations.

Van Dijck, Poell, and de Waal’s (2018) analysis of the “platform society” extends this
framework by theorizing how platform mechanisms-datafication, commodification, and selection-
actively constitute rather than merely mediate public discourse (Lal & Rahman, 2013a). Their key
insight is that platforms are not neutral infrastructures but “programmable architectures designed
to organize interactions” according to specific commercial and technical logics (Aarzoo & Lal,
2025d). This constitutive role means that platform design decisions-which signals an algorithm
weights, how engagement is measured, what content policies are enforced-function as de facto
media governance decisions with profound democratic implications (Lal & Vats, 2016).

The attention economy framework, developed by scholars including Goldhaber (1997),
Davenport and Beck (2001), and Wu (2016), provides a complementary lens (Lal & Rahman,
2013b). In an environment of information abundance, attention becomes the scarce resource
around which economic competition is organized. Platform algorithms are fundamentally attention
allocation systems: they determine which content receives the scarce resource of user attention
(Aarzoo & Lal, 2026). This creates systematic incentives favoring content that maximizes
engagement-often emotionally arousing, controversial, or sensationalized material-over content
that serves informational needs. Vosoughi, Roy, and Aral’s (2018) landmark analysis of 126,000
Twitter rumor cascades empirically demonstrated this dynamic: false news spread significantly
farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly than truth, driven by novelty and emotional reactions

rather than bot activity.

Surveillance Capitalism and Behavioral Prediction

Zuboff’s (2019) theory of surveillance capitalism provides the most comprehensive
account of the economic logic underlying algorithmic gatekeeping. Zuboff argues that a new
economic order has emerged in which human experience is claimed as free raw material for
translation into behavioral data. While some data serves product improvement, a surplus-
“behavioral surplus”-is fed into machine intelligence systems that fabricate “prediction products”
traded in “behavioral futures markets.” The implications for news visibility are direct: algorithmic
news curation is not a neutral service but a mechanism for maximizing behavioral data extraction

by optimizing the content environment for prolonged engagement.
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The surveillance capitalism framework illuminates why platform companies resist
algorithmic transparency: their competitive advantage lies precisely in the proprietary nature of
their prediction models. Algorithmic opacity is not merely a technical limitation but a strategic
business necessity (Lal & Rahman, 2013c). This creates a fundamental tension between the
commercial interests driving algorithmic design and the democratic requirements of transparency
and accountability in information governance (Lal & Aarzoo, 2026). As Pasquale (2015) argued,
the “black box” character of algorithmic systems allows them to simultaneously exercise enormous
power over information flows while evading the accountability mechanisms that democratic

societies have developed for other powerful institutions (Lal et al., 2015).

Relational Ontology of Algorithmic Power

Bucher’s (2018) relational ontology of algorithmic power offers a sophisticated theoretical
synthesis that avoids both technological determinism and social constructivism. Rather than
treating algorithms as autonomous agents that determine social outcomes or as neutral tools shaped
entirely by social contexts, Bucher proposes understanding algorithmic power as emerging from
the relations between algorithms, users, institutions, and materialities. This relational approach
identifies three interconnected dimensions: the diagrammatic (how algorithms map and categorize
social relations), the imaginary (how users and institutions imagine and respond to algorithmic
logics), and the institutional (how organizational practices are transformed by algorithmic
integration).

The concept of “algorithmic imaginaries” is particularly productive for understanding news
visibility. Journalists, editors, and content producers develop folk theories about how algorithms
work and modify their behavior accordingly-even when these theories are inaccurate. This creates
feedback loops between algorithmic design, user behavior, and content production that cannot be
reduced to the algorithm alone. Bishop’s (2019) ethnographic research on YouTube creators
documented how “algorithmic gossip”’-communally shared theories about recommendation
algorithms-shapes content creation strategies, producing a kind of anticipatory conformity to
perceived algorithmic preferences that restructures creative labor independently of the algorithm’s

actual operation.
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Mechanisms of Algorithmic News Curation Across Platforms

Algorithmic news curation operates through distinct but interrelated mechanisms across
major platforms. Understanding these mechanisms is essential for assessing their democratic
implications and designing appropriate governance responses. This section examines the
operational logics of news curation on the dominant platforms: Meta’s Facebook and Instagram,
Alphabet’s Google Search and YouTube, TikTok’s recommendation system, and X’s (formerly

Twitter’s) evolving algorithmic architecture.

Meta’s News Feed and the Engagement Optimization Paradigm

Facebook’s News Feed algorithm represents the paradigmatic case of engagement-
optimized news curation. Originally a simple reverse-chronological feed when launched in 2006,
the News Feed has evolved into a complex machine learning system that evaluates thousands of
signals to rank content for each individual user. These signals include the user’s past engagement
history, the characteristics of the content creator, the content type and timing, and the predicted
probability that the user will engage with each potential content item. The fundamental
optimization target-maximizing “meaningful social interactions” since a 2018 algorithm shift-
privileges content likely to generate comments and shares over content merely likely to be viewed.

The consequences for news visibility have been dramatic. Meta’s deliberate de-
prioritization of news content, accelerating from 2018 onward and intensifying with the removal
of the News tab in several countries in 2024, represents a strategic corporate decision with
profound democratic implications. When a platform serving nearly three billion monthly active
users decides to reduce news visibility, the effect on public information systems is comparable to
a major broadcasting network eliminating its news division-but without the regulatory frameworks
that historically governed broadcast media’s public interest obligations. The Reuters Institute’s
DNR 2025 documented the consequences: referral traffic from Facebook to news publishers has
declined by over 50% since 2020, forcing news organizations to either accept diminished reach or

adapt their content to algorithmic preferences for engagement-maximizing formats.

Google Search and the Epistemology of Ranking
Google Search presents a distinct mode of algorithmic gatekeeping operating through what
Noble (2018) termed “algorithms of oppression.” Unlike social media feeds that push content to

users, search algorithms respond to user queries-but the ranking of results constitutes a powerful
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form of epistemic authority. Google’s PageRank algorithm and its successors determine not only
what information users find but implicitly certify its relevance and credibility through ranking
position. Research consistently demonstrates that users rarely look beyond the first page of search
results, making top-ranked results effectively synonymous with visible information.

Noble’s (2018) research demonstrated how search algorithms reproduce and amplify
existing social hierarchies. Her analysis of Google search results for terms related to Black women
revealed how commercial interests, combined with algorithmic amplification of popular content,
produced results dominated by pornographic and stereotypical representations. This finding
extends to news contexts: when algorithmic ranking privileges popular, frequently linked, and
commercially optimized content, marginalized communities’ news sources and perspectives are
systematically deprioritized. The algorithmically constructed information hierarchy thus mirrors

and reinforces existing power structures.

TikTok’s Recommendation Engine and the Algorithmic Discovery Paradigm
TikTok’s recommendation algorithm represents a qualitatively different paradigm from
Facebook’s social graph-based curation and Google’s query-response model. TikTok’s “For You”
page operates primarily through content-based recommendation rather than social network
connections, algorithmically surfacing content from creators with whom the user has no prior
relationship. This “algorithmic discovery” model has profound implications for news visibility: it
can expose users to diverse perspectives they would not otherwise encounter, but it also makes
content visibility almost entirely dependent on algorithmic evaluation of predicted engagement.
The platform’s explosive growth as a news source-20% of all U.S. adults regularly get
news on TikTok (Pew Research, 2025), up from 3% in 2020, with 43% of adults under 30 doing
s0-has occurred despite TikTok’s primary identity as an entertainment platform. Critically, Pew
Research found that only 0.4% of accounts followed by U.S. adult TikTok users are journalists or
media outlets, and 84% of “news influencers” on the platform have no newsroom affiliation. News
on TikTok thus reaches audiences primarily through non-journalistic mediators operating within
an entertainment-optimized algorithmic environment-a configuration that fundamentally

challenges traditional assumptions about the institutional mediation of public information.

X/Twitter and the Political Economy of Algorithmic Transformation
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The transformation of Twitter into X under Elon Musk’s ownership since October 2022
provides a case study in how changes in platform ownership and governance directly reshape
algorithmic news curation. The shift from a primarily chronological timeline with optional
algorithmic ranking to an aggressively algorithmic “For You” feed, combined with the
introduction of paid verification replacing institutional verification and algorithmic boosting of
paid subscribers’ content, has fundamentally altered the platform’s information dynamics.

Reuters Institute’s DNR 2025 documented significant user migration away from X, with
the platform’s weekly news use declining across surveyed markets. The introduction of
algorithmic amplification tied to subscription payment represents a novel form of commodified
visibility: the algorithm’s gatekeeping function becomes partially available for purchase, creating
a two-tier information system where paid accounts receive preferential algorithmic treatment. This
development illustrates how algorithmic gatekeeping power, once concentrated in engineering
decisions about ranking signals, can be deliberately restructured by platform owners to serve

political and commercial objectives.

Empirical Evidence: Algorithmic Effects on Information Diversity and

Polarization

The empirical literature on algorithmic effects on information diversity and political
polarization has grown substantially since 2020, with several landmark studies providing the most
rigorous evidence to date. This section critically synthesizes the key findings, with particular
attention to the methodological innovations and interpretive controversies surrounding the 2023

Meta election experiments.

The 2023 Meta Election Experiments: A Watershed Moment
The 2023 publication of four interconnected studies arising from a collaboration between
independent researchers and Meta, focusing on the 2020 U.S. presidential election period,
represents the most significant empirical contribution to the algorithmic effects literature. These
studies, published in Science and Nature, leveraged unprecedented access to platform data and the
ability to conduct large-scale field experiments with actual Facebook and Instagram users.
Gonzélez-Bailon, Lazer, Barbera, et al. (2023) analyzed aggregated data from 208 million

U.S. Facebook users, providing the most comprehensive picture of ideological segregation on the
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platform. The study found that segregation increases substantially from potential exposure to
actual engagement: while users’ feeds contain content from across the ideological spectrum, their
engagement patterns-clicking, commenting, sharing-are heavily concentrated within like-minded
sources. Critically, 97% of URLs from untrustworthy news sources were seen more frequently by
conservative-leaning users, revealing pronounced asymmetric segregation.

Nyhan, Settle, Thorson, et al. (2023) conducted a randomized field experiment with 23,377
Facebook users, reducing exposure to like-minded content by approximately one-third during the
election period. The key finding was simultaneously confirmatory and challenging: while the
intervention successfully increased cross-cutting content exposure, it produced no measurable
effects on issue attitudes, affective polarization, political knowledge, or other attitudinal outcomes.
This null finding on attitudes, despite significant changes in content exposure, challenges
simplistic narratives attributing polarization primarily to algorithmic curation.

Guess, Malhotra, Pan, et al. (2023) experimentally switched users from Facebook’s and
Instagram’s algorithmic feeds to reverse-chronological feeds for three months during the 2020
election. The chronological feed increased political content exposure by 15.2% and content from
untrustworthy sources by 68.8%, while reducing content from like-minded sources by 19.2%.
Despite these substantial changes in information environment, the study again found no
measurable effects on political attitudes, knowledge, or affective polarization.

These findings demand careful interpretation. The null effects on attitudes do not
demonstrate that algorithms are inconsequential for democracy. Rather, they suggest that the
relationship between algorithmic curation, information exposure, and political attitudes is more
complex than previously assumed. Several interpretive frameworks have been proposed. First,
political attitudes may be too deeply entrenched to be measurably shifted by short-term changes
in content exposure, particularly during a highly charged election period when partisan identities
are maximally salient. Second, the experimental interventions modified only one dimension of the
algorithmic  environment-feed ranking-while other algorithmic mechanisms (group
recommendations, notification algorithms, content moderation) remained unchanged. Third, the
absence of short-term attitude effects does not preclude long-term cumulative effects on political

socialization, particularly for younger users whose political identities are still forming.

Systematic Evidence on Digital Media and Democracy
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Lorenz-Spreen, Oswald, Lewandowsky, and Hertwig’s (2023) systematic review of 496
articles on digital media and democracy provides the broadest available empirical synthesis. The
review identified a critical geographic pattern: beneficial associations between digital media and
political participation were more common in autocracies, where digital platforms provide channels
for dissent and organization otherwise unavailable, while detrimental associations—declining
trust, rising polarization, misinformation spread-predominated in established democracies. This
finding suggests that the democratic consequences of algorithmic mediation are context-
dependent, varying with existing institutional structures, media systems, and political cultures.

The filter bubble and echo chamber debate has been substantially clarified by recent
empirical work, though consensus remains elusive. Bruns (2019) provided a comprehensive
critique of the echo chamber concept, arguing that empirical evidence does not support the strong
version of either Pariser’s (2011) filter bubble thesis or Sunstein’s (2001) echo chamber thesis.
Most users are exposed to ideologically diverse content, even if they selectively engage with like-
minded material. Figa Talamanca and Arfini (2022) proposed a reconceptualization arguing that
information bubbles are best understood not as products of algorithms alone but as emergent
phenomena arising from feedback loops between algorithmic recommendation, user behavior,
content production incentives, and platform design choices.

A 2025 systematic literature review published in Journalism Studies analyzed 348 peer-
reviewed articles on algorithm-driven journalism, mapping the evolution of scholarly attention
from automated content generation to broader concerns about algorithmic governance of news
ecosystems. The review identified a significant shift from early studies focused narrowly on
content quality comparisons between human-written and algorithm-generated news toward more
structural analyses of how algorithmic systems reshape journalistic institutions, professional

identities, and democratic information flows.

Algorithmic Effects on News Trust and Avoidance

The relationship between algorithmic mediation and declining news trust represents an
increasingly important area of empirical investigation. Reuters Institute’s longitudinal data reveals
that the proportion of respondents saying they trust news “most of the time” has remained stagnant
at approximately 40% globally since 2021, despite-or perhaps because of-increasing algorithmic

personalization. News avoidance has risen steadily from 29% in 2017 to 40% in 2025, with
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respondents citing the repetitive, depressing, and overwhelming nature of news-characteristics
amplified by algorithmic systems that prioritize arousing content and create infinite scrolling
environments.

Critically, the Reuters Institute’s 2025 report documented that social media and video-
based platforms have for the first time overtaken television and news websites as primary news
sources in the United States (54% vs. 50% and 48% respectively), with video-based news
consumption rising from 52% in 2020 to 65% in 2025 globally. This shift concentrates news
distribution within algorithmically governed environments where the incentive structures favor
engagement-maximizing formats-short-form video, emotionally resonant content, personality-

driven presentation—over the formats traditionally associated with substantive journalism.

Emerging Regulatory Frameworks: Governing Algorithmic Gatekeeping

The recognition that algorithmic systems exercising gatekeeping functions over public
information require governance has produced a significant wave of regulatory activity, most
ambitiously in the European Union. This section evaluates three major regulatory instruments and

their prospects for addressing the democratic challenges identified in the preceding analysis.

The EU Digital Services Act (DSA)

The EU Digital Services Act (Regulation 2022/2065), which became fully applicable in
February 2024, represents the most comprehensive regulatory framework for platform governance
globally. For Very Large Online Platforms (VLOPs) and Very Large Online Search Engines
(VLOSEs)—those with 45 million or more monthly active users in the EU-the DSA imposes
specific obligations related to algorithmic transparency, systemic risk assessment, and content
moderation accountability. VLOPs must provide users with the option of a recommendation
system not based on profiling, publish annual transparency reports detailing their content
moderation activities, and conduct independent audits of compliance.

The DSA’s most innovative provision from an algorithmic gatekeeping perspective is the
requirement for systemic risk assessments. VLOPs must identify, analyze, and assess risks arising
from the design, functioning, or use of their services, including risks to the exercise of fundamental

rights, civic discourse, electoral processes, public security, and public health. This obligation
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effectively requires platforms to evaluate the democratic consequences of their algorithmic
systems-a significant departure from the prior regulatory paradigm that treated platforms as neutral
intermediaries under safe harbor protections. However, critics argue that the DSA’s reliance on
self-assessment and limited enforcement resources may produce compliance theater rather than
substantive accountability.

The EU Al Act

The EU Al Act (Regulation 2024/1689), which enters full application by August 2026,
complements the DSA by establishing a risk-based classification framework for artificial
intelligence systems. While the Al Act does not specifically target news recommendation
algorithms, its provisions on high-risk Al systems-including systems that influence democratic
processes-potentially encompass algorithmic news curation systems. The Act’s transparency
obligations require that providers of Al systems intended to interact with natural persons ensure
the system is designed and developed in such a way that individuals are informed they are
interacting with an Al system, unless this is obvious from the circumstances.

The Al Act’s most relevant provisions for algorithmic gatekeeping are its requirements for
risk management systems, data governance, technical documentation, and human oversight for
high-risk Al systems. If algorithmic news recommendation systems are classified as high-risk-a
determination that remains subject to regulatory interpretation-platforms would be required to
implement risk management throughout the system lifecycle, ensure training data meets quality
criteria, maintain technical documentation enabling conformity assessment, and provide

meaningful human oversight mechanisms.

Comparative Regulatory Approaches

Outside the European Union, regulatory approaches to algorithmic gatekeeping vary
considerably. The United States remains largely without federal legislation specifically addressing
algorithmic content curation, with Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act continuing to
shield platforms from liability for third-party content and, by extension, for the algorithmic
decisions that determine its visibility. Several state-level initiatives have emerged-notably
California’s proposed Al transparency bills and Texas and Florida’s contested social media laws-
but the absence of comprehensive federal framework creates a patchwork of potentially

contradictory obligations.
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India’s Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code)
Rules, 2021, and subsequent amendments impose content moderation obligations on significant
social media intermediaries (those with over five million registered users in India) but do not
directly address algorithmic recommendation systems. Brazil’s “Fake News Bill” (PL 2.630) has
undergone multiple revisions since 2020, with provisions addressing algorithmic amplification of
content. Australia’s News Media Bargaining Code, implemented in 2021, took a distinctive
approach by requiring platforms to negotiate payment to news publishers for content distributed
through their services, addressing the economic dimension of algorithmic gatekeeping.

The divergent regulatory trajectories reflect fundamentally different conceptions of the
relationship between platform governance and democratic governance. The EU’s approach treats
algorithmic systems as objects of public regulation requiring transparency and accountability. The
U.S. approach, influenced by First Amendment jurisprudence and technology industry lobbying,
has largely treated algorithmic curation as protected editorial discretion. The implications of this
divergence for the global information environment are significant: platforms operating across
jurisdictions may implement different algorithmic behaviors for EU users than for users elsewhere,
creating geographically differential information environments governed by different

accountability standards.

Toward a Multi-Stakeholder Accountability Framework

The preceding analysis reveals that neither purely market-driven platform self-governance
nor exclusively state-centered regulation adequately addresses the challenges posed by algorithmic
gatekeeping. This section proposes a multi-stakeholder accountability framework integrating five
interconnected dimensions: algorithmic transparency, public interest obligations, participatory
governance, epistemic diversity requirements, and institutional counter-power.

First, algorithmic transparency must move beyond the disclosure of general principles to
encompass meaningful auditability. The current paradigm in which platforms publish vague
descriptions of their recommendation principles while maintaining proprietary control over the
actual algorithmic systems is insufficient. A meaningful transparency framework would require
regular independent algorithmic audits conducted by qualified third parties with appropriate
access, publication of aggregate statistics on content distribution patterns disaggregated by content

type and political orientation, and researcher access to platform data sufficient to evaluate
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democratic impacts—building on the model established by the 2023 Meta election studies but
institutionalizing it.

Second, public interest obligations must be established for platforms exercising significant
gatekeeping functions over news and public information. Drawing on the historical precedent of
public interest requirements for broadcast media, platforms above defined thresholds of news
distribution activity should be required to ensure minimum levels of news content diversity,
support the visibility of public interest journalism, and avoid algorithmic designs that
systematically disadvantage authoritative news sources in favor of engagement-optimized content.

Third, participatory governance mechanisms should involve diverse stakeholders-civil
society organizations, journalism institutions, academic researchers, and citizen representatives-in
the formulation of algorithmic governance standards. The current regulatory paradigm, in which
governments negotiate with platforms over compliance standards with limited public input,
inadequately represents the diverse interests affected by algorithmic gatekeeping decisions. Multi-
stakeholder governance bodies, modeled on internet governance institutions such as ICANN but
specifically focused on algorithmic content governance, could provide a more inclusive and
legitimate framework.

Fourth, epistemic diversity requirements should address the structural tendency of
engagement-optimized algorithms to narrow the range of information sources reaching public
audiences. This might include requirements for platforms to maintain minimum exposure to
diverse news sources, implement “serendipity functions” that periodically introduce users to
perspectives outside their typical consumption patterns, and provide users with meaningful tools
for understanding and adjusting the algorithmic curation of their information environments.

Fifth, institutional counter-power must be strengthened through investment in public
media, independent journalism, and alternative information architectures. Regulatory frameworks
addressing algorithmic gatekeeping will be insufficient if the underlying media ecosystem lacks
robust non-commercial alternatives. Public media organizations, properly funded and independent,
provide an essential counterweight to commercially driven algorithmic curation. Similarly, open-
source and decentralized social media protocols-such as the ActivityPub protocol underlying
Mastodon and other fediverse platforms-offer architectural alternatives to the centralized

algorithmic control characteristic of dominant platforms.
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Discussion and Directions for Future Research

This paper has argued that the transfer of gatekeeping authority from human editorial
judgment to algorithmic systems represents a fundamental reorganization of the political economy
of public information with significant democratic implications. The theoretical frameworks of
algorithmic gatekeeping, platform capitalism, surveillance capitalism, and relational algorithmic
power collectively illuminate how commercial logics, technical architectures, and user behaviors
interact to produce information environments qualitatively different from those mediated by
traditional journalistic institutions.

The empirical evidence presents a complex picture that resists simplistic narratives. The
2023 Meta election experiments demonstrated that algorithmic curation produces significant
ideological segregation in content engagement, that conservative users are disproportionately
exposed to untrustworthy sources, and that the platform’s feed-ranking algorithm reduces exposure
to some forms of problematic content compared to chronological alternatives. However, the
absence of measurable short-term attitude effects from modifying algorithmic curation challenges
the assumption that algorithmic changes alone can address polarization-a finding that underscores
the deeply structural nature of political divisions and the limitations of platform-level
interventions.

Several limitations of the present analysis should be acknowledged. First, the focus on
major English-language platforms and Western regulatory frameworks underrepresents the global
diversity of algorithmic media environments. The algorithmic governance challenges in countries
like India, where WhatsApp rather than Facebook’s News Feed is the primary information
distribution platform, or in countries where state-controlled platforms predominate, require distinct
analytical frameworks. Second, the rapid pace of technological change-particularly the integration
of generative Al into search and social media platforms-means that the specific mechanisms
analyzed here may be substantially restructured within a few years. Third, the analysis has focused
primarily on news and political information, whereas algorithmic gatekeeping affects all forms of
cultural production and information circulation.

Future research should address several critical gaps identified in this analysis. Longitudinal
studies tracking the cumulative effects of algorithmic exposure on political socialization,
particularly among young users whose political identities are forming within algorithmically

mediated environments, are urgently needed. Comparative research across different media
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systems-extending Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) comparative media systems framework to
incorporate algorithmic dimensions-would illuminate how platform effects vary across
institutional contexts. Research on the democratic implications of generative Al integration into
news production and distribution systems represents perhaps the most urgent emerging frontier, as
the 2025 Reuters Institute report on generative Al and news documented widespread public
concern about Al’s role in journalism alongside limited understanding of how Al tools are actually

being deployed.

Conclusion

The restructuring of news visibility through algorithmic gatekeeping represents one of the
most consequential transformations in the history of public communication. In less than two
decades, the mechanisms determining what information reaches public audiences have shifted
from human editorial judgment operating within normative frameworks of journalistic
professionalism to computational systems optimized for engagement metrics and operating within
commercial logics of data extraction and behavioral prediction. This transformation has occurred
without democratic deliberation, public consent, or adequate governance frameworks.

The evidence reviewed in this paper suggests that while the most alarmist narratives about
algorithmic polarization may overstate short-term attitudinal effects, the structural concentration
of gatekeeping power in opaque, commercially driven algorithmic systems poses fundamental
challenges to the informational prerequisites of democratic governance. The emerging regulatory
frameworks-particularly the EU’s Digital Services Act and Al Act-represent important first steps
but remain insufficient to address the full scope of the challenge. A comprehensive response
requires not only regulation but also investment in alternative information infrastructures,
strengthened public media, enhanced algorithmic literacy among citizens and journalists, and
multi-stakeholder governance mechanisms that democratize the decisions currently made
unilaterally by platform corporations.

The stakes of getting this right are high. As the Reuters Institute’s 2025 data demonstrates,
we are witnessing a generational shift in how people encounter public information, with social
media and algorithmic platforms displacing traditional media across all demographics. Whether
this shift produces more informed and engaged citizens or a more fragmented, distrustful, and

manipulable public will depend substantially on the governance choices made in the coming years
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regarding the algorithmic systems that increasingly mediate our collective understanding of the

world.
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