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Abstract 
Media research has long given special attention to the notion of a ‘gatekeeper’. With established 
mass media the gatekeeper came in many guises — as a managing editor, copy editor or in some 
cases a lawyer — each of whom could influence (or decide) what got published and in what 
form. Or even decide that material would not become available through them to wider publics. The 
role of gatekeepers has also been tied to the notion of Agenda Setting, particularly with newspapers, 
who can frame major issues as to what becomes news. However with the advent of the Internet the 
content paradigm of institutional power has been turned upside down and users have become 
increasingly empowered to get their own content out to wider publics.  

These are well established issues of concern related to the notion of gate keeping and most scholars 
and students of media content analysis have come to use the term gatekeeper in disparaging ways. 
However this paper calls for a re-think of the term in the light of new aspects of the alleged 
information revolution.  

While editorial control held by traditional gatekeepers presented its own problems, a lack of 
gatekeeping throws the user into a maelstrom of videos, text, and animations, without any idea as to 
their quality, authenticity or relevance. StumbleUpon is an example of one of the many personal 
recommendation sites offering nominal organisation such as genre, member recommendations and 
popularity for websites within the maelstrom. However one could argue, StumbleUpon is simply at 
heart a basic gatekeeper. A gatekeeper, this paper argues that relies on a different form of editorial 
control — its’ members.  

The challenge now is to consider how user generated content fits within a gatekeeper model. The 
openness, ease of use and low cost of social networking and social media sites have encouraged 
participation and successfully built large membership bases which are hard to duplicate in 
gatekeeper models. Membership based communities are also outside traditional gatekeeper control. 
Users visit membership communities directly, bypassing any controls of traditional gatekeepers. 
Most importantly membership communities offer space for sharing independent peer opinion and 
advice which circumvents the traditional gatekeeper process. In a plot twist, gatekeepers have made 
it possible for their content to be posted into membership communities. 

This paper asks ‘Does the success in including participatory media models lie in subverting 
control?’ In the past users had to delegate control and place trust in gatekeepers, so does including 
participatory media on gatekeeper sites mean finding ways to delegate control to users? Should 
gatekeeping exist? No gatekeeping would allow a free flow of any information and offer users 
complete transparency. Is this an option? 

This is a conundrum that needs urgent attention. It is not only membership communities that are 
challenging the roles of gatekeepers, technology is as well. For example, in Australia the rush is on 
to negotiate alliances between television networks and ISPs in relation to unmetered content. This 
can only be a result of an increase in broadband uptake and the impending roll out of the National 
Broadband Network. This rush foreshadows the challenges to come. What shape might gatekeepers 
take in the future? How will they incorporate the challenges of participatory media? 
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Introduction 
Andrew Shapiro in his book The Control Revolution defends the role of the ‘middlemen’ (1999). In 
an online environment that is constantly fluctuating Shapiro’s advice from a decade ago contains 
some pertinent points. Firstly Shapiro states  

More important than the order of the Net itself, then, is the way that it will let us reorder our 
lives. In other words, as the mystery of Internet communication fades, we will concentrate less 
on the computer and the network, and more on what the technologies allow us to do. (1999; 33).  

The rise in social networking and social media are clear examples of this. In the ten years since 
Shapiro published his book, hardware and software changes have enabled a significantly larger 
number of users to be productive. Users find computers and networking less confronting and now 
increasing numbers create and upload their own content to the web. Users who create and upload 
content are now identified as ‘produsers’ (Bruns, 2005). As a result there is a plethora of 
professional and social content available to all with access. One of the key tasks for users now is to 
manage and filter through all the content available on the web. Like Shapiro, some would argue that 
the role of middlemen is now even more important.  

Shapiro’s overall contention in his chapter ‘In Defense of the Middlemen’ is that users need to be 
able to delegate, and that balance is achieved by making some decisions ourselves and delegating 
others (1999; 187). ‘Delegation, after all, is a fundamental building block of community’ writes 
Shapiro (1999; 188). In the era in which Shapiro was writing, people still relied heavily on 
journalists and their editors to decide which stories were newsworthy for the nightly news broadcast 
and the morning papers. In today’s society there is a plethora of alternative ways of finding the 
latest news. These alternatives draw heavily from the growing social input on the web: Twitter 
‘tweets’, links on Facebook walls, headlines on Digg, Slashdot, and Delicious. Then there’s the non 
social outlets through online news sites whether they be independent, or traditional media 
broadcasters or news digests on Google or Yahoo!. However there’s a note of truth in what Shapiro 
has to say. People are beginning to wonder at the value of so much communication and are relying 
on particular sources they identify as providing quality information. Although in the case of online 
newspapers ‘value’ and ‘quality’ are the current sticking points as it appears that many readers may 
not continue readership if there’s a fee involved for the user (Kafka, 2009). The increasing use of 
social sites for referrals suggests that users are delegating the decision making process to new 
sources, social sites rather than traditional sites by television networks and newspapers and this is 
the conundrum for the traditional gatekeepers in our society — how do they retain the ability to 
make the decisions for us?  

Trusting intermediaries 
For while Flew states that ‘If media, is ‘not just another business’ since it has a broader social 
responsibility’, media is still a business (2006). If users find alternative sources for their 
information, then traditional gatekeepers for example media organisations will lose their ability to 
make decisions for us as publishing houses will close. While there is already evidence of publishing 
houses closing, another factor that should be considered is that since the 1940s numerous US 
studies have shown a general decline in newspaper readership (2009). So the assumption cannot be 
made that there’s a direct correlation between a decline in newspaper readership and the escalation 
of content available on the web. Something to consider at this turning point is while alternative 
sources may provide wider options for distribution can users trust them?  

Shapiro wrote,  

we will need trusted intermediaries to help us find high-quality commercial goods and personal 
services online … some of these trustees may be traditional commercial outlets who have found 
a presence online. Others may be new digital intermediaries that aggregate and compare 
information. (1999; 192) 
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Social sites feature among these intermediaries. The ability to evaluate, compare and to collect 
information on social sites is key to assisting other users to make decisions. Among the plethora of 
information available on the web, how do users find information if not through a search engine, 
social site or established website? Social sites, that is sites which comprise of content submitted by 
users despite whether the content is media (YouTube, Flickr), news links (Digg), or bookmarks 
(StumbleUpon, Delicious), assist users in a decision making process by organising information into 
categories on their home page with objectivity. Social sites it could be argued, offer a multiple 
perspective as all users are open to contributing equally. While categorisation assists users to find 
content, the strength of social sites is the premise that users are connecting with each other. Sites 
such as TripAdvisor enable users to compare different aspects of holidays such as accommodation, 
restaurants, and things to do and to most importantly leave personal reviews, photographs and other 
useful information for fellow travellers on the site. 

But more important than entertainment, self-expression, or ego-boosting is the human need to 
connect. This is a far more powerful use of the Web than for something like buying a book 
online … Only a certain subset of people is addicted to, say, online gambling or online 
shopping. But everyone is addicted to validation and human connections.  
(Lacy, 2008: 97) 

Bruns in his book, Gatewatching. Collaborative Online News Production, said that ‘the Web … 
offered not only access to the means of publication, but also enabled cheap and instant on-demand 
distribution of content to interested parties’ (2005; 1) While distribution of content is essentially the 
perceived purpose behind social sites, and the ease of distribution has certainly altered and 
increased our need to find trusted intermediaries, most importantly as Lacy suggests, social sites are 
more than just a distribution channel. Lacy describes distribution as ‘sharing’. Sharing implies 
‘gifting’ which itself contains notions of reciprocity and trust (Licoppe and Heurtin, 2001; Taylor 
and Harper, 2003). Trust that the information shared is worthy of distribution, of sharing. 

And these sites made those connections easier, more interesting, or more fun. Blogging. Sharing 
videos. Sharing news clips. Sharing restaurant reviews. Sharing photos. Sharing friends. Every 
single one of these sites is about meeting people, staying in touch, or witnessing people’s own 
personal quirky forms of self-expression. (Lacy, 2008: 7) 

‘Sharing’ is working. Memberships for both StumbleUpon and Delicious are in the millions and the 
total worldwide membership for social sites is more than 580 million (ACMA, 2009; 37). Users 
appear to trust others with whom they share information. 

Gatewatching is a significant skew in the trajectory. Effectively, what is occurring on social sites is 
what Bruns describes as gatewatching. Gatewatchers observe content published by ‘news 
publications and other sources, in order to identify important material as it becomes available’ 
(Bruns, 2005; 17). Notifications of new content can be sent via RSS, email or mobile allowing for 
instant communication. Links to this material can then be uploaded onto social sites. While users 
now act as gatewatchers, evaluating content from both professionals and social producers, they also 
act as gatekeepers. On some sites like Reddit, content is ranked and if it proves less popular then it 
is given less of a profile and effectively buried on the site. This process is effectively exercising 
editorial control by the users of the site. Like traditional gatekeepers the information is effectively 
withheld from publication and is unlikely to be as widely distributed as other articles which are 
ranked more highly. 

While traditional gatekeepers often took shape within the mediascape as editors, the core business 
of these new gatekeepers is not media but rather a different genre. The recent announcement of an 
ANZ initiative to provide free wireless Internet in the Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane central 
business districts (Sharma, 2009) is one such example and the example to be discussed in this paper 
is that of BigPond. To Shapiro, trusted intermediaries are ‘people to whom we can entrust certain 
tasks because we recognise the value of their perspective, their expertise, their time, and their 
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independence’ (1999: 188). Organisations with established brand names, such as BigPond are likely 
to be trusted by users because of brand recognition. 

Perhaps recognising a gap in the marketplace, BigPond provides not only content from outside 
sources but is also increasingly producing it’s own content — particularly news. While not an 
independent news site as we have come to think of them, such as Indymedia 
(http://indymedia.org.au/) or Crikey (www.crikey.com.au) where Crikey maintains that it ‘is a 
showcase for information that might otherwise remain suppressed’, BigPond is providing access to 
news through nine different news pages on it’s portal; live news, breaking news, sports, business, 
Australian, International, science and games.  

The BigPond (www.bigpond.com) site is reminiscent of the walled gardens set up in the early days 
of the web by American organisations like American Online, Prodigy and the Microsoft Network 
(Herman and McChesney, 1997; 117) who offered their users service provision and access to walled 
content. The parallels between walled gardens and BigPond have drawn closer since the 
introduction of unmetered content for BigPond users. Unmetered content offers users a greater 
incentive to remain within the portal as users are not charged to browse or download when visiting 
‘unmetered’ sites. There are two advantages for BigPond. Firstly BigPond can designate the sites, 
curtailing traffic to expensive international hosting sites by providing a local hosting site for the 
same content. The second offers opportunities to build alliances between content providers and 
ISPs, in this case BigPond, for increasingly it seems ‘content is King’. BigPond has long signalled 
it’s intentions to move into media. In the past it has tried to buy into PBL and Fairfax and ‘it figures 
that if you can’t buy established media properties then create them with emerging technologies’ 
(McIntyre, 2004).  

While other Australian ISPs may also host content for their subscribers what makes BigPond unique 
is the sheer volume of content hosted, some of which is offered metered to non-subscribers. None of 
the other top five ISPs (in order of preference by Whirlpool members) Internode, iiNet, TPG 
Internet, Telstra BigPond, OptusNet offer such an overwhelming array of content. Although the top 
five ISPs are among those offering unmetered content. Unmetered content alliances have been made 
between the ABC and iinet, Internode, iPrimus, Westnet, Adam Internet, Cinenet, Comcen/SPIN, 
and Apex Internet (ABC iView, 2009). These new alliances are completely altering the structure of 
video content provision within the Australian marketplace. Unlike the ISPs mentioned above, 
Yahoo! and MSN, BigPond has no overt affiliations for content with traditional Australian 
television broadcasters. BigPond is an interesting case in that it can now act within an Australian 
context as both service and content provider much like the walled gardens discussed earlier.  

In a sense BigPond is no different to any social platform such as YouTube. Like other independent 
platforms, BigPond uploads its own content, content provided by others and through ‘BigBlog’ 
offers a place for its members to interact. BigBlog members are able to upload videos, MMS as well 
as text. At this superficial level BigPond operates little differently to the new social media 
platforms. The key difference however is that BigPond was originally an Internet service provider. 
While Shapiro stated that ‘usually we don’t need to bypass middlemen so much as we need to 
reform them — or find new ones’ (1999; 191). It seems that BigPond is shaping up to be a new 
middleman. 

As a site that has modelled itself on current social media platforms it should be exempt from the 
traditional role of gatekeepers which was essentially about agenda setting and framing major issues 
around what becomes news. However it hasn’t. Instead BigPond by setting up such a large news 
space has in fact shouldered the mantle of gatekeeper. In fact, referring back to Shapiro, BigPond 
can be seen by users as a new middleman. 

usually don’t need to bypass middlemen so much as we need to reform them — or find new 
ones … with low barriers to entry, markets for products and services will expand and, without 
some guidance from intermediaries, become increasingly cluttered and difficult to navigate. 
(Shapiro, 1999; 191) 

http://indymedia.org.au/
http://www.crikey.com.au/
http://www.bigpond.com/
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By taking on this role, further questions will need to be addressed. How do consumers know that 
the content offered by BigPond is good quality in an era where concerns about quality content 
abound? While users are happy to trust other users on social sites, what are the indicators that users 
will trust news from these new sources? In the case of social sites it’s argued here that trust is 
created because the exchange is the gifting of information. There is no real expectation that the 
content is credible and of good quality but rather simply information to be shared. Yet, BigPond is a 
brand, an organisation with a reputation to be upheld. BigPond not only provides a platform for its 
users to share information it also creates unique content for dissemination, in particular news which 
does and should have by users an expectation of quality and credibility attached. So why should 
BigPond (and other organisations like it) be trusted and used as an intermediary by users? Can we 
be sure that they understand what users need? 

The historic function of the news includes understanding what your audience cares about and 
thinks-but also telling them things they may not know are important to them … No matter how 
smart we are, we can’t know in advance all the information that we want to know, let alone need 
to know. (Shapiro, 1999; 191) 

This poses an interesting question for new media providers like BigPond, Google and Yahoo!. 
While brand recognition assists users in building trust, how can users be reassured that these new 
intermediaries will provide access to quality news and other services with credibility? For 
organisations like BigPond who are increasingly resembling the proprietary networks of the early 
1990s, by offering an increasing amount of content to keep users within the BigPond portal, surely 
rather than subverting gatekeepers or becoming a gatewatcher like many social sites, BigPond is in 
fact strengthening the gatekeeping practices of the past by creating and selecting a palette of content 
for their users? 

Conclusion  
The pace of new media is always exponentially fast. The traditional guise of a gatekeeper as 
someone who set the agenda for society members in respect to the ‘news’ has not changed. It’s just 
the model of the platform that has. Whether the gatekeeper is a traditional news broadcaster or a 
newly emerging digital intermediary, delegation by the user is a necessary task. Users need to trust 
their intermediaries (Shapiro, 1999). 

The rise in a social landscape has introduced avenues for members to embrace gatewatching. 
Gatekeeping and gatewatching are interlinked. Gatewatchers ‘play a valuable role in helping users 
to decide which sources to rely on’ (Bruns, 2005; 19). Nevertheless, it seems that traditional 
gatekeeping in the form of a walled garden is still a possible future model for a broadband 
environment. Economic reasons more than others may entice some users to this model. The 
discussion about BigPond and its’ role as a walled garden and an emerging trusted intermediary 
raises some interesting questions about the social responsibility of being an organisation and trusted 
intermediary. 

Gatekeeping is an issue that can not be removed for long from the context in which it is situated. As 
indicated at the beginning of this paper, the rollout of the National Broadband Network in Australia 
will increase the opportunity for some organisations to become gatekeepers in a way that is yet to 
be envisaged. As yet we cannot predict the outcome of the take-up of unmetered content by 
consumers and the changes this may bring to not only user experience, but also to the organisations 
— content providers and ISPs. All the current arrangements may change. Recent speculation that 
the role of the ISPs themselves may change from providing internet to being service providers is 
just one indicator of changes ahead. A whole range of organisations may change their direction and 
offer services to induce consumers to use their products.  
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