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FOREWORD

Each volume in the Communication Concepts series deals at length with an idea of
enduring importance to the study of human communication. Through analysis and
interpretation of the scholarly literature, specialists in each area explore the uses to
which a major concept has been put and point to promising directions for future work.

In the comparatively young field of communication research, gatekeeping is one of
the oldest and best known constructs. The term has passed readily into both scientific and
popular discussions of the way messages are selected, created, and controlled. Most
communication scholars are familiar with gatekeeping as a metaphor introduced by Kurt
Lewin and studied empirically by David Manning White, but the linkage between that
early work and related current research is not so well recognized. We asked Pamela J.
Shoemaker, a social scientist noted for her studies of professional mass communicators,
to bring together many current strands of theory and research in gatekeeping.

Gatekeeping, as she shows, is applicable to much more of communication
research than just its original domain of news editing. The concept offers
interesting insights into organizational communication and behavior and is related
to recent theories ranging from the psychology of choice and decision making to
the macro dynamics of ideology and social change. It is clear in retrospect that
this very general applicability is what Lewin, one of the most broadly inquisitive
of the early communication scholars, originally envisioned for the concept.

With the publication of Shoemaker’s Gatekeeping, students of communication
are afforded a new view of an old idea, one that can inform and enrich the study
of many aspects of communication. Established lines of inquiry can be reexamined,
including topics that have not been thought of as gatekeeping studies at all. As
related research is reconceptualized, it will in turn give new meanings to the
gatekeeping concept itself. In either event, communication scholarship will be

strengthened by this stimulating theoretical excursion.

—Steven H. Chaffee, Series Editor
Mark Levy, Associate Editor
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Introduction

Simply put, gatekeeping is the process by
which the billions of messages that are available
in the world get cut down and transformed into
the hundreds of messages that reach a given
person on a given day. Gatekeeping studies have
most often looked at the selection of news items
within the mass media, but gatekeeping can

involve more than just selection. Donohue,

Tichenor, and Olien (1972) have suggested that
gatekeeping be defined as a broader process of
information control that includes all aspects of
message encoding: not just selection but also

from the sender to the receiver. In other words,
the gatekeeping process involves every aspect of
message selection, handling, and control,
whether the message is communicated through
mass media or interpersonal channels,

On a more microscopic level of analysis,
gatekeeping also can be thought of as the process
of reconstructing the essential framework of an
event and turning it into news. People who see an
event occur pass along some details and not

others ( Schramm, 1949a).

interpretation and can emphasize some aspects
while downplaying others. Communicators pick

some elements of a message and reject others.

Analysts _provide

The elements selected are evaluated according to
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their importance, with the most important

elements being displayed most prominently and
presented most quickly and/or frequently. One
day’s news represents the effects of many
gatekeepers at many gates. It is probably not an
overstatement to say that all communication
workers are gatekeepers to some degree, for
gatekeeping is an integral part of the overall
process of selecting and producing messages. Not
only is it impossible for everything to be
transmitted, but it also is impossible to transmit

something without in some fashion shaping it.

Although gatekeeping research in the field of
communication has most commonly involved the
mass media, the gatekeeping metaphor can be
applied to any decision point involving any bit of
information, whether transmission is expected to
occur through mass or interpersonal channels.
Schramm (1949b, pp. 175-176), for example,
distinguished between “ media chains” and
“interpersonal chains”—~both channels through
which messages can pass from sender to receiver,

via gatekeepers. Diffusion studies, for example,

could be said to involve gatekeeping, with ever

erson in a social system acting as a potential
gatckeeper for others(Greenberg, 1964).

The usual definition of gatekeeping involves an
activity performed by a communication organization

and its representatives. Our discussion of gatekeeping



will start at the point at which a communication
worker first learns about an actual or potential
message and it will stop at the point at which a
subset of those messages is transmitted to a

” 4

receiver. A gate is an “in” or “out” decision

oint, and messages come to the communication
organization from a variety of channels. For

example, some messages may come from routine
channels (e. g., from wire services or as the
result of a news beat), some may come
unsolicited (e. g. , press releases), and others
may be sought out by a communication worker
(e. g. , following up a possible news story) or even
created by the communication worker (e. g.,

investigative reporting).

The process of gatekeeping involves selecting
from among a large number of messages those

few that will be transmitted to one or more

receivers. A message may face several “in” or

rocess, and selection may operate on individual

or series of messages, In addition, the nature of
the selection process can affect what happens to
the message once it is selected, due to “forces”
around the gates(Lewin, 1951). For example, a
negative force that tends to reject a message
(e. g, difficulty in acquiring it) will become
positive if the message is selected, thus
encouraging favorable shaping, display, repetition,
and timing of the message’s transmission.

what to announce and what to withhold, and even

INTRODUCTION

M1 R FORIEBAT B
“Pi” By &L IRB (Bl X
TONEFEEEDEHEIY .,
wire service (I H LB M KX R
R AL

news beat #7[HiC & # K5 X

EXOIBRE LA KBHRE
kD BOR B H 2 A 4h—
PREMRSERZE.

FEAE SR A P B AT BE I8
BOK BN PR E Gk
T, X P E T REA AU B R
MEH—RF BRI, i B
AT R fE BRI,

the town crier (|HBSZE AT Bk
EEASMOAEERA
XS R mEEEE L E



Gatekeeping.

BA—HAHEELNLE
ERARBARREE A AT
BAMAEBEH AHE, M EE
R HIER (Y E K FH
O ATLLGE MR 17 a2 st

M. Ryan 58%, REfSHE¥E .

BHREHENACKLUTR
HRAHLTT T B 8, 7 AR R
MEMTBREESE. BB
A RATHREEEHITHE.
T. C. Fensch 35480, & EfE %
#E,

differential flow of messages £
HLRG RS HE

dependent variable [§ 3¢ & ; A 45
B (5 AR A 2 independent
variable B AR & ; M A B

G. Tuchman 3§ % 8, £EEE
%¥H.

G. A. Donohue Zi5%E, XEEHE
2 w5 P ] Tichenor (¥ %
4% C. N. Olien (BF|B)—
BESEAEREROTME
4L B FHE 3 K ) (Mass Media
Flow and Differential Growth in
Knowledge) #1630, X FEE(H
WETE 3¢ 4 F(1970 ),
political candidate B 74 1& & A
B ge gk A MK Bk ALY
RBEENE

liberal FFEARI A; B EXH
(W —1NF/KE, Liberal, %
RENHHERR BHENX
FE. AHFEER liberal f
conservative i YE # Xt 5 # BUIE
AR, MEE BEFEXAL",
FEHERBRTFRALD

gatekeeping in academic journals ( the journal

referee system) dates back to_the mid-1600s
(Ryan, 1982). In addition, gatekeeping has
always been an integral part of the book
publishing industry, not only determining which
books get published but also influencing the
content and presentation of a writer’s work

(Bonn, 1989). Book editors play a role similar to

that of city editors on newspapers, negotiatin
with the author through all stages of publication

including writing, editing, production, and
distribution(Fensch, 1977).

In the past 50 years or so, the gatekeeping
concept has attracted many communication
scholars who have sought to explain the
differential flow of messages throughout time and
space. Most of these studies have involved mass
media messages, particularly news, probably
because gatekeeping has given mass communication
researchers a conceptual structure for comparing
media content with some other measure of
“reality”. Although it is commonly agreed that
selection occurs as a natural part of the
communication process, scholars have not agreed
on whether selection results in distortion of
truth. The gatekeeping approach has allowed
media scholars to evaluate whether professional
norms of balance and objectivity ensure against
bias and distortion by showing that the selection
process results in media content that somehow
reflects reality ( Tuchman, 1981). Donochue et
al.’s (1972 ) extension of gatekeeping by
introducing dependent variables other than

selection (e. g. , how prominently a message is



communicated) have broadened the concept’s
For
although it might be possible to show that liberal

usefulness in studying bias. example,
and conservative political candidates get about the
same number of stories in the newspaper or
evening television news, the liberals might be
always shown in favorable photographs or the
conservatives might always be given more
prominent coverage, leading us to potentially very
different conclusions about gatekeeping’s effects on
what ultimately becomes mass media content.
Although several gatekeeping models have
been proposed ( McQuail & Windahl, 1981),
none covers the full complexity of gatekeeping in
the communication process. This may help
explain why O’Sullivan, Hartley, Saunders, and
Fiske(1983, pp. 97-98) say that gatekeeping is
“oversimplified and of little utility”. Yet the
concept can be discussed in more complex terms:
This book will cover gatekeeping on five levels of
analysis, looking at individual communicators’

the

organizational-level

gatekeeping  decisions, influences  of

communication  routines,
gatekeeping, social and institutional factors, and
social system influences such as ideology and
culture,

I will synthesize what is known about
gatekeeping, relate it to the relevant sociological
and psychological literature, and create a new
gatekeeping model, presented in the final section
of the book. Gatekeeping may be a well-studied
concept, and perhaps well-worn, but it is hardly

worn out. It can be approached from a variety of
theoretical angles, and the application of new
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theories to its study will keep it an active idea in
the literature for some time to come.

Gatekeeping is important because gatekeepers
provide an integrated view of social reality to the

gatekeeping process is itself ultimately trivial,

made every day makes the gatekeeping process
highly significant, Add to that the fact that each
outcome of gatekeeping is transmitted to millions
of people daily and the result is a conception of
gatekeeping as a crucial part of the process
through which political and economic elites may
control culture and the rate at which culture
changes. Gatekeeping is, therefore, a basic and
powerful force in society. As Bagdikian (1983,
p. 226) has put it, “The power to control the
of society. Giving citizens a choice in ideas and
information is as important as giving them a
choice in politics”. Hardt (1979, p.22) writes:
“Control over the media of dissemination may
suggest control over the mind of society.” As a
the world around us is largely a product of the

gatekeeping process, Influences on gatekeeping

directly affect our view of social reality,



History of the Concept

It has always been obvious that not all
information reaches us: A used car salesman may
not tell everything he knows about the Ford I am
about to buy, a friend may not say what she really
and my local
of South

American politics. The process of communication

thinks about my new hairstyle,

newspaper provides scant coverage
involves selecting some bits of information for
transmission and rejecting others. As Leo Rosten
pointed out in his 1937 study of Washington
is neither a

correspondents, “A newspaper

selection” (p. 255). More than a decade later,
Wilbur Schramm (1949a) wrote that no other
aspect of communication is as impressive as the
large number of selections and rejections that have to
be made to form the appropriate symbol in the
minds of both the communicator and the receiver.

But the

gatekeeper _and David Manning White gave
the gatekeeper life under the pseudonym of Mr.

Gates, The gatekeeper concept offered early

selectivity inherent in the

communication scholars a {ramework for
evaluating how selection occurs and why some
items are selected and others rejected. It also

provided a structure for the study of processes
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other than selection, that is, how content is

shaped, structured, positioned, and timed.

© Kurt Lewin’s “Theory of Channels
and Gate Keepers”

Dynamics; II. Channels of Group Life; Social
Planning and Action Research” in the journal

Human Relations. At the time of his death,
Lewin was director of the Research Center for
Group Dynamics for the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology , but he had earlier held appointments
at other U. S. universities, including the University
of lowa(Marrow, 1969).

version of the

A second “ frontiers ”

manuscript appeared as part of the chapter



“Psychological Ecology” in the 1951 book Field

Theory in Social Science, an edited and

synthesized collection of Lewin’ s work. The

term field theory refers to one half of a split in
German psychology around World War |, with

the concept of fields having been borrowed from
physics(Bavelas, 1948). One group was in favor

of breaking down the person and the environment
into isolated elements that could be causally
connected. Lewin, trained as a physicist, was

which

“attempted to explain behavior as a function of

more aligned with the other group,

groups of factors constituting a dynamic whole—
the psychological field” (Bavelas, 1948, p. 16).
The field consists of both the person and the

between interconnected factors rather than as
relationships between isolated elements, Lewin
was working on a way to express psychological
forces mathematically, using “geometry for the
expression of the positional relationships between
parts of the life space, and vectors for the
expression of strength, direction, and point of
application of psychological forces” ( Bavelas,
1948, p. 16). Forces that shape people’s behaviors
could be studied quantitatively by psychologists,
Lewin argued, in much the same way that forces
such as gravity are studied by physicists.
Lewin’s(1947b, p. 146) “theory of channels
and gate keepers” was developed as a means of
understanding how one could produce widespread
social changes in a community, and his major

examples involved changing the food habits of a
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population. Lewin concluded that not all

change could best be accomplished by
concentrating_on_those people with the most

control over food selection for the home,

Food reaches the family table through
“channels,” said Lewin. One channel is the
grocery store, where food is purchased, but there
are also other channels for food, including
growing fruits and vegetables in the family
garden. Figure 1. 1 illustrates how channels may
be subdivided into “sections”. For example, in
the grocery channel, the first three sections
include the discovery of food at the grocery store,
the purchase decision, and transporting the food
home. Food traveling along the garden channel
begins with the seeds or plants available in a
garden store and their purchase and planting. As
the fruits and vegetables grow, some literally will
be weeded out, some will be consumed in the
garden by insects or children, and others may die

Of the final

selection of fruits and vegetables available to the

from lack of {fertilizer or water.

household, only some will be harvested; others
will languish on the vine or branch. At this
point, food from the grocery channel merges with
food from the garden channel, and a storage
decision must be made (in the refrigerator or
pantry?) for each food unit. Some foods may be
“lost” in the deep recesses of the refrigerator or
pantry, and others may be wasted because they
were incorrectly stored (does an opened jar of

peanut butter have to be refrigerated?). Next,



