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Abstract

This paper presents a study of gatekeeping in the U.S. political blog “Daily Kos.” 
Open online collectives like Daily Kos use relational mechanisms, such as gatekeeping, 
to manage organizational boundaries and filter the contributions of participants. 
However, neither prior theories of gatekeeping nor the existing analyses of open 
online collectives account for the character or implications of gatekeeping in the 
Daily Kos community. Using qualitative evidence as well as statistical analysis of a 
large sample of comment threads on the site from 2008, I argue that gatekeeping 
on Daily Kos takes centralized and decentralized forms, and that both modes 
depend critically on relational boundary work among site participants. Centralized 
gatekeeping proceeds through actions by high-status members of the community. 
Decentralized gatekeeping, by contrast, consists of more numerous and small-scale 
interactions between community members, who filter and moderate each other’s 
participation. Both forms of gatekeeping enhance the ability of site leaders and 
incumbent community members to regulate access to privileges and agenda-setting 
responsibilities on the site. These findings imply that the egalitarian ethos of open 
online collectives exists in tension with the mechanisms through which participation 
and status inequalities emerge among participants. How collectives engaged in 
mobilization and discursive production resolve this tension will shape the long-term 
impact of online participation and blogs on the political and public spheres.
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Introduction

Online modes of political participation have spurred overlapping debates about the 
Internet’s potential to transform political engagement and the public sphere. Some 
observers herald the democratizing potential and egalitarian character of large-scale 
online communities and collaborative platforms, such as political blogs or social net-
work sites (SNS).1 Others have questioned the idea that networked communication 
over the Internet has altered or overcome underlying social inequalities that ultimately 
determine who gets to participate in the public and political spheres.2 In these debates, 
the institutional and organizational dynamics internal to online communities engaged 
in political action have not received sustained analytical attention. The extensive body 
of existing research on democratic engagement, media, and the public sphere has 
demonstrated that such organizational and institutional dynamics play a central role 
in determining both the success or failure of movements as well as the sociopolitical 
implications of particular forms of organization.3 The relationship between demo-
cratic movements, digital media, and online modes of organization requires further 
consideration.

In this paper, I conduct a mixed-methods analysis of the dynamics of interaction 
and inequality within a large-scale open political community online. Specifically, I 
focus on practices of gatekeeping in the U.S. political blog, Daily Kos.4 Arguably the 
largest and most prominent participatory political blog in the United States, Daily Kos 
embodies several core aspects of the practices of online engagement and participation 
occurring in the blogosphere.5 The massive scale of participation on Daily Kos creates 
a set of coordination and information filtering problems, which the site, as a commu-
nity organization, “solves” through a distributed system of content moderation and 
filtering. In contrast with earlier modes of media production and with more hierarchi-
cal, exclusive forms of blogging, this system does not rely exclusively on the actions 
of individual elites in key choke-points of bureaucratic authority to perform central-
ized gatekeeping roles. Rather, Daily Kos also relies on the collective wisdom of its 
community of participants to filter the content contributed by their peers. In this sense, 
Daily Kos relies on formal, organizational hierarchies as well as less formal inequali-
ties that emerge through discursive persuasion.

The key organizational dynamic of Daily Kos’s system of distributed filtering and 
moderation emerges as a pattern of decentralized gatekeeping, whereby practices of 
boundary work and social closure take on a more collective aspect than in previous 
forms of media production and political organization. In contrast with “traditional,” 
centralized gatekeeping, which proceeds through actions by elite members of a collec-
tive or organization, decentralized gatekeeping consists of more diffuse, small-scale 
interactions between community members. Once aggregated, these small-scale inter-
actions feed back into the status hierarchy of participants, enhancing the ability of 
high-status and more experienced members of the community to regulate access to 
privileges and agenda-setting responsibilities on the site. At the same time, decentralized 
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gatekeeping also functions as a means by which regular members of the community 
can assume limited authority and legitimately contest norms. In both kinds of gate-
keeping, site participants tend to negotiate status and influence on a relational, discur-
sive basis, rather than on the basis of bureaucratic hierarchy or formal organizational 
structure alone. As a result, not only content, but also people become the targets of 
gatekeeping. In this way, decentralized gatekeeping practices contribute to the repro-
duction and contestation of status inequalities within Daily Kos that reinforce the 
site’s mechanisms of information filtering and mobilization.

Such patterns of organization and gatekeeping behavior matter for two reasons. 
First, the surge in online modes of political engagement and tools suggests that Daily 
Kos and other formally open, online-centered movements represent new “laboratories 
of democracy” in the Tocquevillian sense. As an increasing number of social move-
ment organizations, political parties, and private firms adopt online tools for collabo-
ration and collective action, the dynamics of online collectives become more relevant 
for the study and practice of public engagement. If the adoption of these tools brings 
with them novel organizational governance practices or disciplinary mechanisms, 
these phenomena portend a broader transformation of the organizational basis of 
democratic politics. They also shed light on other, offline environments—such as 
political parties or social movement organization meetings—in which relational, dis-
cursive mechanisms play a role in determining hierarchies of status and influence as a 
collective seeks to mobilize consensus around a common objective.

The second reason why online gatekeeping matters has to do with the character of 
the sort of partisan movement organization—engaged in media production, mobiliza-
tion, and information dissemination—that Daily Kos exemplifies. The flow of atten-
tion, influence, and status in these new media organizations will shape the networked 
public sphere as well as the future of democratic politics. As the blogosphere has 
grown and become a stable part of the political ecosystem in the United States over the 
past five years, the processes by which ideas and individuals achieve visibility within 
blogs and related online movements remain opaque. This study examines gatekeeping 
processes within one of the largest, most dynamic political blogs with the objective of 
contributing to a wider debate about the politics of news and information production 
in the contemporary era.

The U.S. political blogosphere emerged during the 2004 presidential campaign. 
Since that time, the landscape of political blogs has undergone several dramatic shifts 
as well as a series of somewhat more subtle evolutionary changes. The most signifi-
cant, ongoing transformation has been the formalization and professionalization of the 
most prominent individuals and organizations involved in political blogging. As part 
of this process, the political blogosphere has become integrated into the loose organi-
zational networks of the press, political parties, nonprofits, consulting firms, and 
political action committees that make up the wider sphere of American politics.6 As 
an organizational field, the blogosphere has stabilized to a large degree; however, 
important differences characterize elite blogs on the left and right, corresponding to 
distinct models of democratic political organization and discursive production.
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The first political blogs were highly amateur affairs, and usually consisted of the 
writings of a well-informed, outspoken political outsider with passionate views. Some 
blogs, especially MyDD and Daily Kos on the left, made an effort to incorporate mul-
tiple contributors and voices into the conversation, but these were the exception rather 
than the rule.7 This began to change around the time of the 2004 presidential campaign 
as the blogosphere emerged as a viable medium of opinion-generation, news diffusion, 
muckraking, and mobilization.8 On the left, bloggers played a crucial role driving the 
Howard Dean campaign in the Democratic primaries and upending South Carolina 
Senator Trent Lott in response to a racist remark at a fundraiser.9 On the right, blog-
gers helped reveal that CBS News and Dan Rather had used fraudulent documents 
about George W. Bush’s record in the Texas Air National Guard, resulting in a subse-
quent investigation and hastening Rather’s retirement.10 In each of these cases, “A-list” 
bloggers proved themselves at least equal to journalists in more traditional formats and 
organizations. In general, they benefited from the speed of publication and transpar-
ency norms that characterized the blogosphere from its earliest days. Without the bur-
dens of hierarchical organizations or editorial oversight, the bloggers framed issues 
and pursued stories in a provocative way that many print, radio, and television journal-
ists were simply unprepared or unwilling to do. As a result the bloggers accrued cred-
ibility as well as the attention of the public, the media, and political elites.

During these early years, political bloggers were derided as pajama-clad voices 
from the political wilderness.11 However, the elite bloggers resembled their peers in 
the media and political institutions in terms of educational credentials, class, race, and 
gender.12 Furthermore, in the years between 2004 and 2008, numerous “first-wave” 
political bloggers received book deals or were hired as columnists by national publica-
tions looking to build online traffic and advertising revenue.13 Over time, more A-list 
bloggers could be found on Sunday morning political talk shows or authoring op-eds 
in major news outlets. As the bloggers professionalized, substantive differences 
between them and news producers in partisan broadcast print or television media 
became less salient.

Blogging organizations also became more formal during this time. Most of the 
early blogs used off-the-shelf blogging software and were authored by individuals. For 
example, of the fourteen unique sites counted as top blogs in 2004 by Drezner and 
Farrell, only four were either (part of) an incorporated organization or had a formal 
organizational hierarchy.14 Of those same fourteen blogs and bloggers, all of them are 
now either independent corporate entities or part of incorporated organizations. This 
pattern holds across a larger sample of top blogs as well. Data collected by Shaw and 
Benkler in summer 2008 show that at that time, 93 out of 155 (60 percent) of top 
political blogs were either (part of) an incorporated entity or involved a formal organi-
zational hierarchy.15

Bloggers and blog communities have also integrated themselves into the broader 
field of established political organizations, networks, and actors. While this process 
has followed an uneven pace, a number of bloggers on the left and right have become 
prominent figures within mobilizations and campaigns, signaling their growing role as 
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power brokers and agenda setters. On the right, bloggers at first integrated into exist-
ing organizations or movements by working with major partisan media outlets (e.g., 
the National Review and Fox News), or by forming new media strategy and campaign 
consultancies.16 As a result, the right political blogosphere did not claim leadership of 
a clearly defined grassroots movement or constituency, but some of its members 
became an active force in shaping the voice and agenda of conservative politics. In 
contrast, the left blogosphere elites have more aggressively sought to transform the 
landscape of political mobilization through the creation of new organizations and con-
stituencies under the banner of a “netroots” movement. These efforts have proceeded 
by means of conferences, fundraising campaigns, and new advocacy organizations 
agitating for change within the Democratic Party.17

The processes of professionalization, formalization, and political integration that 
occurred in the blogosphere between 2004 and 2008 did not follow an even trajectory 
across all blogs, but they nevertheless resulted in an overall stabilization and institution-
alization of the field.18 Many of the elite blogs established consistent styles and regular 
communities of reader-participants despite the cyclical ebb and flow of attention around 
national elections. This pattern of stabilization has also manifested in the distribution of 
attention across the blogosphere as a whole. Using secondary data gathered by Karpf, a 
comparison of the mean monthly rank of top fifty left and right blogs along several met-
rics of authority and attention from June 2009 through January 2011, shows the distribu-
tion of ranks across left and right blogs to be stable, despite some turnover within the two 
groups.19 Correlations between blog rankings for all sites on all measures in the first and 
last months of Karpf’s data collection are likewise positive and significant.20 The eco-
system of blogs, while still new and innovative relative to the wider field of political 
organizations, may not be as volatile as casual observers would believe.

Nonetheless, important differences have emerged between the left and right of the 
blogosphere. Most significantly, cross-ideological variation in the adoption of partici-
patory blogging platforms has resulted in “two blogospheres” characterized by distinct 
democratic affordances.21 Similarly, as implied above, the elite bloggers on the two 
major sides of the political spectrum have taken divergent approaches when it comes 
to integrating their discursive production into broader projects of mobilization and 
movement building. The significance of these cross-ideological differences hinges on 
whether they facilitate distinct pathways of influence and engagement, as well as the 
extent to which they do or do not become institutionalized over time.

Dynamics of Control In Open (Online) Collectives
Those who claim that blogs and networked movements hold the potential to democ-
ratize political discourse and participation ground their arguments in the view that 
online collectives do not simply reproduce existing, offline inequalities, but rather 
enable new publics to coalesce and mobilize in a more egalitarian fashion than was 
historically feasible.22 Counterarguments have underscored the persistence of socio-
economic and other sociostructural inequalities as predictors of participation.23 
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Scholars have also criticized the design of technical systems that algorithmically 
reproduce preexisting inequalities of attention and prestige.24 However, the fact that 
online tools might make enhanced collaboration and participation possible does not 
determine their effects. The question of what sorts of mechanisms of influence and 
control prevail within online collectives remains unresolved in these debates. 
Likewise, even if the mechanisms driving selection into participatory, collaborative 
online movements tend to reproduce offline inequalities of access or attention, that 
does not foreclose the possibility that those online movements could still embrace a 
more open and democratic character than their predecessors. Answering these con-
cerns more precisely requires closer investigation of the internal dynamics of control 
within online collectives.

In organizational terms, Daily Kos and participatory blogs have a great deal in 
common with other “open” network and community organizations.25 Some research 
has analyzed dimensions of control within these organizational types in the context of 
online collectives such as the groups that produce free and open source software.26 
However, most explanations of how these online communities work draw primarily on 
institutional and transaction cost economics as well as social psychological theories of 
motivation. Specifically, Benkler, Lerner, and Tirole, as well as Weber have all argued 
that distinct features of digitally networked information production enable large-scale, 
“nonmarket” systems to overcome the obstacles to collective action, public goods cre-
ation, and sharing identified by classical economic theory.27 These claims originated 
as rejoinders to longstanding debates on “the tragedy of the commons” and collective 
action failures in the context of public goods creation.28 As such, their authors view the 
fundamental puzzle of commons-based production online as a twofold question: Why 
do individuals make contributions to online collective goods in the absence of finan-
cial incentives and how do large numbers of individuals coordinate and sustain their 
contributions in the absence of either formal organizational structures or markets? 
Their answers to these questions emphasize relatively static sets of norms, incentives, 
and motivational profiles. As a result, they overlook the importance of both the struc-
tural dynamics within online communities as well as the interactions between com-
munity members.

Dynamics of social reproduction, governance, and institutionalization within online 
collectives all entail a complex set of relational processes that emerge through the 
interactions of community members, who actively manage organizational boundaries. 
For example, the work of O’Mahony and Ferraro shows that, over time, the growth of 
the Debian Linux community has led the community members to negotiate and imple-
ment a steadily more and more complex boundary-management process, leading to 
increasingly formalized and hierarchical governance structures.29 Somewhat paradox-
ically, these formal and exclusionary structures are combined with direct democratic 
institutions that work to preserve the project’s formal openness. The preservation of 
certain kinds of direct democracy thus appears to support the cultivation of formal 
organizational structure. The pattern adheres loosely to Michels’ “Iron Law of 
Oligarchy” and reproduces a similar sort of emergent hierarchy to that identified in 
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Freeman’s critique of the tyrannical “structurelessness” of the 1970s U.S. feminist 
movement.30

Such questions of organizational governance and democracy reconnect this line of 
research with analyses of online social movement organizations and democratic politi-
cal mobilization. Several previous studies have argued over whether the emergence of 
networked, politically engaged collectives collaborating over the Internet have trans-
formed the structure and dynamics of the public and political spheres.31 However, 
among this body of research, only Karpf offers a typology of networked political orga-
nizations or a theoretical framework for thinking about the evolution of such commu-
nities in relation to existing political movement organizations.32 For Karpf, political 
organizations with strong online organizing components hold much in common with 
their pre-Internet counterparts, but the lower communication costs enabled by digital 
technologies have facilitated less hierarchical intra-organizational structures. The 
transformation of infrastructure has in turn brought about a generational shift as new 
advocacy organizations on the U.S. left have embraced these possibilities.

The literature on movement organizations’ use of networked technologies and 
strategies has a blind spot when it comes to providing more general accounts of how 
these supposedly “new” practices of less hierarchical mobilization proceed. For exam-
ple, Karpf theorizes about the “phases” of growth that the new generation of Internet-
savvy organizations pass through, but he does not analyze this process in much depth, 
nor does he explain the relationship of the organizations’ internal dynamics to their 
apparent “product”: a complex social system that generates and disseminates a vast 
amount of information. Online collectives engaged in political mobilization constitute 
novel sorts of institutions, movement organizations, and fields of power with charac-
teristics that resemble their purely “offline” predecessors.33 Closer consideration of 
the microsocial dynamics of networked movement organizations and communities can 
therefore speak to the mechanisms of influence and agenda setting in these environ-
ments as well as the means by which open online collectives function as efficient 
information processing systems.

Gatekeeping and Boundary  
Work in the Networked Public Sphere
Gatekeeping represents one particularly salient mechanism that has not received 
adequate attention in the context of online collectives engaged in (political) discursive 
production. Along with Google and sites that sort and filter information by means of 
algorithms, Daily Kos embodies a key aspect of the broader shift toward distributed, 
social information processing online. This shift, in addition to altering the terrain of 
social movements and political mobilization, has also transformed the structure and 
dynamics of the public sphere.34 In a context where attention becomes a scarce 
resource subject to intense competitive pressures, social mechanisms of agenda set-
ting and influence acquire enhanced importance. Explaining how social processes 
such as gatekeeping may or may not undergo transformations in online movements 
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and news organizations can clarify what the rise of networked communication means 
in relation to the organizational and informational dynamics that characterized the 
mass-mediated public sphere.

Early studies of gatekeeping focused on individuals who held extraordinary control 
over flows of goods, ideas, and attention within families, groups, or society as a 
whole.35 Over time, gatekeeping research turned to the role of elites within newspa-
pers, television, and other information-producing professions. Practices of gatekeep-
ing by editorial staff inside news-making organizations have historically drawn special 
attention as the quintessential examples of how institutional, cultural, and organiza-
tional dynamics influence what in fact becomes “news” in the first place.36

More recent gatekeeping research has likewise focused on journalism and media 
production, but has shifted to consider the role of institutions, processes, and the struc-
tural dimensions of social relations in driving the movement of information and access 
to resources.37 A few studies have specifically examined gatekeeping in the context of 
online collectives and communities.38 In addition, several studies have explored analo-
gous processes to gatekeeping that structure the dissemination of information in net-
worked environments. Boczkowski’s ethnography of networked newsrooms in 
Argentina illustrates how the adoption of online publication, content aggregators, and 
the intensified competition for reader attention in a flooded information marketplace 
have transformed the organizational practice of newspaper production, resulting in 
less diverse content.39 Hindman’s analysis of “Googlearchy” argues that the combined 
effects of power laws of attention together with many Internet users’ increasing reli-
ance on algorithmic information filtering produces an extremely small elite capable of 
dominating the networked information ecosystem.40 In contrast, Benkler and collabo-
rators have argued that the presence of such power laws do not eliminate the possibil-
ity that the Internet could be used to democratize political communication, but that the 
actually existing conditions of online discursive production require further study.41

From a theoretical perspective, none of the existing research has explained the 
ways gatekeeping or related processes form part of the diffuse dynamics of contention 
and negotiation that go into managing open online collectives. In these environments, 
the struggle for attention and influence among the numerous participants means that 
gatekeeping is as much about inequalities in the attention and influence that accrue to 
particular people as well as to particular types of content. In other words, gatekeeping 
in open collectives becomes a means of constructing normative boundaries around 
legitimate discourse and action, and restricting the voice of those who do not adhere to 
the norms. In this aspect, gatekeeping constitutes a specific form of relational bound-
ary work in the service of elite “status closure.”42 Such relational work encompasses 
the diverse repertoire of practices through which individuals and groups define, imi-
tate, contest, and reconstruct social categories. These practices also serve as the 
everyday mechanisms through which categorical inequalities, social movements, and 
economic exchanges cohere into larger structures.43 As part of a broader repertoire of 
organizational governance practices, relational boundary work among the participants 
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in online collectives simultaneously drives the emergence of formal hierarchy at the 
same time that it enables the preservation of open, democratic institutions.

At its core, decentralized gatekeeping consists of numerous, microlevel interac-
tions between individuals engaged in a particular collective endeavor. Through the 
aggregation of distributed, relational exchanges that draw on existing rhetorics, norms, 
and codes of behavior, these individuals participate in the stabilization and reproduc-
tion of larger scale social dynamics. Over time, this process results in wider patterns 
of path dependency and creates institutionalized impediments to sudden shifts in the 
social order. Thus, with or without the central points of control through which tradi-
tional practices of gatekeeping proceed, organizations or communities constituted 
through distributed social interaction have a tendency to generate the sorts of deeply 
entrenched hierarchies and structures identified in earlier work on democratic, open, 
or “structureless” organizations.44

The dynamics of coordination and organization in large-scale online communities 
that generate, filter, and disseminate information on a massive scale offer a compelling 
arena for research into networked gatekeeping. Despite the growing number of sites on 
the Internet that fit this description—examples include Daily Kos, Reddit, Digg, and 
Slashdot—only a few studies have attempted to characterize the social dynamics of 
information filtering within these sorts of networked communities.45 My work on 
Daily Kos contributes to this body of research by extending theories of centralized, 
elite-level gatekeeping to incorporate an analysis of the decentralized, relational prac-
tices of social information filtering and production pursued in large networked com-
munities. A relational perspective focused on diffuse microlevel interactions expands 
existing theories of gatekeeping beyond the traditional focus on central choke points 
of control.46 The central points within organizational hierarchies or networks tradition-
ally identified as the locus of gatekeeping activities remain significant, but (in the 
context of open or network organizations) gatekeeping practices also occur throughout 
a collective. In this sense, some kinds of gatekeeping may function as a distributed 
form of social control rather than a form of top-down coercion.

Research Design and Methods
In order to analyze the gatekeeping practices in Daily Kos, this study combines 
qualitative observation with a statistical analysis of a large sample of comment 
threads on the site from 2008. The next section of the paper introduces the site and 
presents an overview of some of the formal rules and technologies that govern interac-
tions between participants. This section establishes a baseline understanding of the 
system of community governance that operates throughout the site as well as a sense 
of the site history and its prevailing culture. In particular, I focus on the mechanisms 
by which the community engages in distributed content moderation and filtering, an 
activity that accounts for a large proportion of user-to-user interactions on the site.
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From the overview, I use qualitative evidence to build the case that gatekeeping 
happens through centralized and decentralized mechanisms on Daily Kos. 
I conducted six months of qualitative observation of the Daily Kos site between March 
and November, 2008. During this time, I maintained a user account that I used to 
access posts and comment threads. I also contributed several posts of my own, com-
ments, and diary recommendations. At regular intervals on almost every day during 
this period, I logged into the site, read the most recent front page stories, skimmed user 
comments and recommendations, and reviewed several of the recent and recom-
mended user diaries. Field notes provided the basis of a preliminary analysis, which I 
later refined and corroborated through the use of the site’s searchable archive. From 
this data, I analyze a series of events surrounding the 2008 Democratic Party presiden-
tial primary elections. During this period, the divide between supporters of Hillary 
Clinton and Barack Obama within the Democratic Party as a whole gave rise to numer-
ous arguments and conflicts among Daily Kos participants. Such an intense period of 
contentious debate thus provided an ideal opportunity to observe how the community 
enforced norms and constructed boundaries. In several ways, these events illustrate 
that gatekeeping practices emerge through everyday user-to-user interactions, giving 
rise to inequalities and hierarchies among the participants.

Following the inductive elaboration of the idea of decentralized and centralized 
gatekeeping, I construct a statistical test for relationships between measures of com-
menting and recommendation behavior that would signal the presence of decentral-
ized gatekeeping. The data consist of a large sample of comment threads and 
recommendations taken from a subset of posts on the site, a daily political humor 
series called “Cheers & Jeers” (or C & J, henceforth). C & J represents one of the most 
stable and well-established subcommunities within Daily Kos. Therefore, although it 
is not necessarily representative of the site as a whole, it occupies a privileged position 
within the community culture and provides a window into the sorts of norms and val-
ues that prevail among an exceptionally active group of Daily Kos participants.47 I use 
the full set of C & J user comments and recommendations from 2008. I collected this 
data in April 2010 using a script that parsed and stored records from the site archives 
via the built-in search functionality.48 The resulting data set allows me to describe the 
network created by the recommendations between users and to examine whether or 
not relational boundary work among Daily Kos community members produces sys-
tematic gatekeeping effects.

Overall, the research question that drives the quantitative analysis asks whether or 
not the system of distributed moderation and filtering used on Daily Kos functions by 
means of decentralized gatekeeping. For the purposes of this analysis, I define gate-
keeping as the systematic reproduction of an unequal and regular flow of valued 
resources—especially influence—to an incumbent group or organization and take 
decentralized gatekeeping to entail the production of inequalities along these lines by 
means of distributed, collective behavior.49 Through a series of hypothesis tests, I test 
whether large-scale patterns of status accumulation consistent with decentralized gate-
keeping exist.
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My definition of gatekeeping hinges on the identity and role of “incumbent” groups 
or individuals. In the context of a large online community focused on the production 
of political information and mobilization, the possession of privilege, status, or power 
may lead to comparative advantages in terms of articulating a perspective, having that 
perspective heard, and eliciting some sort of response or action from other members of 
the community.50 For the purposes of this analysis, I focus on two overlapping forms 
of incumbency: elite status and expertise. The test of gatekeeping effects is therefore a 
test of whether or not elite status or expertise associate with increased reputational 
returns to comments.51 I break this down into three specific hypotheses, each of which 
operationalizes a distinct component of incumbency:

Hypothesis 1a: More experienced users will receive more recommendations per 
comment.

Hypothesis 1b: More active users will receive more recommendations per  
comment.

Hypothesis 1c: Formal elite users will receive more recommendations per  
comment.

The fact that comment recommendations between Daily Kos users form a directed 
graph in which practices of reciprocity may drive the flow of attention and status (and 
thereby generate gatekeeping effects) among community members also suggests a 
secondary hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Users who give more recommendations will receive more recom-
mendations per comment.

If I find support for hypotheses 1a-c and 2, I could conclude that comment recom-
mendation practices among Daily Kos participants contain patterns of behavior con-
sistent with the presence of decentralized gatekeeping that reinforce the privileges of 
incumbent users of the site. Support for some subset of hypotheses would still imply 
the presence of behavior consistent with decentralized gatekeeping, but would also 
suggest that certain forms of incumbency associate with status advantages whereas 
others do not. In contrast, a result that failed to reject the null hypothesis of no effects 
for all four hypotheses would indicate that comment recommendation does not follow 
a pattern consistent with any of the forms of decentralized gatekeeping described here.

A Brief Overview of Daily Kos
Markos Moulitsas Zúñiga founded Daily Kos as a solo-authored weblog on May 26, 
2002. Since then, Daily Kos has become one of the most heavily trafficked, collab-
orative political blogs on the Internet. Currently, the site attracts roughly 10 million 
page views from more than 600,000 unique visitors in the United States per month, 
placing at the top of the political blogosphere and on the same plane as other large  
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participatory websites like slashdot.com.52 Sometimes characterized as radically left-
wing, the site has become the preeminent symbol of the so-called netroots move-
ment.53 While many online-only news and discussion sites can match the quantity of 
traffic on Daily Kos, few have harnessed user participation and content to a compa-
rable degree.54

Between 2003 and 2006, the Daily Kos website underwent several transformations. 
First, in October 2003, Moulitsas implemented a technical migration to a software 
platform designed to incorporate more dynamic forms of participation and interaction 
among users of the site.55 The new platform incorporated reader contributions on a 
larger scale. In addition, during 2004, Moulitsas formalized a system of contributing 
editors who shared posting responsibilities with him. As a result of these technical and 
organizational changes, the density of content and participation on the site exploded 
during the 2004 presidential election cycle, contributing to the insurgent Howard Dean 
campaign.56 As a result, Daily Kos became a symbol of a new kind of networked 
political movement on the American left.

Between 2006 and 2011, the Daily Kos site and community assumed a relatively 
stable form.57 The volume of participation, influence, and attention of Daily Kos has 
made the site a benchmark by which other large-scale political discussion sites are 
measured. As of April 2010, the site had more than 200,000 registered users, out of 
which several thousand actively participated on the site every day.58 The extensive 
technical and social system by which users filter and moderate each other’s contribu-
tions to the site represents a massive proportion of activity on the site as well as a 
large-scale system of distributed community governance.

Distributed Content Filtering and Moderation
Within the Daily Kos community, the practice of distributed content filtering and 
moderation provides a basis for evaluating and prioritizing certain kinds of informa-
tion over others. To facilitate this process, the software platform that makes up the site 
delimits four categories of content and four tiers of participants. The content catego-
ries are front-page stories; user diaries; comments; and ratings. The participant tiers 
are site elites; trusted users; registered users; and readers. In general, the platform 
incentivizes content contributions that earn the approval of other users.

The program provides all registered users with the ability to construct a public 
identity tied to a unique username. Once registered and logged in, users can comment, 
post diary entries, and customize a personal page. They do this with the knowledge 
that their work will be visible to any site visitor and (potentially) rated by other users. 
The multiple forms of user-generated content then serve as a foundation for other key 
social features on Daily Kos: content rating and reputation building. Together, these 
features make up the institutional landscape within which the site’s participants inter-
act. They also provide the means for community members to manage norms and rules. 
Every step in this process entails interactions between users.
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Site elites on Daily Kos are a relatively small group of individuals with formal posi-
tions, status, and extraordinary privileges as identified on the site’s masthead page.59 
These include Markos Moulitsas himself as well as the technical staff and editors of 
the site. The site elites are distinguished from other participants by their ability to post 
front-page stories and perform other managerial operations on the site as a whole. 
Daily Kos’s formal organizational structure manifests itself through the presence and 
roles of the site elites. Moulitsas directly selected the earliest site elites. More recently, 
a clearer organizational hierarchy has been created whereby some elites are listed on 
the masthead as holding specific editorial responsibilities.

The procedures by which new site elites are chosen remain opaque, but Moulitsas 
and others have made statements on the topic that suggest that he and the other editors 
manage a system of semi-informal selection.60 Given the site’s status as a prominent 
movement premised on advancing Democratic Party interests, it is noteworthy that the 
positions are not determined through any sort of site-wide electoral process. At the 
same time, site elites make it clear in public statements on the site that they view them-
selves as ultimately accountable to and dependent on the readership for their continued 
legitimacy as community leaders.61 Whether or not these statements are reliable 
accounts of elite community members’ status matters less than the fact that the elites 
justify their presence on such populist terms. This sort of justificatory logic signals the 
elites’ ideologically informed desire to understand themselves as part of a (small “d”) 
democratic movement, even though their positions are not acquired or preserved 
through any sort of well-defined democratic process.62

Front-page stories appear as the primary content on the site’s main URL and are 
therefore the most visible and accessible content on the site. The site’s editors and 
elites usually write the front-page stories, but they are also sometimes user diaries that 
the elites have “promoted” to the front page. Through front-page stories, site elites 
thus anchor the community’s textual production in a steady stream of reporting and 
analysis that meet high-quality standards. As a result, diary promotion to the front 
page confers prestige as well as formal reputation gains to diary authors.

Diaries are personal blogs that any registered user of the site may write and post. 
They vary widely in terms of length, quality, and content. In general, they mimic the 
tone and length of front-page stories while attempting to contribute original evidence 
or insights on an issue of interest to the site’s participants. Formal and informal guide-
lines for writing the diaries exist, but many actual diaries deviate from these norms.

Immediately after posting, every diary authored by a registered user who is not a 
site elite appears in a Recent Diaries sidebar along the front page, increasing its visibil-
ity among other users of the site for a brief period. Other registered users can recom-
mend user diaries, and the number of recommendations appears together with the 
diary title in the Recent Diaries sidebar. If a diary accumulates a large number of rec-
ommendations, it may automatically appear in the more prominently placed 
Recommended Diaries sidebar on the front page. Placement in the Recommended 
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Diaries sidebar persists longer than in the Recent Diaries sidebar and signals that a 
diary has achieved an exceptional amount of popularity among the site’s users.

Comments are the most ubiquitous and varied category of content on the site. Any 
registered user can comment on any story or diary. The comments on each story and 
diary appear as a threaded discussion below the story or diary in question. In general, 
front-page stories attract a few hundred comments each. Comments function as one of 
the primary vehicles through which Daily Kos participants negotiate their views and 
engage in sustained interactions with other users of the site.

Ratings, like comments, are ubiquitous on Daily Kos. With the exception of front-
page posts, all content submitted to the site immediately becomes subject to user rat-
ings, through which any registered user can contribute feedback. This user feedback is 
then used to facilitate the reading and filtering of information on the site. In the case 
of diaries, the accumulation of positive ratings (recommendations) from numerous 
and/or prominent users results in advantageous placement and more widespread dis-
semination on the site through the Recommended Diaries sidebar. With comments, the 
accumulation of positive ratings adds to the reputation score of the user who posted the 
comment. As a result, ratings often become a mechanism of social exchange, whereby 
users will engage in reciprocal support of one another’s contributions. Registered 
users who accumulate many recommendations from their peers acquire “trusted user” 
status. Trusted user status provides access to additional recommending features on the 
site platform. Registered users that have not achieved trusted status are only capable 
of submitting positive ratings (also known as recommendations). Trusted users can 
provide negative or “troll” ratings as well. Any comment that receives a sufficiently 
low sum of ratings is hidden from untrusted registered users of the site and from read-
ers. By convention, users tend to contribute only positive ratings of each other’s com-
ments; however, in the case of spam or inappropriate contributions, negative ratings 
may be used by the “trusted” members of the community to collaboratively remove 
content.

The boundary that separates trusted from untrusted users is very porous and is man-
aged technically in an automated fashion by the site’s platform.63 A registered user 
may shift between trusted and untrusted status, depending on the regularity and extent 
to which their contributions to the site receive recommendations from other users. 
Maintaining trusted status is a largely symbolic achievement with relatively narrow 
material benefits. At the same time, the process of becoming trusted on the site offers 
participants an avenue to enhanced forms of commitment, and those users who are 
trusted sometimes refer to their status as an indication of their commitment to the 
community.

The interactions of individual users of the site produce a dynamic flow of informa-
tion, reputation, attention, and influence. The accumulation of comments and positive 
ratings contribute to the visibility of diaries or front-page stories, as well as to the repu-
tations of users. Users with strong reputation scores acquire additional privileges on 
the site and, if they continue to attract positive attention through recommendations and 
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comments on their content, the potential to acquire enhanced influence among the 
other members of the site. At the same time, contributions that are uninteresting or 
otherwise inconsistent with the standards, norms, and views of a sufficient proportion 
of the site’s participants fall from public view. In this way, the technical and social 
application of the moderation and filtering system takes advantage of the fact that 
readers can quickly process information to identify whether something is relevant to 
their interests or not. By relying on the aggregation of numerous judgments about 
other’s contributions, the site’s users collectively categorize and identify interesting, 
relevant, or controversial content. Over time, the content that rises to the top acquires 
status and becomes more likely to attract further attention.

The Daily Kos platform was designed to accommodate extensive interactions 
among users and to facilitate a process by which certain contributions acquire height-
ened visibility and impact over others. In this way, the system accommodates varying 
levels of commitment and activity, and it also aims to harness the unequal distribution 
of popularity and influence among users to promote content and discussion deemed 
interesting by the larger pool of participants.

It is important to underscore that although Moulitsas and the administrators of the 
site retain control over the precise metrics used by the site’s reputation algorithm, this 
is not the same as directly determining users’ reputations or their patterns of adopting 
the site’s features. In this sense, the architectural choices that Moulitsas made in select-
ing the platform and customizing it should be understood in the context of the norms 
and interactive practices through which the community of Daily Kos participants has 
brought the site’s technologies “to life.”

Two Varieties of Gatekeeping on Daily Kos
The foregoing overview suggests that gatekeeping practices on Daily Kos can proceed 
through several different mechanisms. The site offers a range of tools and venues 
through which participants contribute content to the site, evaluate each others’ contri-
butions, and engage in formal as well as informal processes of rule or norm enforce-
ment. In addition, the different tiers of user roles that are built into the Scoop software 
platform presume a hierarchy of privileges and status. The result is a system in which 
more and less formalized as well as more and less centralized processes of gatekeep-
ing take place. This gatekeeping can apply to participants as well as to content, both 
of which may be classified as undesirable.

I distinguish between two kinds of gatekeeping—centralized and decentralized—
both of which reproduce structural advantages of elites or incumbents. Centralized 
gatekeeping occurs at high-status positions within the community by site administra-
tors or elite users. Decentralized gatekeeping, on the other hand, entails more diffuse 
processes that require the participation of numerous site users. In both cases, the 
effects are comparable: site elites and incumbent users (those who are more experi-
enced, active, or comparatively empowered) play a privileged role establishing, inter-
preting, and enforcing the ground rules, norms, and frameworks within which 
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discursive production and political mobilization occur on the site. Table 1 shows a 
side-by-side comparison of examples of the two types.

Compared to previous types of gatekeeping, the key distinction of decentralized 
gatekeeping concerns the extent to which the gatekeeping not only entails the active 
participation of “the gated,” but also the way distributed actions by the members of a 
collective can generate similar effects to the concerted efforts of a single individual.64 
Below I introduce examples of both kinds of behavior.

Centralized Gatekeeping in 
the Clinton Supporters’ Strike
Overall, centralized gatekeeping on Daily Kos emerges as a byproduct of the social 
position and status of site elites. Consistent with the role of news editors in the print 
media and other professions, these elites utilize their status and position within the 
Daily Kos community to reproduce their own authority and restrict access to privi-
leges.65 As a result, visible mechanisms of centralized gatekeeping on Daily Kos tend 
to be more formalized than mechanisms of decentralized gatekeeping. Site elites—
and in particular Markos Moulitsas—possess the resources to convert their perspec-
tives into formal elements of site governance system more than any other members of 
the site community. Some of the ways they exercise these privileges therefore become 
very visible and very public, while others less so.

The period around the Democratic Party presidential primaries of 2008 provided 
numerous example of centralized gatekeeping in response to some contentious con-
flicts within the community. During the lead up to “Super Tuesday” (February 4, 
2008) the polarization between supporters of Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama on 
the site grew increasingly tense. Moulitsas and the site’s editors had not endorsed 
Obama by that point, but some of them opposed some of the strategies pursued by 
Clinton’s campaign as she sought to divide the party after losing momentum in the 
popular vote.66 The conflict bled over into the comments and diaries, where Obama 
and Clinton supporters clashed. Resentful of the widespread pro-Obama sentiment 
among their peers, many Clinton advocates claimed to be the victims of unfair treat-
ment. On March 14, “Allegra,” one of the Clinton supporters and a prominent diarist, 
proclaimed a “Writer’s Strike,” urging Hillary supporters and their sympathizers to 
immediately cease visiting, reading, and contributing to the site:

Table 1. Types of Gatekeeping on Daily Kos

Centralized Decentralized

Formal rule & policy-making Emergent social norms
User-training (FAQs) Norm dissemination (user-to-user)
Rule enforcement (site elites) Norm enforcement (user-to-user)
Status closure (site elites) Status closure (incumbent users)
Agenda setting (front page) Agenda setting (diaries/comments)
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I’ve been posting at DailyKos for nearly 4 years now and started writing diaries 
in support of Hillary Clinton back in June of last year. Over the past few months 
I’ve noticed that things have become progressively more abusive toward my 
candidate and her supporters.

I’ve put up with the abuse and anger because I’ve always believed in what our online 
community has tried to accomplish in this world. No more. DailyKos is not the site 
it once was thanks to the abusive nature of certain members of our community.

I’ve decided to go on “strike” and will refrain from posting here as long as the 
administrators allow the more disruptive members of our community to trash 
Hillary Clinton and distort her record without any fear of consequence or retri-
bution. I will not be posting at DailyKos effective immediately. I will not help 
drive up traffic or page-hits as long as my candidate—a good and fine 
DEMOCRAT—is attacked in such a horrid and sexist manner not only by other 
diarists, but by several of those posting to the front page.67

Responses to the so-called strike were mixed. However, Moulitsas and some of the 
other senior members of the community took an aggressive stance against the strikers, 
mocking them and arguing that they had no right to expect consensus on the site, espe-
cially given that Clinton opposed some of the central tenets of the community. Three 
days after Allegra’s post, Moulitsas responded directly, arguing that Clinton’s willing-
ness to split the Democrat’s super-delegate vote against the popular vote would lead to 
a civil war within the party:

Clinton knows this, it’s her only path to victory, and she doesn’t care. She is 
willing—nay, eager to split the party apart in her mad pursuit of power.

If the situations were reversed, and Obama was lagging in the delegates, popular 
vote, states won, money raised, and every other reasonable measure, then I’d 
feel the same way about Obama. (I pulled the plug early on Dean in 2004.) But 
that’s not the case.

It is Clinton, with no reasonable chance of victory, who is fomenting civil war 
in order to overturn the will of the Democratic electorate. As such, as far as I’m 
concerned, she doesn’t deserve “fairness” on this site. All sexist attacks will be 
dealt with—those will never be acceptable. But otherwise, Clinton has set an 
inevitably divisive course and must be dealt with appropriately.68

Moulitsas situates his critique of Clinton and the strikers in reference to the found-
ing ideals of the site, reiterating his authority on the blog and underscoring the distinc-
tion between formal community rules (e.g., “sexist attacks...will never be acceptable”) 
and the political vision behind his creation of the site. He shows no sympathy for those 
who disagree with his perspective.
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The example demonstrates how Moulitsas uses his position and status as leader to 
affirm and reinforce community standards in the wake of important conflicts. These 
actions contribute to centralized gatekeeping on the site insofar as they reinscribe 
boundaries of acceptable behavior and political beliefs. Moulitsas can, in theory, kick 
out any users whose beliefs he disagreed with, but such actions could undermine his 
(and the community’s) claims to enact democratic values and discourse.69 Instead, he 
tends to engage in moral, political, and intellectual persuasion of the site’s users, argu-
ing for a particular vision of Democratic party empowerment and electoral strategy. In 
casting the Clinton supporters as misguided and worthy of mockery, Moulitsas sym-
bolically sets the boundaries of what he sees as a legitimate political position and clas-
sifies a subset of the community as beyond the pale.

The episode illustrates most of the mechanisms of centralized gatekeeping identi-
fied in Table 1. Moulitsas draws on his capacity as site founder to make and enforce 
formal rules; lay down guidelines about acceptable behavior; and set the community 
political agenda of the site through his own posts (all of which appear on the front 
page).

Whatever his status or administrative privileges, Moulitsas cannot mandate the 
views of the site’s user community by fiat. His agenda-setting and norm-enacting 
capacity hinges, in part, on the fact that he engages other site elites and experienced 
users in such discussions and seems to only take drastic action (like banning or pub-
licly denouncing users’ views) under extraordinary circumstances. In this way, his 
actions also contribute to an overall process of status closure, whereby he exercises 
influence over the selection process of new site elites and the privileges entailed by 
elite status.

“Everyday” and Decentralized Gatekeeping
The distinct aspects of decentralized gatekeeping boil down to particulars of scale, 
context, and scope. First, decentralized gatekeeping happens on a larger scale than 
centralized gatekeeping. It incorporates a wider range of individuals and consists of 
activities that are far more diffuse and numerous. Second, the contexts in which 
decentralized gatekeeping takes place are more widely accessible and less reliant on 
formal status divisions. In practice, this means that decentralized gatekeeping “hap-
pens everywhere,” in contrast with centralized gatekeeping that necessarily occurs in 
settings and situations where site elites engage in the activities described above. In 
many cases, behaviors that contribute to decentralized gatekeeping are more banal 
than their centralized counterparts. Finally, the scope of decentralized gatekeeping 
tends to be narrower than that of centralized gatekeeping. This does not mean that 
decentralized gatekeeping behavior or its effects have less significant implications for 
the site than centralized gatekeeping, but merely that decentralized gatekeeping rarely 
entails the sort of claims to formalized authority and responsibility for the site as a 
whole that characterize centralized gatekeeping in many cases.
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Despite these differences, the mechanisms of decentralized gatekeeping parallel 
those of centralized gatekeeping. In both cases, Daily Kos community members per-
form relational work to establish, negotiate, enforce, and adapt boundaries, norms, and 
standards that constitute the site. In the process of both, incumbent community mem-
bers tend to reproduce their own access, privileges, and status. In other words, the 
effects of decentralized gatekeeping are also broadly consistent with those of central-
ized gatekeeping: the reproduction of social structure, authority, and privilege in a 
manner consistent with the participatory design of the Daily Kos community.

In May 2008, less than one month after the Clinton supporters’ strike, two conflicts 
occurred in a “Cheers & Jeers” comment thread that illustrate how everyday community 
governance on Daily Kos contributes to an overall pattern of decentralized gatekeep-
ing.70 Cheers & Jeers, or “C & J,” is written by Bill Harnsberger, who is known by his 
username, “Bill in Portland Maine.” C & J began as a normal user diary, but its popular-
ity led Markos Moulitsas to invite Bill in Portland Maine to make it a biweekly feature 
on the site in April 2005.71 Since then, the column has become a mainstay and a source 
for many of the inside jokes on the site. It appears every weekday at approximately 
9 a.m. Eastern Time, and typically attracts more comments than other posts. Every C & 
J post follows a predictable format and aesthetic, including satirical “cheers” and “jeers” 
from Harnsberger that incorporate light political commentary and pop-culture refer-
ences. Many of the comments come from regular readers who greet Bill in Portland 
Maine directly or post their own “cheers and jeers” for the day. The threads focus more 
on sociable and friendly interactions than on contentious political debate.

In response to one of the first C & J comments on May 13, 2008, a long-time mem-
ber of the site called “joan reports” posted a comment linking to an offsite blog about 
the Democratic presidential primaries in West Virginia.72 A little further down the 
thread, joan reports also submitted an identical comment and within a few minutes, a 
particularly active C & J contributor called “Phil N DeBlanc” responded to joan 
reports’ first comment by asking her to “quit spamming C & J.” Beneath her second 
comment, other users posted comments mocking it as spam. In response, joan reports 
apologized on both subthreads. The apology earned joan reports a number of recom-
mendations and positive comments from other users, one of whom remarked, “She’s 
cool—First time I ever saw someone apologize for spamming.”

Almost two hours later in the same thread, another user, “2Nurselady,” wrote: 
“CHEERS TO HILLARY CLINTON For fighting for the rights of ALL of the 
voters in this country to have their voices heard, including Florida and Michigan!” 
(original capitalization and emphasis). In the wake of the writers’ strike and amidst the 
amicable atmosphere of C & J, 2Nurselady’s contribution looked like an intentional 
provocation, and thus met with immediate condemnation, drawing a number of nega-
tive (“troll”) ratings. Bill in Portland Maine jumped to 2Nurselady’s defense, arguing, 
“[The comment] Seems like an honest statement of opinion. No profanity. No name-
calling. You may disagree with how Hillary wants to ‘fight’ for the as-yet-unseated 
delegates in FL and MI, but the statement isn’t inflammatory.”
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In response, some of the most frequent commentators on C & J, including one user 
called “homogenius,” responded to Bill in Portland Maine, supporting the negative 
ratings of 2Nurselady’s comments (which would make them invisible to untrusted 
participants):

Uhhhh Bill,

Sweetie? Honey Pie?

This isn’t about site rules or the FAQ. It’s about community norms in C &  
J. A significant number of us feel that candidate shit violates the spirit and intent 
of C & J. It doesn’t matter whether he or she is inflammatory, insulting, or profane.

I yield to the sense of the community on this, but that’s my impression. But I’m 
sure as fuck not gonna hang out here if we’re gonna be subjected to the same 
shit as the rest of this site for the duration of the primary season.

However, I’m guessing that this nurse person isn’t a [Trusted User] and can’t 
see our comments once he or she gets [troll]’d so I would suggest we leave one 
unhidden for that purpose.

What saith [sic] the rest of the rabble—do we open up C & J to unlimited can-
didate shit or do we maintain our oasis of insanity to titillate the snark gland and 
soothe the savage beast?

Bill in Portland Maine and homogenius went back and forth several times on the 
issue, but the negative ratings of many other users had effectively hidden 2Nurselady’s 
comment in the meantime. Less than ten minutes after her first comment, 2Nurselady 
posted again:

JEERS TO THE DAILY KOS For removing my posts because they were pro-
Hillary Clinton. I actually complimented The Daily Kos yesterday for allowing 
variant points of view and now, because I commented in a positive way about 
Hillary Clinton this morning, you’ve removed those posts??? Is this CNN???

2Nurselady’s response illustrates that she does not understand the site’s comment 
filtering system. At this point, the participants responded by recommending her origi-
nal post to ensure that it remained visible, and homogenius explained the situation:

Dear Nurselady,

We have unhidden this comment in case you are not a trusted user and can’t 
read our responses to your comments which have been hidden.
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In any other diary, your comments would not have received hide ratings (aka 
“donuts”). They would have been derided for being in bold face with too much 
in all caps (both are seen as shouting in cyberspace).

However, Cheers and Jeers is generally a place of respite from the candidate 
wars and other trials and psychoses of daily life and Daily Kos. Bill in Portland 
Maine’s proprietorship of C & J is supported directly by contributions from 
Kossacks. So, in addition to Mr. Kos’s rules and regulations, we have some 
traditions and boundaries unique to C & J. I’m only one small contributor, so I 
defer to community sentiment...but I believe this is substantially correct.

If you continue to post candidate comments in C & J, you will likely find them 
hidden. If you continue to post in bold face and overuse caps, you will be 
soundly (and justifiably) jeered.

I hope this was helpful. Please feel free to ask for clarification from the com-
munity.

2Nurselady thanked homogenius for the information and never returned to com-
ment in C & J again.

These interactions demonstrate some of the ways that participants who do not hold 
formal elite status on Daily Kos undertake gatekeeping roles in order to moderate 
and filter content on the site. In the case of joan reports’ comments, site participants 
applied a set of standards without the intervention of site elites or the use of troll rat-
ings. They used a combination of mockery, sympathy, and direct criticism, eliciting 
a public apology for behavior that broke with the unwritten rules of the C & J 
sub-culture.

In the 2Nurselady incident, site participants once again coordinated in response to 
a violation of the C & J community norms, but one of the site elites as well as the 
Scoop rating system also played an important role in shaping the interactions. Looking 
at 2Nurselady’s user page, a number of users quickly recognized a pattern of behavior 
that was inconsistent with the standards of written communication on the site as a 
whole and C & J in particular. Several of them then negotiated with a site elite (Bill in 
Portland Maine) over the proper course of action. When 2Nurselady returned and 
demonstrated that she did not understand the informal boundaries of conversations on 
C & J, one user (homogenius) explicitly clarified the normative logic at work. Although 
2Nurselady went on to amend her conversational tactics in subsequent comments and 
diaries, she ceased participating five days later.

In both cases, two well-known contributors to the C & J conversations, homogenius 
and Phil N DeBlanc, drew on their authority to speak on behalf of “the community” of 
C & J participants. Other experienced users joined as well, giving weight to the cate-
gorization of joan reports’ and 2Nurselady’s comments as unacceptable. In doing so, 
they utilized the site’s technical infrastructure and drew upon existing institutions in 
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order to preserve the flow of information they recognized as legitimate (in this case, 
casual socializing and political humor).

These examples demonstrate that the interactions between Daily Kos participants 
involve more than just discussion. The interactions also entail identifying and catego-
rizing behavior in accordance with formal and informal standards. Hierarchies of sta-
tus and identity become operationalized in these acts of categorization, which in turn 
reproduce boundaries of legitimate discourse and practice.

The application of these emergent norms contribute to both centralized and decen-
tralized gatekeeping as site participants use them simultaneously to acquire and to 
signal “in-group” membership within experienced and visible subcommunities on 
Daily Kos. They also feed into the production of status inequalities between those site 
members who can successfully navigate and appropriate in-group codes and those 
who cannot. The practice of policing the boundary between trusted and untrusted users 
through comment rating thus functions as a form of status closure, whereby trusted 
users regulate access of untrusted users to privileges.

It is possible to quantify and visualize the relationship between comments and rec-
ommendations within the April 13, 2008 C & J thread involving joan reports and 
2Nurselady. Table 2 contains a descriptive summary of all the comments and recom-
mendations in that thread.

Note that the distributions of all the variables are extremely skewed. Figure 1 pres-
ents a scatterplot of comments made (log scale) against recommendations received 
(log scale) for all participants in the thread. Each point is also scaled to represent the 
(log) number of recommendations given.

Not surprisingly, the graph demonstrates a positive relationship between the num-
ber of comments made and the number of recommendations received. It also seems to 
show a positive relationship between comments, recommendations received, and rec-
ommendations given (thus the growing size of points along both the X and Y axes).

Table 3 contains summary data for each of the key participants discussed above. 
Here, the positive association between the different types of gatekeeping behavior 
depicted earlier and authority within the site’s reputation system becomes transparent.

These examples show an association between status, gatekeeping behavior, and 
participation in a single comment thread. The visualization also illustrates that the 
centralized gatekeeping practices performed by high-status individuals like homoge-
nius and Phil N DeBlanc also possess a collective, decentralized aspect insofar as their 
individual judgments are reinforced by dozens of other individuals who chose to rec-
ommend the comments in question or not.

Table 2. Summary Data: Cheers & Jeers, April 13, 2008

total unique users mode median mean max

comments made 772 146 1 2 5.3 73
recommendations received 9516 146 9 31 65.2 537
recommendations given 9516 179 1 7 53.2 700
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Figure 1. Summary Scatterplot: Cheers & Jeers, April 13, 2008

Table 3. Key Participants, Cheers & Jeers, April 13, 2008

comments recommendations received recommendations given

Phil N DeBlanc 46 459 500
Bill in Portland Maine 13 219 103
homogenius 22 138 46
joan reports 4 47 0
2Nurselady 3 5 0
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Patterns of Decentralized Gatekeeping

In order to evaluate whether the relational work that happens in C & J comment 
threads produces decentralized gatekeeping at an aggregate level, I require more data 
and different methods. The evidence from the single comment thread discussed in the 
previous section suggests an effective means of testing for the presence of aggregated 
patterns of decentralized gatekeeping behavior. That example showed how site par-
ticipants utilize the system of comments and recommendations to negotiate status 
relations, rewarding desirable forms of participation, experience, and commitment 
with higher numbers of recommendations. In this section, I extend this finding and 
test whether these associations persist at a much larger scale, using a sample of more 
than 5,000 site participants and their behavior in several hundred comment threads 
within “Cheers & Jeers” during all of 2008. First, I present a descriptive analysis of 
the users, comments, and recommendations in my sample, including attributes of the 
network created by user comment recommendations. Then, using the same data,  
I construct a deductive test of the hypothesis that the relational work of recommend-
ing comments among Daily Kos users produces an aggregate pattern of decentralized 
gatekeeping.

Data and Methods
The data set I use to conduct this analysis contains all of the comments and recom-
mendations from Cheers & Jeers in 2008. As a frame for drawing a purposive sample 
of users, comments, and recommendations, C & J captures a very prominent and 
culturally significant subset of the Daily Kos population. It also makes for a strong 
test of decentralized gatekeeping, as participants in C & J threads tend to be, if any-
thing, more experienced and more active than a random sample of site members 
would be. As a result, if decentralized gatekeeping occurs in C & J, that would suggest 
that it is also very likely to be present across the rest of the site, where experienced or 
elite users are even more likely to encounter and interact with new users less familiar 
with the norms and rules of the community.

As discussed above in the Research Design and Methods section, the outcome of 
interest in this analysis is the reputational status of individual participants in the C & J 
comment threads measured by the number of recommendations their comments 
receive. I operationalize this as two distinct dependent variables. First, for the pur-
poses of hypothesis testing and modeling the relationship between incumbency and 
reputational status, I divide each individual’s total number of recommendations 
received by their total number of comments made. The resulting variable is thus the 
individual user’s average recommendations per comment in 2008. This measure 
approximates what Daily Kos users experience and see in the context of comment 
threads, where each comment appears alongside the number of recommendations it 
has received. Second, for the purposes of describing and analyzing the network formed 
by site users (vertices) and their recommendations of comments (directed edges),  
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I calculate the Bonacich centrality score of each user within the 2008 comment-
recommendation network.73

I include several independent variables in my analysis as measurements of distinct 
dimensions of user incumbency and controls. To measure experience, I use a count of 
the number of months elapsed between the month in which the user created his or her 
account and January 2008. I also include an indicator of whether or not the user appeared 
on the site’s masthead and was thus formally a site elite. Another variable, “activity”, 
consists of a count of the number of C & J comment threads in which the user partici-
pated in 2008 by either posting a comment or recommending someone else’s comment. 
Finally, I also measure the total number of recommendations made by the user in C & J 
comment threads during 2008 (outdegree within the recommendation network).

My analysis proceeds in two steps. First, I describe the user-comment-recommendation 
network using a series of summary statistics as well as graph-level indices. For some of 
these indices, I conduct nonparametric tests to determine whether or not the network is 
more centralized or consists of more reciprocal ties than would be predicted by chance 
given its particular density and size.74

In the second stage of my analysis, I use ordinary least squares regression (OLS) 
and quantile regression models to test for evidence of an association between user 
incumbency and reputational status.75 The rationale behind my use of quantile regres-
sion derives from the extremely skewed distribution of the dependent variable—
recommendations received per comment per user. Given the extreme inequalities 
across the distribution, I have reason to expect that the processes driving status acqui-
sition may vary across the distribution of the outcome. By dividing the distribution of 
this outcome into quantiles and then calculating coefficients for each quantile, I am 
able to estimate more precisely the relationship between each of the independent vari-
ables and my outcome measure. Following Koenker, I also calculate bootstrapped 
standard errors and p-values for each of these coefficients.

Results
Table 4 presents summary data about the sample of comments, recommendations 
given, and recommendations received among Cheers & Jeers users in 2008. 
Descriptive statistics for all of the variables, including pairwise correlations, are 
provided in Table 5.

Table 4. Summary of activity on Cheers & Jeers, 2008

total unique users

stories 237 –
comments made 172920 4660
recommendations received 1973303 4165
recommendations given 1973303 4595
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As is typical for measures of traffic, recommendation, and attention in online com-
munities, all of the different measures of reputational status follow extremely skewed 
distributions, with median values close to zero. Indeed, plotting and fitting curves to 
the distribution of user recommendations received, Bonacich centrality, and recom-
mendations-per-comment reveals that they all follow a “parabolic fractal” distribu-
tion, one of several “power law” distributions that recur frequently in natural and 
social phenomena.76 Given such extreme distributions, I use the natural logarithm for 
reputational status measures as well as activity and recommendations given in the cor-
relation tables below as well as all subsequent models.

Table 6 includes descriptive and graph-level analyses of the comment recommen-
dation network. Overall, these results reveal a fairly centralized graph in which the 

Table 5. Summary Statistics, Cheers & Jeers, 2008

Summary Values Pairwise Correlations

 min median mean max (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

(1) comments made 0 2 29.93 11347  
(2)  recommendations 

received
0 3 341.52 77751 0.76*  

(3)  recommendations 
received per comment

0 1 7.65 7248 0.00 0.09*  

(4)  Bonacich centrality 
score

0 0.01 0.14 31.83 0.00 0.01 0.00  

(5)  recommendations 
given

0 17 341.52 76136 0.94* 0.78* 0.01 0.00  

(6) active stories 1 2 8.95 237 0.52* 0.63* 0.08* 0.01 0.64*  
(7) months of experience† 0 21 20.21 51 0.03* 0.02 -0.01 0.08* 0.05* 0.08*

†Interval scale with January, 2008 = 0
*p-value ≤0.05

Table 6. Network Variables and Graph Level Indices, Cheers & Jeers, 2008

Measure Value

vertices (active users) 5778
edges (recommendations) 1973303
mutual edges (dyads) 47698
asymmetric edges (dyads) 180070
null edges (dyads) 16461985
network density 0.01
edgewise reciprocity 0.35
log-odds reciprocity ratio† 3.74

†Calculated against the baseline probability of an edge within any graph with the same number of nodes 
and edges.
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vast majority of dyads contain mutual ties and where reciprocal ties are much more 
likely than would be predicted by chance.

Given that the graph is relatively sparse, with only a moderate portion of the 
total possible dyadic ties between users realized, the nonparametric calculation of 
the log-odds ratio of reciprocity (LRR) is noteworthy. This measure uses the size 
and density of the network to calculate the probability that any tie in the graph is 
reciprocated given the underlying probability of an edge existing in the first place. 
The relatively high odds of a reciprocal tie suggest that C & J users who were active 
as both commenters and recommenders during 2008 were likely to engage in 
reciprocal recommendations. 

The results of the models, presented in Table 7, show evidence of a complex, 
differential relationship between users’ experience, activity, and reputational sta-
tus.77 Overall, the results suggest a significant, positive association between user 
activity and the number of recommendations-received-per-comment. The association 
varies depending on the outcome, growing steadily through the fiftieth percentile of 
the distribution before stabilizing around a maximum level.

In addition, I find a significant, positive association between user experience and 
the number of recommendations-received-per-comment. This association follows a 
distinct pattern of growth across the different quantiles of the dependent variable, 
remaining relatively insignificant below the fiftieth percentile and then growing rap-
idly over the rest of the distribution.

A significant, negative relationship between recommendations-given and  
recommendations-received-per-comment also emerges at the fiftieth percentile of the 
dependent variable, dropping steeply across the rest of the distribution. I find no evidence 
of a significant relationship between elite user status and recommendations-per-comment.

Table 7. Regression Results, Daily Kos Cheers & Jeers, 2008
Dependent Variable: Recommendations Received per Comment†

Quantile Regression

 OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9 0.95

(Intercept) .202*** -.123*** -.305*** -.523*** .265*** 1.212*** 1.913***
Recommendations 

given†
-.110*** 0 0 0 -.078*** -.157*** -.244***

Active stories† .733*** .179*** .441*** -.757*** .865*** .962*** .997***
Months’ experience .003*** 0 0 0 .006*** .008*** .011***
Elite user -.083 .001 -.001 0 -.047 -.031 -.352

N = 4655
Adjusted R2 = 0.330
†Indicates logged variable. Dependent variable is also logged.
***p-value ≤0.01
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Discussion: Gatekeeping and Reputational Status

Returning to the hypotheses listed earlier, the results suggest that experience and 
activity level have a significant association with recommendations-received-per-
comment (supporting H1a and H1b). At the same time I find no evidence of an asso-
ciation between elite status and recommendations-received-per-comment (failing to 
reject the null for H1c), as well as a significant negative association between recom-
mendations-given and recommendations-received-per-comment (reversing the 
expected relationship from H2).

There appear to be strong associations between reputational status and experience 
and activity within C & J comment threads. Overall, these findings support the idea 
that patterns of decentralized gatekeeping emerge in the data. Users’ relative experi-
ence and activity levels within comment threads associate with reputational payoffs. 
At the same time, as the negative association of recommendation-giving and 
comment-receiving illustrates, not all forms of activity associate with the same kinds 
of reputational outcomes. User incumbency predicts reputational status more effec-
tively depending on the sort of activity users tend to pursue.

These findings have several important limitations, the most important of which 
stems from potential for endogeneity in the models. The analysis I have presented here 
cannot distinguish between situations where Daily Kos users participate on the site 
longer because they receive more recommendations versus situations where Daily Kos 
users receive more recommendations because they have participated on the site lon-
ger. Nevertheless, the possibility of reverse causality along these lines does not under-
mine the validity of my finding that “experience pays” for Daily Kos users insofar as 
peer-generated status measures on the site are concerned. The strong association 
between experience and status implies that decentralized gatekeeping effects—the 
systematic accrual or retention of privileges by incumbent individuals within the 
community—occur irrespective of the direction of the causal processes involved. 
Indeed, I would argue that it is likely that a process of self-selection unfolds whereby 
the community members who decide to return to the site over the course of many 
weeks, months, and years may do so both because they receive positive reinforcement 
and because they seek to acquire greater standing among their peers. In concluding 
that more experience is associated with greater reputational status, it is not necessary 
to separate the one story from the other. As I argued earlier, decentralized gatekeeping, 
unlike its centralized variants, need not be the product of self-conscious filtering pro-
cedures or acts of exclusion. Instead, decentralized gatekeeping effects encompass the 
range of mechanisms by which both self-selection and exclusion give rise to and rein-
force incumbent advantages within information-generating systems. Longitudinal 
analysis of the same data could not reasonably distinguish between these competing 
causal storylines either, as there is no meaningful way to control for the (presumably 
variable) differences in intrinsic quality of comments or commenters. This is a critical 
limitation because without such controls, no statistical test can separate users who stay 
on the site longer because they accrue greater status from those who accrue greater 
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status because they stay on the site longer. Future research should design more nuanced 
tests that can disentangle these respective explanations of my findings.

Given the culturally significant role of C & J within the Daily Kos site as a whole, 
as well as the relatively egalitarian social norms that prevail among C & J participants, 
I conclude that similar patterns of behavior are likely present across the rest of the site, 
although they may be more difficult to observe or measure in a valid way.

Strong benefits to experience and influence make intuitive sense—indeed, such 
patterns are exactly what the existing empirical and theoretical literature on online 
informational production and exchange that I reviewed above would predict. However, 
the evidence that Daily Kos participants’ highly unequal levels of experience, activity, 
and reputation associate so strongly suggests that the dynamics of social reproduction 
among the site’s users are quite stable. In this sense, the case illustrates Tilly’s notion 
of the relational foundations of inequality:

In a relational view, inequality emerges from asymmetrical social interactions 
in which advantages accumulate on one side or the other, fortified by the con-
struction of social categories that justify and sustain unequal advantage. As a 
rough analogy, consider a conversation involving initially equal partners in the 
course of which (through wit, guile, knowledge, or loudness) one conversation-
alist gradually gains the upper hand.78

Tilly’s “rough analogy” of relational work to a conversation helps map this claim 
onto the context of Daily Kos. Among Daily Kos participants, stable, extreme inequal-
ities of status and participation have emerged in a number of distinct arenas. In gen-
eral, site participants who are more active contributors and have a greater amount of 
experience tend to accrue greater status. This association between experience, partici-
pation level, and status suggests that the interactions among site participants play an 
important role in generating and sustaining social hierarchies.

Conclusions
The results presented here suggest the presence of two kinds of gatekeeping on Daily 
Kos, both of which may have contradictory effects on the site. Collective action in a 
large and “open” online community entails more than the boundary work traditionally 
conceived as centralized gatekeeping by site elites and administrators: it also relies on 
participants’ decentralized interactions, which give rise to decentralized gatekeeping 
and status inequalities of their own. These inequalities, in turn, feed back into the com-
plex of norms, practices, and standards that prevail among site users, contributing to 
the community’s overall political activities as well as its social dynamics.

Gatekeeping practices by participants on Daily Kos thereby contribute to the nego-
tiation and reproduction of inequalities on the site. My examples illustrate how high-
status contributors to Cheers & Jeers performed boundary work in moderating the 
comment threads. Sometimes—as with 2NurseLady—they did so through disagreement 
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with site elites like Bill in Portland Maine; however, the aggregated evidence taken 
from the entire archive of 2008 C & J comment threads suggests that the effects also 
reproduce diffuse status inequalities across the user population as a whole. On the 
basis of this qualitative and quantitative evidence, future research should pursue more 
precise identification strategies, which can test for the presence or effects of decentral-
ized gatekeeping.

In the incidents involving joan reports and 2NurseLady, the ability of community 
members to moderate successfully depended, in part, on their ability to draw on and 
deploy appropriate codes of behavior established on the site. In deploying these codes, 
they enacted informal community norms that validated contributions consistent with 
the overarching goals articulated by Moulitsas, Harnsberger, and other site elites else-
where. When necessary, they also adapted existing standards to suit the needs of par-
ticular situations.

Across these examples, the distinction between centralized and decentralized gate-
keeping is porous, and there are many ways in which Moulitsas’ and other site elites’ 
actions influence the patterns of gatekeeping that prevail across the rest of the com-
munity. The effects of decentralized gatekeeping are, in some sense, the cumulative 
result of many small-scale examples of relational boundary work, each instance of 
which involves much smaller numbers of people in specific interactions. Among the 
site elites and leaders, the tendency toward social closure and exclusion must continu-
ally be balanced against the ideological and organizational exigencies to egalitarian 
and democratic ideals. As 2Nurselady demonstrated, appeals to such ideals—even 
when made by an outsider who neither understands nor has a long-term commitment 
to the site—are taken seriously.

The mechanisms of gatekeeping described here only reflect a snapshot of a single 
dimension of participation (commenting) on the Daily Kos site during a specific period 
of time. Patterns of decentralized gatekeeping and path dependency reinforced through 
comment recommendation are not likely to determine the social structure among the 
site’s community as a whole. Making comments and receiving recommendations is far 
from the only means by which members of the site might participate and acquire status 
in the eyes of their peers. There are also user-blogs (diaries); participation in offline 
and advocacy events (such as the annual Netroots Nation Conference or unaffiliated 
social events); as well as work within the formal Daily Kos organization or other orga-
nizations that make up the netroots political movement. In other words, the practices 
of comment recommendation and the corresponding patterns of path dependency that 
go along with these practices only constitute a single dimension of the multiplex social 
processes through which status hierarchies may emerge, rise, and fall within Daily 
Kos as a whole. Reputational gains through commenting thus do not guarantee that a 
given user of the site will become well known or achieve broader influence, although 
they are an index of a certain kind of reputational standing. Status achieved or mea-
sured through comments is not determinative of other sorts of status within the com-
munity. However, comment recommendations do provide a visible and objective 
indicator of one dimension of the community’s status relations. More fine-grained 
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longitudinal analyses of the patterns of comment posting and recommendation in rela-
tion to other modes of status acquisition would be necessary to establish the precise 
mechanisms by which Daily Kos participants become more or less influential mem-
bers of the community overall. Also, further analysis will be necessary to establish 
whether or not the oligarchic tendencies revealed by this analysis persist across these 
other forms of behavior.

To the extent that the patterns of decentralized gatekeeping through comment rec-
ommendation analyzed here constitute a path dependent system of status relations, 
they imply several conclusions relevant to theories of gatekeeping, democratic organi-
zations, and the networked public sphere. First of all, the presence of decentralized 
gatekeeping complicates the “myth of digital democracy” perspective, elaborated by 
Hindman and others, which views the online public sphere as nothing more than a new 
setting in which old elites can exert their influence. Just as traditional social movement 
organizations cannot be defined in reference to the identities of their leaders alone, it 
does not make sense to characterize Daily Kos as an extension of the personality traits 
of Markos Moulitsas. In moments of conflict, Moulitsas may draw on his monopolistic 
control over the site infrastructure as a rhetorical justification for the legitimacy of his 
perspectives, but both he and the other site elites ultimately rely on the persuasiveness 
of their rhetoric and their ability to build discursive consensus. In this sense, the pro-
cesses and practices of decentralized gatekeeping reinforce the democratic basis of the 
site—only the best contributions and the most compelling contributors receive broad 
support—at the same time as they serve the interests of those who already possess 
status and influence within the community.

Indirectly, decentralized gatekeeping dynamics partially reinforce Hindman’s view 
that hierarchies, status, and social reproduction emerge through the network dynamics 
of communication and participation in the open and nonbureaucratic organizations of 
the blogosphere. In this sense, even though Daily Kos may be unique in terms of its 
scale and recognition in the political blogosphere, the site exemplifies patterns of 
attention, influence, and participation found within open source software development 
communities, Wikipedia, networked social movement organizations, and other sorts 
of open collective action projects. If decentralized gatekeeping prevails across these 
other kinds of environments, the putative link between openness and egalitarian out-
comes is indeed a myth. Decentralized gatekeeping may represent yet another path-
way toward inequality production within the larger sphere of democratic and online 
participation, while at the same time introducing a means for a new elite to achieve 
prominence within particular sites or movement organizations.79

This analysis of gatekeeping in Daily Kos also reveals some of the variations that 
characterize gatekeeping in networked environments in contrast with their offline 
counterparts. Previous studies of offline gatekeeping have focused on bureaucratic 
settings with fairly clear boundaries. These settings have given rise to modes of gate-
keeping behavior largely consistent with the organizational affordances and con-
straints particular to each environment. For example, newspaper editors exercise 
individual and collective authority over what sort of news makes the front page. 
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Likewise, tenured faculty at research universities review grant proposals to determine 
which projects will receive funding and institutional support. In both cases, incum-
bents or elites establish and enforce norms that enable them to manage the boundaries 
of a particular field. In addition, the gatekeeping might proceed at either an individual 
or a collective level. A single editor makes choices about articles that go into her par-
ticular section and newspaper, and she also attends conferences and social events 
where fellow editors discuss industry-wide standards.

Gatekeeping mechanisms in online collectives like Daily Kos have similar dimen-
sions to offline settings. Moulitsas, the other site elites, and some of the well-recognized 
incumbent users may hold the authority to directly shape and enforce the sorts of 
behavior that are considered legitimate on the site. In particular, Moulitsas’ unique 
role as the site’s figurehead as well as his absolute authority over the site’s infrastruc-
ture provide him with broad dictatorial powers, although he seems to avoid using them 
to their full extent.80 At the same time, the collective gatekeeping practices also take 
on a more decentralized character as the practice of deploying categories of behavior 
and enforcing norms is distributed more widely across the community. Although this 
study has characterized these decentralized gatekeeping effects and found quantitative 
evidence of their presence on an aggregate scale, my findings cannot speak to the 
effects of decentralized gatekeeping on either the character of political discourse or 
political engagement. Other studies have addressed these issues,81 but more research 
will be necessary to evaluate whether and how such transformations matter for the 
future of political engagement, news production, and collective action.

A theoretical and empirical account of decentralized gatekeeping thus represents a 
useful counterpoint to previous work emphasizing the salience of participatory affor-
dances within the networked public sphere in general and the political blogosphere in 
particular.82 Institutionalized status inequalities within open online communities con-
tradict some of the radical egalitarian ideals that make these sites attractive to many 
people at the same time as they facilitate long-term movement-building goals and the 
continued commitment of community insiders.

The establishment and preservation of an elite minority within open online collec-
tives may serve an analogous purpose to the stabilization of management structure and 
roles in more traditional organizational forms. Elite community members can provide 
continuity as well as a baseline of contributions to the site at the same time as they play 
an agenda-setting role relative to their peers. They can also incorporate less-experienced 
peers into the community through the transmission of norms and training.83 In the 
context of building an effective movement organization, this kind of leadership can 
promote long-term movement survival, the achievement of advocacy goals, and other 
forms of success. In open online collectives, gatekeeping and similar practices may 
therefore be necessary for the success and survival of the community as they allow for 
the cultivation of a high signal-to-noise ratio in what would otherwise be a cacopho-
nous, chaotic environment. According to such a view, the exclusion of certain people 
and perspectives could serve a productive function inasmuch as it allows for the site to 
achieve growth and coherence and the leaders to achieve their objectives. This would 
imply a networked corollary to Michel’s “Iron Law of Oligarchy.” As findings from a 
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single case do not provide an empirical foundation for settling such debates, however, 
future work should elaborate these claims and test their applicability to a wider range 
of open online collectives and network organizations.

In terms of the field of U.S. politics and political organizations, the patterns of 
intra-blog stabilization exemplified by Daily Kos coupled with the stabilization of the 
organizational field of political blogs discussed earlier suggest that the initial period of 
disruptive innovation that characterized the blogosphere between 2004 and 2008 may 
already have ended. This does not mean that the influence of the political blogosphere 
and associated movements such as the netroots is waning or diminished, but rather that 
the place of blogs within the field of U.S. politics and the networked public sphere 
may no longer be as volatile as it initially seemed. Blogs are now an established piece 
of the political information and movement ecosystem and it makes intuitive sense that 
their internal dynamics would likewise assume a relatively stable form. Within the 
Daily Kos community, the stabilization of a set of norms, hierarchies, and elites imply 
that the community has, in some sense, solved a core problem of movement-building 
and social reproduction. At the same time, this opens up related questions about the 
mechanisms of organizational transformation. The dynamics of path dependency dis-
cussed here already are playing an important role in shaping the future of the site and 
its ability to mobilize its membership. It will be important to see whether or not this 
stabilization encompasses the netroots movement and the role of the Internet in politi-
cal organization and behavior.
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