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Gated Communities of the Digitised Mind1 
- A method for assessing the digital world-views of the social media electorate  

In the digitised social world, built and maintained by faceless algorithms, it can be hard to penetrate the 

objective truth of a matter. In the time of so-called ‘post-truth’ (Oxford, 2017), the gaze has now fallen, with 

a vengeance, on the arbiters of virtual truth, as Google, Facebook, and Twitter all but stand trial ‘on The Hill’ 

for allowing Russian advertisers to interfere with a US election (McCarthy, 2017). But these companies do 

more than providing advertisers with the means to project their message to a specific target group (Tüfekçi, 

2017). They sort their social world too – as well as the possible answers to the questions users pose them, 

and they do this according to opaque preferences, argued to please the user (Knight, 2017). Much has been 

written about this practice and its potential effects, but little attention has been cast on how different the 

digitised worlds users see through digital lenses really are. This paper presents a qualitative method to do 

just that – to uncover and contrast different gated communities of the digitised mind. 

The paper explains and evaluates a method developed for qualitatively assessing online phenomena with 

putative social-psychological effects, focusing on echo chambers (Sunstein, 2007) and filter bubbles (Pariser, 

2011). It draws on findings from a qualitative case study of the online environments inhabited by 15 Danish 

local politicians (Brønholt, 2017). It then sums up the findings and conclusions of the study, drawing in current 

research, and proposes gated communities of the digitised mind as a meaningful concept to understand the 

situation for the online citizenry. 

Different points of view 

When exploring the phenomena of online Echo Chambers (Sunstein, 2007) and Filter Bubbles, it struck me 

that though many interesting studies had been done into the existence and prevalence of these phenomena, 

none of them could answer a perhaps more simple question: If people see different things online, just how 

big is the difference? This developed into my main research question: 

Are the worlds viewed online by people of different political convictions and/or affiliations 

notably different from one another, and if yes, what are the implications for deliberative 

democracy? 

Since I could find no research that had answered this, I needed to develop my own method. I based myself 

on, and structured my process according to the general precepts for case studies of Robert K. Yin (2009; 

2015). I first considered the respondents I would need. Groups of 2-4 respondents with similar 

political/ideological leanings within the group, and as much difference as possible between the groups. 

Working out of the Danish multi-party system, I chose the four parties who are generally considered furthest 

from “the middle” (see below). 

                                                           
1 Conference paper. Please do not cite without prior permission. Most of what is written here is a summary of results 
from my dissertation (Brønholt, 2017). 
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Figure 1: Danish parliamentary parties, scaled by value and distribution policies 

 
The parties of Danish Parliament, as commonly abbreviated. DF = Dansk Folkeparti (Danish People’s Party), V = 

Venstre – Danmarks liberale parti, LA = Liberal Alliance, C = Det Konservative Folkeparti, A = Socialdemokratiet, SF 

= Socialistisk Folkeparti, Ø = Enhedslisten (The Red-Green Alliance), B = Det Radikale Venstre, and Å = Alternativet 

(The Alternative). Adapted from Lange, 2016.2 

I carefully devised a communication strategy designed to not “scare off” respondents at the onset, whilst 

ensuring that they received full information about my intentions. In the end, all 15 respondents I conducted 

my semi-structured interview with agreed to let me take screenshots of their personal Facebook news feed 

                                                           
2 This, and all other illustrations in this paper, are taken from my dissertation, which can be found on academia.edu. 
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and Twitter home page, as well as googling 10 pre-defined search terms and taking a screenshot of the result, 

as displayed on their device (computer or tablet). 

Analysis 

To make sure that the grouping was consistent with the assumption of ideological coherence within the 

group, I devised a test. I asked each respondent to list the other parties currently in parliament according to 

whom they most agreed with ideologically and/or could best see themselves making policies with, should 

they one day find themselves in parliament. In this way, rather than doing a reflexive test of their position on 

an “objective” scale of political values (such as the one above), I tested their political sympathies as a purely 

relative position, in a system where the parties served as essentially empty signifiers given meaning only as 

a relative cognitive impression. In this way, I could see whether they agreed with their party colleagues, and 

disagreed with respondents from other parties. I could also test whether the grouping according to parties 

was the most meaningful way to group the respondents, testing for gender, age, and possible political 

alliances. 

Figure 2: Internal validity test of the grouping of respondents 

 

Having made sure that the respondents did indeed agree politically with their fellow party members – and 

(strongly) disagreed with their political opponents, I could move on to reordering and analysing the core data 

– the screenshots. For Facebook and Twitter, I used the same method, whereas for Google Search I utilised 

a bit more computing power to do my qualitative assessment. 

Facebook and Twitter 

For the two social media platforms I had included, the data was quite similar in form, if not always in content. 

I first sorted and anonymised it. Pre-empting the analysis it was clear that this would be a matter of almost 

purely qualitative interpretation. I would look at the feeds of individuals and groups, assessing whether the 
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group cohesion mentioned above translated into similar content and rhetoric on Facebook and Twitter – and 

whether there was clear dissimilarities between the different groups/parties. 

Figure 3: Anonymised Facebook news feed 

 

Google Search 

Before embarking on the interviews, I had compiled a list of ten search terms to test on each respondent’s 

device. The terms were kept as short as possible, and each referred to a contentious matter related to 

political ideology or adherence. In other words, I attempted to isolate the effect of the filtering, keeping the 
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user actions identical. Having gathered screenshots of the results from these searches, I typed the results 

into Microsoft Excel. 

 

This allowed me not only to calculate quantitative indicators such as the standard deviation (sample) on the 

number of hits, but also to use Excel for what Yin terms CAQDAS3. 

Figure 5: Reassembling and arraying Google data

 

I used the COUNTIF and VLOOKUP functions to count the frequency of each result (how often the same item 

occurred), and then used conditional formatting to display it in a meaningful way. This allowed me an at-a-

glance view of the relative patterns of the search results. If all users had in each instance had the same results, 

then the whole of each table would have been coloured a dark green (and the result would surprisingly 

                                                           
3 Computer Assisted Digital Analysis 

Figure 4: Disassembling Google data 
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complete refute that any filtering was taking place at all). This was not the case, however, as is evident in the 

example below. 

Table 1: Counted Google search results for “Danmark”

 

Interpret and conclude 

As it should, systematically ordering and analysing the data allowed me to draw some conclusions on the 

“worlds viewed online” of these politically active users. 

Facebook and Twitter 

For the exemplary social media sites, clear patterns emerged. There was some exceptions – some Twitter 

feeds in particular were very much either/or – but on the whole the Facebook news feed and Twitter home 

page showed as all but ideal-typical echo chambers. The content featured was either partisan, supported the 

partisan ideology, and/or had narratives or comments supporting the agenda of the party. The filter bubble 

effect, as described by Pariser, was substantiated, and the echo chamber condition warned of by Sunstein 

was confirmed. 

Google 

For the Google search, the picture was less clear. Some filtering was clearly taking place, but there was no 

evidence to suggest similar results for those of similar political leanings. This could have been due to the 

design of the study (more on that below), but as the data stands, there was no evidence to support echo 

chambers being created or perpetuated by the Google Search engine. Filtering was taking place, and 

assuming different search queries and interests on the part of the users, Google search does build their part 

of the filter bubble. But according to these findings, the filtering was negligible. The filter bubble theory was 

here found substantiated, but weak. 

Gated Communities of the digitised mind 

The results I found, combined with other research in the field, suggested to me that the situation could best 

be described by my concept of gated communities of the digitised mind. I draw here on Anderson’s (2006) 
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concept of imagined communities and the psychosocial effect of gated communities as employed by various 

social scientists (van Houtum & Pijpers, 2007, p. 13; Goix, 2015, p. 612). 

The filter bubble theory stands confirmed, but the filter bubbles of users place them in overlapping echo 

chambers with other users. This means that though they will seldom see exactly the same online (as Pariser 

explains), what two users see can be quite similar, if they have similar metadata and vice versa. This means 

that the algorithms act as gatekeepers of information, building virtual walls around clusters of users, and 

isolating them ever more from other users. For most users, this is not a problem. Recent research suggests 

that the majority of the digital electorate populate so differing and varied (gated) communities online that 

they tend to see media content challenging their own political viewpoints (Flaxman, et al., 2016; Chakrabarti, 

2018), and they engage and interact with said content (Williams, et al., 2015; Chakrabarti, 2018). For a 

minority of users, however, this algorithmic walling in might mean entering ever deeper into a more and 

more isolated (virtual) community. If first individuals have gone deep into a Nazi (“alt right”) or Daesh (“ISIS”) 

community online, it can be challenging to get them back out, and the algorithms will not help4. 

Lessons and recommendations for future research 

I hope that my project might inspire others to undertake similar endeavours. The subjects of this research 

are constantly changing, and we are perpetually in need of an updated understanding of their social and 

societal effects in the now. If I was to do the same again, I would make some changes to the design. The 

interview part as well as the data collection on Facebook and Twitter I would likely do in the same manner, 

but I would make significant updates to how I conducted the research on a search engine (Google). 

Search terms 

As interesting as it was seeing the filter in effect regardless of the human user, including her in the design 

would be a, perhaps , more “realistic” – and some would say, more qualitative – change. Instead of typing 

the same terms on all units, the researcher could ask the respondent to seek more information on a given 

topic, simply described and take note, not only of the different results, but also of the possibly different 

formulations of the queries. Furthermore, I largely selected the search terms myself, with some input from 

family, friends, and colleagues. A more systematised way of determining contentious topics might have been 

beneficial – especially one that identified topics known to divide the opinions of the groups of the 

respondents. Finally, Denmark is a small language area. As much as this has helped other parts of the study, 

the Danish corner of the web has less content than does that of many other language areas. It would be 

interesting to see the same done in English, Spanish, Arabic or Mandarin – even more so, perhaps, if done 

from different countries, depending on exactly what question one seeks to answer. 

Number of search results 

When I designed the study, I emphasized seeing what the user saw. That meant also taking into account their 

screen size and resolution. The assumptions for this choice was confirmed, as almost all interviewees 

confirmed that they would normally only click on or even see Google search results that they did not have to 

scroll or “flip” pages to see. As interesting as this is, it would have been valuable to see more results for each 

user. Had I done it again, I would make sure to copy at least the first ten results for each user. 

Conclusion 

                                                           
4 For more on this analysis and the concept, see my thesis paper (Brønholt, 2017), or my forthcoming book chapter 
(Brønholt, 2018). 
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I have presented the method I used to see and assess the worlds viewed online by people of different political 

convictions. I have also touched upon the implications of my results for deliberative democracy and 

introduced my concept for conceptualising the current situation of the digital electorate. I have described 

the reasons for the choices I made and advised what I would do differently should I carry out more research 

using the same methodology. 

 

 

Bibliography 
Anderson, B., 2006. Imagined Communities. 2nd ed. London: Verso. 

Bakshy, E., Messing, S. & Adamic, L. A., 2015. Exposure to ideologically diverse news and opinion on 

Facebook. Science, 5 June, 348(6239), pp. 1130-1132. 

Bessi, A., 2016. Personality Traits and Echo Chambers on Facebook. s.l.:Elsevier. 

Boutyline, A. & Willer, R., 2016. The Social Structure of Political Echo Chambers: Variation in Ideological 

Homophily in Online Networks. Political Psychology.  

Brønholt, T., 2017. Gated Communities of the Digitised Mind. København: Master's Thesis, Københavns 

Universitet. 

Brønholt, T., 2018. Algorithmic governance and gated communities of the digitised mind. In: K. Macnish & J. 

Galliott, eds. Big Data and the Democratic Process. s.l.:s.n. 

Caballero, F. S. & Gravante, T. eds., 2018. Networks, Movements and Technopolitics in Latin America: 

Critical Analysis and Current Challenges. s.l.:Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 

Chakrabarti, S., 2018. Hard Questions: What Effect Does Social Media Have on Democracy?. [Online]  

Available at: https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/01/effect-social-media-democracy/?frame-

nonce=bd5e374778 

[Accessed 30 January 2018]. 

Eslami, M. et al., 2015 . “I always assumed that I wasn’t really that close to [her]”: Reasoning about invisible 

algorithms in the news feed. Seoul, Republic of Korea, ACM New York, NY, US, pp. 153-162. 

Flaxman, S., Goel, S. & Rao, J. M., 2016. Filter Bubbles, Echo Chambers and Online News Consumption. 

Public Opinion Quarterly, Volume 80, Special Issue, p. 298–320. 

Garrett, R. K., 2009. Echo chambers online?: Politically motivated selective exposure among Internet news 

users. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, Volume 14, p. 265–285. 

Goix, R. L., 2015. Gated Communities. In: International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences 

(Second Edition). s.l.:Elsevier, p. 612–617. 

Hardiman, A. & Campbell Brown, 2018. News Feed FYI: More Local News on Facebook. [Online]  

Available at: https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/01/news-feed-fyi-local-news/ 

[Accessed 26 February 2018]. 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Thorsten_Bronholt


Gated Communities of the Digitised Mind 
Thorsten Brønholt, M.Sc. in Pol. Sci. 

PhD Student at UWS 
 

Page 9 of 9 
 

Helberger, N., Karppinen, K. & D’Acunto, L., 2018. Exposure diversity as a design principle for recommender 

systems. INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY, 21(2), pp. 191-207. 

Knight, W., 2017. The Dark Secret at the Heart of AI. MIT Technology Review, 11 April. 

McCarthy, T., 2017. Facebook, Google and Twitter grilled by Congress over Russian meddling – as it 

happened. [Online]  

Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/technology/live/2017/oct/31/facebook-google-twitter-

congress-russian-election-meddling-live 

Mosseri, A., 2018. News Feed FYI: Bringing People Closer Together. [Online]  

Available at: https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/01/news-feed-fyi-bringing-people-closer-together/ 

[Accessed 26 February 2018]. 

O’Hara, K. & Stevens, D., 2015. Echo Chambers and Online Radicalism: Assessing the Internet’s Complicity 

in Violent Extremism. Policy & Internet, 7(4), pp. 401-422. 

Oremus, W., 2016. Who Controls Your Facebook Feed. [Online]  

Available at: 

http://www.slate.com/articles/technology/cover_story/2016/01/how_facebook_s_news_feed_algorithm_

works.html 

[Accessed 26 February 2018]. 

Oxford, 2017. Word of the Year 2016 is.... [Online]  

Available at: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/word-of-the-year/word-of-the-year-2016 

[Accessed 1 11 2017]. 

Pariser, E., 2011. The Filter Bubble - What the Internet Is Hiding from You. s.l.:Penguin Books. 

Sunstein, C. R., 2007. Republic 2.0. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Tüfekçi, Z., 2015. Facebook Said Its Algorithms Do Help Form Echo Chambers, and the Tech Press Missed It. 

New Perspectives Quarterly, pp. 9-12. 

Tüfekçi, Z., 2017. We're building a dystopia just to make people click on ads. s.l.:s.n. 

van Houtum, H. & Pijpers, R., 2007. The European Union as a Gated Community: The Two-faced Border and 

Immigration Regime of the EU. Antipode, March, p. 291–309. 

Williams, H. T., McMurray, J. R., Kurz, T. & Lambert, F. H., 2015. Network analysis reveals open forums and 

echo chambers in social media discussions of climate change. Global Environmental Change, Volume 32, p. 

126–138. 

Yin, R. K., 2009. Case study research : design and methods. 4th ed. Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Inc.. 

Yin, R. K., 2015. Case Studies. In: International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences (Second 

Edition). Oxford: Elsevier, pp. 194-201. 

 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Thorsten_Bronholt

