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Abstract Online information intermediaries such as
Facebook and Google are slowly replacing traditional
media channels thereby partly becoming the gatekeepers of
our society. To deal with the growing amount of infor-
mation on the social web and the burden it brings on the
average user, these gatekeepers recently started to intro-
duce personalization features, algorithms that filter infor-
mation per individual. In this paper we show that these
online services that filter information are not merely
algorithms. Humans not only affect the design of the
algorithms, but they also can manually influence the fil-
tering process even when the algorithm is operational. We
further analyze filtering processes in detail, show how
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Shoemaker and Vos 2009). The existing theory often  will hopefully
considers the online information intermediaries themselves  further rationa
as neutral or treats a web service only as an algorithm, Friedman a
operating without human bias (Hermida 2012; Lasorsa  bias places the
et al. 2012; Bruns 2011). Because these information  features intern
intermediaries automate their core operations, often, mis-  use. Minimizii
takenly, they are treated as objective and credible. system’s inter
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Even though the amount of generated data on the social
web has increased exponentially, our capabilities for
absorbing of this information have not increased. Because
the mind’s information processing capacity is biologically
limited (for example, we possess neither infinite nor photo-
graphic memory), we get the feeling of being overwhelmed
by the number of choices and end up with ‘‘bounded ratio-
nality” (Hilbert 2012). Researchers across various disci-
plines have found that the performance (i.e., the quality of
decisions orreasoning in general) of anindividual cormrelates
positively with the amount of information he or she receives,
up to a certain point. If further information is provided
beyond this point, the performance of the individual will
rapidly decline (Eppler and Mengis 2004).

One means of managing information overload is through
accessing value-added information—information that has
been collected, processed, filtered, and personalized for
each individual user in some way (Lu2007). Lu argues that
people rely on social networks for a sense of belonging and
interpersonal sources are recognized as more credible and
reliable, more applicable, and can add value through
intermediate processing and evaluation to reduce infor-
mation overload. The general public prefers personal
contacts for information acquisition (Lu2007). As most of
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