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Abstract

This study explores the intricate relationship between media practices, public perception, and the influence of
propaganda, focusing on three primary objectives: the impact of media coverage on public perception, the role of
media gatekeepers in countering propaganda, and the effectiveness of media literacy initiatives. Findings reveal
that media coverage often disproportionately emphasizes certain political issues, such as immigration and crime,
while neglecting others like climate change and healthcare. This selective representation aligns with Agenda-
Setting Theory, significantly shaping public attitudes and increasing polarization among audiences. Interviews
with journalists highlight the ethical dilemmas faced in a competitive environment, where sensationalism often
takes precedence over substance. Furthermore, the study assesses media literacy initiatives, demonstrating a
notable improvement in students' ability to evaluate credible sources post-intervention. However, challenges
remain, as emotional narratives can still sway public opinion. The research advocates for a multi-faceted approach
that includes ethical reporting standards, enhanced media literacy programs, and collaboration among media,
education, and policy sectors. Ultimately, the findings underscore the critical role of media gatekeepers in
fostering democratic governance and the need for comprehensive strategies to empower citizens in an era of
misinformation.

Introduction

The interplay between propaganda, democracy, and good governance has garnered increasing attention in
contemporary discourse, particularly with the rapid evolution of media landscapes. Propaganda, often
characterized as biased or misleading information disseminated to promote a particular agenda, poses significant
challenges to democratic processes. In democratic societies, the media serves as a critical conduit for information,
shaping public opinion and influencing political behaviour. However, the rise of digital media has transformed
the nature of information dissemination, complicating the role of media gatekeepers—journalists, editors, and
media organizations—in maintaining the integrity of democratic discourse.

Media is often referred to as the "fourth estate,” underscoring its essential function in a democratic society. It
informs citizens, acts as a watchdog over government actions, and provides a platform for public debate (McQuiail,
2010). However, the effectiveness of media in fulfilling these roles is contingent upon its ability to operate free
from external pressures and influences, including propaganda. Propaganda can distort public perception by
framing issues in a biased manner, thereby undermining informed citizen engagement (Herman & Chomsky,
1988). The proliferation of social media platforms has further complicated this landscape. While these platforms
have democratized information dissemination, they have also facilitated the rapid spread of misinformation and
propaganda. According to the Pew Research Center (2021), a significant portion of the public encounters
misinformation on social media, raising concerns about its impact on democratic processes. This environment
necessitates a re-evaluation of the responsibilities and challenges faced by media gatekeepers in ensuring accurate
and responsible reporting.

Propaganda has historically been employed by governments and organizations to shape public opinion and
manipulate perceptions. In the context of democracy, propaganda can manifest in various forms, including
political advertising, biased reporting, and the strategic framing of news stories (Entman, 2007). The implications
of propaganda are profound; it can polarize public opinion, erode trust in demaocratic institutions, and ultimately
threaten the fabric of democracy itself (Lippmann, 1922). Recent studies have highlighted the detrimental effects
of propaganda on democratic engagement. For instance, a study by Lewandowsky et al. (2017) found that
exposure to misinformation can lead to decreased political knowledge and increased polarization among citizens.
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This underscores the urgent need for media gatekeepers to actively combat propaganda by promoting fact-based
reporting and enhancing media literacy among the public.

Media gatekeepers play a crucial role in filtering information and ensuring that the news presented to the public
is accurate and unbiased. Their responsibilities include fact-checking, providing context, and presenting diverse
viewpoints. However, the challenges they face are multifaceted. Economic pressures, such as declining advertising
revenues and the rise of clickbait journalism, can compromise journalistic integrity (Picard, 2011). Additionally,
the speed of news cycles in the digital age often prioritizes immediacy over accuracy, leading to the potential
dissemination of unverified information (Vosoughi et al., 2018). To effectively navigate these challenges, media
gatekeepers must adopt a proactive approach to countering propaganda. This includes implementing rigorous
editorial standards, investing in journalistic training focused on ethical reporting, and fostering collaboration with
fact-checking organizations. Furthermore, promoting media literacy among the public is essential for empowering
citizens to critically evaluate the information they consume (Mihailidis & Viotty, 2017).

Statement of the Problem

In the current landscape of democratic societies, the proliferation of propaganda and misinformation poses a
significant threat to the integrity of public discourse and the functioning of democratic governance. As media
consumption increasingly shifts towards digital platforms, the role of traditional media as gatekeepers of
information is being undermined. This shift has led to the rapid dissemination of biased or misleading content,
which can distort public perception, polarize opinions, and erode trust in both media institutions and democratic
processes. Moreover, the economic pressures faced by media organizations often drive them toward
sensationalism and clickbait tactics, further compromising their ability to provide objective and unbiased
information.

The challenge for media gatekeepers—journalists, editors, and media organizations—Ilies in navigating this
complex environment while fulfilling their responsibility to inform the public. The lack of effective strategies to
combat propaganda and misinformation can lead to a disengaged electorate, diminished civic participation, and
weakened governance structures. Therefore, it is imperative to explore the dynamics between propaganda, media
practices, and democratic engagement to identify effective measures that media gatekeepers can adopt to uphold
democratic values and promote good governance.

Objectives
The objectives of the study are to:

1. Analyze the prevalence of misinformation where the focus would be to quantify the extent of
misinformation and propaganda in media reporting by conducting a content analysis of news articles
across multiple platforms (traditional and digital) over a specified period. This analysis measures the
frequency and types of misleading information present, aiming for a sample size of at least 50 articles.

2. Assess public trust in media where the focus was to gauge public trust in media institutions by conducting
a survey targeting at least 150 respondents online across diverse demographic groups. The survey
evaluates perceptions of media credibility, perceived bias, and the impact of misinformation on trust in
democratic institutions, with results analyzed for statistical significance.

3. Evaluate the effectiveness of media gatekeeping strategies where the study assesses the effectiveness of
current media gatekeeping strategies in combating propaganda by conducting interviews with at least 10
media professionals. This qualitative analysis focuses on their experiences, challenges, and the perceived
efficacy of strategies employed to ensure accurate reporting and promote media literacy among
audiences. The study addresses the following research questions:

Literature Review

Previous studies have highlighted the detrimental effects of propaganda on democratic governance. For
instance, studies by Lippmann (1922) and Herman and Chomsky (1988) discuss how media can be used as a tool
for propaganda, ultimately undermining democratic ideals. Furthermore, the concept of media gatekeeping,
introduced by White (1950), refers to the process through which information is filtered and selected for
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dissemination to the public. This process is crucial in determining the accuracy and fairness of the information
that reaches audiences.

The relationship between propaganda, democracy, and good governance is increasingly critical in the
contemporary media landscape, marked by rapid technological advancements and the proliferation of information.
Propaganda, often characterized by the deliberate dissemination of biased or misleading information, poses
significant challenges to democratic processes and the maintenance of good governance. As media gatekeepers—
journalists, editors, and media organizations—navigate this complex environment, their role becomes pivotal in
shaping public discourse and ensuring the integrity of information. This literature review synthesizes current
research on these themes, highlighting the implications of propaganda for democracy, the challenges faced by
media gatekeepers, and the strategies necessary to foster a more informed citizenry.

Propaganda has long been a subject of scholarly inquiry, defined as a systematic effort to influence public
opinion and behaviour through selective information dissemination (Lasswell, 1927; Obukoadata, 2022).
Historically, propaganda has been employed by governments and political entities to manipulate perceptions and
mobilize support during times of conflict (Jowett & O'Donnell, 2012). The evolution of propaganda techniques
has paralleled advancements in communication technologies, transitioning from traditional print and broadcast
media to the digital platforms that dominate information dissemination today (Tandoc, Lim, & Ling, 2018,
Obukoadata, Okon & Obogo, 2024). Recent studies have illuminated the psychological mechanisms that underpin
the effectiveness of propaganda. Cognitive biases, such as confirmation bias and the illusory truth effect, make
individuals more susceptible to accepting misinformation as truth (Lewandowsky et al., 2017). These biases
complicate the public's ability to critically evaluate information, leading to distorted perceptions of reality.
Furthermore, the emotional appeal of propaganda can enhance its persuasive power, as emotionally charged
messages are often more memorable and impactful than factual information alone (Brady et al., 2017).

The media is often referred to as the "fourth estate,” highlighting its essential role in safeguarding
democracy by informing the public, serving as a watchdog over government actions, and facilitating public debate
(McQuail, 2010). This role is crucial for fostering an informed citizenry capable of making educated decisions.
However, the integrity of this function is threatened by the rise of propaganda and misinformation. Research
indicates that exposure to partisan media can exacerbate polarization and erode trust in democratic institutions.
Individuals who consume news from ideologically aligned sources are more likely to hold extreme political views,
leading to a fragmented public discourse (Stroud, 2011). Furthermore, partisan media consumption correlates with
decreased political knowledge, suggesting that misinformation can undermine the foundational principles of
democracy by distorting citizens' understanding of critical issues (Prior, 2007).

Media gatekeepers encounter numerous challenges in their efforts to provide accurate and unbiased
information. Economic pressures, particularly the decline in traditional advertising revenues, have led many media
organizations to prioritize sensationalism and clickbait over substantive reporting (Picard, 2011). This shift
compromises journalistic integrity and contributes to the spread of misinformation, as outlets compete for
audience attention in an increasingly crowded digital landscape. The rapid pace of news cycles in the digital age
further complicates the role of media gatekeepers. Misinformation spreads faster than factual information on social
media, highlighting the urgency for media organizations to adapt their practices (Vosoughi et al., 2018). The
pressure to report breaking news can lead to insufficient fact-checking and verification processes, resulting in the
dissemination of unverified claims that can mislead the public. Additionally, media gatekeepers must navigate a
politically charged environment where accusations of bias are prevalent. The polarization of media landscapes
has led to increased scrutiny of journalistic practices, with many outlets facing allegations of partisanship. This
environment can create a chilling effect on editorial independence, as journalists may hesitate to report on
contentious issues for fear of backlash.

The spread of misinformation poses significant threats to democratic processes and institutions. Research
indicates that exposure to false information can decrease trust in media and democratic institutions, leading to
apathy and disengagement among citizens (Friggeri et al., 2014; Obukoadata et al, 2024). A substantial portion of
the public encounters misinformation on social media, raising concerns about its impact on civic engagement and
participation in democratic processes. The consequences of misinformation extend to voter behaviour and
electoral outcomes. Studies have shown that misinformation can influence public opinion during elections,
potentially leading to distorted perceptions of candidates and issues (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). This distortion
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undermines the legitimacy of electoral processes and can contribute to political polarization, as individuals
become more entrenched in their beliefs and less open to opposing viewpoints.

To combat the challenges posed by propaganda and misinformation, media gatekeepers must adopt
proactive strategies. Implementing rigorous editorial standards that prioritize accuracy, fairness, and transparency
is essential for maintaining journalistic integrity (Pew Research Center, 2018). This includes thorough fact-
checking processes and the use of diverse sources to provide comprehensive coverage of issues. Promoting media
literacy among the public is crucial for empowering citizens to critically evaluate the information they consume.
Media literacy programs can enhance individuals’ ability to discern credible sources from unreliable ones, thereby
reducing the impact of misinformation on public opinion (Mihailidis & Viotty, 2017). Educational initiatives
should focus on teaching critical thinking skills, enabling individuals to analyze and question the information
presented to them. Transparency in reporting practices is also vital for building public trust. Media organizations
should openly communicate their editorial processes and decisions, fostering a relationship of accountability with
their audiences.

The imperatives for media gatekeepers in addressing propaganda and misinformation are multifaceted
and urgent. As the landscape of information continues to evolve, the role of media in supporting democracy and
good governance becomes increasingly complex. By implementing rigorous standards, fostering media literacy,
and maintaining transparency, media gatekeepers can play a crucial role in countering the detrimental effects of
propaganda, ultimately contributing to a more informed and engaged citizenry. The ongoing challenge will be to
adapt to the rapidly changing media environment while upholding the principles of integrity and accountability
that are essential for the health of democratic societies. Current research underscores the importance of these
efforts, as the stakes for democracy and governance remain high in an age defined by information overload and
manipulation.

Theoretical framework

The interplay between propaganda, democracy, and good governance is fundamentally shaped by the
role of media gatekeepers—journalists, editors, and media organizations—who curate and disseminate
information. Theoretical frameworks such as Agenda-Setting Theory and Framing Theory provide valuable
insights into the media's influence on public perception and political behaviour. Agenda-setting theory posits that
the media doesn't tell people what to think, but rather what to think about (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). This is
particularly relevant in the context of propaganda, where media narratives can shape public discourse and
influence which issues are prioritized in the public consciousness.

Agenda-setting theory underscores the media's power to highlight specific topics, thereby influencing
the public agenda. In democratic societies, this function is crucial as it can determine which issues receive attention
and which are marginalized. For instance, when the media focuses on a particular political scandal or social issue,
it elevates that topic in the minds of the public, prompting discussions and potentially influencing political action.
This becomes especially critical in environments rife with propaganda, where the media's agenda can either
challenge or reinforce misleading narratives. Recent studies have shown that the selective coverage of certain
issues can lead to significant shifts in public opinion, demonstrating the media's role in shaping democratic
discourse (McCombs, 2018).

Framing Theory complements this understanding by examining how the presentation of information
influences audience interpretation. Framing refers to the way information is structured and presented, which can
significantly affect how individuals understand and respond to issues (Entman, 1993). In the context of
propaganda, framing can be utilized to promote specific narratives that align with particular political agendas. For
example, framing a protest as a "riot" rather than a "demonstration™ can alter public perception and response,
impacting the legitimacy of the movement in the eyes of the public. Research has shown that media frames can
affect attitudes toward social issues, influencing everything from public support for policies to perceptions of
political candidates (D'Angelo & Kuypers, 2010).

The implications of these theories for media gatekeepers are profound. As they navigate a landscape
increasingly dominated by misinformation and propaganda, understanding the mechanics of agenda-setting and
framing is essential. Media gatekeepers must be aware of their role in shaping public discourse and the potential
consequences of their editorial choices. By prioritizing accuracy and fairness in their reporting, they can counteract
the effects of propaganda and contribute to a more informed citizenry.
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Moreover, the rise of digital media has transformed the dynamics of agenda-setting and framing. Social
media platforms allow for the rapid dissemination of information, often blurring the lines between credible
journalism and partisan propaganda. This shift necessitates a re-evaluation of traditional media practices and a
commitment to transparency and accountability. Media organizations must prioritize media literacy initiatives to
empower audiences to critically engage with information and discern credible sources from misleading ones
(Mihailidis & Viotty, 2017).

Thus, the theoretical frameworks of Agenda-Setting Theory and Framing Theory provide essential
insights into the relationship between propaganda, democracy, and good governance. They highlight the critical
role of media gatekeepers in shaping public perception and political behaviour. As the media landscape continues
to evolve, understanding these frameworks will be vital for fostering a democratic environment that values
informed discourse and resists the corrosive effects of propaganda.

Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to analyze the role of media in shaping public perception
and political behaviour in the context of propaganda. The methodology is structured around three primary
objectives. First, to analyze the impact of media coverage on public perception, a content analysis was conducted
on a sample of 50 news articles from various media outlets over the past five years, categorizing the framing of
specific political issues and propaganda narratives. Additionally, a survey was administered to a diverse
demographic of 150 media personnel to assess public perception of key issues concerning media coverage,
focusing on media consumption habits and the perceived credibility of sources.

Second, to explore the role of media gatekeepers in countering propaganda, in-depth interviews were
conducted with some journalists, editors, and media professionals to understand their perspectives on the
challenges posed by propaganda and the strategies they employ to maintain journalistic integrity. The number of
people interviewed was 10. Selected case studies of media organizations that have successfully navigated
misinformation were also analyzed to identify best practices and innovative approaches to reporting.

Third, to assess the effectiveness of media literacy initiatives, a media literacy program was implemented
in select educational institutions, followed by pre- and post-intervention surveys to measure changes in students’
ability to critically evaluate media sources and identify propaganda. Focus groups interviews was conducted with
participants of the media literacy program to gather qualitative data on their experiences and perceptions of the
training's effectiveness.

Quantitative data from content analysis and surveys were analyzed using statistical software to identify
correlations between media framing and public perception. Qualitative data from interviews and focus groups
were transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis to extract key themes and insights. The study adhered to
ethical guidelines, ensuring informed consent from all participants and maintaining confidentiality, with approval
obtained from relevant institutional review boards.

Findings and Discussions

The study yielded significant insights into the complex interplay between media practices, public perception, and
the influence of propaganda. The findings are organized around the three primary objectives of the study: the
impact of media coverage on public perception, the role of media gatekeepers in countering propaganda, and the
effectiveness of media literacy initiatives.

The analysis of media coverage revealed that certain political issues are disproportionately represented
in the news, aligning with the Agenda-Setting Theory (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). For instance, content analysis
showed that during election cycles, topics such as immigration and crime were more frequently highlighted
compared to issues like climate change or healthcare, which were often underreported. One participant in the
survey noted, “Every time I turn on the news, it’s about immigration or crime. It makes me feel like those are the
only issues that matter.” This selective coverage significantly influenced public perception, as survey results
indicated that respondents who consumed news primarily from partisan sources were more likely to hold polarized
views on these issues. Statistical analysis revealed a correlation (r = 0.65, p < 0.01) between exposure to
sensationalized news coverage and increased public anxiety regarding immigration, supporting the notion that
media narratives shape societal attitudes.

In exploring the role of media gatekeepers, interviews with journalists highlighted the ethical dilemmas
they face in an environment saturated with misinformation. Many expressed concerns about the pressure to

51



CRUTECH Journal of Communication Volume 5, 1 March, 2024

produce sensational content to compete for audience attention. One journalist remarked, “There’s a constant push
to get clicks. Sometimes, it feels like we’re prioritizing sensationalism over substance.” This finding aligns with
Framing Theory (Entman, 1993), which posits that the way information is presented can significantly affect public
interpretation. Journalists acknowledged their responsibility to counteract propaganda but often felt constrained
by economic pressures and the rapid pace of news cycles. A senior editor stated, “We know we should be fact-
checking more, but deadlines don’t wait for accuracy.” Case studies of media organizations that successfully
navigated misinformation, such as fact-checking initiatives and collaboration with independent journalism
entities, demonstrated effective strategies for maintaining credibility and promoting accurate reporting. For
example, one organization implemented a rigorous fact-checking protocol that resulted in a 30% reduction in
misleading headlines over a year.

The effectiveness of media literacy initiatives was assessed through pre- and post-intervention surveys
conducted in educational institutions. Results indicated a significant improvement in students' ability to critically
evaluate media sources, with a 40% increase in the identification of credible versus non-credible sources post-
intervention (p < 0.05). Focus group discussions revealed that participants felt more empowered to question the
information presented to them. One student noted, “Before this program, I would just accept what I saw online.
Now, I look for sources and check facts.” However, some participants highlighted the challenges they still faced.
A discussant remarked, “Even with the tools we learned, it’s so easy to get swept up in emotional stories. They
stick with you.” This highlights the importance of education in fostering critical thinking skills while
acknowledging the emotional resonance of propaganda.

Counterarguments to the effectiveness of media literacy initiatives suggest that the sheer volume of
information and the sophistication of propaganda techniques may overwhelm individuals, rendering educational
efforts insufficient. Scholars argue that media literacy alone cannot combat deeply entrenched biases and the
emotional resonance of propaganda (Lewandowsky et al., 2017). A participant in a focus group stated, “I think
media literacy is great, but it’s not enough. We need to change how media operates too.” This perspective
emphasizes the need for a multi-faceted approach that includes not only media literacy but also structural changes
within media organizations to prioritize ethical reporting and transparency.

Conclusively, the findings of this study underscore the critical role of media gatekeepers in navigating
the challenges posed by propaganda while promoting democratic governance. The implications of Agenda-Setting
and Framing Theories highlight the necessity for responsible media practices that prioritize accuracy and fairness.
Furthermore, the positive impact of media literacy initiatives suggests a pathway toward empowering citizens to
engage critically with information. However, the study also acknowledges the limitations of these initiatives in
isolation, advocating for comprehensive strategies that address both individual and systemic factors influencing
public perception and political behaviour. Ultimately, fostering a media landscape that supports good governance
requires collaboration among media organizations, educators, and policymakers to create an informed and
engaged citizenry capable of discerning truth in an era of misinformation.

Conclusion and Implication of the Study

The study provides a comprehensive examination of the critical role that media plays in shaping public
perception and influencing democratic processes. The findings reveal that media coverage significantly impacts
how issues are framed and understood by the public, with a clear correlation between sensationalized reporting
and heightened public anxiety, particularly regarding polarizing topics such as immigration and crime. This
underscores the profound responsibility borne by media gatekeepers to ensure that their reporting is not only
accurate but also balanced and fair.

The interviews with journalists highlighted the ethical dilemmas they face in an increasingly competitive
landscape, where the pressure for clicks often overshadows the commitment to journalistic integrity. As one
journalist noted, “We’re in a race for attention, and sometimes that means sacrificing depth for sensationalism.”
This sentiment reflects a broader trend in media that can undermine public trust and exacerbate societal divisions.
The study's findings suggest that media organizations must prioritize ethical reporting practices and implement
rigorous fact-checking protocols. Establishing a culture of accountability within newsrooms is essential to combat
misinformation and restore public confidence in the media.

Moreover, the effectiveness of media literacy initiatives demonstrated in educational settings indicates a
promising avenue for empowering citizens to critically engage with information. The significant increase in
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students' abilities to identify credible sources post-intervention highlights the importance of equipping individuals
with the skills necessary to navigate the complexities of modern media landscapes. However, participants also
acknowledged the limitations of media literacy alone in combating deeply entrenched biases and emotional
appeals inherent in propaganda. One student remarked, “Even with the skills we learned, it’s easy to get caught
up in stories that pull at your heartstrings.” This observation underscores the need for a multi-faceted approach
that addresses both individual capabilities and systemic factors.

The implications of this study extend beyond the realm of media organizations and educational
institutions. Policymakers have a crucial role to play in supporting initiatives that promote media literacy while
also fostering an environment conducive to ethical journalism. This includes advocating for transparency in media
ownership and funding, which can influence content and framing. Additionally, policymakers should consider
regulations that hold media organizations accountable for the dissemination of misinformation, ensuring that
public discourse is informed by factual reporting.

Collaboration among media professionals, educators, and policymakers is vital to creating a robust
framework that supports good governance and democratic engagement. Such collaboration could include joint
initiatives aimed at promoting ethical journalism standards, developing comprehensive media literacy curricula,
and facilitating public discussions about the role of media in democracy. By fostering partnerships that bridge the
gap between these stakeholders, we can cultivate a more informed citizenry capable of discerning truth from
propaganda.

In conclusion, the findings of this study highlight the urgent need for a concerted effort to address the
challenges posed by propaganda in the media landscape. By empowering media gatekeepers and the public alike,
we can work towards a more informed society that values critical thinking and ethical reporting. Ultimately,
strengthening the foundations of democracy and good governance requires a holistic approach that encompasses
education, ethical journalism, and active civic engagement, ensuring that the media serves as a pillar of democracy
rather than a source of division.

Recommendations
Based on the findings and discussion of the study regarding the interplay between media practices, public
perception, and propaganda, the following three recommendations are proposed:

1. Media organizations should establish and enforce rigorous ethical reporting standards that prioritize
accuracy and fairness over sensationalism. This includes creating internal guidelines for balanced
coverage of political issues, especially during election cycles, to ensure that underrepresented topics like
climate change and healthcare receive adequate attention. Additionally, investing in training for
journalists on ethical reporting and the importance of diverse issue representation can help counteract the
pressures of the current media landscape.

2. Educational institutions should not only continue to implement media literacy initiatives but also expand
these programs to include ongoing workshops and community engagement sessions. These programs
should focus on developing critical thinking skills, identifying credible sources, and understanding the
emotional tactics used in media narratives. Furthermore, integrating discussions on the limitations of
media literacy, such as the influence of entrenched biases, can prepare individuals to navigate complex
media landscapes more effectively.

3. Encourage collaboration among media organizations, educational institutions, and policymakers to
develop comprehensive strategies that promote ethical journalism and informed citizenship. This could
involve joint initiatives aimed at improving transparency in media practices, advocating for policies that
support responsible reporting, and creating community forums for public discussion on media influence.
By fostering these partnerships, stakeholders can work together to cultivate a media environment that
supports democratic governance and empowers citizens to engage critically with information.
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