DISTRIBUTED MODERATION SYSTEMS - AN
EXPLORATION OF THEIR UTILITY AND THE SOCIAL
IMPLICATIONS OF THEIR WIDESPREAD ADOPTION.

by

Richard A. Mills

MRes (Applied Social Statistics), Lancaster University (2009)
MSc (Advanced Psychological Research Methods), Dundee University (2007)
BSc (Psychology), University of Abertay (2006)

Thesis submitted for the degree of Ph.D at the University of Lancaster

June 2013



DISTRIBUTED MODERATION SYSTEMS - AN EXPLORATION OF
THEIR UTILITY AND THE SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS OF THEIR
WIDESPREAD ADOPTION.

by
Richard A. Mills

MRes (Applied Social Statistics), Lancaster University (2009)
MSc (Advanced Psychological Research Methods), Dundee University (2007)
BSc (Psychology), University of Abertay (2006)

Abstract

The present research introduces and investigates Distributed Moderation systems - in particular,
sites where the votes of users are aggregated in order to rank or grade items of content. The primary
subject of this research is reddit.com - a ‘social news’ website where users vote to collectively

determine the level of visibility which will be afforded to submitted items of content.

This research is investigative in nature - at its inception there was little published research on Dis-
tributed Moderation (DM) systems. The question which has guided the research is “what can we
learn about these systems through observation and the interrogation of data which they naturally
produce and store in their day-to-day operation?”. There are Chapters of the thesis which inves-
tigate how DM works in practice (Chapter 5) and how/why individual users participate (Chapter
6). The research also devotes considerable attention to the social implications of producing infor-
mation resources in this fashion (Chapter 7) - how do the resources which are produced using DM

systems differ to those produced in a more conventional manner?

At the outset of this research reddit was a relatively little-known website - over the course of the
research it has become much more widely recognised and in the process it has changed considerably.
Chapter 8 considers reddit from a longitudinal perspective; observing its development has offered
insight into both the potential and the limitations of this particular application of DM. The final
Chapter re-visits research questions and considers how one might go about adapting DM to other

domains, with an emphasis on the political.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The Internet is possibly one of the biggest drivers of social change today. It allows anyone who
is online to communicate with anyone else who is also online. National borders and geographical
barriers are of little consequence to these communications. The Internet also allows any individual
who is connected to publish information at the click of a button - be this in the form of text, picture,
audio or video. ‘Web 2.0’ sites (O’Reilly, 2005) such as Youtube have further lowered the barriers
to entry as an information producer, through a website like Youtube any individual who creates
a user account can ‘publish’ their own videos with no special technical expertise required. These
‘published’ videos are then viewable by any individual who can access Youtube, either through the

Youtube website itself or by being embedded in another web page.

The ease with which an individual can become an information (or ‘content’) producer online
is directly implicated in the rapidly increasing quantity of information available on the World
Wide Web. As the quantity of information available online continues to increase exponentially
our capacity to navigate and make sense of this vast information repository becomes increasingly
important. This problem is often referred to as ‘Information Overload’ - and providing solutions in
this area has been a route to success for a number of high profile Internet-based companies. Google
is the obvious example of a hugely successful company which has gained its success by allowing
people to navigate the web more efficiently. Indeed a whole industry (Search Engine Optimisation)
has sprung up whose sole purpose is to increase the prominence of a client’s websites through search
engines such as Google - one indication of the importance now placed on gaining the attention of

Internet users.

Social Network based web applications (such as Facebook and Twitter) can also be thought of
as solutions to the problem of information overload. Where a search engine like Google provides
information in response to search queries, Social Networking sites provide information on the basis

of personal relationships (or ‘network ties’). These websites allow a user to monitor information
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feeds produced by, or addressed to, selected people known to the user - with information in these

systems flowing along network ties.

Websites which employ Distributed Moderation and filtering systems offer a different approach
to information overload, one which has been steadily gaining traction in recent years. It is these
Distributed Moderation (or DM) web systems which are the subject of the present research. The
principle behind DM systems is that some dimension of user activity is taken as a measure of an
item’s quality or relevance - this measure being used to rank and sort items, with those items

which rank more highly being placed in positions of greater visibility.

There are a growing number of websites which are built on the principles of Distributed Moderation
and in recent years several such websites have seen a surge in their popularity. The specifics of how
Distributed Moderation works varies from website to website. Some of these websites derive the
measure of an item’s quality or relevance from user actions which serve a purpose external to the
task of ranking and sorting content. A simple version of this mechanism uses the number of times
an item has been viewed as an indication of its quality or ‘interestingness’. For example, Youtube
uses the number of times a video has been viewed in this manner, and several news providing

websites (e.g. BBC News) offer lists of the most viewed or forwarded content on their website.

‘Social Bookmarking’ websites (e.g. Delicious.com) employ more sophisticated systems based on
similar principles. On these websites a user’s decision to bookmark an item increases its visibility
for other users - and the tags which a user attaches to these bookmarks are aggregated such
that they can be used by other users to navigate the website and search for content of particular
types. For example, a user who wished to learn about photography could search for the key words
‘photography’ and ‘tips’, and be presented with all of the bookmarks which have been tagged with

these words, with the most often bookmarked items appearing at the top of the list.

On Social Bookmarking websites the measure of an item’s quality is still based on actions which
serve a purpose external to the ranking procedure; but whether a user chooses to bookmark an item
or not seems like a better indicator of quality than whether they viewed the item. Every user who
wishes to form an opinion about the item must view it first, if the metric of item quality is based
on view counts then even those users who find the content objectionable will increase the salience
of that item of content. The tagging systems employed by Social Bookmarking websites allow their
users to go beyond merely ranking the content submitted to the website. By aggregating these
tags the Social Bookmarking website’s users can collectively impose a classification scheme on the

content submitted there - making it easier for users to navigate this content.

On other websites (such as the ‘Social News’ websites which serve as a focal point for this re-
search) users participate directly in the ranking and sorting of content through a voting system.

These voting systems generally allow for both ‘up’ votes which increase an item’s score (and there-
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fore visibility), and ‘down’ votes which decrease an item’s score. This type of website will be
referred to here as ‘Social News’. Popular exemplars of this form are reddit.com, Digg.com and
Slashdot.org. These websites allow anyone to create a user account, and anyone who is signed
into a user account can both submit items of content or comments, and vote on the items or com-
ments submitted by other users. These votes are used to dynamically rank the items of content

and comments, and the order these are displayed in is determined by their rank.

The items submitted to these websites are most often hyper-links to externally hosted web re-
sources, although reddit.com also allows for the submission of text posts created on the website
directly by the submitting user. Much of activity on Social News websites takes the form of
up/down voting and these websites have a ‘Front page’ which serves as the focal point of user
attention and voting activity. Through the voting system very large numbers of users make a
collective decision about which items will gain a place on the website’s Front page - where the

items will be seen by the greatest number of users and visitors to the website.

We can draw an analogy between Social News websites and conventional news resources such as
newspapers. Users who submit content can be thought of as journalists, and users who vote collec-
tively fulfill the role of an editor. In this analogy the website’s Front page represents the editor’s
decision about which of the many submitted items warrant publication. The major disparities

between the workings of social and conventional news are as follows:

e On a Social News website many of the items have been found rather than produced by the
submitting user, with the submitting user merely giving the item a title and deciding which

category to submit it to.

e On a Social News website every user can act as both journalist and editor, by submitting

and voting respectively.

e On a Social News website each user acts autonomously - the ‘editor’ cannot dictate what the
‘journalists’ submit, although at times text posts about the kind of items which do or do not

belong on the Front page have been quite common.

Research on Social News websites is warranted for a number of reasons. These websites represent
a novel ‘crowdsourcing’ approach to information overload. The tasks of content discovery and
filtering /ranking of this content are separated and opened up to a very large number of participants.
The principles behind these websites are also gaining traction elsewhere on the web. Websites such
as AmericaSpeakingOut.com and YourFreedom.hmg.gov.uk apply similar systems in the domain
of political policy. The principle of up/down voting has also been applied in a question & answer
format by websites such as Stackoverflow.com - where items are questions and the comments
on these are intended to be answers, with up/down voting being used to rate these questions and

answers. The same system can also be employed in reverse to produce a mediated interview (where
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comments are questions and the highest scoring questions are answered) - for example the ‘Digital
Debate’ conducted with the leaders of the main political parties in the run-up to the 2010 General
Election in the UK (Guardian, 2010a).

All of the applications of up/down voting listed above are being employed on reddit.com and it
appears that reddit’s users have been pivotal to the creation or popularisation of some of these.
Reddit.com also seems to have opened more aspects of its functioning up to distributed decision-
making than other websites (see section 3.1.1). These factors would seem to make reddit.com a

particularly good venue for research on the workings of Distributed Moderation systems.

The basic principle of up/down (or ‘like/dislike’) voting has been proliferating quite rapidly in
recent years. Social Media applications like Youtube and Facebook have recently applied this
mechanism to submitted items of content and comments thereon - and a number of British news-
papers now also employ similar systems for user comments on their articles (or have at one point
experimented with this approach). It seems that any website which deals with a large number of
user contributions and wishes to sort these based on their quality could benefit from Distributed
Moderation. If a website receives 10,000 unfiltered contributions per day, and wishes to sort these
such that the best items are most visible, then allowing their users to register their judgments
on these items seems like a logical step to take. Up/down voting allows users to register such
judgments (albeit on one dimension only) quickly and easily, and these judgments are immediately

and automatically made use of by the algorithms the website uses to sort content.

On the modern-day frontier that is the World Wide Web new methods of communication are con-
tinually being introduced and evolving. The web is still very much in its infancy, and the way in
which its use is developing is highly unpredictable and at the same time highly significant for the
future. The Internet is bound to have far-reaching social implications, but without an understand-
ing of where this technology is heading it is hard to predict what the ultimate consequences for

society might be.

Distributed Moderation systems seem to be on the rise. Websites built on these principles are
themselves growing, and the mechanisms these websites rely on are increasingly being adopted
by websites which exist for some other purpose. These Distributed Moderation systems have
sociological importance because of their unique approach to the problem of Information Overload,
but this is not the only quality which identifies them as a particularly interesting development in
digital communications technology. The use of voting-based Distributed Moderation systems on
‘Social News’ websites has the fascinating side-effect of allowing very large numbers of individuals
to participate in collective decision-making and discussion. Furthermore, unlike older bulletin
boards and discussion forums, Distributed Moderation systems do not seem to have an upper limit
to the number of participants they can sustain in a single discussion or decision. A user who joins

one of these ‘democratically mediated’ conversations late in the day (e.g. when several hundred
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individuals have already made contributions) can express their opinion by voting to change the
score of pre-existing contributions - influencing the discussion without adding to the quantity of

text of which it is comprised.

Social News websites are also of particular interest because they operate in the domain of ‘news’.
An informed citizenry is critical to a functioning democracy (Mattson, 1998) and these websites
have a unique approach to the way in which ‘the news’ is determined. It may be the case that
this socially driven process of determining what ‘the news’ is has some benefits when compared to
conventional sources like newspapers and television news. This is an issue which will be addressed

in Chapter 2.

As Social News allows every user to be involved in voting to determine what ‘the news’ is, there may
also be psychological effects associated with participation on these websites. Where the reader of
a newspaper or viewer of television news is passive with respect to the production of that resource
(although probably not with respect to their interpretation thereof) - Social News users are engaged
to varying degrees in the production of the specific Social News resource they consume. This may
produce an effect where these users feel more empowered and confident in their opinions. For

further discussion see section 3.3.

In summary, the key reasons for studying Distributed Moderation systems (and Social News web-

sites in particular) are as follows:
e They offer a novel, people powered, approach to the problem of information overload.

e Social News in particular offers a novel approach to the coverage of current events - an
approach which may have different strengths (and weaknesses) when compared to the mass

media.

e This approach is gaining traction - Social News websites are becoming more popular, and

the mechanisms they use are being adopted in other domains (most notably politics).

e Voting systems allow for a previously impractical number of individuals to participate in

producing a single decision or discussion.

e The effects these systems have on the resources which they produce, and on the individuals

who participate, are largely unknown.

On the surface, Distributed Moderation systems seem to perform well on their task of selecting,
from thousands of submissions, the cream of the crop - and displaying these to the broadest
audience. It is presumably a rare event when a Social News website’s Front page plays host to
content which the majority of its users find to have no merit. Indeed, if this were a regular
occurrence it seems unlikely that the user-base of a website like reddit.com would be growing

so quickly. Furthermore, the nature of the items of content submitted (whether they are news
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articles, humerous pictures, videos, or ideas for political policy) seems immaterial to the Distributed
Moderation system - all of these content types seem equally amenable to Distributed Moderation.
These systems also seem to have no obvious problem dealing with large and ever-increasing volumes

of user activity and content submissions. !

A Utopian outlook on the potential of Distributed Moderation would suggest that these systems
can be deployed in any context and with any user population size. A nation could, for instance,
deploy such a system to collect, rank and sort its population’s political policy ideas; allowing
every member of the population to contribute, with the most popular ideas rising to the top in
an organic fashion and without the need for gatekeepers - from here going on to form the basis of

public political discourse.

This scenario is of course highly speculative. We do not know whether DM systems reliably
rank the ‘best’ items most highly, or whether this process has a large element of randomness
or social influence (e.g. when the first vote an item receives is negative does this influence the
perception of subsequent voters?). We do not know whether DM systems can deal well with
content which is political or controversial in nature - for example it is quite possible that small
groups of highly motivated users can coordinate their actions in some way to sideline content
which they find objectionable. We do not know how individuals react to seeing content they find
personally objectionable judged positively through these systems (e.g. how would one feel if one’s
peers consistently up-voted racist proposals or perspectives to high-visibility locations?). We do
not know whether these systems can in fact handle very large numbers of contributors as easily as
they appear to, perhaps beyond a certain user population level the random element or the role of
social influence increases in importance. It also seems likely that these systems require a minimum

number of users to function as intended, and without this critical mass do not reach their potential.

Given that what we do not know about DM systems far outweighs what we do know, it is somewhat
alarming that these systems have already been deployed in the context of national politics. Both
the American Republican party (AmericaSpeakingOut.com) and the British coalition government
(YourFreedom.hmg.gov.uk) have already applied some form of Distributed Moderation to gather

(rated) political policy ideas from the general population.

The present research aims to fill some of these gaps in our understanding of Distributed Moderation
- by looking in detail at some instances of DM which have been growing and developing for years I
aim to understand the relative strengths and weaknesses of these principles - and in so doing inform
decisions about whether such systems should be trialled in important domains like politics - and if

so how they might be configured to maximise their utility and minimise potential disadvantages.

The rapid pace of change in Internet use generally and Distributed Moderation in particular results

1This introduction was written near the start of the research in 2010, by its conclusion in 2013 the ‘first impression’

which reddit makes is quite different.
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in an unusual problem for this thesis whereby the subject of the research has changed considerably
over the course of the research. This PhD research began in October 2009, when reddit.com (the
primary website of interest) was a relatively unknown Social News website - widely perceived as
being secondary in size and importance to Digg.com. Writing now in 2013, Reddit has grown
substantially to become a widely recognised website (e.g. Obama participated in an ‘Ask Me
Anything’ post in 2012) hosting levels of user activity which are orders of magnitude greater than
was the case in 2009 - while Digg has suffered a steep decline before being sold and re-launched
as an almost unrecognisable site. This thesis has been written in incremenets over the duration of
this 3.5 year period and consequently certain portions of it are already out-dated. For example,
on reddit in 2009 there was a strong sense that the ‘Front page’ was central to the website and
the same for everyone - whereas in 2013 reddit’s long-standing users appear to have migrated to
smaller subreddits, the larger ‘default’ subreddits of 2009 appear to have suffered a decline in the
quality of material which is highly ranked, and the subreddits which feed into reddit’s Front page
by default have also been changed. If one was to browse the reddit.com ‘Front page’ for the first
time now in early 2013 it would likely not be immediately apparant why the term ‘News’ has been

incorporated in a description of the website.

Chapter 8 will give an account of how the websites which were studied here have changed over the

course of the research. For other chapters it is helpful to know when they were written:
e Chapters 2, 3 & 6 were written largely in 2010.
e Chapter 7 was written largely in 2011.

e Portions of Chapter 5 were written in 2010, with much of it being re-written with new

analyses in 2012.
e Chapters 4, 8 and 9 were written largely in 2012/2013.

This research is exploratory in nature and the questions which have guided it are general ones:
How does Distributed Moderation work in practice? How and why do people participate on DM
websites? How do the resources produced by DM websites differ from their more conventionally
produced alternatives? What are the social implications of producing information resources in
this fashion? How has reddit.com develeloped and changed over the course of this research
(a longitudinal perspective on DM)? What other purposes might the principles of Distributed

Moderation be applied or adapted to?
The thesis is therefore structured as follows:

e Chapter 2 - a review of some relevant background literature on the Internet, largely from the

disciplines of sociology and political science.

e Chapter 3 - a review of literature which is more directly related to Distributed Moderation.
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e Chapter 4 - an overview of the methods employed by this research - chiefly a description of

how data from websites of interest was collected and transformed.
e Chapter 5 - How does Distributed Moderation work in practice?
e Chapter 6 - How and why do people participate on DM websites?

e Chapter 7 - The social implications of Distributed Moderation - how does the interaction on
DM websites, and the resources which they produce, differ from more conventional approaches

to the production of information?

e Chapter 8 - How has reddit, the website which this research has focused on, changed over

the course of the research?
e Chapter 9 - Discussion and Conclusions.

In addition, we might consider this research as having one all-encompassing background question:
what can we learn about Distributed Moderation through the analysis of the procedural data
these websites generate in their day-to-day operation? We are entering an era where Internet use
is increasingly ingrained in peoples’ daily lives - Social Media applications keep highly accurate and
detailed records of users’ behaviour by necessity, they need this data to function. Analysis of this
ecologically valid data has the capacity to yield rich understanding of this increasingly prominent

aspect of social life.
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Chapter 2

A review of relevant literature

from the Social Sciences

This chapter will review the social science literature which is relevant to the present research. It
will begin with a brief overview of some sociological theories concerning the Internet; proceeding
to discuss the more recent development of ‘Web 2.0 - relating this to pre-existing theory about
the Internet, discussing research which explicitly addresses Web 2.0 applications, and describing

some types of research which have been conducted on the new ‘social” web.

2.1 A brief history of the Internet - and the birth of the
Web

The ‘Information Technology Revolution” was born in the 1970s (Castells et al., 2000) - a decade
that saw the invention of the micro-processor and micro-computer, and also the development of
the first electronic communications network (ARPAnet) and subsequently TCP/IP, the method
of connecting networks to each other which is still employed by the Internet to this day. It was
however not until the early 1990s that the World Wide Web came into being, with the development

of HTML and the first Web browser.

The pre-Web Internet was chiefly the domain of academics and the military as it required a
computer to access and a fair degree of technical expertise to utilise effectively. The birth of the
Web (and concurrent rapid decline of the cost of computers) marks the point where the Internet

became much more widely accessible.

It is worth noting at this point that the ‘birth of the Web’ did not require any significant alteration

of the Internet’s infrastructure, it was merely a case of developing a standard method of ‘encoding’
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documents (HTML) and referencing these documents (URLs), coupled with a piece of software which
could decode said documents (the Web browser). These elements sat atop the existing Internet,
and while the Web is so widely used that it is almost synonymous with the Internet for many
people, in a technical sense it is just one way of using the Internet. The Web itself was in a sense
created by Internet users, it required no formal approval or mandate to be put into effect and its
success is due to its utility and popularity with users. These are themes which we will re-visit when
we come to discuss the development of more advanced Web applications (collectively referred to

as ‘Web 2.0” applications (O’Reilly, 2005)).

First, let us consider some sociological theories on how the Internet would affect society which were

based on the early Web of static web pages and e-mail.

2.2 Sociological perspectives on the Internet

The surge in Internet use in the early 1990s which accompanied the birth of the Web triggered
much sociological theorising about the social implications of this new communications medium -
in particular its capacity to bring about social change. A brief overview of some of these theories

is offered below.

In fact such sociological theories pre-date widespread Internet use. Bell (1977) was the first soci-
ologist to envision the coming of digital communications technology and theorise about the effects
its widespread use would have on society. More recently, Castells et al. (2000) has established
himself as a leader of sociological thought on the Internet’s capacity to transform aspects of so-
ciety. Castells et al. (2000) argues that we have entered the ‘Information Age’, that new digital
communications media are transforming every aspect of society - facilitating the emergence of a

global economy, transforming the nature of work and influencing our ideas about the Self.

Sociologists of a Marxist persuasion would tend to view the Internet as another communications
medium which could be co-opted by the elite to enhance control of politics and production (Davis
et al., 1997). From a Weberian perspective the Internet is a point-to-point medium which could
advance rationalisation by reducing limits of time and space (Collins, 1979). Both Marxists and
Weberians place particular emphasis on inequality of access to the Internet - commonly referred to
as the ‘Digital Divide’. This divide exists on a number of levels. Internet accessibility is unevenly
distributed across the globe - with the international divide between countries where the Internet
was available and affordable being highly correlated with national wealth in the 90s (Hargittai,
1999). Within nations, access to the Internet and the capacity to utilise it effectively are unevenly
distributed - with education level and income found to be key factors by Robinson et al. (2002),
and Norris (2001) finding that younger people, men, the highly educated and highly affluent were

the most likely demographics to be online. Norris (2001) also compares the diffusion of Internet
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use with that of previous communications technologies and finds that the spread of Internet access
follows a similar pattern to previous communications technologies. If the Internet is to become
central to an individual’s capacity to obtain information/eduction, build and maintain networks
of social support, and engage in political dialogue - then inequality of access is likely to reinforce

existing social inequalities related to income and education.

Technological determinists, unsurprisingly, would see social change induced by the Internet as a
result of enabling new communications practices with corresponding skill-sets; as with previous
socially transformative technologies (such as the printing press) those individuals who are able to
adapt well to these new communications practices will have an advantage (Eisenstein, 1979). Some
early scholars of new digital communications media foresaw the coming of an ‘information society’
which would replace the ‘industrial society’ (Bell, 1977). Critical theorists were chiefly concerned
with the effect of new communications technologies on public deliberation and the integrity of civil

society (Habermas et al., 1989; Calhoun, 1998).

While broad macro-sociological theories such as these are informative for the present research it is
beyond the scope of this research to evaluate these; although some of these perspectives will be re-
visited below. Rather we have opted to focus on a particular aspect of Internet use (‘Social Media’
which employ Distributed Moderation systems) and develop a detailed understanding of this with
empirical observations. DiMaggio et al. (2001) highlighted some opportunities for sociological
research afforded by the Internet, emphasising the opportunity to study this new communication
medium while it develops, and the opportunities for new kinds of research afforded by the nature
of the Internet. This call seems to have fallen largely on deaf ears, recent reviews by Farrell
and Petersen (2010) and Murthy (2008) documenting a lack of sociological research which utilises

primary data collected on the Internet.

While sociologists have appeared reluctant to engage in new kinds of research made possible by the
Internet, other groups have showed no such hesitation. Private companies, Google in particular,
have created a whole industry built on utilising data stored on the Web - chiefly to create profiles
of users which are useful for market researchers. Google’s acquisition of Youtube is particularly
interesting in this regard (Van Dijck, 2009). Google paid $1.6 billion for Youtube, a website which
was tremendously popular but not profitable. Google already had their own (arguably superior)
video sharing website (Google Video); so it seems unlikely that they were attracted by Youtube’s
technological infrastructure. What Google got for their money was the Youtube user-base, and
one of the ways they have endeavored to turn a profit from Youtube has involved making use of

the immense quantities of information Youtube users generate in their everyday use of the website.

Academic researchers, and in particular social scientists, have lagged behind private industry in
their willingness to embrace the collection and analysis of the vast array of ‘procedural’ data which

Social Media websites produce on a daily basis. Addressing this gap in the sociological literature
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is but one reason to study newly emerging forms of interaction on-line. There are further, and
arguably more compelling, reasons concerning the specifics of how Internet use has changed over

the last decade.

2.3 Political perspectives on the Internet

The idea that the Internet would have a radical impact on politics is almost as old as the Internet
itself and pre-dates the widespread adoption of the World Wide Web. For example, Rheingold
(1993), Naisbitt (1991) and Corrado and Firestone (1996) all make grand claims about the democ-
ratizing potential of the Internet based on early observations of discussion spaces such as bulletin
boards and Usenet. There are several dominant themes to much of the research on the Internet
from a political perspective. Chief among these is the tendancy for scholars to fall (or be placed
into) one of two camps, those who believe that the Internet will revolutionise politics such that it
is barely recognisable (most often thought to involve a shift to a much more direct or participatory
form) and those who believe that familiar political institutions and procedures would adapt to this
new technology resulting in ‘Politics as Usual’ (Margolis and Resnick, 2000). Much of the political
science research on the Internet can be thought of as trying to answer this question of whether or

not it would cause a ‘revolution’ in politics.

Wright (2012) puts forward a highly compelling argument that this ‘Revolution’/‘Normalization’
dichotomy has actually hampered our understanding of how the Internet and politics interact. To
borrow some of Wright’s examples, this dichotomy has lead to the dismissal of changes in public
behaviour because they are not as significant or instantaneous as the term ‘Revolution’ implies
(e.g. a finding that 44% of Americans read political blogs several times per year or more becomes
“More Than Half of Americans Never Read Political Blogs” - and “Only 11% of bloggers in one
survey said that the primary topic of their blogs is politics or political issues” (Davis, 2009: 4)
is the summary given to a finding that implies there are 14.5 million primarily political blogs).
Conversely, those who believe a revolution is underway may exaggerate the significance of minor
developments - for example The Guardian newspaper citing Barack Obama’s plan to email and text
supporters directly about his choice of running-mate as an example of “the power of technology to

transform electoral politics” (Wright, 2012).

A second theme to political science research on the Internet is that it has tended to focus on aspects

of Internet use which are explicitly political in nature.

“Virtually all research has, until very recently, focused on established political events
(e.g. elections), institutions (e.g. parliament/party web-sites), activities (e.g. government-
run online consultations) and actors (e.g. elected representatives blogs).” (Wright,

2012, p. 255)

24



Wright sees this as a result of the prevalence of the revolution/normalization frame which much
of the research has adopted, and calls for more research on what he terms ‘Third Spaces’. These
‘Third Spaces’ are online discussion fora “with a primarily non-political focus but where political
talk emerges within conversations. The key link between participants is not (normally) their

location but specific issues or topics” (Wright, 2012, p. 255).

If we consider contemporary political actors’ presence on the Internet it is characterised by the
uptake of tools, platforms and repetoires of behaviour which have already been established else-
where, often long before they are adopted by the government or politicians. If the Internet is to
cause a ‘revolution in politics’ I would argue that this is most likely stem from forms of commu-
nication which are in their infancy or have not yet been devised. The web is still bustling with
experimentation and innovation - but governments and established political parties seem unlikely

to be the source of a communication technology which could ‘revolutionise’ politics.

The present research addresses the political impact of the Internet not as its primary subject but
at a tangent. Social Media which employs DM voting systems were selected a priori as the subject
of this research because they appeared to the researcher as a novel and interesting form of mass
communication and there was a dearth of research aiming to understand how they function. The
prominence of ‘voting’ as a means of interaction on these websites immediately suggests a link
to the political, but it was never the intention of this research to determine whether Distributed
Moderation would be part of a revolution in politics - the revolution/normalization debate is
not one which will be entered into here. Rather this research confines itself to describing how
current examplars of this form may be interacting with the political - and speculating on how this

technology might be adapted for more explicitly political purposes in future.

The Social News website reddit.com seems to fit with the description of a ‘Third Space’ quite
neatly - it is not a website dedicated to politics but does see a considerable amount of political
discussion. I would argue that reddit is a particularly interesting ‘Third Space’ to study for two
broad reasons. The first of these is the centrality of voting and the novel form of ‘democratically
mediated discussion’ which takes place on reddit. The second relates to reddit’s output, a
crowd-sourced ‘News’ type resource which is conceptually interesting given the prominent role of
News media in democratic societies - and which during the course of this research became almost
directly involved in the political process of the United States (through the campaign against the

‘Stop Online Piracy Act’, see chapter 7).

2.4 The changeable nature of Internet use

‘Internet use’ is itself not a stable concept, the profile of individual users’ online behaviours is quite

different now to what it would have been ten years ago when Internet use was largely characterised
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by the use of e-mail and accessing static web-pages, often through privately owned and run ‘portals’.
The term ‘Web 2.0’ has been coined (O’Reilly, 2005) to describe a range of new applications which
are ‘native’ to the Web (i.e. could not conceivably function outside a medium such as the Internet)
- by 2013 ‘Social Media’ seems to have replaced ‘Web 2.0’ as the blanket term for such websites.
Many of today’s most popular Web 2.0 applications (e.g. Youtube, Wikipedia, Flickr) are entirely
dedicated to ‘user-generated content’. This represents a major departure from the earlier Web,
where in order to become an information producer one had to have a web site or page, and
placing content on these websites was usually limited to their owners or administrators. Figure 2.1
illustrates a rapid shift in user traffic away from web portals (MSN and Yahoo) and towards user

content driven sites (Facebook and Youtube).

Facebook (+ YouTube) =
Largest Share Gainers of Global Online Usage Over Past 3+ Years
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Figure 2.1: The share of global Internet users’ time spent on five major websites between 2006 and

2010; taken from Meeker (2009)

Furthermore, it seems likely that the nature of Internet use will continue to evolve in unpredictable
ways in the future as people continue to experiment with new methods of interaction which the
Internet makes possible. Let us take Twitter as an example of this; the service was launched in
2006 but didn’t begin to ‘take off” until 2007, when 400,000 tweets per quarter were being sent,
this increased to 100 million tweets per quarter in 2008, 2 billion tweets per quarter by the end of
2009 and 4 billion per quarter at the start of 2010 (Beaumont, 2010). In 2010 Twitter is becoming

increasingly ingrained not only in our web use but in television broadcasts; live programmes now
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often invite their viewers to talk back through Twitter and typically read some of these messages

during the programme.

Services such as Twitter and Facebook are widely perceived as being integral to several recent
political uprisings in the middle east (Stone and Cohen, 2009; Grossman, 2009; Gaffney, 2010).
It is a hallmark of the speed at which new Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) are
developing that a web service like Twitter can move from its infancy to widespread adoption in
the space of just five years; and from there proceed to play a role in the shaping of a nation’s

politics.

The adoption and diffusion of new technologies is itself the subject of a considerable volume of
research. Concepts such as the technology adoption lifecycle (Rogers, 1966) and Gartner’s hype
cycle (Linden and Fenn, 2003; Fenn et al., 2009) incorporate some form of adoption threshold,
beyond which the ultimate success of a given technology is highly likely. Furthermore, a new
technology which has passed this threshold can reach a kind of critical mass; at which point it is
highly likely that said technology will become firmly embedded within the societies where it has
been adopted. Such concepts are also applicable to the uptake of new web applications, including

the various forms of Social Media.

If we consider academic research on these new Social Media; this tends to be conducted and
published when a given application (e.g. Twitter) is well on its way to widespread popularity,
or has already reached the point at which its widespread adoption and subsequent embedding
in society is all but assured. If this research uncovers potentially negative effects related to the
uptake of its subject application, by the time these are reported it is effectively too late to halt
or slow the widespread adoption of the application. For example, Turkle (2010) cautions strongly
against heavy use of Social Media as a replacement for face-to-face human interaction, citing a
number of negative side effects. However, by the time this book was published many individuals
had incorporated these applications into their lives to such an extent that they are not easily

abandoned.

If we are to consider the Internet’s long-term impact on society it seems prudent to pay particular
attention to the newest forms of social interaction which are emerging online. This is one of the
primary reasons for focusing on Distributed Moderation systems in the present research. When this
research began reddit.com was a relatively small website; eighteen months later it had grown to
become one of the top 100 websites globally in terms of web traffic (Alexa, 2010). This is indicative
of the problems social scientists face when attempting to keep pace with the rapid development
of novel web applications. ‘Social News’ applications have probably already passed the threshold
where they are ‘here to stay’ - before anyone has developed a solid understanding of how they

operate, how this affects the content they produce and the individuals who participate.
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In addition to the youth of these websites, there are several bodies of literature which serve to
highlight the importance of studying Distributed Moderation systems; and in particular their use
in the context of ‘Social News’. Firstly, we will consider the distribution of attention on the Web,
with particular reference to the problems of ‘Information Overload’ (section 2.5). We will then
consider Web 2.0 applications which foster ‘Peer Production’ efforts (section 2.6). It is now possible
for a text to be produced by a group without any formal hierarchical organisation, and this text can
be widely distributed without the need for capital (beyond an Internet-connected computer). These
two features of the modern Web stand in stark contrast to the ‘industrial’ method of production and
information dissemination through the mass media. A further perspective of utility here is to look
at the convergence of ‘old’ and ‘new’ media systems; Jenkins (2006) argues in favour of research
which studies the intersection of old and new media, rather than comparing and contrasting each as
separate entities. Again, Social Media applications which employ Distributed Moderation systems
are of particular interest here (section 2.7). Social News websites process content which originates
from old and new media, produced by professionals and amateurs. All of this content is ‘processed’
by Social News websites in the same way, irrespective of its source, and the voting system through
which it is processed is fundamentally social in nature - being powered by the voting behaviour
of individuals, and being accompanied by commentary from these individuals; this commentary
itself also being filtered and sorted through the voting system such that it represents a kind of

democratically mediated discussion.

2.5 Attention distribution on the World Wide Web

2.5.1 Links on the World Wide Web

Hyper-links are integral to the functioning of the World Wide Web, and have been the subject of
studies by researchers from a variety of disciplines (e.g. Gonzalez-Bailon (2009); Adamic and Adar
(2003); Barabasi and Albert (1999); Albert et al. (1999); Flake et al. (2002)). Links can be either
internal (linking to another page on the same website, e.g. a navigation bar) or external (linking
to a page on a different website). Of these two types of link external links have been the subject

of more research; where links are referred to these are external links unless otherwise stipulated.

At their most basic level links provide a path from one web page to another; by using a link the
user is transported from the source page to the destination page. In this way links serve as the
sign-posts of the web - if a page on Website A links to a page on Website B then individuals who
view Website A will learn of the existence of Website B - and be presented with a path to Website
B which they can easily follow. This means that every visitor to the page on Website A bearing

the hyper-link has the potential to also become a visitor to Website B. This is one of two major
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ways in which links influence the distribution of user attention between websites on the Internet.

External links also serve a second purpose in the functioning of the web - they are used by search
engines such as Google (Brin and Page, 1998) and others (Tomlin, 2003) as an indication of a
website’s quality or importance. A website with more in-links will appear in a more prominent

position than a website with fewer in-links; for a given search term that matches both websites.

The algorithms behind most of the popular search engines weight these in-links according to the
centrality of the sites on which the links appear (Tomlin, 2003). For example, if Yahoo.com links
to a page on Website A this should significantly increase the prominence with which Website A
appears in search results for relevant terms. In contrast, a link to Website A from an individual’s
low-traffic home-page will have very little effect on Website A’s search prominence. The importance
of a website’s ranking by search engines is illustrated in a study (Silverstein et al., 1999) which
reported that 85% of users only looked at the first page of search results provided in response to

their query.

The function of links on the web has been likened to that performed by citations for academic
papers (Gonzalez-Bailon, 2009). Each citation brings with it the possibility that a reader will
“follow” the citation and subsequently read the paper which is referenced. Each citation also adds
one to the recipient article’s citation count - with this citation count being used as a proxy for

article importance or quality in some cases.

The distribution of citations among authors (Newman, 2001), and of links between websites
(Barabasi and Albert, 1999; Barabdsi et al., 2000; Huberman and Adamic, 1999); have both been
shown to be scale-free with a long tail. In both cases the distribution is highly skewed such that
a very small number of authors or websites receive a disproportionately large number of citations
or in-links. The Power Law is one distribution of this highly skewed type which has received a lot
of attention from researchers in recent years - due to its utility in describing a range of natural
(e.g. earthquake magnitude - Gutenberg and Richter (1944), number of species in biological taxa
- Willis and Yule (1922) , solar flare intensity - Lu and Hamilton (1991)) and man-made (e.g. city
populations - Newman (2005), individuals’ annual income - Pareto (1896), frequency of word use in
human language - Zipf (1949)) phenomena (for review see Mitzenmacher (2004); Newman (2005);
Clauset et al. (2009)).

Power Laws and the distribution of attention on the World Wide Web

The pure power-law distribution, also known as the zeta distribution, or discrete Pareto distribution

is expressed as
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where:

e [ is a positive integer usually measuring some variable of interest, e.g., number of links per

network node;
e p(k) is the probability of observing with value k;
e v is the power-law exponent;

e ((v) is the Riemann zeta function defined as > k7.
k=1

Many research articles have been published which document observations of the power-law in a
range of Internet-related measures. Early examples of such work focused on the distribution of
links between websites (Barabasi and Albert, 1999; Barabési et al., 2000; Broder et al., 2000).
More recently the same skewed distribution of links has been observed within certain sub-sections
of the web: in the blogosphere (Kumar et al., 2005), and in social commerce networks (Stephen and
Toubia, 2009). Power law distributions have also been observed in a range of Internet phenomena
unrelated to links; such as the size of files transferred (Willinger and Paxson, 1998) and the size

of e-mail address books (Newman et al., 2002).

A power law distribution has also been observed in the distribution of hits (individual page views)
between websites for AOL customers on a single day (Adamic and Huberman, 2000). In principle,
hits seem to offer a better measure of user attention than links because they count the number
of times a page is accessed; whereas the presence of a link does not guarantee that any specific
number of individuals will follow it. There are however several problems with the use of hits as a
measure of user attention. A hit is generated every time a page is loaded, irrespective of whether a
person or web-crawling bot made the request, and irrespective of how many times the same person

or bot has previously requested the page.

To circumvent these problems, a measure of the number of unique IP addresses to visit a page is
frequently used, in place of hits, as a measure of attention. This measure has its own problems
however; the same individual is counted multiple times if they visit the page from different networks,
and conversely all individuals to access a page from within a single network can be counted as a
single unique visitor. For these reasons, research relating to the distribution of attention on the

Internet frequently relies on measures other than hits to infer attention.

Much of the research which has observed and described Power Law distributions in nature and on
the Web has used a method involving linear regressions on log-transformed variables (frequency
counts, for example the number of times a word appears in a corpus) to determine whether they

follow the power law, and to estimate its parameters.
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Criticisms have recently been leveled at the use of graphs and linear models to demonstrate that
certain data-sets follow the power-law. Goldstein et al. (2004) and Clauset et al. (2009) both argue
that this methodology is biased with regard to detecting power law distributions and estimating
their parameters. Both of these papers call for a shift to Maximum Likelihood Estimation in
research dealing with the power-law. Clauset et al. (2009) in particular offers several pieces of
convincing evidence that Maximum Likelihood produces more reliable estimates of power law

parameters.

The power law is relevant to this research in that it describes many aspects of web use - often
referred to as the 80/20 rule (Trueswell, 1969) or the long tail (Anderson, 2008). This research is
concerned with developing an understanding of what this kind of highly skewed distribution means
for the functioning of the Distributed Moderation websites in question. By extension, this research
deals more with the social implications of power law distributions in man-made phenomena than
with determination of whether a given data-set follows a power law distribution or not (and how
this distribution might be produced). The highly skewed distribution of user attention between
websites on the Internet has implications for its use and development; irrespective of whether the
power law or some other highly skewed distribution provides the best fit to data representing this

trend.

There follows a short description of some mechanisms and models which have been proposed as

potentially underlying a power law distribution of links on the web.

Mechanisms underlying a Power Law distribution of links on the Web

The network topology of the World Wide Web has been the subject of many studies - some of the
most influential have applied graph theory to create models which produce a power law distribution
of links. Barabasi and Albert (1999) proposed a mechanism termed ‘preferential attachment’
whereby new websites added to the network would preferentially link to existing websites with an
already high number of in-links. This kind of ‘rich get richer’ mechanism is enough to produce a

power law distribution in a network of constant growth such as the Internet.

The Barabasi and Albert (1999) model suggests a systematic relationship between a website’s age
and its number of in-links; and by this model it is very unlikely that a new website added to the
Internet in 2010 would stand much chance of being seen and linked to. While a relationship between
website age and in-links does exist (Huberman and Adamic, 1999) it is not as strong as the model
of Barabasi and Albert (1999) would suggest. In a study of internal links Huberman and Adamic
(1999) found that adding an intrinsic growth rate as an attribute of each website significantly
improved the fit of their model. A model with both a preferential attachment mechanism and

intrinsic growth rates for each website seems to offer the best explanation of the how the Internet’s
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link topology emerges.

While graph theory has produced robust models which can explain how a skewed distribution
of links between websites could arise - these do little to illuminate the factors which underly
individual link formations. From a graph theory perspective the motivations for an individual
author on one website to create a link to another website are a black box. One study to address
this was conducted by Gonzalez-Bailon (2009) with a sample of websites from the .org domain.
Gonzalez-Bailon (2009) looked at attributes of the organisations which owned the websites in their
sample and assessed them in terms of their access to resources and perceived status - revealing a

positive relationship between both resources/status and number of in-links.

Other studies (Kumar et al., 1999; Flake et al., 2002; Adamic and Glance, 2005) have looked
at linking patterns within and between ‘communities’ of websites; and used the presence of such
linking structures to infer the existence of communities. Kumar et al. (1999) and Flake et al.
(2002) found that they could reliably identify communities by looking at densely inter-connected
regions of the web. Adamic and Glance (2005) looked at the political blogosphere and found that
both liberal and conservative blogs were much more likely to link to blogs on the same side of this

distinction than across the divide.

While hyper-links embedded in static web pages have been the subject of considerable research
to date; social link sharing (via e-mail or Social Media) has received relatively little attention. It
seems highly unlikely that this kind of personal link dissemination will follow the same (almost
strategic) principles that govern when one organisation or blog will link to another. With the
development of ‘Web 2.0’ (O’Reilly, 2005) social link sharing is likely to become more significant.
A service such as Twitter enables its users to share a link to any web resource with all of their
followers quickly and easily. Indeed several ‘url shortening’ services have sprung up to facilitate

link sharing within Twitter’s 140 character per tweet limit (Wauters, 2009).

Social News websites also facilitate the sharing of links and channeling of attention; but they do
so in a way which is quite distinct from the social networking approach of Twitter or Facebook.
The users of a Social News website, through its Distributed Moderation (voting) interface, make
a single collective decision about which of the many links submitted will reach the Social News

website’s Front page - and consequently a large proportion of its users.

2.5.2 Social significance of the web’s attention distribution

The biggest difference between the Internet and the mass media is that the barrier to entry as an
information producer is orders of magnitude lower on the Internet. The nature of mass media is
such that there is a clear distinction between producers and consumers - with only a tiny fraction of

the population able to act as information producers. To become an information broadcaster in the
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mass media requires ownership or control of expensive broadcasting equipment; and there is often
an upper limit on the number of broadcasters who can exist in a given medium (e.g. the number
of analogue television channels which could exist in a given region was limited by the technology
itself). This produced a situation whereby the owners of broadcast media acted as gatekeepers to

their audience.

This distinction between producers and consumers of information is much less useful in describing
Internet use. From the Internet’s birth it has been relatively easy to become an information
producer (by hosting one’s own website). The financial and technical barriers to doing this have
always been relatively low, and they have decreased steadily throughout the Internet’s development

(e.g. the advent of blogging software).

The more recent development of ‘Web 2.0’ (O’Reilly, 2005) has blurred this distinction between
information producers and consumers further still. Many popular websites now allow members
of the public to contribute in certain areas (these contributions are most usually comments).
Furthermore, a lot of the most successful new websites of recent years (e.g. Youtube, Wikipedia,
Twitter, Facebook) have been entirely dedicated to content produced by end-users rather than
staff or administrators. This development is heavily implicated in the rapidly increasing quantity
of information available on the Internet - estimated at 8 million pages in 1999 (Lawrence and Giles,

2000) and 11.5 billion pages in 2005 (Gulli and Signorini, 2005).

In such an environment of information abundance - attention becomes the more important resource
(Goldhaber, 1997). One of the key criticisms of the Internet’s democratising effects centres around
this issue of ‘Information Overload’ (Noam, 2003) - when everyone speaks at once nobody can be
heard; and there is no value in being able to speak if nobody can hear you. There are several
variants of this particular critique; each with a different view on the consequences of Information

Overload.

Noam (2003) suggests that in this environment of information abundance money would come to
be the determining factor in whether one’s own contributions to the web would be seen; those with
the capacity to pay for advertising would come to dominate the attention of Internet users. The
implications of this perspective are that despite the radically different structure of the Internet, in
practice its usage patterns would be quite similar to those of the mass media. If money is required
to reach an audience then the capacity to reach an audience will be limited to the individuals or
organisations with finances to pay for advertising; a route to an audience which is also available in

print and broadcast media.

Sunstein (2002) cautions against the dangers of excessive filtering of the information we receive -
and argues for the societal importance of individuals encountering information which they would

not have sought in advance. The Internet allows individuals to decide, with a great degree of
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specificity, which information resources they wish to consume - and with this capacity comes a
number of pit-falls for a democratic society. Firstly, it is assumed that many individuals who tailor
the information (materials, topics, positions) they are exposed to will do so in a way that fits
with their existing interests and opinions. This is likely to result in many enclaves of like-minded
individuals, and within these enclaves polarization is likely to occur whereby the opinions of group
members become more extreme in the absence of dissenting voices (Myers and Lamm, 1976). A
second problem with the tailoring of information consumption is that it will decrease the extent
to which members of society have shared experiences - these shared experiences being important

to promoting a sense of common identity among members of a society.

Sunstein (2002) draws on the historical importance of ‘public forum doctrine’; whereby individuals
have a right to speak freely in public locations, in ensuring that people were exposed to opinions
and ideas which they would not have sought out for themselves. Mass media is also seen as
important in the role of ‘general interest intermediary’. When there were only three television
channels, television itself served to strengthen the social fabric by ensuring that a large number
of individuals were paying attention to the same sources of information, the content of which is
determined by the ‘general interest intermediary’ and does not necessarily attempt to match the
pre-existing interests or opinions of viewers. The proliferation of many and varied digital television
channels has weakened this unifying aspect of television - but the Internet has the potential to
facilitate fragmentation to a much greater degree, depending on how individuals use it. The
vast array of highly specialised websites afford new opportunities for individuals to tailor the
information they receive, ‘the Daily Me’ is a term which refers to an individual’s highly customised
set of information inputs - it is akin to a newspaper which only shows readers a set of stories which
interest them specifically and which match their pre-existing opinions. Furthermore, the Internet
allows us to not only read information from such a tailored set of sources, but to join discussion

groups consisting of like-minded individuals.

The implications of fragmented public discourse are overwhelmingly negative for democracy and
the public sphere. A lack of common experiences and familiarity with the views of others will
make it more difficult for individuals to relate to others who do not share their views/experiences.
At a societal level if there is no shared understanding of what the issues of the day are, this will

severely limit the public’s capacity to rally around some cause and bring about social change.

2.5.3 Social implications of the highly skewed distribution of attention

on the web

A second generation of criticisms focused on the way people actually used the Internet. It has long

been established that user attention on the Internet is highly concentrated (Adamic and Huberman,
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2000) and many studies (Barabasi and Albert, 1999; Barabdsi et al., 2000; Broder et al., 2000)
suggest that the distribution of attention between websites is highly skewed and may follow a
power law. These usage patterns go some way to refuting concerns about the fragmentation of
public discourse (at this stage) - but this high degree of centralisation suggests that in practice the

Internet may not be very dissimilar to the mass media model of information dissemination.

A power law distribution of attention between websites has both advantages and disadvantages in
terms of the Internet’s potential to democratise society. A major advantage is that websites at
the very high end of the user attention distribution serve as focal points; two randomly chosen
individuals can have a somewhat shared understanding of ‘what’s on the web’ because they will
most likely visit some of the same websites - this is important if the web is to serve as a platform
for public discourse. This concentration of user attention can also be thought of as a strategy
to deal with the problem of information overload (one looks at the same sites as other people);

although in these terms it is a somewhat basic approach.

The major disadvantage of a power law distribution of user attention is that many sites and pages
on the web receive little or no attention; in practice the Internet is more similar to mass media
than its open structure would suggest. These usage patterns do nothing to refute the concern
(Noam, 2003) that money would ultimately be required to reach an audience on the web. There
are however reasons why this situation may be more desirable than the mass media. These centre
around the role performed by websites in the medium-to-low end of the user attention distribution,

and the mechanisms whereby the attention a website receives increases and decreases.

Although there are very few websites which receive attention from a lot of users, there are many
websites which receive attention from a modest number of users. According to Benkler (2006,
p242), at an aggregated level these moderately attended-to websites may be performing a critical

role:

“Filtering, accreditation, synthesis and salience are created through a system of peer
review by information affinity groups, topical or interest based. These groups filter the
observations and opinions of an enormous range of people, and transmit those that pass
local peer review to broader groups and ultimately to the polity more broadly, without
recourse to market-based points of control over the information flow.” (Benkler, 2006,

p242)

Money can be used to buy attention on the web in various ways (e.g. banner advertisements and
‘AdWords’), but financial backing is not the sole determinant of whether a given web page will be
seen. It is possible for a new website with no advertising budget to garner a lot of attention quickly
if it is linked to by any established site and is sufficiently interesting that early visitors use word-

of-mouth (or e-mail) to tell those they know of its existence. The Blogosphere seems particularly
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suited to performing this role of spreading the word about new and interesting websites (Benkler,
2006, p243); and as we shall see, performing this role closely matches the original purpose of Social

News websites.

The highly skewed distribution of attention on the web means that highly attended-to content
can still form a basis for public discourse. The open nature of the web means that anyone can
participate in this discourse as an information producer - and while many of these contributions
may go unseen, the web allows many more people to reach an audience than the mass media. The
processes which determine whether a given website will climb to the high end of the user attention
distribution are themselves quite complex and worthy of further study. Money can certainly play

a part in this but its role seems much more limited than in the mass media.

While the highly skewed distribution of user attention has persisted throughout the web’s history
to the present; the last five years have seen a marked shift in the type of websites which exist at
the high end of the user attention distribution. The early Internet was dominated by ‘Portals’ (e.g.
Yahoo and MSN) and these have close parallels to the TV stations/networks of the mass media -
in that the owner of each portal decides exactly what appears there; and has capacity to charge
companies for placement on their portal and the user attention this would generate. In the last five
years these portals have seen a steady decline in the user attention they garner; portals have been
supplanted at the highest end of the user attention distribution by websites which are themselves
social in nature (e.g. Facebook and Youtube - Meeker (2009)). The capacity these social websites
offer users to easily become information producers is directly implicated in the rapidly increasing
amount of content on the web (e.g. there are 24 hours of video content uploaded to Youtube every

minute, with about 50% receiving at least one comment or rating) (Daisley, 2010).

A website like Youtube does little to combat the problem of information overload; if anything it
exacerbates this problem. There are however other forms of Social Media, such as Social News
sites (and also new services like Twitter - Kwak et al. (2010)) which can be used to mitigate
information overload. A Social News website’s purpose is not to add more content to the web;
rather their primary function is one of signposting existing information which users might not
otherwise see. The short message nature of Twitter means that it is also frequently used as a
means of directing one’s followers’ attention towards some existing web resource. The role these
new types of website may come to play in directing user attention on the web is one aspect which

makes them of interest to social scientists.

Services like Twitter and Social News websites already cause a problem for the kind of network
topology models which concentrate on the presence or absence of links (e.g. Barabasi and Albert
(1999)). As the owner of hypothetical Website A, I can create an account on both Twitter and
a Social News website, and within minutes have links to Website A appear on these high-traffic

sources. The problem with this approach is that unless I have ‘followers’ (Twitter), or my link
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receives a positive voting response (Social News) - it is not likely to be seen by any significant
number of people. This poses a problem for our understanding of the distribution of attention on
the web, but it also raises an opportunity - because the process whereby a link becomes widely
seen (or neglected) on these services is both formally and rigidly defined in the website’s software

infrastructure.

2.5.4 Social Media and the channeling of their users’ attention

Some forms of Social Media map quite neatly unto the theories of Internet-enabled public discourse
outlined above. Social Networking based applications like Facebook and Twitter seem, on the
surface, more likely to lead to a fragmentation of public discourse. This is because an individual user
receives information only from those users they have decided to ‘friend’ or ‘follow’. One Twitter
user might choose to follow the feeds of celebrities, while another might choose to follow the feeds
of scientists - the same service can provide radically different types of information to different
users. If an individual’s pre-existing perspective informs their decision about which other users
they will receive information from through these applications, then this may produce a feedback
or reinforcement effect - the individual is presented with opinions which tend to agree with their

own and this may make their own opinions more extreme (Myers and Lamm, 1976).

Social News websites seem, in principle, more similar to broadcast media; in that every user at a
given point in time is presented with more or less the same information (i.e. the contents of the
website’s Front page). The major departure from mass media is that the decision about which
items will be ‘broadcast’ rests on social (the voting behaviour of users) rather than economic (the
capacity to pay or otherwise generate revenue) factors. However, this rather simplistic overview

glosses over some important subtleties of Social News.

Firstly, Social News websites allow their users to subscribe to or unsubscribe from categories of
content. If for example a user finds reddit.com’s political coverage objectionable, said user can
unsubscribe from the ‘politics’ category while still enjoying humorous images in the ‘pics’ category;
or the user could seek out more right-leaning political discourse in the lower-traffic ‘libertarian’
category. Secondly, there is more than one Social News website. The hypothetical user above
who found reddit’s political coverage objectionable could seek out an alternative Social News
website where popular content in the ‘politics’ category is more in line with their own opinions.
Determining whether such behaviours occur among Social News users is of central concern if we

are to asses the impact of these websites on public discourse.

In principle, one can see reasons why DM as applied on Social News may have the potential to work
against the ‘fragmentation of public discourse’ (Sunstein, 2002). The voting system operates to

select a small number of items to make highly visible, distilling ‘shared experiences’ from the web for
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their ‘community’ of users, which in turn serve as a shared basis for future discourse. Determining
the extent to which a website like reddit has its own sense of community is important for this
research, because the presence of a strong community among its large and expanding user-base
would itself be evidence that its ‘vote-to-broadcast’ model works against fragmentation. However,
as with all communications technology, the effect on public discourse will be determined by the way
in which people use it over and above the nature of the technology itself (Sunstein, 2002). Social
News websites also offer users a means of tuning out content which they are not interested in - and
if users engage in this type of fine-tuning extensively Social News may prove to be a ‘distributor

of the Daily Me’.

A related and equally important question concerns the effect of Distributed Moderation on the
discourse which takes place on Social News websites. Every item of content on these websites is
subjected to the voting system, and to reach any substantial audience an item must fare relatively
well through this system. Therefore, an important question to ask is whether these voting systems
are capable of representing conflicting or minority points of view. The importance of discussion
spaces incorporating discussants with multiple and contrasting views has been well established
(Sunstein, 2002; Habermas et al., 1989). Social News websites admit any user and consequently
all points of view to the discussion, but their users collectively have the potential to exclude or

silence perspectives which dissent from the majority.

Let us take the example of Wikileaks’ release of diplomatic cables in late 2010, a subject which
saw considerable coverage through conventional and Social Media. If 60% of reddit’s users are
pro-Wikileaks, theoretically this majority group could down-vote any submissions which they
perceive as anti-Wikileaks; with the result that items appearing in high-visibility spaces would be
uniformly positive or at worst neutral in regard to Wikileaks. In this hypothetical situation would
the 40% of users who are anti-Wikileaks continue to participate in the discourse on reddit.com?
It seems unlikely that users would continue to post anti-Wikileaks content once it became clear
that such content always received a negative rating, and consequently never reached a substantial
audience. Would these users go further and stop using the ‘politics’ category, or stop using reddit

entirely?
To put these questions in a more general form:

e Are Distributed Moderation systems capable of representing views held by a minority of their

users?

e Do users of a Distributed Moderation system expect to agree with all or most of the judgments

made through the system?
e Do users who disagree with these judgments drop out or migrate to an alternative website?

The precise manner in which users’ opinions and behaviours influence the composition of a Social
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News Front page is of particular importance from a fragmentation of discourse perspective. Re-
visiting the Wikileaks example, if the 60% majority of Wikileaks supporters eliminate competing
views from highly visible locations then reddit is effectively a pro-Wikileaks echo-chamber, with
all of the negative consequences thereof (Sunstein, 2002), despite the fact that its users are not
homogenous in that regard. Reddit is not, a priori, a pro-Wikileaks website - but depending on

how its users vote it may appear and behave as such.

Initial observations suggest that reddit’s voting system is capable of expressing more than one side
of an argument; and that while minority opinions may be marginalised to some degree they are not
filtered out completely as the above example hypothesises. The effect of Distributed Moderation
on discourse will be thoroughly investigated in Chapter 7; and due to the reasons cited above this

constitutes one of the most important areas regarding the social significance of Social News.

2.6 Distributed Moderation as Peer Production

The term ‘Peer Production’ is one which has seen a recent rise in popularity among scholars of the
Internet; and it relates to one of the more sociologically exciting uses of the contemporary web.
Peer Production encompasses any endeavour where a (potentially large) number of individuals
work autonomously together on some project (usually the production of an information resource).
These endeavours lack a hierarchical structure to their organisation; individuals who participate in
the production effort do so ostensibly as equals, hence the term peer production. Successful Peer
Production endeavours are remarkable because they accommodate individuals’ freedom to adopt
and switch between various roles, even drop in and out of the production effort. Shirky (2008)
goes as far as suggesting that this emerging phenomenon of Peer Production represents a newfound
capacity for people to organise without an organisation; and without the overheads associated with

a hierarchical organisation (i.e. layers of management).

In recent years a ‘new consensus’ has been emerging among scholars of Peer Production (Kreiss
et al., 2011). The position taken by scholars such as Benkler (2002, 2006), Jenkins (2006), Lead-
beater and Powell (2008), Gillmor (2004), Tapscott and Williams (2008), Van Dijck (2009), Shirky
(2008) and Surowiecki (2005) - is that social production and the technology which enables it has the
potential to democratise aspects of culture and society; and threatens hierarchical and bureaucratic

methods of organisation (for critique see Kreiss et al. (2011)).

A fundamental tenant of this ‘new consensus’ is that new digital communications technology is
enabling collaboration between large numbers of individuals without the requirement of a hierar-
chical organisation or contractual commitments. Open Source software and Wikipedia are two
commonly cited examples of Peer Production. These examples demonstrate that an assortment

of loosely connected individuals can produce information goods (software and an encyclopedia re-
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spectively) which rival or surpass those produced on a for-profit basis by conventional companies
(e.g. Giles (2005); Kittur and Kraut (2008)) . The most salient advantage of this production
method is its cost-effectiveness - peer produced resources cost so little to produce that they are

usually offered to the public for free.

This characteristic of Peer Production takes on even greater significance when we consider Peer
Production in the domain of News. An informed citizenry is critical to a functioning democracy
(Mattson, 1998), and many scholars have expressed criticisms of the mass media in this regard
(e.g. Benkler (2006); Herman and Chomsky (1988)). Peer Production, due to its low cost and high
number of participants, has the potential to be much more resistant to the influence of money than
production which is for-profit and hierarchically organised. For instance, it is commonly accepted
that newspapers adopt and promote positions on the stories they cover, and that these positions
are determined at quite a high level of the organisation (Glasgow Media Group (1976)). This
has most recently been illustrated by Rupert Murdoch’s statement to the Leveson inquiry that
“If politicians want my views they should read Sun editorials” (Guardian, 2012¢). This statement
supports the notion that the owner(s) of a conventional News organisation have power to determine

aspects of how that News organisation covers certain stories.

Peer Production endeavours also tend to be driven by amateurs rather than professionals, and
again in the domain of News this is likely to result in a product which bears some systematic
differences to that which has been produced by a conventional News organisation. Within con-
ventional News organisations professional journalists determine which stories are to be covered as
News and produce the articles or segments which embody this coverage. This class of professional
journalists have been trained to interpret and represent the world in a particular way - and all
conventional News is produced along these lines. Broadcast News media outlets in particular strive
to produce News coverage which appears balanced and objective (Glasgow Media Group (1976)).
The importance of News coverage to a democratic society means that this ‘journalistic perspective’
exerts a strong influence on the framing of social issues. Social News websites, by allowing ama-
teurs to enter the domain of News production, may produce News coverage which deviates from
the conventional News media in both the decisions about which stories warrant coverage and the
nature of this coverage. The specifics of how News coverage produced by amateurs might differ to
that produced by professionals are not well understood because before the advent of the Internet
and Social Media it was simply not possible for an amateur to produce News coverage and have

this coverage reach a significant audience.

Social News websites differ from other forms of Peer Production in that they focus more on collec-
tive decision-making than collaboration. Each post or comment submitted to a Social News website
is ‘owned’ by its author; only the original author can edit or delete the item. Rather than editing

each other’s content Social News users vote to dictate the prominence each item will be afforded.
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As such, the activity is better characterised as distributed decision-making (through a democratic
interface). Social News websites do however share other hallmarks of Peer Production. Users are
autonomous in deciding whether /when/how they will participate, and all user accounts (with the
exception of a small number of moderators) are capable of the same actions (voting, submitting
and commenting); with votes from all users carrying the same weight. Social News websites also
produce a resource; a ranked and sorted list of the content which has been submitted, epitomised
by the Front page - and this resource is accessed by many individuals who do not participate.
Reddit.com recently passed something of a milestone in this regard, serving more than one billion

page views in the month of January 2011 (Reddit-Blog, 2011a).

It is helpful at this stage to contrast ‘Social News’ websites with conventional news resources
such as newspapers. Users who submit content can be thought of as journalists, and users who
vote collectively fulfill the role of an editor. In this analogy the website’s Front page represents
the editor’s decision about which of the many submitted items warrant publication. The major
disparities between the workings of social and conventional news are as follows. On a Social News
website many of the items have been found rather than produced by the submitting user, with the
submitting user merely giving the item a title and deciding which category to submit it to. On
a Social News website every user can act as both journalist and editor, by submitting and voting
respectively. On a Social News website each user acts autonomously - the ‘editor’ cannot dictate
what the ‘journalists’ submit; although text posts about the kind of items which do or do not

belong on the Front page are quite common on some Social News websites.

The power to decide which of the submitted items are ‘newsworthy’ is distributed between all of
a Social News website’s voting users. Conceptually, this should make it more difficult for vested
interests to surreptitiously influence the coverage of a given story on a Social News website. For
example, a newspaper could be persuaded not to cover a given story or to cover it in a certain
way, by persuading the newspaper’s editor. This task is made much more difficult when the role
of editor is being fulfilled collectively by thousands of loosely connected voting users. The task in
this case is more akin to persuading a population - where that population can only be reached on
their ‘own turf’, and no special consideration will be paid to the fact that an individual represents

a large company or other powerful entity.

This does not mean that a Social News website’s decision about which stories to cover is immune
to external influence, and it certainly does not imply that vested interests will not attempt to do
so. The most obvious way to have a Social News website drop a particular story would be to
approach the website’s administrators; as they have the power to delete or hide items. There are

several instances where this has occurred.

In May 2007 the encryption code for HD-DVDs was cracked; and some Digg.com users began

submitting posts which linked to the encryption key. Digg’s administrators were approached
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and asked to remove these posts on the grounds that they represented copyright infringement
(Greenberg, 2007). Digg’s CEO at the time acquiesced to these demands, and wrote a blog post
explaining that any posts making reference to the encryption key would be deleted, in order to
avoid opening Digg up to lawsuits which could ultimately bring the website down. Digg users
however did not comply with this request, instead flooding Digg with new submissions about
the encryption key and voting posts about it up to the Digg Front page. Eventually Digg’s
administrators conceded that they could not prevent their users from posting and publicising the

encryption key.

A similar story unfolded on reddit.com in August 2009 - a reddit user discovered an exploit on
the Sears.com website whereby the url could be modified to change the description of products
(Masnick, 2009). Sears contacted reddit’s administrators and requested that the offending post
be removed - reddit’s administrators complied with this request. The removal of this post did
not go unnoticed, and reddit users began submitting posts which were highly critical of both
Sears.com and the reddit administrators; these posts occupying most of the website’s Front page
for several hours. In this instance reddit’s administrators did not have to back down, the issue

eventually subsided when Sears.com fixed the exploit on their website.

These examples serve to illustrate the power which Social News users wield, and the extremely
negative reaction which occurs among these users when their power is seen to be diminished.
When a website like Digg cannot adequately respond to a request to remove illegal content from
its Front page, this suggests that influencing a Social News website’s coverage of a story through
the administrators is an ineffective strategy and that the chances of doing so ‘behind closed doors’
are minimal. If a Social News website’s administrators struggle to comply with a request backed
by the threat of litigation it seems unlikely that they would respond to such requests to influence
coverage where laws are not being broken. Even if an administrator wished to comply with such a
request, it seems that to do so they would risk a back-lash from users and significant harm to the

long-term prospects of their website.

The robustness of a Social News website’s coverage to external influences does however depend on
the equality of its users’ actions through the voting system. While influencing the behaviour of the
thousands of users involved in voting to determine a story’s prominence seems futile - if some of
these users held much more influence over the website’s collective decisions than others, then these
users might represent a weak point which could be targeted to more subtly influence the coverage
on the Social News website. The use of exactly such a strategy has in fact been documented on
reddit, one ‘Social Media Marketing’ company has approached high-profile reddit users to solicit

their involvement in ‘gaming’ reddit’s voting system, offering payment for doing so (redd.it/elqgs).!

IThis is a short-form url which links directly to a post’s comments page on reddit, the 5 or 6 character string

following the slash is the post’s unique ID code.
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Reddit’s community of users are aware of such strategies, and there are several instances of ‘citizen
journalism’ where a reddit user has uncovered attempts to manipulate the website’s voting system
(e.g. redd.it/gepnl ; redd.it/glgy8 ; redd.it/gjt26 ... and reddit.com/r/reportthespammers is a
whole subreddit devoted to this kind of activity). These issues will be returned to in greater detail

in section 3.4.

2.7 The convergence of ‘old’ and ‘new’ media systems

Jenkins (2006) has an interesting take on the convergence of old and new media. Many scholars
who contrast the characteristics of old and new media seem to assume that new media will supplant
old media, whereas Jenkins devotes a lot of thought to the interplay between old and new media.
Jenkins’ focus is on popular culture, and he identifies many contemporary examples where fans
take mass media cultural products and appropriate these for their own purposes (e.g. Harry Potter
fan fiction, amateur Star Wars movies). It is common for Internet communities to form around
such activities, and Jenkins recounts stories about several of these. One particularly interesting
example is the ‘Survivor Sucks’ bulletin board, where a group of fans began by discussing the
show and sharing predictions of what would happen in future episodes. Over time this ‘spoiling’
activity became more popular, and the group would collaborate (by sharing evidence or tips) on
this task of predicting events as the series unfolded. Individual group members took on different
roles and varying levels of involvement, and the group developed informal protocols to direct how
the ‘spoiling’ activity should be conducted. This group exhibited a form of Collective Intelligence
(in that the group was much more effective than any of its individual members) facilitated by
Bulletin Boards, a relatively simple method of online communication that has been available for

almost as long as the Internet itself.

It is Jenkins’ contention that such knowledge sharing and collaborative processes are equally ap-
plicable to the political sphere. These practices arise in the cultural domain because they have
intrinsic entertainment value - for a fan of Harry Potter or Survivor they are first and foremost
a way of extending the cultural product’s domain, reaping more entertainment from something
which is already entertaining. Whether this activity produces anything of merit is in a sense a side
issue, people ‘play’ in these spaces because it is fun. Jenkins argues that by engaging in this kind
of play we (particularly younger people) are learning how to participate in online collectives, and
also what these collective endeavours are capable of. The capacity to gather, share, and make sense
of evidence as a group has obvious applications in the political sphere - it seems logical to suggest
that when people are confident in this kind of participation we will begin to see more groups who

apply their collective intellect to more political issues.

Much more recently, and with the benefit of seven years to watch these trends develop, Chadwick
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(2013) re-visits many of the themes of ‘convergence culture’; or in his formulation the ‘hybrid
media system’. Chadwick observes that some of the assumptions of ‘convergence’ thinking have
proved (at this stage) erroneous. Firstly, the assumption that all media will inevitably be drawn
into a single delivery platform has thus far not been validated, people still consume media through
a range of platforms (e.g. television, print, personal computer, mobile phone). The ‘hybrid media
system’ sees these platforms and their media as co-evolving to compete with, compliment and sit

alongside one another, rather than ‘converging’ into a single delivery platform.

Secondly, Jenkins (2006) often equates ‘online’ with ‘grassroots’, whereas recent years have been
characterised by the emergence of ‘online media elites’, the involvement of these elites in the
production of older media, and the increasing presence of older media entities online. Thirdly, where
Jenkins saw a shift from simultaneous consumption (when an item was broadcast) to asynchronous
participation (consumers viewing an item and subsequently engaging in discussion or other forms
of related online participation at the time(s) of their choosing) - instead the recent trend is in the
opposite direction. That is to say that ‘viewers’ of live programming now often begin discussing
the content as it is being broadcast (Anstead, 2011), simultaneously consuming the broadcast
and producing a response (on another screen/device/window) - raising the possibility that their
contributions can be fed back into the live broadcast, and offering a viewer-produced commentary
alongside the live broadcast. For example, during the first live Prime Ministerial debate of the
UK General Election is 2010, 211,000 Twitter messages about the debate were produced by 47,420
distinct users - with these tweets being subjected in real-time to a ‘sentiment tracker’, and some
of them being shown on screen as part of ITV’s coverage (Chadwick, 2013, p.76) and/or being

re-tweeted to reach ultimately large audiences themselves.

“But when the real-time communication affordances of social media suddenly emerged
in the mid-2000s, this pushed things in a different direction, and in ways which simul-
taneously enhance the popularity and legitimacy of both online and broadcast media

forms.” (Chadwick, 2013, p. 58)

Chadwick (2013) focuses almost exclusively on politics, and what the ‘hybrid media system’ means
for political discourse and the shaping/exercising of political power. Chadwick makes extensive
use of the concepts of ‘political information cycles’ and the capacity for older and newer media
actors to “routinely engage in loosely coupled assemblages in the pursuit of new information that

will propel a news story forward and increase its newsworthiness” (Chadwick, 2013, p. 88)

“Political information cycles work on the basis of cross-platform iteration and recursion.
This serves to loosen the grip of journalistic and political elites through the creation of
fluid opportunity structures with greater scope for timely intervention by online citi-
zen activists... The combination of news professionals’ dominance and the integration

of non-elite actors in the constuction and contestation of news at multiple points in
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a political information cycle’s lifespan are important characteristics of contemporary

political communication.” (Chadwick, 2013, p. 64)

Chadwick (2013) is also careful to distinguish the ‘pockets of intense engagement’ where the in-
terplay between older and newer media is at the forefront, from concepts like ‘crowdsourcing’ or
‘the wisdom of the crowd’. The hybrid media system as it relates to politics is still dominated
by older media - and where newer media play a role it is most often through elite actors from
this realm (e.g. well known bloggers) interacting with those of older media. The hybrid media
system does allow (some) non-elite actors to be involved in ‘making the news’, but the capacity
to do so requires one to have some special insight into a story and, crucially, to capitalise on this
insight at an appropriate time. In the examples Chadwick (2013) cites where this has occurred,
these non-elite actors have had their impact only through the information they provided being put
before an elite actor (e.g. a tweet about a blog post which was circulated on twitter and then seen

by a Channel 4 news reporter).

“At the same time, however, we should not lose sight of the fact that ordinary citizens,
using digital technologies that enable them to cross from the outside to the inside of
the elite political-media nexus, may now, on occasion, affect the meanings and flows of

political information in new ways.” (Chadwick, 2013, p. 88)

The other side of this is relationship is realised by elite actors from the conventional media who
now devote some of their attention to the latest social media content - either to gauge reaction to
an item of breaking news (Chadwick, 2013, ch8) or to glean tip-offs about a developing story from
the investigative work of a non-journalist blogger - as seems to have occurred between Krishnan
Guru Murthy and Sarah Nuttall (via a re-tweeting intermediary) (Chadwick, 2011, p.13). These
events occurred in 2011/2012, and by then certain bloggers were well known as influencers and

Twitter had become a firmly embedded branch of new media.

As this research has unfolded, the Social News genre and reddit in particular may well have
been making its debut in the hybrid media system - unfortunately we are at this stage without
the excellent and insightful type of behind-the-scenes view of the way older media elites perceive
their latest new media rival (which Chadwick amply provides through interviews with elite media

actors).

Chadwick (2013) also discusses organizational hybridity and the conflicts of ‘old media logic’ with
‘new media logic’, particularly in the context of the Wikileaks organization and its collaboration
with the Guardian, New York Times, Der Spiegel and a range of other elite old media actors.
This will be considered further in section 7.1, where a case study is presented concerning reddit’s

coverage of the Wikileaks release of diplomatic communications in 2010.
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2.8 Distributed Moderation, the Commons, and non-zero-

sum games

The DM systems considered by the present research are fundamentally public entities - practically
all of the information submitted to these websites is publicly accessible, and members of the public
have the capacity to participate in the running of the DM system. In the case of Stackoverflow, user
question and answer submissions are actually created under a Creative Commons license (Stack

Overflow, 2011).

There is a considerable body of research on the use and administration of Common Pool Resources -
much of this concerns physical resources which can be depleted through over-use, the ‘tragedy of the
commons’ (Gordon, 1954). More recently, Ostrom (1990) has led the development of a whole inter-
disciplinary field of research into the management of Common Pool Resources (CPRs). Ostrom
(1990) provides evidence of communities who successfully manage their CPRs (e.g. irrigation

systems, forrests) to avoid depletion without an external authority.

Ostrom identifies several characteristics of communities who were able to successfully manage their

CPR:
e Group boundaries are clearly defined.
e Rules governing the use of collective goods are well matched to local needs and conditions.
e Most individuals affected by these rules can participate in modifying the rules.

e The right of community members to devise their own rules is respected by external authori-

ties.

e A system for monitoring members’ behaviour exists; the community members themselves

undertake this monitoring.
e A graduated system of sanctions is used.
e Community members have access to low-cost conflict resolution mechanisms.

Ostrom (1990) also called for the newly emerging field of CPR research to work towards the
“empirically-supported theory of self-organizing and self-governing forms of collective action” (p.
25). It is through this angle that CPR research has relevance the newly emerging Social Media
ecosystem - where the resources in question are not physical and easily depletable but intangible.
Other researchers have also begun extending CPR research to human-created CPRs emerging on

the web and facilitated by technological systems (Hess and Ostrom, 2003).

The first question we must ask in applying CPR thinking to Distributed Moderation is ‘what are

the common pool resources at the centre of DM systems?’. In the case of Social News there are
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two candidates. The Front page, representing the outcomes of that day’s content discovery and
rating by users, is very much the resource which Social News is designed to produce, but can it be
considered as a Common Pool Resource? The Front page does not offer a good conceptual fit with
a CPR because it is the product of the Social News site, and the raw materials of its production
(submissions and votes) can be supplied without limit by users who wish to participate in the peer
production effort. While the ‘quality’ of this resource will be determined by the specifics of user
participation, as long as there are users who participate there will always be a Front page because

it is produced automatically by the site’s software infrastructure.

Rheingold (2003) suggests that the CPR at the heart of many-to-many communications online is
human attention - and while this makes a lot of sense on Social News sites it has some counter-
intuitive corollaries. In this view, the Social News Front page can be thought of as a well of human
attention - when a user submits a post which appears on the Front page this receives (or consumes)
a proportion of the attention currently focused there. Each submission can be thought of as an
attempt to draw from this well, with the success of the attempt being determined by other users

through the voting system.

In this framing the ‘free riders’ of Social News would be individuals who repeatedly submit posts
(in an attempt to ‘consume’ attention) without paying attention to others’ posts (not putting
anything back into the well) or contributing to the administration of the resource (by voting).
This framing sees ‘lurkers’, who only browse and do not participate, as contributing to the CPR
without making any attempt to consume the resource themselves. Such a positive appraisal of
‘lurkers’ is counter-intuitive, as in many other contexts it is these lurkers who are seen as the most

egregious free riders.

With human attention as their CPR, Social News sites are clearly host to a ‘non-zero-sum’ game.
Each additional user which these websites attract increases the sum total of available attention.
Even users who come to a Social News site with the intention of ‘free riding’ and consuming the
attention of others will invariably contribute some quantity of their own attention to the common
pool. The manner in which Social News sites apportion their attentional resource is determined
by their software infrastructure (with the centrality of the Front page indicating an almost ‘winner
takes all’ solution) - the recipients of this attention (or ‘winners’) are determined by the collective

voting behaviour of users on a daily basis.

For Question & Answer sites like Stackoverflow, which generate and store knowledge, the CPR
is likely of a different nature. In this case the resource the site produces is the capacity to find
the answer to a question. Stackoverflow is producing an archive of programming knowledge and
as this grows so too does the likelihood that a user will find that their question has already been
asked and answered. In addition, there are a certain number of users actively answering new

questions on the site - the question-answering capacity and time of these users is the CPR, one
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which could potentially be depleted. If the number of users with questions to ask exceeds the
number of users who are answering these questions this would represent depletion of the CPR. In
this sense, Stackoverflow’s capacity to build a navigable archive of previously answered questions

is important as a strategy to avoid depletion of the CPR.

2.9 The Democratisation of the Public Sphere

The public sphere is an aspect of social life in which the informal discussions of small groups shape
the formation of public opinion. The concept of a public sphere was coined by Habermas et al.
(1989) in relation to the interactions taking place in 18th-century coffee shops and salons. Here
individuals (of a certain class and gender) would meet to engage in critical-rational discussion of
issues of common interest (political, cultural and economic). An important characteristic of these
discussions was that they were free to contradict or criticise the official position of the state in
which they took place. The outcomes of these discussions would circulate among the coffee shops
and beyond, and the prevailing opinion in these venues would come to be seen as representing the
public’s opinion on a matter. Once public opinion had been established in this fashion it could
then go on to influence the decision-making of the state. A functioning public sphere is therefore

an important part of a participatory democracy.

Since its original conception our understanding of the public sphere has become more nuanced.
Dahlgren (2005) breaks the public sphere down into three dimensions: structures, representation

and interaction - and he describes it broadly as follows:

“In schematic terms, a functioning public sphere is understood as a constellation of
communicative spaces in society that permit the circulation of information, ideas, de-
bates (ideally in an unfettered manner) and also the formation of political will (i.e.,
public opinion). These spaces, in which the mass media and now, more recently, the
newer interactive media figure prominently, also serve to facilitate communicative links

between citizens and the power holders of society.” (Dahlgren, 2005, p. 148)

Other scholars have proposed sub-types of public sphere, with Eriksen (2005) describing three
variants of the public sphere which have been cited by other scholars. The first of these, the
general (sometimes referred to as weak) public sphere is most similar to the original Habermasian
public sphere. It is characterised by informality of communication, ambiguity of purpose and
openness of participation - although external actors such as the state may place limits on or guide
this public towards certain topics, or even dictate who can participate or at what level individuals

can participate.

A second type of public, the strong public, is quite different in nature to the general public sphere.
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A strong public sphere has a direct and sometimes explicitly defined relation to the political system
(e.g. parliamentary debates or working groups could be described as strong publics). These publics
are characterised by purposeful and often regulated deliberation, they are generally not openly

accessible to all and the right to participate in the deliberation is limited to a select few.

The third type of public which Eriksen refers to is a segmented (or transnational) public - these are
publics which ‘spring up’ in response to specific issues (and might also be termed ‘issue publics’).
Eriksen (2005) is writing in the context of the European Union, and gives examples including the
European campaigns against racism and the scandal about the handling of BSE as events which
have created transnational public spheres. Eriksen sees this as a form of “elite communication,
where the experts and the well-educated speak to one another and stage communicative noise and

protest” (Eriksen, 2005, p. 13).

A simplistic reading of Eriksen (2005) is that the general European Union public sphere is so weak
as to be almost non-existant, spaces for this discourse are limited and under-utilised. This lack of
a general public sphere causes problems of legitimacy when we consider the European Union as a
democratic society. Ideally the strong publics who in effect run the EU would take guidance and
input from the general European public sphere - but this general public sphere does not exist in
a useful form for this purpose. In its absence the strong public which is the European Parliament
lacks accountability and when it does take direction from external sources it is from segmented
public spheres which “fall way short of complying with the democratic proviso of openness and

equal access” (Eriksen, 2005, p. 13).

The public sphere is therefore the weaving together of many constituent spaces which themselves
may bear little similarity - incorporating both the physical and the virtual. One critical component
of a functioning public sphere is the capacity for large-scale deliberation, and it is here where
the Internet may be of particular utility. Many scholars have discussed the Internet’s potential
(specifically the potential of discussion fora) to meet this need - with some seeing great promise
(Coleman and Gotze, 2001) and others fearing that the Internet will cause new problems (Sunstein,
2002). Bohman (2004, p. 57) argues that online discussion fora in their present form constitute
‘weak’ or general publics, but that they could become ‘strong’ publics if they can “exercise influence

through institutionalized decision-making procedures with regularized opportunities for input”.

Wright and Street (2007) point out the folly of lumping ‘discussion fora’ together - arguing that
the design of these fora is critical in determining whether they will foster deliberation or result
in cacophony. Wright suggests that the structure of a discussion forum can shape the nature of
discussions which take place there in the same way that the design of physical spaces is thought
to affect the discussions they host. Wright then pursues this question of how design influences
discussion by looking at the European Union’s ‘Futurum’ discussion forum - a space created with

the goal of fostering pan-European debate about a European constitution. The nature of discussion

49



on Futurum was compared to Usenet and AOL discussion spaces and found to embody more of the
characteristics of deliberation (i.e. discussants engaged more in seeking information and replying to
the messages of other discussants) than the AOL/Usenet discussion spaces. This difference is then

traced back to differences in the design of Futurum as compared to the other discussion spaces.

A second article by Wright (2007) concerning Futurum examined it in relation to the concept(s)
of a public sphere and found that it did not fit neatly into any of the three categories proposed
by Eriksen (2005). Messages on Futurum were ‘pre-moderated’ (i.e. they had to be approved by a
moderator, in this case an employee of an EU institution, before they appeared to other users) and
this kind of censorship means that it does not fit into the category of ‘general’ public. Futurum also
had no direct relationship to the drafting of the actual EU constitution which occurred concurrently,
and therefore it cannot be considered a strong public. The discussants on Futurum were thought
to be un-representative of EU citizens (most likely giving voice to an already vocal minority) as a
whole and this would raise issues with incorporating the discussions into the drafting of the actual
constitution - but may also be one of the reasons why the discussion on Futurum was found to be

more deliberative in nature than other venues considered.

Social News websites add an interesting dimension when thought of in the context of the public
sphere. Poor (2005) argues that Slashdot (a Social News website by our definition) meets the
criteria for a public sphere by Habermas’ (1962) original definition of the term. Poor identifies four
criteria for a public sphere - “that they are spaces of (often mediated) discourse, that they allow
new (previously excluded) discussants, that the issues discussed are often political in nature, and
that ideas are judged on their merit rather than the standing of the speaker”. Slashdot is found
to meet these criteria, and Poor concludes that it is best described as an ‘issue public’ because its

users tend to be technologically adept and the topics discussed reflect this.

Reddit also meets these criteria of a public sphere, and it does so at a scale which is orders of
magnitude greater than a coffee shop or salon or any other corporeal context in which this kind
of discourse might take place. Let us consider reddit as analogous to a coffee shop, and each
post as a discussion. Any individual can propose a topic (submit a post) and through the voting
system users collectively determine which topics are worthy of discussion. For topics which are
popular lively discussion takes place, over the course of a number of hours hundreds of individuals
make comments and reply to the comments of others. These comments and the threads they are
situated in are also subject to the voting system, with those comments which are more popular
being placed in positions of greater visibility. If we include users who vote on these comments as
discussants, then the number of individuals who participate in a discussion frequently numbers in
the thousands. Furthermore, popular discussions are played out in front of an audience numbering
in the tens of thousands, with all of these onlookers having the capacity to become directly involved

in the discussion if they wish.
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Given that the number of participants and onlookers for a discussion is much larger on reddit
than in a coffee shop, we might therefore expect that the outcome of a particular discussion on
reddit will have a more immediate and pronounced impact on ‘public opinion’. This is not to
say that reddit influences public opinion directly, but that the perspectives and rhetorical devices
which rise to prominence on reddit will reach a sizeable audience very quickly - and from this

point may or may not spread throughout the population in a more conventional fashion.

Suppose that a major and controversial news story breaks today which is widely discussed and has
some ambiguity to how it should be interpreted. People discuss this story in a variety of fora, offline
and online, including reddit. The discussion which occurs on reddit will have several thousand
participants and several hundred thousand readers. Within a matter of hours this particular
discussion will have concluded and those people who witnessed it may have been influenced by
its outcome or some point or other which was made - going on to spread these points in further
discussions they are involved in. Similarly, individuals may lift talking points which they hear
from friends or in some other context and then submit these as part of the discussion on reddit.
Depending on how well reddit’s voting system works in practice, the ‘best’ points which are made
should rise to the top of the discussion page. The content of popular comments will in this manner
be amplified two-fold - the individual’s comment will first be broadcast to those reddit users
who are interested in the discussion, and those individuals may then re-iterate the comment or a

component thereof in another setting.

If we consider the same scenario without the Internet or Social News then it is likely that a point
which is originally made in a coffee shop will take much longer to be circulated to a large enough
audience that it can influence public opinion. Print or broadcast media will likely play a critical
role in the spread of a unit of rhetoric, but to be broadcast in such a manner the point must first
reach an individual with access to these media and their audiences (e.g. a professional journalist).
If the gatekeepers of broadcast media who observe this unit of rhetoric were to disregard it then

its chances of influencing public opinion would be minute.

If we compare the structure of Social News websites with discussion fora in general the most
salient difference is the presence of a voting system on Social News sites. The application of a
voting system is likely to result in Social News websites being able to operate at much larger scales
than conventional discussion fora. Discussion boards typically do not weight the contributions
to a discussion but instead present these in chronological order. While it is technically possible
for hundreds of individuals to be involved in a discussion on an Internet forum, the thread which
is produced will be very large and difficult to interpret - insightful contributions are mixed with
the irrelevant and the reader must determine which is which. The same can be said for Internet
chat-rooms, they could serve as arenas of the public sphere but do not allow for a significantly

larger number of participants than their off-line equivalents.
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There are of course many ways besides Social News websites and discussion fora in which informa-
tion can be circulated on the Internet. Blogs are now thought to play a significant role in public
discourse. While blogs usually allow readers to leave comments they cannot be thought of as a
Habermasian public sphere because there is an inequality of participants in the discussion, a clear

distinction between the blogger(s) and the readers.

Social network based applications such as Twitter and Facebook are also now thought to play a
rapidly expanding role in public discourse, and these platforms are closer match with what would
be expected of a public sphere than blogs. There is equality of participants in the sense that all
Twitter accounts are created equal and discussions take place in public ‘twitter space’ rather than
on one user’s patch. In practice however, the visibility of a user’s tweets are determined by their
number of followers and this measure is highly skewed with a small number of participants having
a very large number of followers. Hashtags mitigate this effect to some degree - for example if one
wants to see discussions related to the Occupy Wall Street movement one can search for #0WS
and be presented with all of the tweets which include this. However, these results do not constitute
a single discussion but rather a stream of disjoint tweets. In fact it is debatable whether Twitter
actually facilitates discussion in the conventional sense; contributions are limited to 140 characters
and while it is possible to refer to other users with @ tags many tweets are simple statements or

signposts addressed to the user’s followers in general.

Social News websites are certainly interesting from the perspective of the public sphere and seem
to offer something new in terms of the arenas in which the public sphere operates. The potential
of Social News websites to augment or improve the public sphere rests on the practicalities of
how Social News websites operate. If Social News websites really do allow thousands of people to
participate in a discussion and simultaneously highlight the best parts of that discussion (as judged
by the participants) then their impact could be immense. However it is perhaps more likely that
there is a random element to the decision as to which contributions are promoted to salience in a
discussion - perhaps good contributions go unnoticed or early contributions have a better chance

to be seen.

To determine how useful Social News websites might be as an arena of the public sphere research
into how they operate in practice is required. We can however speculate that Social News websites
are characterised by the speed at which they operate, large-scale discussions are conducted in hours
and broadcast as they occur. It is likely that with this frantic pace something is lost as compared to
the bourgeoise public sphere of 18th century coffee shops or a discussion forum like Futurum. The
smaller scale of the coffee shops and slower pace at which a consensus on an issue would spread in
this kind of network likely allowed for greater deliberation and perhaps more reasoned outcomes.
It may transpire that Social News websites are organs for the amplification of whatever opinions

the majority of their users hold, rather than spaces where deliberation occurs and consensus is
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reached.

2.9.1 Distributed Moderation and Politics - beyond the Public Sphere

Aside from the possible role of Social News websites as venues of the public sphere, Distributed
Moderation systems may interact with the political system in other ways, two of which are outlined

here.

The first of these relates to the importance of the press in the political process. Social News
may give voice to constituents and perspectives which are not represented in mass media news
outlets. Privately owned news companies have obligations to their owners or parent companies,
most notably the imperative that they be profitable; but a privately owned news company may also
be discouraged from running stories that harm the interests of their owners or parent companies
(Glasgow Media Group (1976)). The hierarchical nature of a conventional news organisation
facilitates the meeting of these obligations, there are individuals within the hierarchy with the
responsibility and power to ensure that the goals of the organisation are being met. This stands
in contrast to Social News, where everyday decisions about which stories warrant attention rest
with the undifferentiated mass of users. These users do not rely on the company which owns the
Social News website for their income, they are not beholden to the Social News website in any way.
We might therefore expect that these users are free to make their decisions based on a personal
assessment of the content’s merits, without considering the possible repercussions of placing a

certain story on the website’s Front page for the Social News website’s owners.

Conventional news organisations also rely almost exclusively on professional journalists to produce
their content, and therefore all of the content which is broadcast tends to come from this class
of professional journalists (Glasgow Media Group (1976)). This is in contrast to Social News
websites, where content produced by professional journalists and published by conventional news

organisations sits alongside opinion pieces or suggestions produced by the SN website’s users.

The second way in which Distributed Moderation may democratise politics relates to the appli-
cation of DM principles in the domain of political policy. Political parties are an important facet
of western democracy, but these parties tend to be oligarchical rather than democratic in nature.
Michels (1915) produced a well-regarded study of early 20th century political parties which fo-
cused on the German Social Democratic Party. Through this study Michels found that any large
organisation, no matter how democratic its ideals, was forced to adopt a system of bureaucracy
to maintain efficiency. This need for bureaucracy emerged from the fact that the organisation
needed to make many decisions in its day-to-day operation, and that it was not practical to call
on the party’s members to vote on all of these decisions. Therefore it was necessary to appoint

certain individuals to make these decisions (a centralisation of power); and to define the roles of
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and relationships between these appointed individuals (with a bureaucracy). This had the effect
of elevating appointed officials above rank-and-file members, forming an elite which was alienated
from ordinary party members. As the party grew, and the number of decisions that had to be
made increased, the roles of appointed officials became more specialised and in turn these officials
delegated tasks to sub-ordinates whose experience led them to become even more specialised. This
specialisation had the effect of furthering the distinction between party officials and members, en-
trenching leaders in their positions. As the party’s bureaucracy became more complex, knowledge
of how this bureaucracy operated became a necessity if one was to achieve anything through the
party. This knowledge of how the bureaucracy operated was limited to those with first-hand ex-
perience, namely the officials who had been appointed to positions in which they operated within

the bureaucracy.

Once these individuals had been elevated to a position of power within the party they were moti-
vated, at least in part, to maintain or advance their own position - as opposed to thinking solely
about what course of action would facilitate the meeting of the party’s aims. These elite members
had a degree of control over which information was disseminated to ordinary party members, and
with this control they could push the party in a direction which suited their own personal ambition.
The small group of appointed officials also had the power to decide which party members would
subsequently be elevated to official positions within the party. They tended to promote individuals
whose outlook matched their own and who would serve as allies within the party’s organisation.
Through these mechanisms the elite could effectively maintain control of the party beyond their

own tenure. (Michels, 1915)

Michels believed that these characteristics of the German Social Democratic Party were universal
to all political parties and in fact to all organisations, leading him to coin the term ‘Iron Law of
Oligarchy’ - “Who says organization, says oligarchy.” The Iron Law of Oligarchy implies a bleak
prognosis for western democracy. It is not possible for a political party to accurately represent the
will of its members. Instead the political party represents the will of its oligarchs who, believing
themselves more knowledgable than the rank-and-file because politics is their profession, seek to

shape rather than respond to the outlook of ordinary members.

Distributed Moderation systems address one of the key problems which necessitates the adoption of
a bureaucracy in the first place; namely the problem of making daily decisions on behalf of a large
and disorganised populace. To take reddit as an example, every day millions of votes are cast by
ordinary users, the website’s software aggregates these votes and through this process collective
decisions are made about which of the many submitted items are to be placed in positions where
they will be highly visible. The presence of bureaucracy is minimal, the same basic principle (that
any item of content or comment thereon can be voted on by any user, and that these votes can be

either positive or negative) applies across the whole website. There is also only a limited hierarchy
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among users - with a very small number of users having the role of moderator or administrator,
and these roles being limited to the enforcement of a number of generally-accepted rules. The vast
majority of the activity which powers reddit consists of users with equivalent status casting votes

through the ubiquitus voting interface.

Reddit avoids the path to oligarchy which is taken by conventional organisations because it is
not an organisation in any conventional sense. Here we must distinguish between reddit the
company and reddit the community of users. Reddit the company is very much a conventional
organisation, but members of this organisation have the task of maintaining and developing the
software infrastructure of reddit.com - providing a set of tools for reddit’s community of users.
Reddit the community is characterised by a lack of organisation at the level of the individuals
involved, with the voting interface being used to impose organisation or structure on the content
which is submitted - without the necessity of allocating roles and positions to the users themselves.
Despite this lack of organisation reddit’s users produce a (‘news’ type) resource which is more
usually associated with conventional organisations. Furthermore, reddit’s rapid growth over the
course of this research suggests that the resource which it produces is of some value or holds some

appeal for a large number of readers and contributing users.

The relative simplicity of reddit’s decision-making infrastructure and the parity of its users can
be counted as strengths in that they eliminate some of the mechanisms through which an oligarchy
might emerge. However, one might imagine that this simplicity and lack of organisation comes
at a cost. A simple voting system which applies to all content and which all users access as
equals might be suited to making one kind of decision (‘is this content worthy of the attention of
reddit’s users?’) - but can the same system be used to make higher-order decisions (e.g. about
what reddit’s purpose is, or how it might be altered or improved)? Can reddit’s disorganised
users make the same kind of strategic de