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Abstract

This project examines the potential for a suite of nwdk which might be useful
62 FaasSaa GKS aAiraylrft G2 y2AaS NIXdA2 2N Y2N.
over time. In order to accomplish this, the whole archive of the community site
Kuro5hin.org is downloaded and a statistical case study wdernpged. In studying the
online community site Kuro5hin.org, the project has encountered the realities of
managing a large and diverse dataset. As the project developed and thatardiwere
applied, I found interesting but tentative trends and thornytscal questions. The
LINEP2SOG O2yaARSNBR OldzalfAde ljdzSatdAazzya &adzO0
Departure of contributors seemed tied to the change in quality. Active participation was
indicated by boxplots generated to visualize the arrival, gleagind departure dates of
prominent users. Some users who left the site early in its decline were surveyed.
Academic sources provided content and conceptual architecture used to explain the
decline of Kuro5hin discourse. Individuals this project consudtszlit Kuro5hin as a
community shed light on the important aspects of communities online and why they
fail. Choosing a suite of methods is a difficult problem that could require more analysis
that will be pursued in the future. Ultimately, the project sked¢s the outlines of a
larger proposal and gives a diagnosis of the Kuro5hin community.
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Introduction

This project is concerned with the relationship between quality and the
sometimesvicious dynamicsef large gatherings of individuals online. Quality, in this
context can be considered as the elegant appropriateness of text. It, for example has
been crucially important to search engine algorithms since the beginning of the Internet.
It is trivial for one person to write a search engine but almost hopeless for that one
person to prioritize the results meaningfully. As difficult to assess as quality is, Google
(and others) have demonstrated that its assessment can be a rich problem to solve.
Quantitative quality has not been studied as it relates to online community. Msighe
that it is possible to develop a multipronged tool to evaluate the quality of discussion in
an online community. These social gatherings occur naturally in the environment of the
Internett they result in community sites where people come togetheexchange and
discuss informationWikipedia is one such community.

A wiki is the simplest database you can have at its freatblank slate on the
Internet that anyone who visits can modify. The wiki ideal and wiki software, of course,
underlie Wikipediathe Free online encyclopedia. Wikipedia is now th& Egest
website on the Internet (see Figure 1); it is a phenomenon which proves the strength
and scalability of online community. Kuro5hin (often pronounkedoshin and the
democratic software frmeworlé upon which it is based prdated the conception of the

Wikipedia and are more structured than a wiki. Both the Wikipedia community and the

! Ward Cunningharvww.wiki.orghviki.cgi2WhatlsWiki
2 The website software, Scoop was initially designed to alioting on Kuro5hin stories but now supports
hundreds of sites.



Kuro5hin community have a common goal of information sharing. There are two main
differences between them whh make the latter more interesting to study. First, the
knowledge produced and contained by the site is much more compartmentalized thanks
to the added structure. Second, the knowledge produced on Kuro5hin is linear,
representing a single moment in the gisseven years. Wikipedia spreads in all

directions all the time and is constantly being revised.

The goal of this project at the outset was to collect a series of tests which
G23ISGKSNI aGNRI y3dzA  GSé¢ GKS St dzaAidfidheljdz yiaadi
thousands of community sites online. The project considers causality questions such as
GoKIG OFdzaSR LIS2LX S (2 fSIFPS YdNRPpKAYE | &
guality. For instance, during the donation drive on the site in 2002 the fouraiged
$30,000. This may have caused a change in the dynamics between the heretofore pro
bono administration and the populace. Did this affect the way people related to the
site? It may have encouraged users to become malicious and rebel against therfounde
and his newly exposed financial interests in their community. These rebels then may
have encouraged others initiating the lengthy cycle of decline. It is quite difficult to
tease out the accuracy of this one hypothesis of decline among hundreds. Though
generally these kinds of speculation are outside the saffibe project,these are the
sorts of questions that might be answered by this triangulation of tools.

An ethos is a structure of a specific consciousii@gertz, 1993)lt is the core
that keepsvisitors coming back to a community. Quality is part of this ethos and it is a

moving target. Any site must be responsive to its users and its changing ethos.



The academic sources provided context and conceptual architecture used to
explain the Kuro5hindiscourseThe dynamic, eveexpanding world of the internet does
not lend itself tothoroughacademic studyMost of the thinking done in this area has
been pursued in a neacholarly tone without significant academic consultation. Topics
like social psghology andsociology loom over this area so this oversight was
unfortunate. Individuals | consulted about Kuro5hin as a community shed light on the
important aspects of communities online and why they fail. This project must humbly
approach its corpus. Qna handful of tools are used and few causality questions like
the one just posed are really answered. Searching for further meaning might make
great strides given more analysis with higher powered methods in the same vein as

those demonstratedThey s® dzf R 0 S LJdzNE dzSR A Yy ¥Fdzi dzNB @

I'a .

/| 2YY2yaé GK2dzZa3KX GKS az2fdziazy Aa ySOSNI 2yf

conclusion, | sketch the outlines of a larger proposal including more potentially valuable

tools and give my diagnasconcerning the future of the Kuro5hin community given its

past.

CKAAa LINR2SO0Qa GAGES GRdzN} 6fS aAraylrté O

O2yOSLJiad 5dzNF 6AfAle Aa 02 NNBeHSwman FNRY
Condition Essentiallyt R dzNJcdtfiréSstculture that is not packaged for mass
consumption; rather it is something special that arises out of human interaction. At the
heart of my analysis is thegnal to noise ratiaof the content. Signal consists of stories
and comments that are vaéd by the populace such as relevant anecdotes or

references that readers might wish to know about. Noise is content that muddies the

L yy



meeting ground making the signal scarcer and more difficult to locate. When this metric
of interference shows disruptior community has a good reason to disintegrate. Noise,
as it relates to online community sites, might be divided into three classifications: poor
semantics, tangentiality and hostile postings. The durable signal is the quality of the
conversation within théoundarie2 ¥ (G KS O2YYdzyAiGieQa SiKz2ao
Quiality is an elusive concept in any context, and the idea that the quality of
discourse in an oifine community can be revealed by quantitative indicators may seem
particularly dubious. Still | note that searchingdahgh data for a term is actually quite
easy. The hard part of the searching problem is judging the quality of the items in the
space at hand: Google shows that this quality call is not only possible but that it is worth
getting right. | wish to use quajitas a means to probe the timeline of gatherings of

people online.

Object of Study

In this project] intended to assess quality of discourse on the site Kuro5hin and
whether it affects the rise and fall of the online community that developed around it.
Kuo5hin (also called K5) is a community website where visitors can register for an
account and then postan articleon f A @S ottt 202X @2GS FT2NJ 2NJ |
articles or comment on these articles. A scoring system allows users to put a value on
articles. When an article reaches a certain threshold score it is posted to the site. Its
O2yiSyita IINS 02dzyRSR LINAYI NAft& o0& AGa aF 3f

0 NB y OK Figuées: SeitidrSpopularity
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ForthefirstF 2 dzNJ @ SI N&B 2 F (K arisSqQa SEAalGSyOS
profit organization was formed to administer the site, not unlike the Wikimedia
C2dzy RFGA2y GKIFG Yryl3Sa GKS 2 mpowdHERALF @ ¢ KS
trustees. But after onlyheir second meeting the community suddenly began to show
deep signs of disintegration. It never recovered.

Appendix IFigure5: Example storgxhibits a typical story posted to the site. The
following two figurétk & K2 ¢ NAI2NRdza O2YYSy da HguRY S| NI
6: Ideal commentsand mediocre comments common in recent ye#igre7: Average
commenty. Further figures show the constituency bktsite in terms of user
contributed content.

Ideally, the project would come up with a graph of quality over time for the
Kuro5hin communitylt might also be describeid information theory termsas a signal
versusnoise graphlt is my assertion thatis representation of the community is
hintingto at least onemajor component of overatjualityt the quality of durabilityln
this world of mass communication, durable communities are a fascinating and powerful
phenomenon that brings together many ofetbest aspects of humanity. Internet
communities are unique because a thorough backlog of information is available through
site archives on intellectual and social activitiés complete record has been
maintained then the whole archive can be relatiwehsily downloaded for processing.
is then possible to walk back through the history of such a community and take notes on

the quality of interaction.



Durable signal must be continually groomed and tweaked by administrators. It is
tightly interwoven wih ethos in that quality of the site experience is tied to process and
content. If the site grows faster than the pool of administration available for this care

then it is likely to fail.

Tools

An ideal tool for social researchers of the Internet age wdod one where the
quality could be charted using only the words of the archives and the time they were
posted. This project is concerned with developing a prototype tool, as the ideal tool is
not yet available. In 1997, Malhotra et al. observed that thexiested a large body of
literature on implementation of virtual communities but almost nothing written
academically on the evolution of the(Malhotra, Gosain, & Hars, 1997)ccording to
my searches, this observation largely holds even ten years fa240d7. In order to
prepare to develop such a tool, | must take a preliminary step.

This step is a statistical description of Kuro5hin. The object of the quality analysis
will be to identify possible causes and effects of the trends identified in thesttal
description. In 1988, Williams, Rice and Rogers suggested that research methods for
these new media could be an extension on traditional methods but proposed that
researchers might find value in seeking out multiple alternative methods to try and
triangulate their goafS. Jones, 1999; Williams, Rice, & Rogers, 1988)

The triangulation tool takes in much data. For this particular community site
there were 6,600 total stories and some 600,000 comments posted between December,

1999 and December, 2006downloaded these using a method called screen scraping.



Screen scraping extracting the relevant blocks of text data from a website or other

program while skimming off the irrelevant portions of the data. The screen scraping
program examines everyaty and comment and copies and pastes the relevant text
into the database which is then ripe for further examination.

In order to implement this prototype tool,arious forms of data mining were
employed. Data miners are interested in relationships with corpus that are not
immediately evident from any portion of the data. The favorite metaphor for managing
and sifting through the overwhelming data is the spreadsheet. Though all of the data
from the stories and comments were stored in a database tteyd not be easily
analyzed in that form. Instead, large queries were executed to sum up the data into
spreadsheets over periods like years, months, or weeks so that it could be analyzed
using statistical software.

Text processing or text mining is aubfield of general data mining. It typically
involves turning long chunks of text into cells in the larger spreadghéeiss, 2005)

Ultimately | envision a tool that woukdke the results from these data mining
methods and combine them into a unifigglaph. | took several approaches to this
corpus:

1 Activity: Statistical analysis of the activity on the site over time, both on
the macro, sitewide and micro, individual user scales ($eégurel6:
Broad d#aset figure on logarithmic scgle

f Human{ YIF €t &OFfSY dzASNJ AYUiISNIASGa G NE
timelines (see Chapter 1: The Sky has Fallen);

1 Readability:a simple readability/grade level measure of a text sample

(see Chapter 5: Results and Appendix I);



1 Tangentiality:a search for synonymous words indicating a topic common
to both the story and the comments. | found that the next category was
actually more precise in this goal and shifted my focus accordingly.

1 Semantic Testd.atent Semantic Analysis (LSA) has traditlgreeen
used for automated grading of essays and semantic comparison of two
texts(P. W. Foltz, Laham, & Landauer, 1999 more complex
statistically and is frameworkased (See Chapter 6 Discussion: Semantic
Tests).

"Semantics" are only concernedtivthe meaning of a document, not the
syntax and construction. Unfortunately, due to time constraints these LSA tests were
only preliminary. | also take advantage of the anecdotal ratings made by visitors to the
site. My graph of community health is incptate but there are definite trends shared
among these various methods identified in the discuss&pecifically,n mid-2003

there was a distinct crash in nearly all of the assessed curves (see Results and Appendix

.

Studying Online Communities

In the first chapter | provide a contextualized introduction to the specific
community at handThe goal of this chapter is to supplement the automated work of
the later sections with definitions and brief qualitative analysteok the mined data
concerningg SAS NI f dzaSNBEQ RIGS 2F RSLI NI dzZNE FNRY
NI} y3ISas YR Fa1SR F2NJGKSANI 2LIAYAZ2Ya 2y (K
perspectives proved valuable in my analysis.

Chapter 2 is an introduction to the academic conceptions adoonline

community. It begins with a brief discussion of the various stages of academic literature



available on this topic. The rest of the chapter addresbegjuestion of whether online
communities can ever be as durable for participants as offlinenconities. Durability is
defined in this chapter as it relates to tiserts of social disciplines consulted by this
project. If participants find a community useful and engaging, it continues. Finally the
ideas around and implications of Lurkers, or pasgarticipants are discussed.

Chapter 3 is a brief chapter describing the elusive nature of discourse online and
the assertions this project makes to ground it. | am interested in a signal hidden in much
noise. Rigor must be addressed as it relates Buahintellectual conversation taking
place online.

The Chapter 4, themethods chapter, first describes the mechanics of the
different quantitative tests and how their results are important to my study. These are
divided into four rough categories: readéty, human structurallyinherent ratings,
tangentiality and semantic test$he chapter concludes withsection that goes into the
explicit procedures accomplished including: the user growth curve gleaning process; the
web server visitor and hit data agigition; the downloading of the content; scraping
content into the database formatthe readability assessment and the latent semantic
analysis exploratory tests.

Chapter 5, the results chapter, flows naturally from this analysis. First | describe
the ketch of the community that the initial data scraping or data processing provided.
Subsequently | discuss the statistical techniques | used, potential pitfalls in these

analyses and very briefly, future analyses that could be performed.
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Chapter 6 is devotito general discussion on how and why communities fail.
More specifically it is about how the site at hand disintegrated. Chapter 2 includes some
speculation on that topic. This chapter attempts a wider synthesis of academic writing
and contemporary commmity practices. It makes use of the results of the data and text
mining techniques.

In the conclusion | consider the successes and failures of the model | proposed
above. Future work on the model is a central point of these closing remarks. Finally |
givemy diagnosis of the Kuro5hin community. The durable signal was contaminated by
the noise of hostile posting, tangentiality and poor semantics. These factors taken
together with administrativenadequacycaused the decline.

The first appendix exhibits agti quality story and examples of positive and
average comments on the site. The second appendix is rich with charts and graphs
plotting the community out in a wide variety of figures. Even though some of these are
not explicitly cited, | found all of thessspecially useful as | was thinking about the

Kuro5hin lifecycle and constituency.
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Chapter 1: Kuro5hin and Its Surroundings

There are many Internet sites which exist only for their users to submit content.
A community site, in the context of this prajg refers to a place online where users,
typically of their own free choice, submit textual media. The community site hosts much
value for its participants. Value is reflected in the qualitative fulfilment of certain goals
of the community(Lackaff, 200pThis value is precarious. It is primarily based on the
contributions of the posters and story writers. It might be expected that the more
participants, the higher the qualitative valu@ order to attract participants, though,
there must be a common ppose of sharing ideas to begin with so this community site
is to some extent a system feeding back into itself. All participants in a community site

share a history with the site as long as they are active.

Common Structure

Before explaining the communigt hand some general terms will be introduced.
These terms enable any specific features and analysis to be discussed in the larger
perspective of community and outside of any individual site.

|l adzZaASNE 2NJ aLR2AGSNE Aa I|pbinthasRA DA Rdzl £ 2
contributed information to the community. Primarily, this added information consists of
comments or stories but contributing ratings on those comments or stories also require
usership. On Kuro5hin and most other modern communities, users anéegra

pseudonyms. Occasionally, anonymous posting is also permitted, such as on
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Slashdoicom This aspect of community unique to Computer Mediated Communication
(CMC) sometimes encourages people to separate their physical and online senses of self
(Lackaff2005; Turkle, 1995)ndividual participants will occasionally even have multiple
users. This is discussed further in the following chapter.

Il qad2NBzZ¢é Fta L gAff dzasS AGT Aa + LkRad
the post and discuss isssieelated to it. | will use article as a synonym of story. Stories
are often, but not strictly, longer than any single portion of the discussion surrounding
them. In an ideal case, the story sets the tone of the discussion in the comments. A story
should k& contributed to by the people who regularly use the site. After contribution it
is subject to certain publicly exposed value filter conventions set on dgisete basis.

It could be checked and authorized by a group of moderators who review all of the
submissions (Slashdot); voted on by a certain threshold of users (Kuro5hin) or be
selected by a certain formula taking overall interest and momentum into account}(Digg
Reddit, del.icio.us/popular).

'y ARSIf a02YYSyidé¢ 2N Lig@dfdrmatién tolthe O2 vy (i NA 0
story. Since there are often many more commenters relative to the person or handful of
people who have contributed to the story, the chances are reasonable that someone
has expertise in the subject at hand and may add more valuedatticle than the
2NAIAYLFE a02NEB LINPGJARSR® dal SGSNF NOKAOKf Y2
community members are given a small amount of power and responsibility for

YEAYGFAYAY3 220AFE y2N¥Y&d FyR dzaSTdd RAaOdzA

®The nature of thesEuliwdlAspes8 i anck xpDamnerdadynd thwebdiect i
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community sites(Lackaff, 2005)Comments with a low rating are often dépic for a
variety of reasons (flamebdittroll® or no relevant information). There is always some
degree of opinion expressed with ratings so unpopular comments may occasionally be
GRM-NI SR LldzNBf e 2y |y ARS2t23AO0Ff ol aAraod
These comments may be further divided into threads for better organization of
responses and especially responses to responses. It is reasonable to expect some level
2T O2KSaAz2y o0SGeSSy (KS aOKANRWNEY ¢ 0D WISy a
but this is outside the scope of the text analysis here.
Additionally, the text analysis portions of this project focus specifically on stories
of significant length (typically between 500 and 1100 w8rdSomments are gected

to be shorter but are better analyzed when they have a length of 25 to 150 words.

Environs

The Kuro5hin community was founded on December 20, 1999. At the time of
writing, this is a seven year legacy. Like the bustling communities of MOO< (MUD
Object Oriented) in the late eighties and early nineties such as LamdaMOO, MediaMOO,
and the WELL or the multitude of Usenet Newsgroups, it did not rise and fall in a
vacuum. The World Wide Web played a significant role in those disintegrations
(Renninger &humar, 2002) After hypertext arose in the midineties, the Internet
became a much more complicated place. It is no longer so easy to point primarily at one

change in the landscape to explain a crash in participation and quality. The websites

* Inflammatory post

®See Spam, Trolls and Crapflooding subsection.

®50% of the stories are in this range, 25% fulfill and exceed it.
" Multi-User Dungeon, textvased chat rooms with environment.
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with similar function might be expected to exemplify the larger trends, share and take
users but also reflect the forefront of interest as frontier commu+iigsed sites
burgeon.

The technological inspiration of the site was primarily Slashdot, a moderated
online technology and science news site established in 19®has been affectionately
known as The Other Site within K5. By the time Kuro5hin was founded Slashdot already
had thousands of users and had already published almost 10,000 bits of.news
Moderation fa the posted stories was managed by a small team that approved their
favorite submissions. Moderation for comments was achieved by granting a small
LRNIA2Y 2F GKS &AAGS dzaSNJolasS FTAGSdAB Ay G A
comments. If a giveuser has been highly rated many times he gets a high karma and
automatically gets a free point attached to postings.

A site called Suck.com was a precursor to the K5-agented format though
may not have directly influenced it. It was a static HTMibiop column website started
in 1995 which accepted user contributions. Plastic.com was spun out of that in 2001
and it took a fairly similar format to Kuro5hin with ussrbmitted stories.

Weblogs existed when Kuro5hin first started but the concept stalsin its
infancy. The idea is simple: a dynamic web page to to which a user can easily add

content in blocks of text with the newest content at the top of the page and older

content below it. In general a blog is a site all its own, sharing its §sitith no oné®.

8 http://kuro5hin.org/?op=special;page=random
® hitp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slashdot
191t is worthwhile to note that some of theost popular blogs have a closgmbup of authors.
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By about 2002 blogs were becoming prevalent and by the time the site started to show
signs of disintegration in mid003 they were everywhere.

Early on, as blogs were becoming popular, a special story section called Diaries
was added to tb Kuro5hin system. They did not require vote approval and could be
easily published upon. They allowed for collaboration on stories and for personal
accounts of events which might not be important enough for the main story section.
Diaries encouraged cobaration better than weblogs in many cases since links to the
diaries showed up on the main page. Since the diary is not completely controlled by a
biased individual who is posting the stories, the commenter are more empowered to

post what is on their mindnd intelligently (or otherwise) criticize the author.

Spam, Trolls and Crapflooding

{ LI YAYy3TZ GNREfEftAY3I YR GONI LIFf22RAY3IE
Internet. Different participants in any given online discussion have different tolerance
for cognitive effort required to process the Computer Mediated Communication (CMC)
(Q. Jones, Ravid, & Rafaeli, 2001; Lackaff, 2@0bynmoderated community will often

be completely destroyed because the individuals involved are not willing to wade

through the noise looking for the signal. Surprisingly spam is less of an issue on sites like

Kuro5hin. Unlike email lists the Heterarchical rating systems on these community sites
makes it trivial to recognize sgifomotion and then rate it poorly. Users are good
enough at this that such spam comments rarely stay for long. Editors also can to some

extent ban users abusing the site in this way.

K I



16

Trolling is tricky to define but it is generally posting solely to elicit a specific
response from another user. Sometlé users surveyed considered clever trolling to
be the defining factor of intelligent and playful discourse on K5 while others wondered if
the culture of trolling was what caused the downfall. A distinction must be drawn on the
AAGS 0SUoSSYNIIINRE 2 ARAEHY BFRKR AN LIFf 22RAY I A& |
posting many vacuous comments which are derogatory or completely off topic. They
often contain jokes that only users embedded with other crapflooders or trolls would
understand. The result is aguie of highly motivated but exclusive users maliciously
wreaking havoc. This activity has been rampant since 2003 and is can be considered as
the main detractor from discourse in the community since that time.

¢CNRBEEfAY3I YR a/ NI LIF f aest Rliiiés£ompakBto Y dzOK Y 2
spam. They present unigue problems for public, Heterarchical rating systems. Malicious
participants who are crapflooding are also the ones who are most interested in rating.
Trolls often get rated up for being especially cleviehe rating system can be overrun by

these malicious or piqued users. Trolling might cause some trouble in my text analysis.

Cultural Aspects

Slashdot and Digg started with a strong user base of computer and Internet
enthusiasts. Many of them come fronm &nformation Technology background. Kuro5hin
was different from these because it brought culture into the mix. Rusty Foster, the site
creator, while deeply interested in technological issues and programming, pursued an

academic career in the humanities.
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Politics is a popular topic whenever people are given a public forum. Kuro5hin
took a generally leftist perspective. There are other sites with a similar community
oriented format and size such as FreeRepublic.com that have a quite conservative take
on poltics. DailyKos is a popular liberal polifosused site which arose from the voting
FNFYS62N] RSOSEt2LISR T2N) YdZNRpKAY OFffSR {O
loosely defined, accordingto Technotd®® a2 &G 2F Ydz2NRPp KA yeQa LI2f A
migrated there when the community became unsupportive of discussion.

Stories at Kuro5hin started oasprimarily technically oriented but slowly
evolved to be more general with a smattering of articles on programming, novel web
initiatives and relatedeéch endeavors. The appendix contains several pie charts which
RSY2YAGNI S GKS LINARYFNE AyiGSNBada Ay aiz2NR
existence. The base of-6fiented users persists to some extent though many have left
since 2003.

As in most oline communities the ratio of users to content creators is low. The
sites creator has made observations to this effect in the past and the data analyzed
O2YyFANNXA GKAAD L O2@0SNJ GKAA | aLISOG ¥FdzNI KSN.

of Communié ® €

Democracy, the Special Sauce

The core interesting aspect of Kuro5hin is its voting queue for stories. Any user
who takes a moment to register on the site can both post new stories to the queue and

vote on stories already in the queue. Once a storylsrstted to the queue it is locked

" Technorati Top 100 Blogs List..http://www.technorati.com/pop/blogs/
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to give visitors the opportunity to comment on it and grade it equitably. A user has four
options for each story in the queue: Post (+1), Post Front Page (+1), D&)eta (
abstain. Users cannot see the vote until afteey have voted and a vote cannot be
retracted or changed.
hyOS GKS aid2NEQa pashigraéshdldiNgpbs@& 6 the site (t© S NI | A
the front page if most of the positive voters specified that option). If it drops beldwv
at any point the ®ry is deleted. The post threshold is a malleable value which the site
administrator has modified as the site has changed in popularity. It peaked at 145 in
May 2001 but was soon readjusted to 95 and was kept at that level from 2002 until mid
2004. 1t wasslowly lowered to 45 by late 2006 when few stories were being posted onto
the site from the queue. Eventually, a back door was implemented so that contentious
stories could be posted without fully achieving the threshold: if a story has a large
amountofRA 2 OdzaaA2y | yR KIFayQi 06SSy RStftSGSR F2N
L2aded LF AG R2SayQi KI@S | aA3ayAFAOLY G Y2
As you can imagine, these variables play an important contributing role in the
data mining and statistidhat will be discussed in later sections. The post threshold is
an invisible force on the stories that have been analyzed. If the threshold was out of
sync with the population of the site at any given time due to administrative negligence
or uncertainty hen many articles which would normally have been posted are not. Any
article that was deleted is not in the dataset for this analysis. It is unfortunate that some

more dynamic threshold was not implemented for it might make analysis easier. If the
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deletedarticles could be reintroduced to the population we might offset this sampling
flaw.

Kuro5hin is not the only site to try open and free submissions. Wikipedia is an
obvious example, discussed initially. EverythiBigg, Metafilter, Plastic, and the sites
discussed above are others. It is interesting to look at these sites as they rose and fell on
I O02YY2Yy FHour¥lSAlekae@dTraffic Rank comparisbns RA a LJX @ 4 (1 KSa
fluctuations (one chart for the large scale sites amdther for the smaller ones).

Everything, a project associated with the Slashdot creators was somewhat similar to
Wikipedia with a less neutral flavor and was not nearly as prolific. Metafilter is a
community site which accepts stories in the formatink$ and short descriptions from
any user, there is no moderation and no threading.

Digg is an extremely popular site that arose in 2003. Its stories are simply links
and very short descriptions. It is moderated by voting. Reddit and del.icio.us/popalar a
two other sites which have arisen on similar ideas in recent years. The central factor
behind all three of these communities is a momentum voting algorithm which functions
without any manual threshold. It could be said that these sites took a largelatqu

from Kuro5hin and that they were the next stage in online collaborative publishing.

Experiments on K5

Anonymous posters were initially allowed but were disabled in September 2000
2yte yAyS Y2yikKa Ayidz2 GKS arisSqQa SEA&aGSyOS
In mid2002 the site admiistrator implemented special features like spell

checking for participants who purchased subscriptions for $3 per month.
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In August 2002, Rusty Foster started work to create alnthP2 FA § G RSRA O ( ¢
helping support and develop online community and colldiott A @S YSRA | ®¢ L G
the Collaborative Media Foundation (CMEYThe concept was refined in late November

with draft bylaws>.

The Sky has Fallen

There had always been an attitude that the community was falling apart, even as
the site was reachingstpeak. As an infrequent participant | dismissed these claims as
baseless complaining. These discussions had appeared in other communities online and
offline. Now that the data have been analyzed and the community has in some sense
died it is clear that th naysayers were correct during at least some large part of the
daA05Q48 | NOK® ¢KSNB IINB + F¥S6 3ASYSNIt SELIX I
ariSQa R2oyFlLit o

At some points in 2002 and 2003 the server was overloaded and slow.
This state affects thavailability of the community, one of the efited requirements of
community(Schuler, 1994)
When faced with malicious users, a large or increasing population, and a
high volume of discursive output, online communities react in various ways.
Some commaities simply disintegrate, unable to cope with external and
internal pressures. Others might fracture, with certain members moving

their interaction to another social spacg.ackaff, 2005)

/ N} LIFEt 22RSNE o6S3ly (2 GSNNBNETD SnlyBed NBG 2 NA S

based site was an emigrant magnet for diary lovers, DailyKos for politicos, others used

2 ntroducing the Collaborative Media Foundation, http://www.kuro5hin.org/story/2002/8/19/185958/536
13 Draft of the Collaborative MediFoundation Bylaws,
http://www.kuro5hin.org/story/2002/11/27/125038/27
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personal blogsLambda The Ultimatserved as a new home for some programming

languageoriented users.
Core User Emigration

In addition to the sbstantial quantitative work discussed below, | used the data
0 S K AFjgirel& Third Quartile post for top usaiis I Kigrreld: Final post for top
user¢ G2 3ISYSNIGS I+ A diargeded a ddallin@mbér af lprolificA y i S NI
high scoring users who listed email addresses in their profile (only one out of ten
potential users had these listed) and seemed to have departed the site in 2003. | got
responses back from 5 users. | continued a sti@og with them following up on their
emails. For several of the other users | was able to find a final post or diary entry which
explained their reasoning for departing.

First, users listing addresses were surveyed. Tisersleft the site because of
life pressures unrelated to the site. Another said that his social circle on the site left
becauseblogswere becoming more flexiblé\ third userconsidered the downfall in
GSN¥ya 2F oflYSY aL GKAYy{1l (1 dz2NPpKAyM&El LINRPOE S
think Rusty could have done a lot more to steer things in a different direction, and after
a certain point he essentially did very little or nothing on that front. But also a lot of
vapid pseudedntellectualism (wankery) was promoted by the commuyrover what
O2dzf R LISNKI LJA KI @S 06SSy Y2NB adzmaidl ydiAagsS R
to the rise of Digg and related sites and considered the Scoop system of voting

outmoded.
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The diaries surveyed were fairly uniform. Of the twenty highly actsess who
left in 2003 that | attempted to find, four were purged with their user information
removed on request by administrators; one account was locked from an engagement
with administrators; three diary entries referenced the decrease in quality and
announced exits from the site. The purged information would seem to be a blank vote
that quality has decreased so much that individuals no longer wish to have their
pseudonyms attached to their comments. One of the diary entries expressed
disappointment athe lack of administrative intervention in the community after they
had contributed a large amount of money to the funding drive. Another of the diaries
was fed up with a particularly tasteless story which had been posted on the site by crap
flooders.

Oneof the questions | followed up with was intended to explore whether Social
Network Analysis would have been useful for the data involved. Online social computing
expert Alex Halavais suggested collaborator networks might be mapped as they
decreased. One dhe users considered that while there were sgitoups within the

larger entity of Kuro5hin there were not necessarily cliques.

Rise from the ashes?

There is little in the data to suggest that Kuro5hin will ever return to its previous
heights. The emigrain has taken its toll on its base of very active and high qualities

users.
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In arecent and heavily sadB F SNBy GA Lt ad2NB SyadAadt SR a
2 Ké 1p L& tSNWS(dztte 5eryIs*¥thewdzalies GKS Y
contemporary position oKuro5hin to the National Public Radio stéejling feature
This American Life:

Groups have peeled off to Digg and Reddit for tech news and random links,
HuSi for talking about their cats, dKos and friends for politics. We used to do
more of all that stdf. But there's still something here that you don't get
anywhere else, and the stats, which have held steady aB2rbllion pages

a month for a couple years now bear that out.

My sense is that our niche is original personal stories froroadied "regula
people." There are a few other places that do that sort of thing, but none at
anything approaching even our seemingly low volume. | would point to the
apparently currentlydefunct Fray and This American Life as our nearest
media relatives, and neither ¢fiose does anything more than weekly, if
even that.

Basically, it's a lowolume niche, but we do pretty thoroughly monopolize

it.

This analysis is compatible with my own. You can observe the peculiar page view
& G I U AFglire16 Brbad dééset figure on logarithmicscale Ly 02 dzy G SNJ G2 v
weak optimism though, the voting threshold is very sensitive to the population of users,
not the population of viewers. Kuro5hin will not be able to serve its new niche as well as
it once might had. When it only requires 40 users to post an article as it does in 2007

more low quality stories will get posted.

1 http://Iwww.kuro5hin.org/lcomments/2007/2/25/184721/191/127#127
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Community Site Surroundings (Rank vs. All Websites)

Daily Traffic Rank Trend
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Figurel: Alexa.com Traffic Rank comparisons

The colors represent different sites between the two graphs (excepting Kuro5hin). Free
Republic is only since 2005 receiving competition from Metafilter and DailyKos. Plastic
and Kuro5hin have been slowly fading away in recent years. Wikipedia is exgloding
the top 10 sites on the Internet while everythinig constant at the 10,08bsite level. In
2006 Slashdot was outranked by Digg.
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