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“presents us with a vital and current case of this new logic of 
organization in action, and it redefines our understanding of 
‘community’ online” [1](Brunton, F. 2012). 

Turning a Blind Eye to Trolls

However, understanding what are spams and spammers 
only enables us know part of the truth on Reddit, because 
there are a lot things going on beyond. What are defined in 
Reddit FAQ are mainly about the restrictions of self-promo-
tion, cheating on upvotes, and repeated submissions, but 
they are not talking about spams with specific malicious or 
offensive content. On Reddit, “jerky” posts are common, and 
redditors love making fun of others’ pictures by adding funny 

Introduction:

1

Norm is very worth discussing on Reddit. Since users on 
Reddit are pseudonymous and can create as many alterna-
tive accounts as they want, it is very important for Reddit to 
prevent spams and ensure the quality of the content. 

Reddit FAQ is a place where users learn about norms of 
the community. It defines that users would be seen as spam-
mers if they submit the same link repeatedly, or spend more 
time submitting rather than reading, or have over 10% sub-
missions that link to sites they own or benefit from, and so 
on [http://www.reddit.com/wiki/faq]. The definition of spam 
and spammer help people understand the community better: 
Reddit does not allow people game or cheat the system, and 
it is not an outlet for self-promotion or promotion for profit. 
The norm on Reddit is shaped when people draw the line 
between what are spams and what are not. In fact, spam 

Reddit is a crowed-sourcing social news and entertain-
ment website. After the launch in June, 2005, Reddit has 
gradually drew more and more users which led to a huge 
amount of traffic. Any site will be thrilled to have a link on 
Reddit’s front page to get thousands of page views. Accord-
ing to the data on Reddit, in March 2013, Reddit got 63.7 
million unique visitors, and it now has 2.25 million logged in 
users[ http://www.reddit.com/about/]. In this huge pseudony-
mous online community, registered users submit posts un-
der different categories of interests, such as “Pics”, “Funny”, 
“Technology”, “Music” and so on, which are called “subred-
dits”. There are two forms of posts, one form is just a link 
directing to the actual content on another website, such as 
a picture on imgur.com, a video on YouTube and so on; an-
other form is pure text generated by users, which is called a 
“self” post. Users can vote what’s good and what’s junk on 
articles, comments, photos, videos, links and almost every-
thing, to make them move up or move down on the list. A 
post gets one point for an upvote and a minus one point for 
a downvote. Posts with a lot points will be on the front page 
and get more and more views. For each upvote users get 
for the link they shared or for their comments, and they get 
a Link Karma or a Comment Karma. A redditor who has a lot 
of karma is regarded “wealthy”. On front page, a default set-
ting makes users automatically subscribe “Pics”, “Videos”, 
“Technology” and so on. Users can also search for topics 

Norms on Reddit: Understand 
Reddit From Spams

they are interested in and subscribe new area of interests. 
To analyze Reddit, I choose norms, attention and incentive 
design as my perspectives.

I visit Reddit frequently, focusing on the subreddit “Fun-
ny”, which is one of the default subreddit on the news feeding 
page for all new redditors. “Funny” has 3,669,516 readers 
now. Most posts on “Funny” are pictures or gif animations 
linked from imgur.com. My activities on Reddits including 
reading posts and comments, poll them up or down, reply 
independently, or reply other’s comments, or reply “new 
emails”, or in other words, others’ comments regarding to 
my comments. Each time I log in for about 30 munites to one 
hour. I made screenshots and wrote logs sometimes after I 
logged in Reddit.

So far, I have made 79 comments on Reddit, but my link 
karma and comment karma are very low. As an international 
student from China, I’m not an English native speaker, and 
the cultural difference and the language barrier make me 
feel hard to really fit in this online community. Sometimes I 
could not get the jokes people made in the post, and I had 
hard time coming up with funny comments. If my comments 
are not funny, useful or inspiring, I cannot get comment kar-
ma. Since I don’t have time browsing the internet or create 
funny pictures, I mainly just post comments.
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Tension Between Speech Free-
dom and the Dissatisfaction of 

Offensive Content

“The cardinal problem within the virtual community, the 
problem that spam exploits and aggravates, is the tension 
between infrastructure and expression, or capacities and 
desires. One manifestation of tension—one specific to an 
unusual group, and distinct from the more generic ‘commu-
nity,’”[7] On Reddit, there is always tension between the de-
sire for speak freedom and the dissatisfaction of offensive 
content. Although the site and most redditors don’t regard 
these offensive content as spams, some redditors or people 
outside the site hate them. Adrian Chen, a reporter of Gawk-
er, exposed the real identity of Violentacrez in a long article, 
which was a big threaten to him and his family, and Violen-
tacrez was forced to delete his account. Although Reddit’s 
free-wheel policy allows Violentacrez being a troll for several 
years, it also to some degree indirectly led to the bad end of 
this notorious troll . One redditor commented: “If what VA did 
was wrong, Reddit should have stopped him or banned him 
and stopped making money off the ad revenue he brought 
in. Instead, they de facto approved of what he did and when 
Chen threatened them, threw him under the bus.”[8] Since 
the site and many redditors are turning a blind eye to trolls 
and offensive content, people who hate them always tried to 
stop them by revealing the trolls’ real identity. Adrian Chen 
almost destroyed Violentacrez by doing so, and similarly, an 
25-year-old female redditor was seeking for help from po-
lice officers and college administrators to investigate Creep-
Shots and try to stop it [9].

captions or modifying them using Photoshop. As a celebrity 
on Reddit, Star Track’s William Shatner once commented 
that “Reddit has been the first ‘mainstream’ site that I have 
been to that actually appears to allow racists and other hate 
mongers to group, congregate, incite and spread their ha-
tred.”[2] Most of the time Reddit indeed turn a blinding eye 
to trolls. Redditor may downvote the offensive content, but 
trolls won’t stop posting hatred just because they get down-
voted. But Eric Martin, Redditor’s manger, place great value 
on speech freedom: “We believe that, even if things are of-
fensive, even if we disagree with people, it’s better to leave 
them out in the open than sweep them under the rug.[3]”

“We believe that, even if things 
are offensive, even if we dis-

agree with people, it’s better to 
leave them out in the open than 

sweep them under the rug.”
           -- Eric Martin

Violentacrez, the most famous troll on Reddit, posted 
countless controversial images of “scantily-clad underage 
girls”, and content about of “racism, porn, gore, misogyny, 
incest, and exotic abominations yet unnamed”[4], and Red-
dit had never taken action against Violentacrez and other 
trolls like him. CreepShot, a subreddit where redditors post 
female photos that they took in public place, is allowed to 
exist in private on Reddit, even though those pictures invade 
those women’s privacy and may lead to potential sexual as-
sault. The redditors on CreepShot defend themselves as 
‘technically legal’, and they think they have right to take pic-
ture in public place and post them online as they want.[5] 
Part of the reason why the site allows the trolls and the offen-
sive content is that redditors support them and they attract 
a lot of traffic. Violentacrez pointed out in an interview that “ 
I was not surprised by the outrage of the person who made 
the post, because I see it all the time. What was surprising 
was the community support for it. Most posts that complain 
about these things never do very well, and are quickly buried 
or deleted. …I think it’s interesting how many people defend 
my right to act the way I do, while decrying my posts them-
selves.”[6]

2

“ I was not surprised by the out-
rage of the person who made 

the post, because I see it all the 
time. What was surprising was 
the community support for it. 

Most posts that complain about 
these things never do very well, 
and are quickly buried or delet-
ed. …I think it’s interesting how 
many people defend my right to 
act the way I do, while decrying 

my posts themselves.”
              
   --Violentacrez
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The Site and Redditors Have No Mercy on Spammers

3

How Users’ Attention is 
Directed on Reddit 

Beside norms, attention is also an interesting topic to 
look at on Reddit. Post ranking on the front page, and the 
comment ranking in each post are key features that have 
something to do with attention. On Reddit, user attention is 
led mainly by crowd-sourcing suggestions and voting. But 
how much power an individual user has make a post appear 
on front page? Is there a problem of the democratic voting 
system? 

We know that on Reddit, popular posts will show on front 
page, directing redditors’ attention to them. But how long 
these posts will stay? One critical feature of Reddit is that 
the content on front page keep changing over time, so when 
redditors visit on different days or on different times on the 
same day, the links and their order on the front page chang-
es. This feature keep redditors’ interests to the site, because 
their attention can always be led to different and fresh con-
tent. To study how users’ attention is directed on Reddit, it is 
important for us to know the relationship between the num-
ber of upvotes of a post and the time length it can stay on 

Based on Reddit developer’s blog, some previous 
studies, and Reddit’s algorism that can be downloaded 
and found in https://github.com/reddit/reddit, we can learn 
there are several features on Reddit’s ranking design.First, 
generally the newer posts will rank higher than old ones, 
which means the Reddit front page intend to direct reddi-
tors’ attention to newer content. Although the number of 
upvotes and the total points greatly influence the ranking 

Although offensive content are usually seen as spams 
and are left out, the site and redditors have no mercy on 
spammers who game the system or use it for self-promotion 
or for profit. In June, 2012, many prominent websites have 
been temporally banned from Reddit, including The Atlan-
tic and PhysOrg [10]. On the subreddit “changelog”, an an-
nouncement was posted: ““Some domains are not allowed 
on any part of reddit because they are spammy, malicious, 
or involved in cheating shenanigans. Attempting to submit a 
link to one of these domains will now fail with an informative 
error message.” [11] The reason why these websites were 
banned was that they tried to promote themselves on Red-
dit. The once influential redditor “slaterhearst” was reported 
to spam Reddit with content exclusively for TheAtlantic [12]. 
Slaterhearst was banned and the account was deleted, and 
afterward the Daily Dot found out the redditor was in fact an 
associate editor and social media editor at The Atlantic [13]. 
Similarly, a top Reddit moderator, SolInvictus, was baned 
because of promoting too much his content of the gaming 
site “Gameranx”, as well as promoting content for the news 
site “GlobalPost” as a social media consultant [14]. The Dai-
ly Dot’s community manager was also banned because of 
posting too much links from Daily Dot. There are many other 
similar examples. As Reddit FAQ mentioned, the site doesn’t 

forbid self-promoting, but users who do it should “consider 
yourself on thin ice” [http://www.reddit.com/wiki/faq]. Even 
though people know this well, it is still attractive for many 
website to hire redditors, in order to draw more traffic and 
page view. One editor on The Atlantic pointed “a single bit 
Reddit hit can drive six-figure traffic to a story.”[15] 

In my field study, I also experienced being suspected as 
a spammer and being restricted in posting. Reddit is using 
a filter system to check suspicious users and limiting their 
posting speed to prevent spams. I focused on the subred-
dit “funny” and only posted comments there, but I never got 
many comment karma. After the first time I comment, I need 
to wait 2 minutes to give the next comment, then I need 
to wait for 5 minutes, then 10 minutes...When I searched 
for the reason online, I found it was because my karma is 
particularly low in the subreddit I was trying to post to and 
the filtering system was set up to limit the post speeds of 
suspect users. “The post limit is both general and subred-
dit specific, so even though high-karma users usually don’t 
need to wait between posts, they may still see the limit in 
some subreddits if they are either unpopular there or don’t 
regularly visit.”[16]

the front page. Reddit use different algorisms for posts rank-
ing and comment sorting, and they direct redditors’ attention 
in efficient ways. I focused on Redditor’s top posts’ ranking 
sorted by “hot” as well as the comments sorted by “Best”, 
since they are set in default thus can greatly direct redditors’ 
attention.

“Hot Ranking” on Reddit’s
 Front Page
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of the post at first, but their power decrease as time move 
on. Even the most popular posts can only last one day or 
so on the front page. Submission time has a big impact 
on ranking, so newest posts with fewer upvotes will soon 
overtake the previous posts.[17]. Evidence can be found 
in the hot ranking formula, which could be summarized as  
 
 
 
based on the Reddit’s source code “_sort.pyx” file (Figure1)

Figure 1 : Reddit’s source code “_sort.pyx” file

In the “hot formula”, z is “score”or “points”, which is the 
number of upvotes minus the number of donwvotes. Log10Z 
is “order”, and ts is “date-1134028003”, which means newer 
submissions have greater ts. At last, 45000 represent 45000 
seconds, or 12.5 hours. When the formula is multiplied with 
45000, relationship between the votes and submission time 
will show up. According to the study of Matt Springer (2013), 
the multiplied formula indicates that the posts are initially 
sorted in order by ts, but the upvotes move the posts for-
ward. The characteristic of Log10Z make “the additional up-
votes move the post forward in time by a smaller and smaller 
amount”[18]. So even if a post get 1000 points (n=1000), 
the post is only forwarded by 37.5 hours, in other words, 
less than two days. A post has to get about 10000 points to 
last for more than two days on the front page, which is dif-
ficult. The hot ranking algorism on Reddit balances the sub-
mission time and the number of upvotes, which ensure the 
value and freshness of the posts. On one hand, posts with 
large enough number of points will show on the front page 
and draw readers’ attention, but they won’t last long because 
new submissions will catch up with smaller number of points.

“Best Ranking” for Comments

Secondly, Reddit direct readers’ attention to comments 
of higher quality, using the algorism of “Best” ranking. Ran-
dall Munroe, who pushed for Reddit’s “Best” ranking hard, 
explain it very well: “ This algorithm treats the vote count 
as a statistical sampling of a hypothetical full vote by every-
one, much as in an opinion poll. It uses this to calculate the 
95% confidence score for the comment. That is, it gives the 
comment a provisional ranking that it is 95% sure it will get 
to.”[19] With this algorism, a comment with 10 upvotes and 
1 downvotes will rank higher than a comment with 40 up-
votes and 20 downvotes. As the system collects more data 
(votes), the 95% confidence score gets to the actual score.

“The bottom line is that this sys-
tem means good comments will 
jump quickly to the top and stay 
there, and bad comments will 

hover near the bottom.”
   -- Randall Munroe

Different with the “Hot”ranking of posts on the front page, 
the confidence sorting of comments ensures that most peo-
ple agree with the comments’ quality regardless of the sub-
mission time. Comments on Reddit is sorted by “Best” in de-
fault, which suggests that Reddit would like to direct readers’ 
attention to the most high-quality comments, not biased by 
the time. The different algorism for posts on front page and 
comments for each post reflect Reddit’s strategy of attention 
direction: Front page must always be fresh to readers, and 
the comments for each post, which are more valuable than 
the post itself, must be in high quality. This strategy enable 
Reddit satisfy readers’ requirement for both freshness and 
quality, which is an important reason to its successful. 

But there are concerns about the balance of length and 
depth of our attention. The hot ranking place more value on 
submission time than points. When we click in the post, does 
it really give us deep enough content? Are we losing deep 
and sustained focus on Reddit? In Distracted: The Erosion 
of Attention and the Coming Dark Age, Jackson worried “The 
way we live is eroding our capacity for deep, sustained, per-
ceptive attention...the erosion is reaching critical mass. We 
are on the verge of losing our capacity as a society for deep, 

Concerns about 
Reddit’s Attention Direction
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Incentive and Motivation 
on Reddit

At last, incentive design is a good perspective to analyze 
Reddit. The huge amount of comments and feedbacks to-
ward one post is surprising to me. I want to know what socio-
technical process are associated with user interactions, and 
what the motivations are. I believe this perspective can give 
me valuable insight of what makes successful social interac-
tion and highly engaged online-communities.

Reddit Karma is an important incentive for Redditors. It is 
an accumulation of “goodwill” redditors would receive when 
they get upvote for posts or comments. Karma doesn’t give 
redditors overt influence and or material prizes, but a healthy 
amount of Karma on redditors’ profile alerts others that you 
add value to the community. There are two types of Karma: 
one for links and one for comments. Both are displayed on 
redditors’ user profile in the upper right-hand corner and are 
to be worn as badges of honor.

Based on my experience, to earn more karma, I think 

sustained focus. In short, we are slipping toward a new dark 
age.[20]” Another concern towards the ranking and the de-
mocratized content is the threat of underprovision. In Eric 
Gilbert’s study, he concerned: “If too many people free ride 
off of everybody else, the quality of the site will eventually 
degrade, perhaps to the point where Reddit can no longer 
surface the best content submitted to the site.”[21] His study 
showed that popular posts got far more attention than new 
posts, and quite a few new content is ignored (Figure 2).

At last, although the algorism explains how long a post 
can stay on the front page based on redditors’ upvotes, it 
didn’t tell us what kind of content will more likely attract red-
ditors’ attention. It is a common question for new redditors: 
“How can I get more karma in a short period of time?” “How 
to make people pay attention to my post?” To answer these 
questions, redditors must learn the norm, and more impor-
tant, learn the value of the community, because “not only 
is attention learned behavior, but it is shaped by what we 
value.”[23] (Davidson, C. N. 2012.) What redditors value de-
cides what content will be upvoted and be seen by more 
people. From my experience on Reddit, I learned that red-
ditors value posts that are funny, intelligent, interactive, in-
formative, useful or inspiring. These values not only attract 
redditors’ attention, they are also important incentives and 
motivation for redditors’ contribution, which I will talk in de-
tails in next part.

Figure 2: Page view distributions for new pics images 
versus most popular images. On average, the most popular 
images receive two orders of magnitude more page views 

than images on the new queue. (The distributions were 
induced via Gaussian kernel density estimates.[22])

redditors must not only have a good sense of humor, but 
also have knowledge in other fields to make their comments 
useful to others. For example, in the post “Every time I look 
under the hood of a car” (Figure 3) and the post “Never go 
full retard”, comments that gave very detailed explanations 
and knowledge about the car engine and the meaning of 
retard got many points and are ranked top, so these com-
ments are at top. However, if a user said something that was 
ignorant, the comment would get many downvotes. 

For example, once I made some “idiot” comments which 
decreased my comment karma. In a post that makes jokes 
on Chess Game, I commented: “It’s funny, but in a real game, 
you cant turn a soldier to a horse.. XD.” In fact I did get the 
joke somehow, but I forgot the rule that a pawn can be pro-
moted but I also meaned what displayed in the cartoon can’t 
be done in a game. This comment lead to “-4” points, and 
people had different opinions about what I was talking about. 
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 Figure 3: In the post “Every time I look under the hood of a car”,  comments that gave very detailed explanations and 
knowledge about the car engine got many points and are ranked top.

My second finding is: redditors will get more interactions 
with other if they reply others’ comments rather than just 
making comments independently. All my comment karmas 
came from the comments that I made under others’ com-
ments. And when redditors get relies for their comments, the 
little icon of an envelope beside the user name turns red as 
a notification. When click in, users can see the single reply 
that directly related to their comments and the topic. They 
can choose to reply, give it a poll, or to view the full context 
to get a whole picture of the comment thread.  

I had much fun when I was looking at comments for the 
post “Being a guy”, and reply back and forth with other red-
ditors. In the post, males and females had different opinions 
toward what behaviors could indicate that a girl had a feel-
ing to a guy. Guys want more direct expressions while girls 
take actions more implicitly. People sometimes add long 
comments sharing their true stories, and it was fun to reply 
them and interact with other redditors. My comments got two 
disagreeing responds, and I replied with what I thought. One 
redditor even analyzed my comments sentence by sentence 
and argued against them. I was surprised but also I learned 
a lot about the culture and how people think about the issue. 
It was a great experience.

Also, I found there were some really inspiring and beauti-
ful comments on reddits. Under the post “I had an amusing 
email exchange with strangers this morning”, the comments 
touched me a lot. Such as “sees a good thing, brain only 
considers ways it could be bad”, “the moment I started living 
optimistically is the moment I started randomly smiling all the 
time. It’s a much better feeling”, “That’s a beautiful comment. 
I hope I get there”, “just stay silent and let us believe!” and 
so on. These sentences brought me inspirations and they 
changed my feelings for the whole day. They make me think 
more positively and live more happily.

Before I began the project, I didn’t get it why there are so 
many comments under just one simple post. But now I think I 
can understand that people make good comments and they 
like them. Good comments can bring you laugh, knowledge, 
motivation, inspirations and insights. I have learned a lot and 
had a lot of fun in the process of reading the comments and 
interacting with other redditors.



eCommunity Final Report - Pixiv7

[1] Brunton, F. (2012). Constitutive interference: Spam 
and online communities. Representations, pp33

[2] T.C. Sottek, William Shatner questions Reddit’s per-
missive culture, suggests ‘downvoting’ won’t deter hate, avail-
able from: <http://www.theverge.com/2013/2/10/3973634/
william-shatner-versus-reddit> [Feb 10, 2013]

[3] Kevin Morris. The future of Reddit. Available from: 
<http://www.dailydot.com/society/future-reddit-alexis-oha-
nian-interview/> [ March 08, 2013]

[4] Adrian Chen.Unmasking Reddit’s Violentacrez, the 
biggest troll on the Web. <http://www.dailydot.com/news/
unmasking-violentacrez-biggest-reddit-troll/>

[5] How to Shut Down Reddit’s CreepShots Once and 
for All: Name Names. Available From: <http://jezebel.
com/5949379/naming-names-is-this-the-solution-to-com-
bat-reddits-creepshots> 

[6] Fernando Alfonso III. Reddit wrestles with violence 
and misogyny.  Available From: <http://www.dailydot.com/
society/reddit-beatingwomen-misogyny-images/> [ August 
11, 2011]

[7] Brunton, F. (2012). Constitutive interference: Spam 
and online communities. Representations, pp33

[8] http://www.reddit.com/r/nsfw/comments/1190xz/
mod_post_a_tribute_to_violentacrez_who_was_doxxed/

[9] How to Shut Down Reddit’s CreepShots Once and 
for All: Name Names. Available From: <http://jezebel.
com/5949379/naming-names-is-this-the-solution-to-com-
bat-reddits-creepshots> [October, 10, 2012]

[10] Kevin Morris. Reddit bans The Atlantic, Business-
week, others in major anti-spam move. Available From:  
<http://www.dailydot.com/news/reddit-ban-the-atlantic-
phsyorg-businessweek/> [June 13, 2012]

[11] [reddit change] Domains can be blocked from being 
submitted. Available From: <http://www.reddit.com/r/chan-
gelog/comments/umx99/reddit_change_domains_can_be_
blocked_from_being/> [Jun 5, 2012]

[12]  http://www.reddit.com/r/reportthespammers/com-
ments/p0p0m/solinvictus/

[13] Kevin Morris. How The Atlantic successfully 
spammed Reddit. Available From: <http://www.dailydot.

com/society/atlantic-slaterhearst-jared-keller-reddit/> [April 
04, 2012]

[14] Kevin Morris. Reddit moderator banned for selling 
his influence. Available From: <http://www.dailydot.com/so-
ciety/reddit-hire-spam-ian-miles-cheong-sollnvictus/>[April 
03, 2012]

[15] Alexis C. Madrigal. The Politics of Reddit and Rick 
Perry’s Video Ad Fail.  <http://www.theatlantic.com/technol-
ogy/archive/2011/12/the-politics-of-reddit-and-rick-perrys-
video-ad-fail/249684/> [DEC 8 2011]

[16] Why do I have to wait between posts, and why hasn’t 
Reddit fixed this obvious error? Available from: <http://www.
experts123.com/q/why-do-i-have-to-wait-between-posts-
and-why-hasnt-reddit-fixed-this-obvious-error.html> 

[17]Amir Salihefendic. How Reddit ranking algorithms 
work. Available from: <http://amix.dk/blog/post/19588> [No-
vember, 23, 2010]

[18] Matt Springer. The Mathematics of Reddit Rankings, 
or, How Upvotes Are Time Travel . Available from: <http://sci-
enceblogs.com/builtonfacts/2013/01/16/the-mathematics-
of-reddit-rankings-or-how-upvotes-are-time-travel/> [Janu-
ary 16, 2013]

[19] Randall Munroe. reddit’s new comment sorting sys-
tem. Available from: <http://blog.reddit.com/2009/10/reddits-
new-comment-sorting-system.html> [October 15, 2009]

[20] Maggie Jackson (2008). Distracted: The Erosion of 
Attention and the Coming Dark Age. New York: Prometheus 
Books. Cited from Rheingold, H. (2012). Net Smart: How to 
Thrive Online. Cambridge: MIT Press. Pp56.

[21] [22] Eric Gilbert. (2013) Widespread Underprovision 
on Reddit. CSCW’13, February 23-27, 2013, San Antonio, 
Texas, USA

[23] Davidson, C. N. (2012). Now You See It: How Tech-
nology and Brain Science Will Transform Schools and Busi-
ness for the 21st Century. New York: Penguin. Pp30.

Reference



eCommunity Final Report - Pixiv 8

Appendix:
For screenshots of a list of my comments and links on Reddit, please visit:

https://drive.google.com/folderview?id=0BzjkT4kp8tv3R3p0UnhVbFktV1E&usp=sharing


