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Subject: Crowdsourcing: CHI Designation: Information 
interfaces and presentation: Human Factors: Strategy.

Venue: Q&A sites which provide free (gratis) asking and 
answering of questions to an open audience.

Controlled Data: Topics/Questions that require factual 
responses.

Purpose: Exploring the strategies of users put at a systematic 
disadvantage (New entrants in mature ecosystems).
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Motivation: Identifying a hidden problem.

Field is defined here as “a spatio-temporal area 
that is difficult to grasp via any analytical and/
or engineering approach due to the co-
existence of various individuals and entities, 
which results in the unexpected occurrence of 
seemingly accidental events thus necessitating 
our continuing commitment and caring. 
(Osamu Katai)” Field based design aims to 
discover problems arising in various fields, and 
to provide solutions to those problems.
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A COMPELLING REASON TO MANIPULATE: COMMON CASE IN
SOCIAL MEDIA (CREDIT FOR IDEA: ZERVAS 2013)

Yelp! A popular restaurant and 
retail review site in North 
America. 

Users can write review and rate 
the store based on a 1-5 star 
system (5 being the best).

“Each ratings star added on a 
Yelp restaurant review 
translated to anywhere from a 5 
percent to 9 percent effect on 
revenues” (Luca, HBS)
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A COMPELLING REASON TO MANIPULATE: COMMON CASE IN
SOCIAL MEDIA

Manipulation of ratings is rampant 
on Yelp! 

Why?: Monetary Incentive

Strategies include: Buying Good 
Review, Buying Bad Reviews for 
Competition, and Using Fake 
Accounts.

Yelp! conducts sting operations to 
try and catch cheaters.
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A COMPELLING REASON TO MANIPULATE: COMMON CASE IN
SOCIAL MEDIA

The Problem lies in that 
Yelp! catches only the 
most obvious forms of 
manipulation.

- New Stores/
Restaurants***

- Places with poor review 
histories getting sudden 
boosts

- Places that use ads to 
recruit reviewers

- Fake accounts
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A COMPELLING REASON TO MANIPULATE: COMMON CASE IN
SOCIAL MEDIA

The Problem lies in that 
Yelp! catches only the 
most obvious forms of 
manipulation.

- New Stores/
Restaurants***

- Places with poor review 
histories getting sudden 
boosts

- Places that use ads to 
recruit reviewers

- Fake accounts

But it doesn’t catch:

- Places owned by people 
with large social networks 
(get your friends to 
review)

- Places who manipulated 
ratings in Yelp!’s nascency
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A COMPELLING REASON TO MANIPULATE: COMMON CASE IN
SOCIAL MEDIA

What word have I not mentioned?
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A COMPELLING REASON TO MANIPULATE: COMMON CASE IN
SOCIAL MEDIA

What word have I not mentioned?

Cheating!

Is asking one’s friends to rate your restaurant
cheating? Or is it proper social networking?
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QUESTION AND ANSWER FORUMS (Q&A)

Gratis: Yahoo! Answers (Y!A) revolves around a community 
that answers questions for free.  

Various message boards are also studied.  For example, the 
Turbo Tax Questions forum.  In addition, recently launched web 
applications from Quora and Facebook are being studied.

Pay: Google Answers used contractors who would answer 
questions for money. Question askers would put prices on their 
questions. (Google answers was shut down in 2006.)  

The Amazon Mechanical Turk can also fit the description of a 
Q&A pay site. 
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Stackoverflow.com (SO)

Origin: Started in 2008 as a Q&A system devoted completely 
to computer programming. The goal of the site is to create a 
highly accurate corpus of computer programming Q&A.

General operating procedure: The site is operated by users. 
Users with enough reputation points are given privileges. Elite 
users can edit and modify questions and site information.

You need an account to gain reputation, gain badges, be able 
to vote, and have other privileges.
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Questions Asked:

SO is a niche Q&A system. According to their FAQ, these 
types of questions are acceptable:

• a specific programming problem
• a software algorithm
• software tools commonly used by programmers
• matters that are unique to the programming 

profession

Monday, April 8, 2013



Questions Asked:
SO requests that questions you ask be problems that are 
actually faced. According to their FAQ, these types of questions 
are unacceptable:

• every answer is equally valid: “What’s your favorite ______?”
• your answer is provided along with the question, and you expect more 

answers: “I use ______ for ______, what do you use?”
• there is no actual problem to be solved: “I’m curious if other people feel 

like I do.”
• we are being asked an open-ended, hypothetical question: “What if 

______ happened?”
• it is a rant disguised as a question: “______ sucks, am I right?”

Importantly, SO discourages redundant or 
simple questions in order to create the best 
possible corpus of information.
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Example Exchange:
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GAMIFICATION TO ENTICE PARTICIPATION IN 
GRATIS Q&A

A popular way to encourage participation in Q&A is through 
gamification (Zhuolu, et al 2012). That is, allowing members to 
gain status through points and privileges. This can be more 
effective than monetary incentives (Chen, 2010). 

Reputation Points: Players earn points and compare 
themselves with other users.

Badges or Awards: Players gain specific titles via 
completion of tasks.
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Voting Mechanism:

Action Points Earned/Lost

Answer is Voted Up +10 - Maximum of 200 Points can be 
earned a day from Answer Votes

Question is voted up +5

Answer is accepted +15

Question maker accepts answer +2

Question is voted down -2

Answer is Voted down -2

Voter votes answer down -1

Edit of another post is accepted by peer 
review

+2 (Maximum of 1000 points gained 
through editing)

How to Earn Points
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Reputation: Points Earn Privileges 

15 Points - Vote up 

15 Points - Flag for moderator attention 

50 Points - Leave comments† 

100 Points - Edit community wiki posts 

125 Points - Vote down (costs 1 rep on answers) 

200 Points - Reduced advertising 

250 Points - Vote to close, reopen, or migrate your questions 

500 Points - Retag questions 

1000 Points - Show total up and down vote counts 

1500 Points - Create new tags 

2000 Points - Edit other people’s posts, vote to approve or reject suggested edits 

3000 Points - Vote to close, reopen, or migrate any questions 

5000 Points - Vote to approve or reject suggested tag wiki edits 

10000 Points - Vote to delete closed questions, access to moderation tools 

15000 Points - Protect questions to prevent answers by new users 

20000 Points - Vote to delete negatively voted answers and stronger question deletion votes
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SO User Overview: 

There are over 1,000,000 
users.

The top is very small, but 
powerful.

Monday, April 8, 2013



Stack Overflow Breaks Users Up Into 3 Groups:

Class A: Users: 0-999 points

Class B: Established users: 1000 - 19999 points

Class C: Trusted users: 20000 + points
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Results:  Reputation Test
Months served and reputation:

P= .0001 F= 37.72

A= User
B= Established User
C= Trusted User

Trusted Users are more
likely to serve longer.

A B C

Mean 27.663 35.11 41.031

Std Dev 13.3 12 9.88
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How to Answer Successfully: 

According to Anderson et al. (KDD 2012): SO has 
an implicit Reputation Pyramid:

1. Successful answers are usually given at around 5 
minutes after posting.

II. The Higher the reputation, the quicker the user is 
to answer.

III. There is a conceptual pyramid in which questions 
go through higher ranked users first. If a question 
lingers, it is more likely to be answered by a low 
reputation user.
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Anderson et al. (KDD 2012): 

1V. Elite users (100,000 Points Plus): Consistently 
hit the 200 point/day rule, and these users derive 
more points from “best answer chosen.”

V. Elite users tend to focus on answering rather 
than asking questions. 

VI. The long-lasting (archival) value of a question is 
determined around an hour after its being posted.
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At a Certain Point, Elite Users Produce Smooth 
Graphs:

Elite Users begin to exhibit smooth charts, which stem from 
maxing out on the +200 Upvote limit
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As Anderson makes clear, some questions are valuable, while 
most are not. 

If there is a pyramid and the most valuable questions are 
answered by the most elite members first, how do new users 
gain points?
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Reasons to care about Reputation on SO:

I. Careers 2.0 
    - Accomplishments and stats can be used in CVs, 

etc.

II. Free advertisements of skills and products.
- Authors of Books, Web site owners, etc.

III. Succeeding at the “game” of being a member 
on SO.
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The Problem of Being a New User
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The Problem of Being a New User

I. We start with 0 Reputation.
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The Problem of Being a New User

I. We start with 0 Reputation.

II. Members with Elite Reputations tend to 
answer the most valuable questions.
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The Problem of Being a New User

I. We start with 0 Reputation.

II. Members with Elite Reputations tend to 
answer the most valuable questions.

III. How do we play the game? 
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How to Manipulate on SO:
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1. Fake accounts: Create multiple accounts upvote
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How to Manipulate on SO:

1. Fake accounts: Create multiple accounts upvote
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Problem: Time consuming; Easily Discovered.

II. Ally with friends: Vote up allies and get
votes from them.

Difficult to get enough mass to be effective.
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How to Manipulate on SO:

1. Fake accounts: Create multiple accounts upvote
your answers, questions, etc...

Problem: Time consuming; Easily Discovered.

II. Ally with friends: Vote up allies and get
votes from them.

Difficult to get enough mass to be effective.

III. Answer easy and redundant questions.
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These yellow answers received the “best answer” by asker, but 
did gain any aggregate positive votes.

These Questions are often low-value, or redundant.
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This example comes from a quartile performer in 
2012.

In the on-going sample, new users with more than 10,000 points 
but fewer than 24 months service than who have had the 
highest change in reputation have an average of having nearly 
40% of their answers receive 1 or fewer (including negative) 
votes. 

100,000+ 0.178

New 
Users 

0.405
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Fundamental Design Issue:

Low value questions should be discouraged. However, if 
answering these questions becomes an effective strategy, it can 
alter the terrain of the Q&A system.

Research will continue to point out that elite users dominate, 
the valuable questions. 

But, there can be a symbiotic relationship between poor 
question askers and answerers looking to score easy points to 
build up their reputations. 
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a necessary flaw in the reputation system?  
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Why is this Interesting?:

I. It’s not easily viewable in the data set. 

II. It’s not cheating, but it is manipulation. 

III. It represents a catch-22. Does SO create
user momentum by allowing this behavior? Is it 
a necessary flaw in the reputation system?  

IV. It represents a catch-22. Does SO create
user momentum by allowing this behavior? Is it 
a necessary flaw in the reputation system?  
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Why is this Interesting?:

V. Do user’s change their behaviour once they
ascend into the upper class levels of points? 
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