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Introduction

The evolving affordances of heavily used social media net-
works have encouraged users to put their lives online. It is 
not unusual to see users of these networks record and post a 
live broadcast, check-in when they physically arrive in vari-
ous locations, and post personal information, including pic-
tures and life milestones. However, sites like Reddit have 
maintained a culture that affords users anonymity or pseud-
onymity, which ultimately leads to a type of social media that 
fulfills different uses and gratifications than other social net-
working sites. Reddit is conceptualized as a social media net-
work and social news site, boasting more than 280 million 
regular users. Reddit’s evolving design is reminiscent of 
early Internet online message boards and blogs, consisting 
primarily of texts and links users click to navigate beyond 
the site. One of its most prominent features is the affordance 
of anonymity (Massanari, 2015), a condition that helps posi-
tion the theoretical investigation of this research.

The degrees of anonymity offered by Reddit can foster 
advantages and disadvantages. For example, the same disinhi-
bition that fosters emotional connection in some communities, 
like those discussing mental health (De Choudhury & De, 
2014), can also foster connection and community among child 
pornographers with less social and legal consequence than in 
non-anonymous settings (Tufekci, 2017). Complete anonym-
ity is almost impossible: Redditors begin to chip away at their 

anonymity the moment they create an account by leaving bits 
of information through interactions, posts, comments, and 
activity. As such, the feature of anonymity can be artificial and 
can be thought of as a diaphanous veil, which creates a tangi-
ble boundary between an individual and their environment but 
does not completely anonymize an individual.

The present research raises questions about who is behind 
that veil. More specifically, we seek to understand better who 
uses Reddit, and what variables predict participation in the 
site. We do this in two ways. First, following previous work 
that has sought to identify predictors of social media use 
(e.g., Correa, Hinsley, & De Zuniga, 2010; Park, 2013), our 
research engages with questions about how personality char-
acteristics, specifically personality strength, news engage-
ment, and news consumption affect participation. Second, 
we also consider if the culture and reputation (fostered by 
Reddit’s anonymous environment) inform our understanding 
of differences in participation. Findings from this 
investigation suggest that anonymity affirms theories that 
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help us explain online community structures: Strong person-
alities are more likely to lead conversations; groups that have 
a history of being marginalized are less likely to participate 
in ways that make them susceptible to marginalization. As 
such, this research expands our current knowledge of charac-
teristics of social media users by investigating users’ person-
ality and news consumption behavior that engage behind a 
veil of anonymity.

Reddit, Anonymity, and Reputation

Reddit.com is considered a social networking site (e.g., 
Bergstrom, 2011), a social news site (e.g., Suran & Kilgo, 
2017), and a social news aggregator (e.g., Bergstrom, 2015). 
In 2018, Reddit was ranked as the third most visited site in 
the United States, receiving more than 8 billion page views 
per day (“About Reddit,” 2018). Reddit is made up of indi-
vidual communities or groups within the site, called subred-
dits, and these vary in content. While some subreddits serve 
as forum-based discussion groups, many subreddits focus on 
news and link sharing.

To create a user account, Reddit only asks individuals to 
create a username, affording a feature of anonymity not 
afforded by many social media networks. For the most part, 
Reddit usernames are persistent over time. In the absence of 
required profile information such as a real name (as is the pol-
icy with Facebook), “about” section, or a profile picture, user-
names are the first key identifier of an individual on the site. 
Users can disclose personal information by commenting and 
posting. Posts and comments across subreddits can be viewed 
on individual Redditor’s pages, which can unravel anonymity 
through aggregating information about individual users. 
Reddit karma also decreases anonymity and is essentially the 
evaluation system that assigns users a quantitative reputation 
score that acts as a measure of social capital and peer approval 
(Van der Nagel, 2013). These scores are found on each user’s 
profile page, and scores signal the quality of encounters on the 
site as well as the longevity of a user on the site. Longevity can 
also be accounted for because the day each user’s account was 
created (i.e., “cake day”) is available on each profile. These 
built-in features chip away at anonymity. As such, the very act 
of creating a profile on Reddit shifts the anonymous environ-
ment to a pseudonymous (e.g., Ammari, Schoenebeck, & 
Romero, 2018) or semi-anonymous (e.g., Kilgo et al., 2016) 
environment. Some Reddit users create throwaway accounts 
to engage temporarily without revealing one’s identity (De 
Choudhury & De, 2014; Van der Nagel, 2013). Van der Nagel 
(2013) notes that throwaway accounts are typically separate 
from user’s persistent accounts. A throwaway account “strips 
away a user’s history” (Van der Nagel, 2013, p. 6), allowing 
individuals to engage without the context of their primary 
account and its submission history and reputation. These can, 
in some ways, preserve anonymity (Andalibi, Haimson, De 
Choudhury, & Forte, 2016). Overall, several functions allow 
the constant negotiation of anonymity on Reddit.

Anonymity can also be compromised by Reddit, evi-
denced by its privacy policies. The company collects infor-
mation protocol addresses and reserves the right to share 
information in specific circumstances. Although Reddit’s 
privacy policies are evolving, Reddit’s general protection of 
user identity is a function of its claims of allegiance to free-
dom of expression. (For the most up-to-date privacy policy 
information, see https://www.redditinc.com/policies/pri-
vacy-policy.) Centivany and Glushko (2016) argue that free-
dom of expression is an essential Reddit value, mirrored in 
Reddit’s practical design choices (e.g., the voting system). 
While comments and posts in some subreddits are subject to 
moderation by Redditors (Matias, 2016a, 2016b), many sub-
reddits remain unrestricted.

The combination of anonymity and online communication 
reduces personal accountability and can create an “online dis-
inhibition effect” which can provoke hostile actions or troll-
like behaviors (Suler, 2004) as well as supportive behaviors 
(Bernstein et  al., 2011). Hostile and troll-like behaviors are 
largely responsible for Reddit’s reputation and regular appear-
ance in the news. Reddit is “known for its sometimes misogy-
nistic content” (e.g., Herring & Stoerger, 2014, p. 569). 
Centivany and Glushko (2016) note that “[w]hile particularly 
offensive or vitriolic content typically never reaches the front 
page, there are many subreddits dedicated to racist, sexist, vio-
lent, and particularly disturbing pornographic content.” Reddit 
has consistently appeared in headlines that describe some 
threads as “woman-hating” (Mettler, 2017), “low-key toxic” 
(Caffier, 2017), and the “black hole of violent racism” (Hankes, 
2015). Massanari’s (2017) ethnography of Reddit shows that 
the site serves as a “nexus for toxic technocultures to thrive” 
and a breeding ground for misogyny and anti-feminism (p. 
333). This is illustrated by the case of the dissemination of 
nude pictures of famous female actors on Reddit and other 
platforms, coined The Fappening (Massanari, 2017), as well 
as the #Gamergate controversy (Perreault & Vos, 2016), 
wherein women working in the gaming industry were harassed 
on platforms, such as Reddit, 4chan, Tumblr, or Twitter 
(Braithwaite, 2016; Massanari, 2017). Massanari (2015, 2017) 
acknowledges the prevalence of racism on Reddit and the fre-
quent aberration that irony and lack of intent to be racist ren-
ders the act acceptable. The content that Redditors share on 
some of these forums is so brutal and abhorrent that, according 
to Keegan Hankes (2015), author of a study about racism on 
Reddit for the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), “you 
can’t even put [it] on Stormfront or other white supremacist 
sites” (Isquith, 2015).

Attempts to battle misogyny and racism in open systems 
like Reddit are undermined by the justification that the site 
“requires a significant tolerance for adversariality that may 
be alienating to some participants” (Reagle, 2013, para. 33). 
Using freedom of speech as a foundation, some users justify 
hostility toward others by adhering to an argument of choice 
equivalent with self-regulated exclusion (i.e., they don’t like 
it, they don’t have to be here). However, the company’s 
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commitment to unrestricted speech has wavered. In 2012, 
former Reddit Chief Executive Officer Yishan Wong was 
quoted in an article saying there would be no ban of content 
that was “odious” (Laird, 2012). However, in 2015, Reddit 
quarantined and removed some subreddits that violated their 
updated policy agreements. For example, r/rapingwomen 
was banned for its promotion of violence against women. 
Several other subreddits were also deleted in 2015, including 
r/CoonTown, but not for direct violation of Reddit’s policies. 
CEO Huffman announced the ban on Reddit:

Our policies are not changing dramatically . . . we are banning a 
handful of communities that exist solely to annoy other Redditors, 
prevent us from improving Reddit, and generally make Reddit 
worse for everyone else. (quoted in Matney, 2015, para. 3)

In 2017, Reddit also banned almost 1,000 accounts con-
nected with Russia’s Internet Research Agency. Despite 
these bans, Reddit’s open racism, sexism, and hate speech 
that is not deemed violent is allowed on the site (Statt, 
2018).

From a dramatically different lens, scholars have shown 
that context-specific anonymity leads to disinhibition that 
creates generally supportive communities. Luarn and Hsieh’s 
(2014) study underscores that perceived anonymity contrib-
uted to higher willingness to express opinions in online set-
tings. In abuse-related posts on Reddit, Andalibi et al. (2016) 
show that even the relationships between regular Reddit 
users, moderators, and throwaway account users were gener-
ally supportive. The functions of anonymity and pseudonym-
ity help foster engaging and supportive discussions in the 
context of stigmatized mental health issues (De Choudhury 
& De, 2014) and discussions about parenting (Ammari et al., 
2018). Some subreddits also foster informal learning (Esteve 
Del Valle et al., 2018) and build international communities to 
engage in online protest (Loudon, 2014).

Predicting Social Media Use

A 2017 Pew Report suggests a staggering 69% of U.S. adults 
use social networking sites (Pew Research Center, 2017), a 
number that doubled in less than a decade (Lenhart, 2009). 
Reddit users account for about 6% of U.S. adults. Yet, despite 
its small size in comparison with other social networking sites 
like Facebook, Reddit has hosted threads in the Reddit-specific 
Q&A format Ask Me Anything (AMA), which include high-
profile officials and prominent leaders such as former President 
Barack Obama. Social media sites serve as spaces for connect-
ing, communicating, and interacting with others. Lenhart 
(2009) suggests that most of these online social connections 
and relationships stem from people who they knew before 
connecting on the site. Our research explores the possibility 
that there are strikingly different network dynamics among 
networks that consist primarily of individuals who do not have 
this established offline connection.

Research has paid close attention to who engages on 
social networking sites and why through approaches such as 
uses and gratifications theory in other social media (e.g., 
Chen, 2011; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2011; Raacke & 
Bonds-Raacke, 2008). While emerging scholarship has 
examined the patterns and consequences of Reddit functions 
(Andalibi et  al., 2016; Bergstrom, 2011; Kilgo, Yoo, & 
Johnson, 2018; Olson & Neal, 2015; Suran & Kilgo, 2017; 
Tsou, 2016; Van der Nagel & Frith, 2015), factors that pre-
dict user engagement within the site are the focus of this 
research. Moore and Chuang’s (2017) study found that 
socializing, entertaining, and status seeking are significant 
predictors of engagement while information seeking is not, 
ultimately identifying the social networking aspects of the 
site. However, our study approach identifies the relevant 
variables that might predict participation in a social news 
site. Thus, we seek to examine if strength in personality, 
news engagement, and news consumption are key predictors 
of Reddit use, and consider how the aforementioned reputa-
tion of Reddit might provide different results based on user 
demographics.

Personality Characteristics

Research on personality characteristics of social media users 
shows that strong personalities are more likely to engage 
online through social networking, blogging, and messaging 
than others (e.g., Guadagno, Okdie, & Eno, 2008; Li & 
Chignell, 2010). Correa, Hinsley, and Gil De Zuniga (2010) 
found that extraversion and openness were the most likely pre-
dictors of social media use. In addition, Park’s (2013) work on 
Twitter adopted Noelle-Neumann’s (1985) itemizations of 
personality strength to understand opinion leadership within 
the social network of Twitter. Results showed that those with 
stronger personalities, who ultimately identified as having 
more extroverted leadership qualities, use Twitter more often. 
Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1. Stronger personality characteristics predict increased 
Reddit interactions in terms of (a) posting, (b) comment-
ing, (c) voting, and (d) reading.

News Engagement and Consumption

Several studies have discussed Reddit as a social news site 
(e.g., Leavitt & Clark, 2014) that “functions as a democra-
tized platform for the dissemination of information” (Suran 
& Kilgo, 2017, p. 1036). Reddit has touted itself as the “front 
page of the Internet.” Pew research confirmed that for Reddit 
users, seven in 10 retrieved news from the site (Barthel, 
Stocking, Holcomb, & Mitchell, 2016), ranking it as the 
highest among social media. From a broader perspective, 
news consumption is an increasingly important use of social 
media, and social media is the most preferred platform for 
people to share news stories (Purcell, Rainie, Mitchell, 
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Rosenstiel, & Olmstead, 2010). As news is purported to be a 
primary function on Reddit (e.g., Leavitt & Clark, 2014), the 
effects of news engagement and consumption should inten-
sify Reddit use. Thus, we propose the following hypotheses:

H2. Higher levels of news engagement predict increased 
Reddit interactions in terms of (a) posting, (b) comment-
ing, (c) voting, and (d) reading.

H3. Higher levels of news consumption predict increased 
Reddit interactions in terms of (a) posting, (b) comment-
ing, (c) voting, and (d) reading.

Finally, taking into consideration the various cultures that 
exist within Reddit, we investigate if the participation rela-
tionships vary when we consider demographic information 
(race, gender, age, and education):

RQ1. Do demographic variables change the relationship 
between predictor variables and Reddit use in terms of (a) 
posting, (b) commenting, (c) voting, and (d) reading?

Method

The survey was conducted by researchers of the Digital 
Media Research Program at the University of Texas at Austin 
and was administered between December 1, 2015, and 
January 15, 2016. During this period, Reddit had received 
significant media attention because of its decision to ban sev-
eral subreddits. Chandrasekharan and colleagues (2017) 
argue that there was a decrease in the prevalence of hate 
speech on the site and of participation by members who were 
frequent commenters in those groups. Newell and colleagues 
(2016) noted that there was also considerable migration of 
users to alternative subreddits as well as to other social net-
working platforms.

To explore active Reddit users, a convenience sampling 
method was employed to collect survey data. Participants 
were recruited through posts in various subreddits that 
ranged from political and news-oriented to social and discus-
sion-oriented. This includes subreddits such as r/samplesize 
(a subreddit that is dedicated to posting and responding to 
surveys), r/conspiracy, r/askfeminists, r/politic, r/anything-
goesnews, r/democrats, r/republicans, r/insightfulquestions, 
r/askfeminists, r/BlackPower, and r/Hispanics. Our final 
sample size was 546.

Survey Demographics

Overall, participants were young (M = 26.58, standard devia-
tion [SD] = 8.35) and highly educated (1 = less than a high 
school degree, 5 = graduate/professional degree; M = 4.24, 
SD = 1.54). More men participated (n = 363, 66.5%) in this 
survey than women, and more Whites than minorities 
(n = 142, 26.0%).

Independent Variables

For personality characteristics, participants answered if they 
agreed or disagreed with the following six statements 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) adopted from 
Noelle-Neumann’s (1985) concept of personality strength, a 
measure of opinion leadership: “I like to have responsibil-
ity,” “I like to take the leadership when people conduct activ-
ities as a group,” “I enjoy convincing others,” “I serve as a 
model for others,” “I am often a step ahead of others,” and “I 
often give others advice and suggestions.” Scores were aver-
aged to create an index (Cronbach’s α = .79, M = 4.93, 
SD = 0.99). Higher scores indicated stronger personalities.

For news engagement, participants answered if they 
agreed or disagreed with the following five statements 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): “It’s a regular 
part of my day to catch up with the news,” “I follow the 
news to understand what’s going on in the world,” “I follow 
the news to know what other people are talking about,” “It’s 
my duty to keep up with what’s going on in the world,” and 
“I have a pretty good understanding of the main issues fac-
ing our country.” Those statements were averaged to create 
an index (Cronbach’s α = .76, M = 4.16, SD = 2.32). Higher 
scores indicated higher news engagement.

Finally, media consumption was measured by asking par-
ticipants to report how often they retrieved news from the 
following five media sources (1 = never, 7 = all the time): 
local newspapers, national newspapers, cable news, local TV 
news, and radio news. Results were averaged to create an 
index (Cronbach’s α = .71, M = 2.96, SD = 0.97). Higher 
scores indicated more news consumption.

Outcome Variables.  Four single-item measures were 
employed to measure how often Reddit users participated in 
the following activities (1 = never, 7 = all the time): posting 
news sources, commenting on posts, voting (upvoting and 
downvoting), and reading posts and articles on Reddit.

Data Analysis.  Hierarchical ordinary least squares (OLS) 
regression analyses were performed to examine the rela-
tionships between each Reddit activity and predictor vari-
ables. Block 1 included demographics (e.g., age, gender, 
race, and education). Block 2 included media consump-
tion, news engagement, and personality characteristics. 
Before assessing models, bivariate Pearson’s correlations 
were run among all variables. Multicollinearity was not 
present for the independent variables. Table 1 shows the 
correlation matrix.

Results

Posting Stories on Reddit

In terms of posting, Block 1 of the OLS regression showed 
that gender and age were statistically significant. 
Demographic variables explained 6.4% of the model 
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variance. After entry of personality characteristics, news 
consumption, and news engagement at Block 2, the total 
variance explained by the model as a whole was 8.3%, 
R2 = .08, F = 6.74, p < .001. In the final adjusted model, only 
three variables were statistically significant: Age (β = .20, 
p < .001) had the strongest effect, followed by gender 
(β = −.12, p < .01; 0 = male, 1 = female) and personality 
strength (β = .10, p < .05). These findings revealed that 
women were less likely to post news stories on Reddit com-
pared to men, and older individuals were significantly more 
likely to post on Reddit (RQ1a). Individuals with stronger 
personality were also more likely to post on Reddit, support-
ing H1a. H2a (news engagement) and H3a (news consump-
tion) were rejected.

Commenting on Posts

Regarding commenting, OLS regression results showed 
that gender (β = −.17, p < .001), age (β = .15, p < .001), and 
news engagement (β = .03, p < .05) were statistically sig-
nificant in the full model, R2 = .07, F = 5.26, p < .001. These 
findings revealed that women were overall less likely to 
comment on posts, and older individuals were significantly 
more likely to comment on posts (RQ1b). Reddit users 
who were more engaged with news were also more likely 
to comment on the site, supporting H2b. H1b (personality 
strength) and H3b (news consumption) were rejected.

Upvoting and Downvoting on Reddit

Block 1 revealed that no demographic variables were significant 
predictors of voting, which remained true in the final model, 

answering RQ1c. Block 2 showed that only news engagement 
significantly predicted voting (β = .09, p < .05), suggesting Reddit 
users who were more engaged with news were more likely to 
vote on the site. H2c was supported. H1c (personality strength) 
and H3c (news consumption) were rejected. The final model was 
not significant, R2 = .02, F = 1.12, p > .05.

Reading Posts and Articles

For reading, all demographic variables were statistically insig-
nificant, answering RQ1d. The final regression model was sig-
nificant, R2 = .04, F = 2.78, p < .01, with news engagement as 
the only significant predictor for reading posts on Reddit 
(β = .15, p < .001), supporting H2d. H1d (personality strength) 
and H3d (news consumption) were rejected.

Table 2 presents the final regression model of each regres-
sion. Although the total variance explained by the models was 
generally small, the models indicated statistically significant 
predictors. Values of Rchange

2  showed that demographic vari-
ables explained a higher proportion of the variation than per-
sonality strength, news engagement, and news consumption 
for posting and commenting on Reddit. In contrast, demo-
graphic variables explained a similar proportion of variation as 
personality strength, news engagement, and news consump-
tion for voting and reading posts on Reddit.

Discussion

The identity of Reddit as a social networking site, a social 
news site, and a message board in addition to its affordances 
of anonymity, its reputation for hosting hostile communities, 
and its controversial privacy policies led to the inception of 

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics and Pearson’s Correlations (N = 546).

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Dependent variables
1. Post news stories .40** .21** −.01 .12** .09* .13*** −.12** .01 .22*** .10**
2. Comment on posts .52** .15** −.05 .04 .07 −.19*** −.07* .15*** .04
3. Upvote or downvote posts/
comments

.21** −.01 .09* .03 −.04 .02 .06 .06

4. Read articles or comments .00 .14*** .05 −.09* −.09* .00 .03
Independent variables
5. Personality strength .27** .15*** −.11** .00 .00 .11**
6. News engagement .33*** −.04 −.01 .06 .07*
7. News consumption .04 .02 .18*** .15***
Demographic control variables
8. Gender (0: Male, 1: Female) .33 .34 .11**
8. Race (0: White, 1: Non-White) .07 −.01
10. Age .40***
11. Education  
M 1.86 4.80 6.60 7.40 2.96 4.16 4.93 .32 .26 26.58 3.63
SD 1.34 2.11 1.82 1.13 0.97 2.32 0.99 .47 .44 8.39 0.93

SD: standard deviation.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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this study. As one of the most visited sites on the Internet, our 
study seeks to identify who uses Reddit and how they inter-
act on the site. Our intention is not to offer insight about 
Reddit that can be generalized to the entire site or specific 
subreddits. Rather, we hope to highlight some of the activity 
habits of Reddit users and use our existing knowledge about 
Reddit’s culture, reputation, and controversies to understand 
why differences may exist. Our results contribute to three 
main points of interest: (a) the role news plays with active 
Reddit users, (b) personality strength’s association with 
increased participation, and (c) the role age and gender play 
in explaining Reddit participation.

Our first finding indicates that news, in general, is important 
but may not be central to predicting Reddit use. Reddit users 
who are highly engaged with news and that consider news con-
sumption an important part of their lives are more likely to 
comment, vote, and read posts or comments on Reddit. News 
engagement has the strongest association with reading articles 
on the site; reading can be considered a more passive type of 
interaction. However, news consumption does not predict any 
of these activities. These two findings help to support evidence 
that the value of news and its importance in everyday life (news 
engagement) increases social news site participation, even if 
the site’s users are not regularly consuming mainstream news. 
Furthermore, these findings invite future inquiries to reassess 
Reddit’s site designation as a social news site. If Redditors are 
not consuming mainstream news, yet seven in 10 users receive 
news from Reddit (Barthel et al., 2016), with what news are 
users most engaged? The relationship between Redditors and 
news as well as the features of news on social news sites are 
ripe areas for future exploration.

The second important finding focuses on personality 
strength and Reddit participation. Our results showed that 
Reddit users who post more often tend to have stronger per-
sonalities, though personality strength was not a predictor of 
commenting, voting, or reading. This finding is remarkable 
considering the news engagement is just the opposite: Those 
that value news engagement the most are more likely to com-
ment, vote, and read, but not post. Posting and commenting 
differ in that posters tend to lead or direct the conversation, 
whereas commenting can be considered more reactive. This 
activity pattern furthers Kilgo and colleagues’ (2016) argu-
ment that opinion leadership exists on the site. Future explo-
ration of this relationship is warranted, particularly 
considering the context of anonymity, throwaway accounts, 
and subreddit cultures.

Finally, gender and age tell a compelling story about how 
the site’s culture and reputation may influence Reddit use. 
Concerning content creation, Reddit users who are women 
participated less on the site than men. They posted fewer 
news stories and commented less on posts. However, they 
were equally likely to vote and read posts as men. This points 
us to the importance of understanding fundamentally differ-
ent types of engagement: Commenting and posting are 
among the most active forms of online engagement, reading 
and voting less so. The more active contributions of posts 
and comments are among the few spaces where users can—
intentionally or unintentionally—reveal their identity in the 
anonymous social networking platforms such as Reddit. 
Thus, considering the reputation and culture of Reddit, we 
might conclude that women likely do not enjoy actively 
engaging in misogynistic cultures and so participate less. 

Table 2.  Hierarchical OLS Regression of Each Reddit Engagement Behavior (N = 546).

Variables Post news stories Comment on posts Upvote or downvote 
posts/comments

Read articles or posts 
from others

B SEB β B SEB β B SEB β B SEB β

Block 1
  Demographic
    Gender −.29 .12 −.12* −.75 .19 −.17*** −.18 .17 −.05 −.19 .11 −.08
    Race .08 .13 .03 −.25 .20 −.05 .10 .18 .02 −.21 .11 −.08
    Age .03 .01 .20*** .04 .01 .15*** .01 .01 .05 −.00 .01 −.03
    Education .01 .07 .01 −.01 .11 −.00 .08 .10 .04 .05 .06 .04
Block 1 Rchange

2 .06 .06 .01 .02
Block 2
  Personality strength .02 .01 .10* .02 .02 .05 .00 .01 .00 .00 .01 .00
  News engagement .01 .01 .02 .01 .02 .03* .03 .02 .09* .03 .01 .15***
  News consumption .09 .06 .07 −.19 .10 −.09 −.09 .09 −.05 −.05 .05 −.05
Block 2 Rchange

2 .02 .01 .01 .02
F value 6.74*** 5.26*** 1.12 2.78**
Overall R2 .08 .07 .02 .04
Radjusted

2 .07 .05 .00 .02

OLS: ordinary least squares; B: unstandardized beta coefficient; SEB: standard error; β: standardized beta coefficient.
Only final models are shown here.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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This is also partially supported by our survey demographics: 
In our sample, 66.5% of respondents were male, similar to 
findings by Pew in 2016 who found that 67% of Reddit users 
were male. Yet, because of our convenience sampling, we are 
unable to make inferences about the gender split in Reddit 
overall. Women Redditors might be withdrawing from active 
participation while continuing to participate in more passive 
ways, as has been found in video game research that investi-
gates hostile situations. Fox and Tang (2016), for example, 
found that women adopted various strategies to avoid sexual 
harassment, which included gender masking or withdrawal. 
Likewise, because our convenience sample was Redditors 
who hold accounts on the site and are actively engaging with 
posts (our survey was placed in a link inside the post), find-
ings support the idea that women Redditors might refrain 
from engaging heavily in activities that could lead to acci-
dental disclosure. More active forms of participation may be 
perceived as riskier for women and therefore undesirable.

Our results also indicate that there may be consequential 
power in remaining silent. The less active and completely 
anonymous engagement behavior of voting did not show sig-
nificant differences between men and women. Although 
women may be less eager to comment or post, they remain 
active contenders as voters—the only truly anonymous and 
untraceable function of Reddit. This function allows women 
to participate in what makes it to the front page of Reddit and 
subreddits (ultimately seen by more people) and what is bur-
ied behind other posts and algorithmic features (ultimately 
seen by fewer people).

In addition, it is important to consider the period in which 
this study was conducted, about 6 months after Reddit began 
banning content online. Chandrasekharan and colleagues 
(2017) noted that the Reddit bans “succeeded at both a user 
level and a community level. Through the banning of subred-
dits which engaged in racism and fat-shaming, Reddit was able 
to reduce the prevalence of such behavior on the site” (p. 17). 
However, the decreased commenting and posting behaviors of 
active women Redditors indicate that the damage of online 
harassment, hostility, and oppression may have already been 
done. We cannot draw the same inferences for racial minority 
populations in this study because we posted the survey and 
attempted to recruit from subreddits specifically designed for 
minorities, which likely leads to increased participation.

Age seems to point to the most significant increases in 
posting and commenting on Reddit. Older Reddit users are 
more likely to post and comment than younger Reddit users. 
The relationship between age and content creation on the site 
through posting and commenting leads us to reconsider other 
cultural and technical factors that might set Reddit apart 
from other social networking sites—in this case, the design 
of the site. In 2015, Reddit’s website was reminiscent of 
early Internet webpage designs, devoid of elaborate graph-
ics, and not accessible through most mobile applications. 
Because of this, regular Reddit use often requires browser 
access. As more young people rely on smartphones, mobile 

devices, and tablets (Poindexter, 2012), these technology 
gaps might explain some of the participation differences 
found in this study.
There are significant limitations to the generalizability of our 
survey results: Our participants were recruited through con-
venience sampling, providing limitations to the generaliz-
ability of data across Reddit. Indeed, in many ways, 
subreddits act as compartmentalized communities, and our 
understanding of anonymity and social media use would 
benefit from an investigation of these individual networks or 
subreddits. Nevertheless, these findings foster efforts to pre-
dict who might be most likely to participate in Reddit, pro-
viding potential groundwork for further exploration of other 
anonymity-affording social networks such as imgur or 4chan. 
They also point to the effects that site reputation might have 
on participation, a consideration that is particularly impor-
tant in the context of recent controversies that surround 
Facebook and Twitter regarding data sharing and the 2016 
U.S. presidential election. As the politics of social media 
platforms, data collection, and user privacy evolve, future 
research should consider the reputations and histories these 
networks build in the collective public memory, and the 
effects this may have on who participates in the future.
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