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1 Introduction

Private ownership of social media platforms such as Twitter and Reddit has come under increasing
scrutiny. Considerable effort has been invested in decentralized alternatives such as Steemit [5],
Lens Protocol [3], Mastodon, and more, but none of them has gained a following comparable to
the major platforms. Even Mastodon, with 1.8 million monthly active users [11], has been a mixed
success. Moreover, Mastodon is not entirely decentralized but instead made up of many centralized
instances.

After decades of efforts, the fact that decentralized social media has not been a mainstream success
for any obvious technological reason raises the question of what is missing. Of course, lack of
investment and convenience for consumers is part of the explanation. However, there may also be
deeper reasons for the lack of success of decentralized social media.

We contend that decentralized moderation is an unsolved problem. Social media platforms like Twit-
ter and Reddit developed various algorithms and guidelines for moderating user-generated content.
These governance mechanisms are approved and guaranteed by the legal owners of the platforms.
While there has been a significant amount of research on moderation in social media, much less is
known about how to make moderation work in a decentralized setting where all users are peers and
no central authority exists.

This project will build a social media platform in order to test various designs for decentralized
moderation in real-world scenarios.

2 Goals of Research

On the theory side, we will propose rules for participants on a social media platform to self-moderate
user-created content. On the software engineering side, we will create an open-source Slack bot to
implement these rules. We will make this bot available as an app so that users can report back to
us, and we can adapt both the theory and the implementation in an effort to discover which rules
for moderation work best in practice.

3 Project Narrative

In the following, we briefly review the state of the art of moderation on centralized systems and then
describe our approach to decentralized moderation.

State of the Art The moderation on Reddit and Twitter has both centralized and decentralized
aspects. Most of the moderation is done by algorithms and volunteer moderators, but ultimately,
decision responsibility rests with the owners and central admins.

For example, Reddit’s most recent transparency report [13], shows that central admins removed
15.5% of the content, the remaining percentage being removed by moderators, mostly with the help



of Reddit’s AutoMod algorithm, which accounts for 71.6% of content removal. AutoMod is available
for free in all subreddits and configured by the moderators in that subreddit. It can be programmed
to automatically recognize and remove certain content, such as specific languages, words, phrases,
posts not containing a link or image, and more [1].

For our purposes, the most interesting decentralized aspect of Twitter is Twitter Notes [4], which
is open source. Notes are used to add small messages to Twitter content on the main feed, and are
moderated by its own users. Users on Notes can mark other messages as helpful or not helpful, and
algorithms are used to rate messages and users in the community.

Methodology The aim of our project is to investigate governance mechanisms for decentralized
moderation. For this purpose, it is not necessary to build on top of social media that are themselves
decentralized. Instead, we will create an open-source Slack bot that will implement decentralized
moderation in the sense that moderation decisions will be taken cooperatively by the users and not
be made by a central administrator.

The two main ingredients are inspired by Reddit’s automoderation and the community moderation
of Twitter Notes.

For decentralized automoderation, we will introduce a voting mechanism that allows users to agree
among themselves on the parameters of the automoderation algorithm. AutoMod itself is not open-
source; however, Reddit allows for custom bots to be run on subreddits, and some of these custom
bots are open-source [9].

For decentralizing Twitter Notes the decision of who can become a moderator (contributor) needs
to be decentralized. Instead of anonymous moderators, moderators will be pseudonymous and rated
according to reputation. The selection of moderators will be voluntary, randomized and reputation
based.

Planning Our research will be split into the following parts, planned over 11 weeks.

e Literature review “Moderation on Social Media” (20%). Deliverable (week 3): Paper summa-
rizing the state of the art in content moderation on Twitter and Reddit.

e Designing a decentralized community-based system for self-moderation of user-created content
(10%). Deliverable (week 3): Document outlining architecture, APIs, algorithms.

e Implementation (50%). Deliverable (week 7 / week 11): GitHub repository with design docu-
ment, code, installation instructions and technical documentation.

e Testing (20%). Deliverable: GitHub Issues and Pull Requests.

Literature review and design will be conducted concurrently. The implementation will be broken
down into three milestones (prototype, moderationl, moderation2). Testing will start once the
prototype is completed and run through to the end of the project.

4 Conclusion

This project has been designed to strike the right balance between novelty and feasibility. On the
one hand, decentralized moderation is an open problem. On the other hand, building a Slack bot
for user cooperation is a tried and tested approach [8]. Applying the latter to the former gives us a
firm starting point.

In the interest of feasibility, we also do not tackle the issues that come with replacing Slack with a
decentralized communication protocol. Social media based on decentralized protocols such as Nostr
[6], ActivityHub [15], and Solid [2] are under active development. We are planning to combine the
research described here with those efforts in the future.



Finally, we believe that the insights this project will generate on decentralized moderation will have
ramifications on decentralized governance more generally, which, in turn, plays an increasing role
in a range of areas such as cryptocurrencies [10], decentralized finance [7], health care [14] and the
energy grid [12].
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