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No community can do everything: Why people participate in
multiple similar online communities
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Large-scale quantitative studies in social computing have investigated the relationships between online
communities and shown that the same individuals talk to each other about similar things in different online
communities. Why do these overlapping communities exist and attract the same participants? We provide
an answer grounded in the analysis of 20 interviews with active participants in clusters of highly related
subreddits: Within a broader area of interest, there are a diversity of benefits that an online community can
confer. These include: (a) socialization with similar others to socialize, (b) specific information and discussions,
and (c) attention from the largest possible audience for the content they create. However, a single community
encounters tradeoffs between each of these benefits and has limited control over how it can structure itself to
meet every need: Very large communities provide valuable audiences yet are limited in providing the other
two benefits. Sometimes homophilous social communities also provide desirable content, but people often
seek to learn or consume specific types of content produced by others unlike themselves. Our findings suggest
that growing areas of interest on an platform for online communities tend to become populated by specialized
communities having diverse membership sizes, topical boundaries, and rules. Such systems of overlapping
communities exist to better provide a greater range of benefits.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Earlywork in social computing treated online communities as isolated unitswhose

internal processes andmembers’ experiences could be understood without consid-

ering their participation in other online communities. Now, as community hosting

platforms like Reddit, Facebook, Fandom (formerly Wikia), and so on have grown

in prominence, social computing scholars have sought to document and explore
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the connections between different online communities [17, 32, 68, 80]. This re-

search has shown that online communities overlap with each other enormously in

terms of their memberships and topics in ways that have important consequences

for a range of outcomes including the growth and decline of communties [69, 73]

and the spread of hate speech [13].

User and topic overlap is widespread—both within platforms and across them.

For example, a range of recent studies have highlighted the fact that members

frequently participate in multiple online communities—both serially as users shift

between communities over time [49, 67, 68] as well as in parallel as individuals

participate in multiple groups simultaneously [35, 73, 81]. Many large platforms

also host multiple distinct communities having similar topics and content [18, 80].

In at least one study, researchers have documented that in addition to being wide-

spread, overlaps in users and topics often coincide [18]. In other words, members

of online communities simultaneously participate in overlapping conversations

with overlapping groups of people in different online groups.

Why are the same individuals talking to each other about similar things in different

online spaces? For social computing scholars, this question reflects both an empiri-

cal puzzle as well as an important gap in social computing theory. Although social

computing offers many theories of why individuals might want to participate in

a community or start a new one, almost all empirical work in social computing

on user and topic overlap has been supported by computational and quantitative

analysis.We know very little about how overlaps feel to participants or what quan-

titative measures of overlaps reflect in substantive terms. Critically, we also have
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very little in the way of empirical evidence that is able to speak to why communi-

ties overlap in their userbases or in their topics.

Our work seeks to complement quantitative research on intercommunity rela-

tionships with qualitative richness and depth. A better qualitative understanding

of intercommunity overlap is important for several streams of social computing

scholarship related to relationships between different online communities. In par-

ticular, we engage a series of social computing studies that have taken inspiration

from ecological theory and shown that online groups’ growth and survival are

closely tied to activity in adjacent online spaces [69, 73, 80, 81]. Yet we can say

little about the reasons why these adjacent spaces exist in the first place.

We seek to answer the research question in italics above through an interview-

based study of Reddit users with experience in networks of overlapping communi-

ties. Using a dataset Reddit of posts and comments on Reddit, we identify clusters

of communities on Reddit with highly overlapping users and topics and recruit a

set of 20 participants from 9 clusters on a variety of interest-based topics. Draw-

ing from a grounded theory analysis of interview transcripts, we identify a set

of three high-level themes that explain why a user may want to simultaneously

participate in multiple communities with overlapping userbases and topics.

Our findings suggest that users seek multiple types of benefits from online

groups. In particular, three types of benefits are salient: users want to (a) find spe-

cific types of content, discussions, and information; (b) connect with similar types

of people; and (c) share content with the largest possible audience. Our work also

suggests that these three things are frequently in conflict such that the more a

community provides one, the less able it may be to provide the other two. As it is
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difficult or impossible for a single community to provide all three benefits, these

clusters or systems of multiple overlapping communities exist to do so.

Ourworkmakes both both empirical and theoretical contributions to an amostly

quantitative body of scholarship on intercommunity relationships by providing a

qualitative sense of what relationships between online communities involve in

socially meaningful and emic terms. In this sense, our work describes how com-

munities relate to each other. Additionally, our work makes a theoretical contribu-

tion by describing a set of reasons why individuals might choose to participate in

multiple online communities with similar users or topics as well as why platforms

might want to host communities with similar or even identical topics.

2 RELATEDWORK

In this section, we first position our contributions within the largely quantitative

body of social computing research investigating overlapping online communities.

Empirical findings from this body of work suggest that the construction of over-

lapping communities is purposeful and important to the success of online commu-

nities. Our study takes an inductive grounded theory approach [15], but is “sensi-

tized” by concepts from organizational ecology, a body of theory in sociology that

has already informed a number of quantitative studies of overlapping online com-

munities, which we briefly review below. Finally, we introduce some additional

sensitizing concepts, including homophily, group size, audience, and knowledge

architectures, to contextualize the themes that emerged during the inductive anal-

ysis of our interview data.
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2.1 Overlapping online communities

Although much research in online communities analyzes the internal factors driv-

ing online community success [39], a growing literature studies communities re-

lated by overlaps in topic or membership [18, 68, 69, 81]. This work has found that

simultaneous engagement in multiple communities is common on large platforms

that host online communities such as Reddit where individuals smoothly jump

from community to community [68]. With few exceptions [e.g., 22, 35, 37, 79],

this work takes the fact that communities overlap for granted and investigates

the resulting consequences for outcomes like the emergence and growth of com-

munities [8, 81] or the diffusion of types of language such as hate speech [13].

However, this work provides relatively little insight into how communities come

to overlap and why these overlaps persist.

For example, researchers have investigated inter-community conflict and found

that conflict between is only initiated by a very small percentage of online com-

munities [40]. Other work has shown that communities with overlapping content

interact with each other to shift topical boundaries. Although these definitions of

what content should or should not go in an online community might seem crisp

and discrete, content that is cross-posted to multiple communities shapes the on-

going renegotiation of what the boundaries mean in practice [8]. Zhang et al. [77]

have shown that topical boundaries between communities can also shift as sim-

ilar online communities attract different kinds of users with different interests.

In a similar way, Massanari [52] has argued that communities with overlapping

users can influence each other’s cultures. As a result, banning problematic com-

munities from a platform like Reddit can reduce toxicity in related communities
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[12]. Related groups on such platforms often use meaningful prefixes and affixes

to signify the role of a community compared to its relatives (e.g., r/askscience

is a question answering community auxiliary to r/science) [31].

A number of studies on overlapping communities draw upon ecological theory

[69, 73, 80, 81]. Ecological approaches in social computing theorize that overlaps

between users and topics relate to competitive or mutualistic forces between com-

munities and drive outcomes like growth and survival. For example, Wang et al.

[73] found that sharing similar members reduced the rate of growth in Usenet

groups and Zhu et al. [80] found that participation rates often suffered if there

was too little or too much overlap in topic with others communities. Conversely,

Zhu et al. [81] found that new wiki communities often benefit by sharing mem-

bers with older communities and that high levels of user overlap were positively

associated with community survival.

Although these studies have shownmuch about how communities relate to each

other through statistical analysis of relationships among online communities, they

are naturally unable to speak to how participants understand the relationships

between similar online communities or why they participate in multiple overlap-

ping communities. The exclusively quantitative nature of ecological accounts of

intercommunity relationships means that a range of potential explanations are

possible.
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Although we know of no qualitative examination focused directly on under-

standing why many overlapping communities exist, there are a series of qualita-

tive papers that illuminate this question. Kiene et al.’s [37] interview study of mod-

erators on overlapping subreddit andDiscord communities describes how “techno-

logical frames” that community organizers learned on Reddit informed their use of

bots to reproduce affordances for moderation on Discord. Fiesler and Dym [22] de-

scribe the history of online fanfiction writing communities migrating across plat-

forms in pursuit of hospitable infrastructure. Similarly, Zhao et al. [79] describe

how individuals use multiple social media platforms to meet their varied nuanced

communication needs. Although their study is primarily quantitative, Zhu et al.

[80] include quotes from interviews to support the emic validity of notions of com-

petition andmutualism between groups in enterprise social media. Finally, Hwang

and Foote’s [35] paper seeks to explain why individuals participate in persistently

small online communities on Reddit and ends with a reflection that many small

communities are sustainable only because they are “nested” within other larger

online communities. All told, these findings suggest a rich social process by which

participants in online communities purposfully construct and move between over-

lapping spaces bringing their culture, experiences, and ideas with them.

The goal of our study is to build on this previous work to explain this process

in detail. Although social computing scholarship has pointed to differences in af-

fordances between platforms and ways in which users shift and migrate between

communities over time, the lack of qualitative evidence drawn from participants

in overlapping contexts in the same platform at the same time means that we lack
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a strong sense of why users choose to participate in multiple communities simulta-

neously. Although ecological studies discuss and attempt to quantify competition

or mutualism, we know little about how participants in communities understand

the relationships between their communities or if these concepts have any emic

validity among participants. Our work aims to place applications of ecological

theory to online commmunities on firmer ground by using qualitative methods to

inductively answer these questions in terms of individual preferences, perceived

benefits, and understandings of the relationships between communities.

2.2 Reasons for joining online communities

Decades of social computing research to support online communities has been

driven to understand the reasons people have for belonging to online communi-

ties in terms of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards [39, 75]. It has long been recognized

that different people have different motivations and that individuals often have

multiple motivations themselves [71]. Motivations to join online communities in-

clude the social, informational, and material benefits they receive through their

participation [7]. In terms of uses and gratifications theory, “users actively seek

particular media with the goal of gratifying an existing need” [43]. Past research

has shown that people seek online communities for such wide ranging reasons as

to collaborate on projects [60], recieve social support [45], cooperate with friends

[71], and especially to exchange information [44, 46, 57, 61].

Other research focuses on the growth and decline of membership in online com-

munities and surfaces motivations for why people choose not to participate [16].

Brandtzæg and Heim [6] found that a lack of trust or low quality content in the

8



























































393
394
395
396
397
398
399
400
401
402
403
404
405
406
407
408
409
410
411
412
413
414
415
416
417
418
419
420
421
422
423
424
425
426
427
428
429
430
431
432
433
434
435
436
437
438
439
440
441

No community can do everything Woodstock ’18, June 03–05, 2018, Woodstock, NY

community can lead to decline in membership. Halfaker et al. [30] found that

changes made toWikipedia to manage article quality coincided with a decrease in

retaining newcomers, crippling the community’s growth. In general, online com-

munities may have lifecycles as leaders of established communities become re-

sistent to change and unwelcoming to newcomers and thereby decline [64, 70].

While these studies focus on the individual motivations for joining a single online

community, our work asks how and why individuals join multiple, highly related

online communities.

While our findings are the result of an inductive process of bottom-up thematic

analysis from the interview data we collected, the way we present our findings

relies on three theoretical concepts that each describe one of the reasons that in-

dividuals will join online communities. The following concepts are “sensatizing”

concepts in our analysis as described in §4.

2.2.1 Finding specific content. One of the most important benefits of online com-

munities is to foster the spread of useful content like knowledge and informa-

tion [21]. By connecting individuals with diverse information and skills, online

communities provide opportunities to match knowledge seekers with experts and

to foster collaboration on information goods such as encyclopedias and software

[4, 24, 27, 41]. Indeed, research has long focused on the ways that individuals uti-

lize diverse types of social computing systems to meet information needs through

systems like Q&A sites [2], synchronous chat systems [74], search engines [55],

9
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social network sites [56, 65], fanworks [24], and knowledge bases [1, 58]. The im-

portance of information seeking as a motivation for participation in online com-

munities suggests that overlapping communities have a yet unexplored role in

how people seek and find useful content.

2.2.2 Homophily. A specific type of need that online communities meet is to fos-

ter connections with similar others. We use the concept of homophily, “the princi-

ple that a contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate than dissimilar

people” [54], to describe those benefits people can only receive in online commu-

nities of others who share their identities, beliefs, interests, or culture. In offline

settings, homophily helps explain why tastes in cuisine, music, and other cultural

preferences are so often correlated with each other and with political orientation

[19] and why similar people tend to congregate and what happens when they

do [54]. Homophily on social networks may drive the emergence of online “echo

chambers” as individuals seek online communities whose members share their be-

liefs [20, 29, 34, 36]. People have greater degrees of trust in homophilous groups

and are more likely to share content posted by homophilous others [14, 50]. Cul-

tural homophily can be particularly important as demonstrated by how different

language editions of Wikipedia vary enormously in the style of their contribu-

tions in ways consistent with differences in national culture [59]. Homophily also

exists in online fandom communities where users gather to share their interests

and experiences with media and entertainment [24, 33].

10













































491
492
493
494
495
496
497
498
499
500
501
502
503
504
505
506
507
508
509
510
511
512
513
514
515
516
517
518
519
520
521
522
523
524
525
526
527
528
529
530
531
532
533
534
535
536
537
538
539

No community can do everything Woodstock ’18, June 03–05, 2018, Woodstock, NY

2.2.3 Finding a large audience. Research on online communities producing public

information goods has found evidence that the size of the audience motivates con-

tributors [78]. Additionally, numerous studies have shown that users of social net-

working sites are highly conscious of the audience that their posts and messages

may reach [51, 76]. As individuals on social media typically have little information

about who sees their posts, they conceive of “imagined audiences” based on cues

from the visible activity of others [5], and target imagined audiences using delib-

erate strategies—such as using multiple platforms to reach distinct audiences—in

order to control who sees or does not see their posts [48, 51, 79].

3 EMPIRICAL SETTING

To study overlapping membership in online communities, we conduct interviews

withmembers of online communities hosted on Reddit, a social media platform for

sharing, discussing, and rating news, media, and other content in user-created sub-

communities called ‘subreddits’. Individual users can participate in any of Reddits’

hundreds of thousands of subreddit communities by either posting ‘submissions’

that might include a link to a news article, a question for discussion, an image to

share, or new text written by the user. Users can also post ‘comments’ within the

comment threads of posted submissions. Users vote submissions and comments

up or down as a form of distributed moderation [42] and give them virtual awards.

Subreddit communities are managed by teams of volunteer content moderators

tasked with structuring participation, curtailing abusive behavior, and keeping

11



































540
541
542
543
544
545
546
547
548
549
550
551
552
553
554
555
556
557
558
559
560
561
562
563
564
565
566
567
568
569
570
571
572
573
574
575
576
577
578
579
580
581
582
583
584
585
586
587
588

Woodstock ’18, June 03–05, 2018, Woodstock, NY Anon.

other users on topic [53, 63]. Subreddits exist covering an enormous range of top-

ics [23] and Reddit has been the site of much research on overlapping online com-

munities [18, 31, 67–69]. The costs of creating and joining new communities on

Reddit are very low, subreddits often overlap in both topic and membership, and

users frequently create spinoff subreddit communities.

4 METHODS

To understand why so many people participate in multiple overlapping commu-

nities, we set out to interview people who are active in multiple highly related

subreddits. Additional inclusion criteria were that users were adults (i.e., above

the age of majority in their country) and able to participate in an interview in

English. Our participation select process began by first choosing clusters of highly

related groups. To do so, we referred to web-based data visualizations of cluster-

ing algorithm derived from topic and user overlaps to find groups of interest-based

subreddits having similar users and similar language.

To generate the visualizations, we ran a computational analysis of the Pushshift

Reddit dump [3], which contains a nearly complete history of Reddit comments as

of April 2020.We selected the top 10,000 subreddits by the number of comments in

this data, and excluded subreddits where amajority of submissionswere flagged as

‘NSFW’ to avoid inspecting pornographic material. Next, following approaches in

prior work on overlapping subreddits [18], we constructed measures of linguistic

similarity and user similarity by taking the cosine similarities of TF-IDF vectors.

To generate our two visualizations, we ran affinity propagation clustering [26] to
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group subreddits having overlapping users or topics. We then built an HTML vi-

sualization of these clusters based on t-distributed stochastic neighbor embedding

(t-SNE). We include these visualizations in the online supplement.

Although some aspects of cluster selection were necessarily arbitrary, we tried

to select clusters that were interest driven, involved primarily English language

discussion, and were focused on content and people that all members of the re-

search team would be comfortable speaking with. As a result, we did not select

any clusters that were focused on pornography or other content that is not safe

for work, fringe or extreme politics, content specific to a geography, or topics that

our group could not understand. We did seek out clusters that we hoped would re-

sult in individuals from a diverse range of ages, genders, and life experiences. The

clusters we selected each include 3-10 subreddits on the following topics: rock

climbing, streetwear fashion, roller coasters, vintage audio, podcasting, painting,

drag culture and performance, indie music, and dating for middle-aged adults. In-

formation about each subreddit and cluster can be found in Table 1.

Again using the Pushshift Reddit dataset, we selected candidate participants

who were the top 80% of most frequent commenters within the cluster; who par-

ticipated inmultiple subreddits in the cluster; and were active in the cluster during

a period of at least 1 calendar year. We began recruiting a random sample of 50

candidates matching these criteria within each cluster to participate in our study

by sending direct messages through Reddit. Interested potential recruits filled out

a short online survey confirming that they were adults and able to participate

in English language interviews. We also asked participants about their participa-

tion and familiarity with each of the subreddits in each cluster to verify that they
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Subreddit Cluster Subscribers Created
r/bouldering Climbing 194,814 2009-10-28
r/climbharder Climbing 117,288 2010-10-19
r/climbing Climbing 935,621 2008-07-17

r/climbingcirclejerk Climbing 45,032 2011-08-18
r/Drag Drag 44,724 2011-01-15

r/Dragula Drag 27,510 2016-11-03
r/rupaulsdragrace Drag 440,329 2011-11-15

r/RPDR_UK Drag 31,867 2019-02-07
r/SpoiledDragRace Drag 69,027 2018-02-16
r/MsPaintsArtRace Drag 61,292 2017-04-17

r/MGMT Indie Music 17,744 2010-02-25
r/tameimpala Indie Music 94,248 2011-10-30
r/kgatlw Indie Music 59,191 2015-07-01

r/Indieheads Indie Music 1,932,698 2013-12-24
r/datingoverthirty Middle Age Dating 436,480 2014-11-04
r/DatingAfterThirty Middle Age Dating 11,550 2018-03-09
r/datingoverforty Middle Age Dating 52,522 2018-12-15

r/relationshipsover35 Middle Age Dating 14,916 2018-02-06
r/OilPainting Painting 186,716 2011-09-22
r/Painting Painting 280,865 2008-06-13

r/PourPainting Painting 178,800 2017-07-28
r/Watercolor Painting 269,882 2012-01-15
r/HappyTrees Painting 53,362 2011-02-07
r/podcasts Podcasting 1,995,693 2008-01-25
r/podcast Podcasting 60,497 2009-01-02

r/podcasting Podcasting 73,010 2010-09-17
r/audiodrama Podcasting 129,102 2010-11-30

r/ska Podcasting 34,397 2008-03-12
r/guessthecoaster Rollercoasters 5,094 2017-06-30
r/rollercoasterjerk Rollercoasters 12,378 2016-07-14
r/rollercoasters Rollercoasters 66,652 2010-07-31

r/rct Rollercoasters 55,275 2010-08-04
r/themeparkitect Rollercoasters 13,536 2014-06-16
r/streetwear Streetwear 2,678,745 2011-04-30

r/supremeclothing Streetwear 154,797 2012-04-04
r/womensstreetwear Streetwear 421,279 2016-04-25

r/bapeheads Streetwear 19,672 2013-08-12
r/malefashion Streetwear 207,843 2011-04-02
r/sadboys Streetwear 74,932 2013-06-30

r/techwearclothing Streetwear 94,675 2017-03-01
r/Vans Streetwear 51,997 2011-07-01

r/cassetteculture Vintage Audio 45,615 2011-05-25
r/typewriters Vintage Audio 20,037 2010-10-25
r/vintageaudio Vintage Audio 59,202 2011-09-18

Table 1. Clusters of subreddits from which we recruited participants, subscriber counts at the time of the
study, and the creation date of each subreddit.
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were knowledgable. Although we recruited participants from the subreddits listed

in Table 1, at the beginning of each interview, we asked if there were any other

subreddits related to those identified by the clustering algorithm. As a result, our

conversations were not limited to these subreddits.

We initially collected interviews from the first three clusters listed in Table 1.

We found ourselves reaching saturation within these clusters more quickly than

we expected. That said, we also found that different clusters were surfacing quite

different data. In response, we sought to obtain better coverage of interest groups

on Reddit by adding additional clusters and recruiting at least 2 participants from

each. In some clusters added to the study later, we did not reach saturation in

2 interviews. In these cases, we sent additional batches of invitations and con-

ducted additional interviews. In total, 20 participants were successfully recruited

and interviewed by 5 different members of the research team before we reached

saturation in our analysis and ceased the process of data collection. We describe

the characteristics of our interviews in Table 2.

Our interviews were all semistructured. We drew from a long series of open-

ended questions about participation in different subreddits and the relationships

between communities but often chose our questions based on what our subjects

wanted to talk about. A copy of our interview protocol is included in our sup-

plementary material. Interviews were 49 minutes long on average but varied sub-

stantially. We suggested conducting interviews over Zoom, but also offered the

participants their choice of communication channel. As a result, 2 interviews were

conducted over the phone, 1 was conducted using Discord chat, and the rest were

conducted over Zoom. Interviews were initially transcribed using Zoom’s built-in
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transcription and the otter.ai automatic transcription service and then manually

corrected by the authors. After each interview, participants were compensated

with a digital gift card for $20 USD through the Tango Card reward service1.

5 ANALYSIS

Our analysis followed Charmaz’s [15] approach to grounded theory as closely as

possible. We began initial coding during our data collection period and generated

over 950 codeswhichwe then grouped in an iterative axial coding process that gen-

erated 18 distinct thematic memos. As we completed collecting data, we refined

our codes and coalesced our themes to find an answer to our orienting research

questions of “Why are there so many online communities organized around in-

terest groups?” and “Why not more?” to identify three categories of benefits that

interviewees seek from their participation in online communities and the sense

that they look to different communities for different benefits. Additionally, our

analysis was influenced by sensitizing concepts from prior work including the

knowledge of overlapping online communities reviewed in §2.1 and the reasons

that people participate in online communities summarized in §2.2. In synthesiz-

ing our grounded theory, we observed that interviewees described their participa-

tion in multiple different subreddits or their preference for particular subreddits in

terms of the inability of one community (often the “main” or “largest” community)

to provide the desired benefits.

1https://www.tangocard.com/
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Participant ID Cluster Interview Length (minutes)
C1 Climbing 56
C2 Climbing 51
C3 Climbing 41
D1 Drag 51
D2 Drag 67
I1 Indie Music 71
I2 Indie Music 43
O1 Podcasting 30
O2 Podcasting 44
P1 Painting 58
P2 Painting 35
P3 Painting 40
P4 Painting 35
R1 Rollercoasters 24
R2 Rollercoasters 43
S1 Streetwear 79
S2 Streetwear 55
T1 Dating in Middle Age 63
T2 Dating in Middle Age 53
V1 Vintage Audio 34
V2 Vintage Audio 56

Table 2. List of anonymized participant IDs, the cluster from which we recruited them, and the length of
their interview.

5.1 Ethical Concerns

Our study design was reviewed by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at [RE-

MOVED FOR REVIEW] and was determined to be exempt. As part of the design

of this study, we took several steps to protect the privacy of our research partici-

pants and their data. Participants were fully briefed about the design of the study

before being interviewed and were given documents concerning the study as well

as contact information for our IRB. Explicit consent was obtained from every sub-

ject before recording interviews.

Because this project involved collaboration with a relative large team involved

in data collection and analysis, we stored and shared interview recordings and

transcripts using the Keybase end-to-end encryption service for all discussion and

data sharing. Finally, participants were anonymized so that no direct identifierwas
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recorded in the process of data collection, and only anonymized pseudonyms (e.g,

C1, P2, V2 as show in Table 2) are published in this paper.

6 FINDINGS

Why do people participate in multiple online communities around the same topic?

Our answer, simply put, is that no one community can provide all the benefits

that multiple online communities can. At a high level, we find that people have

multiple and diverse motivations for participation in online communities. In §6.1,

we describe the types of benefits they seek organized into three categories: (a) to

engage with specific types of content; (b) to engage in homophilous socialization

and (c) to share content contributions with as large of an audience as possible.

Using data from our interviews, we describe the tensions between between these

benefits to explain why very similar groups of people talk about similar things

in different online communities. The fact that online communities provide these

three benefits may not surprise scholars of online communities. Our contribution

comes in the form of a theoretical framework, grounded in our data, that describes

how these benefits can only be satisfied by groups of communities.

In brief, we find that a large community is valuable for its steady stream of con-

tent and a large audience, but participants find it more difficult to get attention

and connect with others. Large communities tend to share content that appeals to

a broader audience instead of the specific types of content that enthusiasts relish.

Similarly, large subreddits provide less sense of community and fewer opportu-

nities to meaningfully connect with others who share their specific hobbies and
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interests. Although similar people often seek similar types of content, we find im-

portant cases where the desired content is often available only from dissimilar

others. For example, beginners in sports like rock climbing or in art forms like

painting often seek discussion with advanced practitioners to help them learn. No

single subreddit can provide all these benefits. Instead, different subreddits provide

distinct opportunities to find specific kinds of content, homophily, or the largest

possible audience.

6.1 Benefits users seek from communities

6.1.1 Specific kinds of content. Content on Reddit is organized into subreddits

that define boundaries around what is considered “on-topic.” Multiple subreddits

can exist around the same general topic when subreddits occupy different “con-

ceptual rungs” and subdivide a general topic into specific subcategories like types

of painting media, athletic subdisciplines, or audio formats. Moreover, subreddits

that prohibit types of content or behavior open niches for subreddits that allow

it. Despite such forms of specialization, multiple communities often welcome the

same content and encourage users to “cross-post” material to support different

and complementary discussions around the same topic.

Members reward content that fits within the category with upvotes and positive

engagement. A subreddit’s topic—what it is about, and what content should be

posted—is often signified by its name. A climbing enthusiastic explains:

I think the name itself [r/climbharder], kind of specifically points out

that. This is not for people who climb hard. It’s for people who climb

and want to climb harder. (C1)
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C1 describes how the purpose of a subreddit is tied to its name by emphasizing

the adjectival suffix ‘-er’ as indicative that the subreddit isn’t about achieving elite

performance but about improving even for beginners.

Similarly, a participant in subreddits about drag performance and fandom in-

vokes Marshall Mchluhan to describe they know what messages (content) to post

and where to post them through their knowledge of the media (subreddits):

Yeah, well let’s say you were a drag artist and you wanted to show off

something that you just created. Youwould have to go select which com-

munity you wanted to show it off in. And I guess among those, [r/Drag]

would be the one to do that in. But if you’re—if you’re wanting to show

off a piece of artwork or something that you made of an queen from

Rupaul’s drag race—and the best place to show that off would be to

go to [r/rupaulsdragrace] and post it there. So it’s more like [a] ‘the

medium is the message’ kind of thing. ... You know where where would

get the most views [and] where would be the best place to post your

content. (D1)

Like D1, our informants all had deep knowledge of what kinds of specific content

would be appropriate for each subreddit within their clusters. We heard about sub-

reddits that specialized by intersecting a topic with a dimension like nationality.

Specialization also occurred as a form of regulatory arbitrage when one commu-

nity had formal or informal rules about the kind of content that was allowed. In

these cases, we would often hear about an adjacent community where breaking

the rules is accepted,maybe even the raison d’être. For example, r/rupaulsdragrace
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prohibits spoilers and information about the outcomes of a reality TV show; r/spoileddragrace

is a community about the same show that allows spoilers.

This pattern is so widespread on Reddit that it is signaled in various ways: the

“meta” prefix signals meta discussions, often drama-centered, about another sub-

reddit; the “jerk” suffix singals a space for memes, mockery, silliness, or other con-

tent unaccepted in the “main” subreddit. Both are commonly understood and were

discussed at length by our interviewees. For example, among the Rollercoasters

subreddits, the “jerk” subreddit is a “joke subreddit” where members of the main

rollercoasters subreddit make fun of themselves:

I would definitely say r/rollercoasters and r/rollercoasterjerk

are really deeply intertwined. It’s usually all the samemembers and stuff

because of the fact that the coaster ‘jerk’ is just meant to make fun of

the the main subreddit. It’s just a joke subreddit. (R1)

‘Jerk’ subreddits were a common source of discussion among our participants.

Similarly, among the Climbing subreddits, the “main” subreddit about rock climb-

ing (r/climbing) is welcoming to newcomers. “People want to encourage more

entrance into the sport” (C1) and so upvote posts by newcomers. However, new-

comer posts are often repetitive pictures of people climbing in gyms or videos of

famous climbers and this annoys some experienced climbers. The “jerk” subreddit

provides a backstage space where making fun of newcomers is acceptable.

In addition to being divided by formal or informal rules, interrelated subreddits

can be structured as a ladder of “conceptual rungs” where one finds larger commu-

nities as one ascends the ladder. A participant in the subreddits on art and painting

described this phenomenon as:
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You kind of go up through these kind of conceptual rungs. . . . When you

go up from, say, Oil Paint—like HappyTrees to OilPainting—it’s a much

bigger community. And then from Oil Painting to Painting, which is

even bigger. (P2)

P2 explained that smaller subreddits like /r/HappyTrees support learners and

are generally more welcoming places where the less skilled can find advice. This

sentiment was also reported by Hwang and Foote [35] who describe small subred-

dits as existing within what they call “nested niches.” While the quotation above

suggests that the size of communities increases as one moves up the conceptual

rungs, the relationship between topical scope and size was complicated in our data

than either this quote or Hwang and Foote suggest. In some topical areas, one

finds that subreddits with relatively specific topics can have the largest or most

active communities. For example, /r/rupaulsdragrace is the by a large margin

the most active drag subreddit even though it focuses on a reality TV series that

is a subset of the broader drag community.

Although many subreddits with different specialized topics exist, people who

want to share their work, ask a question, or have a specific discussion may not

know the best place to post. Cross-posting—when someone posts the same con-

tent, questions, or messages in multiple communities—is a widespread act on Red-

dit that helps people find an engaged audience or discussion group. Our inter-

viewees spoke about cross-posting at length. They described their motivation for

cross-posting as the desire to increase attention to one’s content, earn more rep-

utation on Reddit (i.e., karma), obtaining more helpful or diverse information,

and participating in different discussions about the same topic. Cross-posting has
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sometimes been viewed negatively as a form of attention grabbing (i.e., “karma

whoring”). More often, however, we heard that cross-posts are done to establish

different conversations:

They’re going to get different responses fromdifferent subreddits. I think

maybe some of them are kind of just posting to get extra ‘karma,’ but I

think most of them, mostly it’s just that you’ll have a different conver-

sation in the different subreddit. (V1)

Indeed, cross-posting to find different discussions or audiences in different sub-

reddits is generally acceptable as described by V1. It is frequently encouraged.

Multiple interviewees described how,when people ask for training advice in r/climbing,

the largest subreddit about rock climbing, they will be advised to cross-post to

r/climbharder, a subreddit specifically focused on training:

Somebody will post asking for advice in r/climbing and oftentimes,

somebody will comment and be like, ‘Hey, you know? You’re you’re

welcome to ask this here. But you might get more and better responses

at r/climbharder.’ (C1):

C1 explained that even though conversations about training often start in themain

subreddit, they are not likely to gain traction because not everybody in the main

community is interested in the more intensive aspects of climbing. When people

start such discussions, they are commonly advised to ask again in a different com-

munity with a special focus on training.

In sum, the ecosystem of subreddits about similar topics provides more opportu-

nities for people to find desired discussions. People receive positive feedback and
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engagement when they post content that fits a subreddit’s topic. Formal and in-

formal rules prohibiting certain content or discussion allow for communities that

embrace such content to grow in adjacent spaces. That said, the subreddit where

a particular piece of content will be best received is often not clear to the person

posting it! Cross-posting provides multiple chances to start a desired discussion.

6.1.2 Homophily. Online communities have long been recognized as a way to

“find my people” by bringing together users sharing a psychiatric diagnosis, en-

thusiasm for a hobby, age group, or membership in a subculture or identity group.

A member of the Middle Age Dating cluster of subreddits explains:

[When I joined the ADHD Reddit sites], I feel like I found my people

after all these years. . . . If you don’t have ADHD, and don’t wonder

what’s going on other people’s brains all the time, I think you just think

that everybody thinks like you. And they don’t. They don’t. So if you’re

30 and you’re having a problem, you really just want to talk to other

other 30 somethings. (T2)

T2’s description of having “found my people” and talking to other people like

themselves invokes the idea of homophily: the desire to connect to others similar

to oneself. Analytically distinct fromfinding personalized information in narrowly

focused subreddits, homophily was frequently cited as an end in itself by our in-

terviewees. Our interviewees sought to connect with “like-minded” people having

similar interests, demographics, identities, tastes, and levels of status.

Even though the identities of others in subreddit communities are largely invisi-

ble, participants can easily imagine the demography of the subreddit. A participant
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in the Drag cluster of subreddits described r/Dragula, a community of fans of a

TV show featuring horror-infused drag styles, as:

I think it would be a mostly LGBTQ audience. And not many straights.

But if there are straights, they would be really open minded or edgy. Or,

I don’t know . . . associated with that ‘dark’ aesthetic. (D2)

D2’s thoughts on r/Dragula convey a clear sense of the audience the subreddit. Of

course, pseudonymous nature of Reddit obscures age, race, gender and ethnicity.

That said, Reddit users draw on stereotypes about fanbases and cues like mentions

of schools, selfie posts, linguistic markers, and cultural references, to build clear

models of the types of people in a subreddit. In further unpacking these dimen-

sions, D2 contrasts r/Dragula with the more mainstream subreddits about the

show “Rupaul’s Drag Race:”

[As for subreddits about] the drag race (r/rupaulsdragrace), Drag

Race UK (r/RPDR_UK), and the spoiled drag race (r/SpoiledDragRace).

. . . Most of [followers in these other groups] don’t do drag. Most of them

are, I think, white gay men, or straight women who see drag with a

very narrow view of what drag is. Hegemonic? I don’t know if that’s

the word, but they apply the same standards of beauty that are applied

to women and men and artists and performers to this art form. And it

limits a lot what you would consider pretty, or you would like, or you

will enjoy. (D2)

D2 conveyed both a strong sense of the demographics of different drag subreddits

as well as a strong sense of identification with r/Dragulawhich they described as

less toxic, more inclusive, and more creative in part because its membership has
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a greater concentration of LGBTQ and nonwhite people who are less interested

in conforming to hegemonic beauty standards. The mainstream drag subreddits

are prone to reproducing dominant beauty standards, but r/Dragula provides an

alternative space for drag queens and kings who do not conform.

Subreddits divide broad topical areas like drag, art, and fashion into subgroups

of people occupying strata of status hierarchies associated with identity, exper-

tise, and class. In the Climbing cluster of subreddits, rock climbing ability confers

status and separates beginners from advanced athletes. We found that these two

groups concentrate their participation in different subreddits. Across the clusters,

we found that experts sought out fellow experts with whom to share knowledge,

offer reflections, and give advice grounded in shared extensive experience. We

found that status hierarchies in Painting subreddits are related to skill level and

medium:

I do believe themoderator had askedme if I would post [on] r/Artoilpainting.

But it seems like they frown on watercolor. So I kind of I just kind of

don’t post there. . . . Because oil painters like to be snooty, because oil

painting is expensive. . . . They like to look down on watercolor. (P4)

P4’s story of status-based divisions between groups was a consistent theme across

clusters in our analysis. In this case, P4 describes how they were invited to cross-

post their work from r/Watercolor to r/Artoilpainting, a smaller subreddit

that seems to have a complicated relationship with watercolor. While watercolor

submissions are allowed, and in this instance encouraged, both the subreddit’s

name and the semblance of its visual tag for watercolor submissions with the

down-vote button, suggest that oil is the preferred medium in this community.
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Similarly, our subjects reported subreddits about fashion are split along lines

that are associated with the price and status of the clothes being discussed:

The kind of person, the platonic ideal poster, like user, of something

like r/streetwear, is probably more open-minded, maybe, in terms of

what they think is cool, what they think is worth wearing.Whereas, you

know, . . . the r/malefashion snob is a snob. (S1)

Even though users of r/streetware share and discuss men’s fashion, their casual

and youthful styles are looked down upon in r/malefashion which focuses on

higher-status andmore expensive styles. S1 is a member of the r/streetwear sub-

reddit. They identify the r/streetwear poster in positive terms—e.g., as having

an “open-minded” approach to fashion compared to the snobby r/malefashion

members. While their groups are “chill” and “supportive,” higher-status groups

are “snobby.” It is clear that S1 feels unwelcome and out of place in higher-status

group. In this way, the division of topical spaces into spheres of similar status and

identity allows members to find groups that exclude those who look down upon

them as well as those who they look down upon.

Although “finding your people” is satisfying in itself, it can also be a foundation

for a wide range of other kinds of benefits. For example, a community leads to con-

versations that are more personal and promotes trust. Trust, in turn, is useful for

buying, selling, and trading and builds confidence in the advice and information

shared within a community.

V2, one of our interviewees from the Vintage Audio cluster, described a com-

munity of record collectors on Reddit that acted as a market for buying, selling,

and trading records. They preferred this subreddit to other online markets like
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Ebay because the community holds members accountable for honest transacting

and because of the intrinsic reward that comes from sharing records with a fellow

community member:

because it’s a group of people that are like-minded, . . . your feet are kind

of held to the fire a little bit more about actually being realistic with the

condition [of the material you are selling]. Whereas, [when you buy]

vinyl at the used record shop, sometimes you feel like someone’s trying

to pull one over on you . . .

I feel like because it is a community, sometimes you can get some kind of

better deal. Because it’ll be like, hey, if somebody really liked, whatever,

Modest Mouse, I’ve got these records that I want to sell to somebody

that likes Modest Mouse instead of putting them up on Ebay. . . .

I found other people that share the hobby that I like. So I almost, def-

initely, feel like they’re friends in a little way. And so I want to, if I’m

ever selling, I’m going out of my way to make sure that whatever I’m

doing, everything I’m doing, is above board. (V2)

V2 was very enthusiastic about the “marketplace wrapped in a community“ for

vinyl records. According to V2, both buyers and sellers of records benefit from

transacting within a community of like-minded hobbyists. Because the commu-

nity holds sellers accountable through public shaming (“holding their feet to the

fire”) and the threat of exclusion from themarket, the community promotes honest

representation of merchandise. Being part of a like-mindeded community where

members feel friendship with each other gives sellers a reason to be honest, and
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even to discount their wares, because they get “some kind of better deal” on Reddit

than on another market.

In sum, our interviewees turned to specific subreddits to find people who share

their interests, tastes, problems, and identities. Our participants described subred-

dits in terms of demographics and identity groups as well as well as styles, subgen-

res, or categories related to social status like wealth, expertise, and beauty stan-

dards. Universally, they used these categories to place themselves within the con-

stellation of related subreddits they participated in. Members of subreddits who

are “finding their people” benefit one another by acting as communities as well

as building trust and feelings of friendship. Over time, these feelings can provide

further benefits like the ability to more safely engage in buying and selling.

6.1.3 Finding the largest possible audience. A third type of benefit derives from

the number of members in a subreddit. Our interviewees were all keenly aware

of the fact that a post reaching one of the top positions on a larger subreddit

would receive the attention of a vast audience. They described this attention as

emotionally thrilling and as translating into other benefits. For artists and influ-

encers, large audiences brought material rewards. For learners, a large audience’s

collective knowledge could bring hard-to-find answers and advice.

That said, our interviewees explained that larger subreddits do not necessarily

provide a larger audience because posts in larger subreddits are more likely to

be ignored or missed in the torrent of other content. While posting in a smaller

subreddit might increase the chances of finding an audience at all, subreddits that

were too small were described as unattractive because theywould not attractmany
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posts or replies. Interviewees responded by choosing where to post strategically

to find the largest possible audience.

Although the competition for the top spots on the front page of large subred-

dits can be fierce, this competition can make recognition from a large subreddit

extremely gratifying:

Likes are just kind of fake: fake social currency. But yeah, when you

get a charge out of it, yeah, I love it. Most of the time, painting is a

really busy sub. I mean, like, in any given hour, the new page is already

replaced. . . .

If you can get something that gets a hold there and stays on the front

page for a little while, [if] it gets up in even the top five, I’ve had a

handful do that. That’s kind of cool. (P2)

P2 describes the thrill of reaching top positions in r/painting with posts of their

paintings. Even though they are dismissive of likes on Reddit, they admit that the

attention their work gets from the subreddit is desirable. It sends traffic to their

websites, raises their artistic profile, and helps them sell their art. While these

material incentives are important, part of the thrill comes from knowing that a

given subreddit is competitive. Smaller subreddits are simply unable to provide

these benefits.

While small subreddits are ineffective at providing attention or information,

posting in a large subreddit means the risk of being ignored:

It’s hard. I think there’s this weird bell curve where the community

needs to be big enough where people want to post content. But it can’t

get too big where people are drowning each other out for attention. (S2)
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S2 was among several of our interviewees who described an ideal “middle ground”

for subreddits size. In general, we heard that people were less interested in post-

ing content in very small subreddits that do not provide an audience. That said,

competition over the largest audiences drives people to smaller subreddits where

they can reliably find an audience. I2 from our Indie Music cluster explained:

Usually r/Indieheads is the way to reach more people if you want to.

Just like if youwanted to do evenmore, you’d probably do it on r/music.

. . . Say a small indie band decided to do an AMA they would probably

want to do it on r/Indieheads. Because if they did it on r/music, it

would get drowned out and nobodywould see it because there’s somany

posts. In r/Indieheads it would get a decent bit of attention, I think.

In the band subreddit, it would probably get a lot of attention too. But

r/Indieheads seems like the best middle ground for that kind of thing.

(I2)

I2 explained that when the psych-rock band King Gizzard and the Wizard Lizard

wanted to engagewith an audience on Reddit, they had a choice whether to post in

either the smaller “band subreddit” dedicated to them, the very large r/music, or

the medium-sized r/Indieheads. Although posting in the band subreddit would

have surely provided an audience, they chose r/Indieheads which was large

enough but where there was still little risk that their post would be drowned out.

Our interviewees repeatedly described how finding an audience for one’s con-

tent is a clear motivation for posting in larger subreddits. However, we also heard

that competition for attention in the largest subreddits leads people to try to find

an audience in smaller subreddits. As one posts in increasingly small subreddits,
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one finds increasingly small audiences. In the smallest subreddits, posting may

not seem worthwhile at all. This trade-off between finding a large audience and

being ignored suggests that posting in subreddits of intermediate size can be the

most reliable way to reach a sizable audience.

6.2 Tensions between the benefits

The sections above describe the three broad classes of benefits that users sought

out and how this affected the types of subreddits that people joined to find these

benefits. How does understanding these benefits help explain why it is so common

for individuals to belong to multiple groups about similar topics?

The findings in the previous sections imply a clear reason that so many overlap-

ping subreddits exist. When one subreddit prohibits a certain type of content or

conversation, an adjacent group can form that allows it. When an identity group

is marginalized in one subreddit, members of that group may form a subreddit of

their own. When getting attention in a large subreddit is too difficult, a smaller

subreddit becomes attractive.

However, this explanation does not directly engage with the evidence in our

interviews of real tensions between the three types of benefits. Our interviewees

explained that a form of “trilemma”—i.e., a dilemma between three mutually in-

compatable options—existed between their desires for specific content, homophily,

and finding audiences. Our subjects explained that because of tension existing be-

tween each pair of benefits, a single community might provide 2 of these benefits.

But never all three.
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Using data from our interviewees, we describe each of the three possible ten-

sions that exist between the three benefits: (1) subreddits where one finds a large

audience are less able to provide specific types of content; (2) communities with

large audiences are rarely able to provide a community of similar others. While

people who share an identity sometimes seek the same types of content, (3) some

valuable types of discussion and information only are found in diverse groups of

people.

6.2.1 Larger audiences create background noise. In §6.1.1, we described how sub-

reddits are structured according to distinctions between different types of con-

tent. Breaking down broad topical areas into specific subreddits of varying levels

of granularity makes finding such content easier because it means that users do

not need to sift through unrelated material in a broader subreddit. One common

pattern in our interviewees was the idea that larger subreddits are simply not the

best place for enthusiasts to have discussions:

I see this background noise problem building [in] r/climbing, the main

climbing community, [which] has just become less and less and less in-

teresting and less relevant as it’s gotten bigger. That’s not really a prob-

lem. Right? That’s probably has more to do with my interest level and

how long I’ve been on it. And my experience level with climbing. I’m

just a little bit more crusty about it, you know? (C2)

C2 describes losing interest in the primary subreddit about climbing as it grew

because of the interviewee’s specific interest in particular types of climbing con-

tent (i.e., material associated with being “crusty” or experienced). C2 recognizes
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that when r/climbing experienced growth, it didn’t lose its character as a com-

munity. That said, a larger volume of posts by newcomers to the sport created a

“background noise problem” that made it difficult for established climbers to find

discussions of interest. C2 recognizes that this is due to their own increasingly

idiosyncratic interests.

Similarly, smaller subreddits can be incredibly valuable to those looking for

highly specialized information. Even though they may have very low levels of

activity, they can provide a way to learn about rare forms of expertise. A partici-

pant in our Vintage Audio cluster explained how they might seek out advice on

building an reel-to-reel audio setup:

If you’re at the the ReelToReel subreddit. Everybody is hyper into them.

Whereas there’s probably overlap with somebody in the vintageaudio

[subreddit] . . . For me, if I’m like trying to rebuild my reel-to-reel player,

I want to talk to that kid, or 2 or 3 kids, 4 kids, the most knowledgable

person particularly about building reel-to-reel.

And if there wasn’t that reel-to-reel subreddit or a “building reel-to-reel’

subreddit. You know what I mean? Like, I don’t feel tempted to try that

out. So I know that who I’m talking to is hyper specific to the knowledge

I want. (V2)

Invoking r/ReelToReel, V2 describes a highly niche subreddit about archaic

audio tape equipment with only 3,200 subscribers and a handful of posts each day.

When it comes to specific technical information, V2 is simply not looking to find a

large audience. Instead, they want access to the “most knowledgable person” with
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specific expertise because access to this expertise makes it possible for them to

consider doing their own reel-to-reel projects.

Although the r/ReelToReel community overlaps with the larger and more gen-

eral r/vintageaudio, the latter does not provide the ability to connect with the

small group of expert enthusiasts in an archaic and obscure technology.

Similarly, when someone wants a podcast recommendation tailored to their per-

sonal tastes, asking in a larger subreddit is not likely to prove as fruitful as it is

within a smaller one. O2, a participant in the Podcasting cluster explained:

So I think for like r/audiodrama, I would probably write a longer post,

and probably get a bit more into like, my personal tastes. Like I would

comment about, ‘oh, I really love the acting in this one, is there anything

similar?’ Open up a bit more about what I do and don’t like. Whereas

I think in podcasts, it probably would be more direct. I’d ask a specific

question . . . more to the point, more factual, probably just more almost

transactional. (O2)

Although the larger r/podcasts subreddit is a popular place to promote podcasts

on Reddit, O2 explains that they prefer asking for recommendations in the smaller

r/audiodrama where they find others willing to take their personal tastes into

account. Our interviewees did not advance a “smaller is better” argument. O2 ex-

plains that they still engage in larger subreddits, but that they approach it as a

more direct and transactional mode of information exchange when they do. Sim-

ilarly, large art communities provide opportunities to find a large audience, but

when someone wants substantive feedback to improve their skills, they post in a

smaller subreddit organized specifically for this purpose.
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Interviewees described themost general interest-based subreddits like r/podcasts,

r/painting and r/climbing as more accessible and welcoming to newcomers

and as reaching a larger audience. All things they valued in certain circumstances.

They also described these larger groups as having a high volume of low-effort

posts or comments. Our interviewees explained that although they play a useful

role in an information ecosystem, the largest subreddits in a topical area are rarely

the best places to look for information or advice. They explained that small sub-

reddits exist because they can effectively play host to content, information, and

discussion that larger subreddits can not.

6.2.2 Socializing with similar others is more difficult in larger groups. Because they

have less background noise, smaller subreddits are more likely to provide oppor-

tunities to connect with people who share one’s distinctive interests, tastes, and

identity. Smaller subreddits are also better places to find a community because

they provide opportunities to have repeated encounters with recognizable others,

off-topic discussions, and more personal interactions. P4 explained that building

relationships was difficult with large and broad audiences:

Obviously, I want as many people to see my stuff as possible, especially

[since I am] trying to establish myself. But at the same time, I do want

to build a relationship with any sort of community that I can. (P4)

P4 explained that they participated in multiple communities because they have

two goals as an artist. First, they want to find an audience for their artwork to

establish their career. Second, they want to build community with others who
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share their craft. They felt that they needed to turn to multiple subreddits to fit

these different needs.

Although larger subreddits provide a large potential audience, smaller subred-

dits were described as being friendlier. Another interviewee from our Painting

cluster explains that this is because of how people act differently in large and

small subreddits:

I live in themiddle of nowhere. And every so often, before the pandemic,

I would visit the [large city several hours away]. Now I found there were

very polite people, both in [the city] and in [my rural area]. But the

tone by which people carried themselves changes in their environment:

that’s kind of one of the big changing factors. So, in the city, people are

in a rush, they’re about their business. We don’t really have time to chat.

. . . The big subreddits might seem unfriendly [But] it’s not that so much.

Individual members are impolite or unfriendly. But it’s almost as though

people carry themselves differently when we’re in different subreddits.

(P3)

In their extended metaphor, P3 explained that large subreddits are like big cities

full of busy people who do not “have time to chat.” Evocatively, they described

people as carrying themselves differently in large and small subreddits as their be-

havior changes when they move between different environments. The very same

people who are rude in large subreddits might be friendly in smaller subreddits

where people have repeated encounters with one another and have a stronger

sense of knowing each other.
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In another quote from the same cluster, P2 described how the small subreddit

for Bob Ross inspired painters, r/HappyTrees, stands out from the larger art sub-

reddits because people know one another and it does not feel anonymous. The

tight-knit nature of this community contributes to its utility as a source for feed-

back.

6.2.3 Tensions between content and community. A third tension described by our

subjects was between the desire to find discussion, content, and feedback and

the desire to find similar others. In fact, our interviewees described a range of

situtations when they sought out dissimilar others. For example, they described

beginners seeking to learn from experts and outsiders seeking to learning about

other cultures. They also described how subreddits instituted rules to limit or orga-

nize content that also interfered with unstructured and off-topic discussions that

helped with community building.

For example, although multiple subreddits with overlapping users discuss the

same episodes of the TV series Rupaul’s Drag Race, they have different understand-

ings of events in the show depending on their national identities. D1 explained

that:

The discussions played out differently on different subreddits. In the

Drag Race UK sub there’s a lot more understanding about [a British

drag queen] in particular, about where they come from . . . In America

we don’t understand how that person is from Worcestershire. (D1)
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D1 explained that the cultural background of one of the drag queens was a sub-

ject of discussion in r/RPDR_UK, the UK drag race subreddit while the main subred-

dit, r/rupaulsdragrace, was “dominated by the American viewpoint” and lacked

these discussions.

In fact, our interviewees described a number of subreddits focused on discussing

broad topics from a specific national or regional culture context. These cultural

communities within a topical area provided a homophilous space for sharing dis-

tinctive cultural knowledge and sensibilities.

An additional wrinkle is that even for our American interviewee, the r/RPDR_UK

subreddit provided an opportunity to enhance their own experience and appricia-

tion of the show by observing and learning frommembers of another culture. In ex-

amples like these, our inteviewees explained that communities where like-minded

people can share their distinctive appreciation show could provide not only oppor-

tunties for homophily by the insiders but also a unique source of knowledge for

outsiders.

Similarly, Painting participant P2 explained that a group that has a mixture of

experts and beginners provides a better learning environment than a group of

beginners alone:

If you can find a small group, with a small core of people who are partic-

ularly skilled, they sort of energize the group as a whole. r/HappyTrees,

even though it’s kind of a beginner subreddit, there’s some people that

posts there that are like, you know, Bob Ross instructors, or they’ve been

doing this for years. And they’ve mastered that sort of . . . “happy trees”

thing. (P2)
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P2 explains that part of what makes r/HappyTrees great is that it connects

learners to a group of experts. A homogenous subreddit of only beginners or ex-

perts would not provide the same opportunities for new painters to get help on

their work from more experienced ones or for experts to give advice to beginners.

For obvious reasons, this is not possible if groups are strictly homophilous.

In order to stay focused on specific types of content, subreddit moderators will

frequently employ stricter rules and heavy-handed moderation. A participants in

the Indie Music cluster explained:

A lot of them put in rules now where it’s like, you can only do one post

today, or one post a week, to try and limit that spam of people posting

their own bands. . . . In r/Indieheads, you can’t post yourself playing

music. . . . They’re kind of strict on the rules. Like you have to have

your post titled a certain way to say whether it’s a new . . . single, sorry,

a newmusic video, or new album. You have to like put it in brackets like

[album], or like [new live stream]. And every post I think has to be

like tagged like that. (I1)

I1 explained that the subreddit r/Indieheads has rules limiting how often one can

post, requirements for specific titles and tags, and prohibiting types of user gener-

ated content. While these rules help maintain a high-quality feed of specific types

of content, they can get in the way of building a community. As a result, subred-

dits that make rules to ensure that posts are high quality and on-topic frequently

have adjacent “-jerk” subreddits that provide an outlet for jokes and memes and

act as places where off-topic discussions and chit-chat can thrive.
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Our respondants explained that smaller subreddits can get by with fewer rules

and lighter moderation because they have fewer behavior problems and are less

attractive to toxic outsiders. They are also more able to self-police using Reddit’s

voting system and through direct interpersonal sanctions like admonition. One of

the Vintage Audio participants explained that:

In Reddit, the more users you get, the more strict the rules, and the more

strict the moderation. Just to prevent problems. (V2)

V2 continued and explained that subreddits that are small enough that you can

“wrap your hands around” and that are built around a “like-minded” group and

how more tightly-knit communities can develop and enforce shared behavioral

norms that substitute for formal rules and rigid enforcement regimes. In concrete

terms, V2 explained that the processes of creating spaces for specific types of infor-

mation got in the way of building community. In smaller subreddits, when mem-

bers want to start a conversation about something, even if it’s silly or off-topic

they can do so.

7 DISCUSSION

How do overlapping communities come to exist in the first place? Why do people

belong to multiple groups about highly overlapping topics? Our findings offer one

answer. Individuals seek multiple kinds of benefits from online communities that

cannot be provided by a single online community. An ecosystem of overlapping

online communities exists to provide the full range of benefits that users seek.
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Fig. 1. Venn diagram illustrating the specificity-homophily-audience ‘trilemma.’

7.1 The Specificity-Homophily-Audience Trilemma

The tensions between the benefits that our interviewees sought can be thought of

as forming a ‘trilemma’ between finding specific content, homophily, and finding

an audience. This description of a three-way dilemma captures the fact that the

more a subreddit succeeds in providing one of these benefits, the less able it will be

able to provide the others. Subreddits might be able to provide two of the benefits

to an individual. That said, only in truly exceptional cases will they be able to

provide all three. Because communities have to structure themselves in oneway or

another, users opt to participate in multiple communities to gain all three benefits.

This trilemma is visualized in Figure 1. Each of the benefits described in §6.1 is

reflected in the large circles. Each of the tensions described in §6.2 is reflected in

the overlapping areas in the figure. Area A reflects how a community that overlaps

in a large audience and specialized content may be unlikely to provide homophily

to community members. Subreddits that provide large audiences face “the back-

ground noise problem” as a large volume of submissions makes it difficult for
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people to find the content they care about the most. Area B reflects the fact that

a community that overlaps in a large audience and homophilous community will

struggle to provide specific content. Area C attempts to represent how a commu-

nity that overlaps in specialized content and a homophilous community may be

unlikely to have a large audience. Although not everyone who desires a specific

type of content may be similar to those smaller who produce the content, smaller

subreddits can often provide both desired content and opportunities to socialize

with similar others. Yet, as the size of the audience they provide increases, sub-

reddits encounter the background noise problem and acquire a “big city” air of

unfriendliness.

One might call this three-way conflict a “soft trilemma” because perhaps in ex-

ceptional cases will an online community be able to provide all three benefits to

an individual community member at once. In particular, our interview data sug-

gests that the tension between socializing with similar others and finding specific

content (Area C) is weaker than the tensions involving audience size. Hard or soft,

our findings suggest that individual subreddits are constrained by these trade-offs.

That said, a platform like Reddit can host multiple overlapping communities with

different sizes, sets of policies, and topical scopes. The result is an ecosystem of

subreddits each providing a different set of benefits.

7.2 Connections to Prior Research

7.2.1 Finding specific content. Our findings largely confirm prior work that ranks

entertaining and informative content among the primary benefits provided by

43



2108
2109
2110
2111
2112
2113
2114
2115
2116
2117
2118
2119
2120
2121
2122
2123
2124
2125
2126
2127
2128
2129
2130
2131
2132
2133
2134
2135
2136
2137
2138
2139
2140
2141
2142
2143
2144
2145
2146
2147
2148
2149
2150
2151
2152
2153
2154
2155
2156

Woodstock ’18, June 03–05, 2018, Woodstock, NY Anon.

online communities because of their power to connect people to novel or hard-

to-find sources [4, 9, 24, 72]. Within the interest-based subreddits our intervie-

wees participated in, they often sought out conversations and discussions in the

comments. Our study contributes to this literature by showing how how nested

and overlapping online communities are useful for information search and the

control of one’s information exposure. Individuals often desire multiple types of

content within a general subject area—sometimes explicitly at different times as

with spoiled and spoiler-free discussions—that they can find in different overlap-

ping communities. Even when an online community like r/vintageaudio exists

around a general topical area, an evenmore specialized community like r/ReelToReel

may provide access to an even more specialized set of experts.

7.2.2 Homophily. Prior work has recognized the importance of homophily in mo-

tivating and structuring participation in online communities [14, 16, 29]. Con-

tributing to this line of research, we identified a number of types of homophily

that drove individuals decisions to participate. These included hobbies, expertise,

age, national culture, identity, and status. However, we also found cases where

differences along many of these dimensions were valuable, especially for finding

information.

This suggests that participants in online communities face trade-offs between

homophily and information novelty. These are similar in structure to those be-

tween close and long ties observed in contexts like work groups [62] and online

and offline social networks [28, 29]. One advantage of joining a group of overlap-

ping online communities is that it can help users to find information that would

be unavailable in homophilous groups.
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7.2.3 Finding a large audience. Much social computing research points to the ben-

efits of large audiences and large communities [39]. Our work adds more evidence

to back up those claims. More relevant, perhaps, are recent counterclaims about

the benefits of smallness. In particular, a new paper by Hwang and Foote [35]

presents an interview studywithmembers of small Reddit communities. Although

our results about the tensions between largeness and other benefits are fully in

line with Hwang and Foote’s findings, our starting assumptions and our ultimate

takeaweays are quite different. Hwang and Foote seek to understand why people

participate in persistently small communities and conclude that smallness offers

a range of benefits. Our results suggest that individuals seek out benefits that

happen to be incompatible with largeness and participate in portfolios of commu-

nities that, due to the trilemma we describe, will almost certainly include small

ones. Although we believe that Hwang and Foote’s [35] emphasis on smallness

might draw focus to a side effect instead of the cause, we believe that the findings

in our two papers are largely complementary.

Our findings provide additional evidence that although users may desire large

audiences, large online communities often require additional structure to main-

tain order. Kiene et al. [38] describes how a massive influx of newcomers presents

difficulties that can be managed by appointing additional moderators, increasing

norm enforcement, and limiting the frequency of posts. Lin et al. [47] find that

such interventions help subreddits maintain comment quality and stay on topic

during massive influxes of growth. However, these changes ensuring the availabil-

ity of specific content are effective, in part, because of the growth-limiting effects

of rules and enforcement [30, 70].
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7.3 Implications for Ecological Studies in Social Computing

With the exception of a small qualitative subpart of a paper by Zhu et al. [80], prior

studies in social computing on online community ecology have relied on concepts

like competition and mutualism but have provided limited evidence that such con-

cepts are salient to members of online communities. As part of our interviews, we

asked our interviewees if they perceived relationships between the communities

they participated in to be competitive or mutualistic. In some cases, interviewees

imagined hypothetical scenarios where competition might emerge from the per-

spective of subreddit moderators. For example, a participant in climbing said:

I guess if you put your Reddit [moderator status] on your resume or

something, and you want to be a moderator of a larger community, you

could try to try to get users from other communities. But I haven’t seen

or experienced competition. (C1)

Although we asked nearly every interviewee about competition, only one inter-

viewee (S2) described an actual instance of conflict or direct competition that led

to the creation of a a rival subreddit. In nearly every other interview, our subjects

found our implication that subreddits could be in competition to be suprising and

foreign.

On the other hand, the idea that they are complementary or mutualistic was

much more intuitive. One Vintage Audio participant explained the relationship

between subreddits:

Yeah, the overlapping. . . . They each have their own niche. . . . They get

big enough to have super critical mass of people. Then they’ll have a
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reason to exist. And then they’ll sort of fit into the ecosystem of different

communities. (V2)

In ways that tracked this rather unproblematic description of subreddits coexist-

ing, our interviewees repeatedly suggested that the lack of structural or technical

limitations to the number of subreddits one can join reduces the possibility of

competition.

7.3.1 Resource Partioning. The quote above by V2 can be interpreted as a kind

of summary of resource partitioning theory (RPT), another strand of ecological

research in organizational science that considers the role of specialization [10].

Although RPT has not been deeply examined in prior social computing work, our

findings suggest that it may be able to explain the widespread occurrence of over-

lapping communities. RPT proposes that the reason that small and more special-

ized organizations coexist with large generalist organizations is that generalists

are constrained in their ability to meet distinctive needs in niche markets [11, 66].

In V2’s terms, the “ecosystem of different communities” is constructed by a pro-

cess in which those that “have a reason to exist” and specialize to “have their own

niche” and achieve “critical mass.”

Our grounded theory suggests that the trade-offs in the capacity of an online

community to provide different types of benefits that people seek from online

communities give rise to new niches within topical areas. Based on our findings

and our understanding of RPT, we hypothesize the following process to describe

how systems of overlapping communities develop:
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When a new topical grows, the vast majority of activity will happen in a “main”

community. New members joining that community may seek and find the per-

ceived benefits we described in §6.1: specific kinds of content, homophily, and an

audience for their own content. If the topic area, like “art,” is sufficiently general,

then initial membership growth occurs as the community attracts new and ex-

isting Reddit users interested in both general and specific types of content and

discussion.

As growth continues, membership in the generalist community becomes het-

erogenous in terms of expertise (e.g., amateur and professional artists) specific

interests (e.g., painters and photographers) and types of engagement desired (e.g.,

attention from an audience or critique). At this point, as we discuss in §6.2, the

trade-offs related to size become relevant. In other words, finding information re-

lated to a specialized subtopic within the general topic and socializing with similar

others each grow difficult in the growing community.

If, as with Reddit, creating new communities is virtually costless, a community

specialized in a subtopic of the general topic can emerge. This specialized commu-

nity will likely not attract as large an audience as the generalist community, but

those most interested in the specific subtopic will join it to escape what our inter-

viewees describe as “background noise” in the larger generalist. Similarly, those

seeking personal interaction or social bonds with other community members will

be more likely to find them in the specialized community. Subtopics are not the

only way for communities to specialize. A similar process occurs in the formation

of spaces having different rules or purposes (like “jerk” spaces). The cycle will then
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begin anew as subreddits repartition a subtopic like r/painting into subspecial-

ists like r/oilpainting and r/watercolor. Although some of our interviewees

theorized such processes involving the emergence of new specialized communi-

ties from large ones, the model we have narrated is an untested theory. We leave

it to future work to establish its empirical validity.

7.4 Implications for Design

The clearest implication for design from this study is that no single online commu-

nity can do everything. By allowing users to create multiple communities having

similar or identical topics, platforms can host ecosystems of online communities

capable of providing a greater range of benefits to a wider range of users. Our

findings also suggest that supporting ecosystems of overlapping communities is

an important and perhaps overlooked design space.

In describing their engagement with multiple overlapping communities, our in-

terviewees discussed affordances and limitations of Reddit’s design. They found

that it was sometimes difficult to find communities aligned with their interests.

They explained that Reddit’s system for recommendeding subreddits returned sug-

gestions that were not relevant and its “multireddit” feature for making a custom

feed of subreddits had an overwhelming number of options. While some of our in-

terviewees reported discovering niche subreddits through these features, they also

often found them through search engines, links in comment threads, and sugges-

tions for cross-posting from other users. Many Reddit users make heavy use of the

aggregated streaming feeds r/all and r/popular which surface highly upvoted

posts from across Reddit. However, these feeds typically feature content from
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subreddits that are already extremely popular instead of smaller subreddits with

narrow topics matching enthusiasts’ deep interests, expertise, and social groups.

There remain many design opportunities for tailored suggestions of subreddits

based on the mix of benefits described here.

7.5 Limitations

Our study has limitations common to all interview-based studies. Our findings

derive from in-depth conversations with relatively few of the people who were

highly active participants in the handful of clusters of communities fromwhichwe

drew our sample. Although our study was designed to provide saturation within

each cluster and to cover a wide range of types of clusters found on Reddit, addi-

tional interviews across a wider range of communitiesmight uncover new types of

specialization. Additionally, our interviewees were all among the 20% most active

members of the clusters we sampled from. Additionally, our interview data were

collected at one point in time and cannot speak to how the dynamics we describe

played out over time and new communities were created and emerged. Similarly,

although we find that overlapping communities tend to provide different benefits

to members, we did not set out to interview community founders and thus cannot

speak to the reasons that communities were created [25].

Furthermore, our study focuses on the Reddit platform. Although Reddit is among

the most popular sites for online communities and we believe that the clusters

from which we draw our interviews are typical of online communities organized

around interest groups, our findings may not generalize to communities on other
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platforms. Reddit has distinctive affordances provided by systems for voting, mod-

eration, and multicommunity engagement that might shape the construction and

use of overlapping communities. Our findings may not generalize to how overlap-

ping communities on other platforms or between one platform and another may

have relationships.

8 CONCLUSION

Why are the same people talking to each other in different online communities

about similar things? We answer this question by developing a theory grounded

in the analysis of 20 interviews with members of highly related communities on

Reddit. Our answer suggests that people turn to online communities in search of

multiple different benefits—specific kinds of content and discussion, socialization

in a homophilous community, and attention from an audience. Although struc-

tures like the topic, rules and size of a community might improve the degree to

which it provides one of these benefits, they also detract from its ability to provide

others. Within a topical area, multiple communities having a range of structures

exist to provide the full range of benefits.
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