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 In June, 2012, the website Jezebel.com, changed the rules for its commenting, 

making it easier to comment and harder to establish a person’s online identity and hold 

her responsible for her posts. The new commenting system, Kinja, effectively caused a 

drop in trust of the commenting community and diminished participation from some of 

its more active members. These drops, determined here through both surveys and 

interviews, illustrate the dangers of ignoring established views on fostering trust online 

and provide a glimpse into both the possibility and fragility inherent in online 

communities. 

Background: Anonymity 

 Anonymity is responsible for some of the darkest, most vile realms of the 

Internet. Fierce defense of the right to remain anonymous online, for example, has 

allowed for threads on sites such as Reddit.com that celebrate the sexuality of underage 

girls, domestic violence, and racism (Chen, 2012). 

 If we measure social capital in terms of trust, it is fair to argue that anonymity 

would work against online-generated social capital, not for it. As Putnam put it: 

 Anonymity and fluidity in the virtual world encourage ‘easy in, easy out,’ ‘drive 
by’ relationships. That very casualness is the appeal of computer-mediated 
communication for some denizens of cyber-space, but it discourages the creation 
of social capital. If entry and exit are too easy, commitment, trustworthiness, and 
reciprocity will not develop (Putnam, 2000. Page 177).  
 

Additionally, the lack of face-to-face contact and the associated social cues makes it 

harder to interpret a community-member’s actions or words, and serves as an additional 

barrier to creating trust online (Putnam, 2000 Page 175 and Ridings, Gefen & Arinze).  

  It appears, however, that levels of trustworthiness have developed in online 

communities. Studies on what leads to the creation of trust and reciprocity within an 
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online community have focuses on a range of different answers including, knowing 

something personal about the other members of the community or seeing quick responses 

to requests  (Ridings, Gefen & Arinze, 2002), the establishment of community norms and 

expected etiquette through moderators (Preece, 2004) and the reliance on a reputation 

built over time (Lampe, 2011). All of these approaches can be implemented while 

maintaining at least some level of anonymity. Others have suggested that trust is best 

produced by requiring real names (Millen and Patterson, 2003). 

 Millen and Patterson studied a place-based online community and highlighted the 

benefits of having real names. It should be noted however, that this community also had 

the expectation of face-to-face contact, which many online communities do not. 

However, their work is based off of the many previous studies that have highlighted the 

negative effects of anonymity, such as ability to “flame” other users, by saying something 

incendiary with no fear of repercussion  (See, for example, Suler, 2004).  

 Anonymity, however, operates on a continuum the understanding of which is 

essential to determining the ways that trust can be fostered without requiring the 

disclosure of online identities (Donath, 1999). On the one end of the spectrum is full 

anonymity—this is available on websites that require no registration at all and on which a 

user accumulates no history and does not reveal himself through other signs such as a 

commenting signature. On the other end of the spectrum is full disclosure, in which a 

person uses his legal name, and his postings can be linked to other facts about his life. 

Somewhere in the middle lies the pseudonym in which a user assumes a pseudonymous 

handle under which he posts on the site. Where the pseudonym lies on the spectrum 
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depends in part on whether the user uses the same handle on multiple sites or 

communities on the Internet and how easily it can be traced back to the user’s real name.  

 The above strategies for fostering trust on the Internet are more easily 

implemented when a user uses at least a pseudonym; it is impossible, for example, to 

judge a user’s reputation if the user does not have a recorded history of interactions, and 

allowing a person to log on completely anonymously each time precludes such a history. 

It is possible, however, for some of the strategies, such as moderation to be used even 

with full anonymity. 

This paper explores what facilitates, or diminishes one measure of social capital—trust--

within an anonymous online community. I do not address the larger question of whether 

or not online communities can replace the diminished social capital in society at large. 

This is, ultimately, a story of how anonymity can build community, but also of how it can 

tear it apart. The story of Jezebel.com contains lessons for others looking to build online 

communities that truly offer something in the realm of social-capital to their users.  

Background: Jezebel.com 
 Launched in 2007, the Gawker Media women’s blog with the tag line “Celebrity, 

Sex, Fashion for women,” Jezebel is a blog targeted at young, educated women. 

According to the demographics provided by Gawker Media, 95 percent of readers are 

female, 82 percent are between the ages of 18 and 34, and 81 percent have at least a 

college degree (Gakwer Media, n.d.). The content of the site goes beyond the original 

tagline; it also regularly contains posts about politics, current events, and media 

criticisms. It emphasizes pro-choice politics and calls out media and politicians that the 

writers see as perpetuating unhealthy body standards, “rape culture,” or victim blaming in 

cases of domestic or sexual assault. All blog posts have a comment section. Additionally, 
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there are open forums in which participants interact with each other without any initial 

prompt. The primary open forum is Groupthink (http://jezebel.com/groupthink/forum) 

launched in 2009.2  

 Rules for commenting on Jezebel have been changed multiple times since its 

inception—the commenting technology changes are implemented across all Gawker 

Media sites—but this paper focuses on the most recent change. The newest commenting 

system, referred to as Kinja, was launched on Jezebel on June 2012. The new system put 

a lot more control into the hands of users: comments would now show up regardless of 

whether or not an associated commenting account had been approved; commenters could 

accept or reject replies to their own comments, but moderating comments overall became 

more difficult; and, perhaps most importantly, anyone could create a “burner” account 

which required no registration and had no password stored in the system. It could not be 

linked to any e-mail and users could post under the “burner” handle as many or as few 

times as they wished. More traditional accounts, that had to be linked to Twitter, 

Facebook, or Gmail, were also available3. It also changed the layout of comments.  

 Overall, the changes made it easier to comment with full anonymity without 

developing any history or reputation on the site. For some people, that meant that joining 

in the conversation now seemed easier, without the extra hurdle of the somewhat opaque 

                                                
2 I have been a commenter on Jezebel since 2009, and had been a reader for some time 
before then. Some of the content of this paper is based on what I witnessed, as it is 
difficult to access archives of the open forums or to search the comments.  
3 Many users, including myself, simply set up a social media account to match their 
existing Jezebel usernames. Most people did not have to reveal any their real-life 
identities once this  change was implemented.  
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approval system (phone interview with Jezebel user Vuoni4 and other survey responses). 

But it also meant that spam and troll5 commenting that would never have been approved 

were now present both in the comments on blog posts on the open forum, Groupthink. In 

what may be the most extreme example of troll-behavior on the site, soon after the 

launch, a commenter who appeared to have created several “burner accounts” posted in 

Groupthink pornographic images, including ones that portrayed sadomasochism and rape 

(Personal experience and phone interviews). It sometimes took several hours before such 

images were removed.  

 More broadly, norms that were not codified but were accepted among the users, 

such as a ban on sharing information about body size and a ban on “slut shaming,”6 were 

more often broken in the comments, though it is unclear to me how much of this behavior 

was reflective of new commenters who were unaware of the norms and no longer had to 

go through the approval process and how much was trolling.  

 

Methodology 

 Because these changes introduced diminished capacity for moderation, for 

knowing personal information about a commenter, and for developing and assessing a 

reputation, I expected to find that trust on Jezebel diminished after the commenting 

system was implemented.  

                                                
4 All usernames have been changed to protect the privacy of respondents. Usernames in 
this paper in no way relate to the respondent’s real-life name or Jezebel handle. They 
were generated through http://myusernamegenerator.com/. 
5 A troll online is defined as someone who posts something purely to rile up other 
commenters, not necessarily because he or she believes the statement (Schwartz, 2008).  
6 Blaming or making a woman feel guilty for engaging in sexual acts or for the way she 
dresses (See, for example, tekanji, 2010). 
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 I posted a survey (see Appendix A) that asked about the respondent’s interaction 

with Jezebel, her7 trust of the general population, her trust of the commenters on Jezebel, 

and of commenters on Jezebel prior to the commenting system change. I posted the link 

to survey several times on the Groupthink page over the course of a week, as well as once 

as a comment on a blog post, and once on “Saturday Night Social” a weekly open forum 

hosted on the main page of the blog (as opposed to Groupthink which is a constant open 

forum available on a separate page). The survey generated 649 responses, 461 of which 

were completed. Additionally, seven commenters completed longer e-mail questionnaires 

and I interviewed six commenters over the phone8. I conducted statistical tests and 

qualitative assessments of the questionnaires, interviews, and open-ended questions on 

the survey.  

Results9 

Assessment of Trust: The survey asks questions that measure trust and levels of 

participation on the blog and off the blog. There were three trust questions, spaced 

throughout the survey, with Likert-scale answer choices: 

1. Please rank this statement: "People are generally worthy of my trust" (1-5. 1 is 
strongly disagree; 5 is strongly agree). 

2. Please rank this statement: "Commenters on Jezebel are generally worthy of my 
trust" (1-5. 1 is strongly disagree; 5 is strongly agree). 

                                                
7 I interviewed both males and females and did not ask for gender on the survey, but 
when I refer to a Jezebel commenter in the abstract, I will use the female prepositions 
because most of the commenters and readers on the site are women.  
8 Interviews were conducted in the first week of December. Participants for the 
interviews and questionnaires responded to separate requests I posted on Groupthink or to 
requests attached posted with the survey link. They all volunteered. 
9 Statistical tables are available in Appendix B 
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3. Think back to how you felt about Jezebel commenters before Kinja was 
implemented, how would you have ranked the following statement then:  
"Commenters on Jezebel are generally worthy of my trust."10 

 
 I hypothesized that each question should have a progressively higher ranking. 

This would reflect that Jezebel is a community, so participants should trust those in the 

community, with whom they arguably had something in common, more than the public at 

large, with whom they may or may not have something in common. Additionally, I 

expected the changes in the commenting system, which diminished the power of 

reputation and moderation, to have diminished trust in the community. I therefore 

expected the rankings of trust for the third trust question to be higher than for the second 

question.  

 In fact, the mean for trust of Jezebel commenters (3.19) was lower than the mean 

for trust of the general public (3.32). However, this is of limited value because the 

difference in strength of agreement with the statement between each level is not 

necessarily equal. To compensate for that and to better align the question with the one 

commonly asked, “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or 

that you can’t be too careful dealing with people” (Putnam, 2000, page 137), I recoded 

the responses to be either agreement (coded as 1) or disagreement (coded as 0). Any 

answer 3 or below was coded as disagreement, to produce more conservative results.  

 With these variables, the difference between the mean of trust of the population in 

general and the mean of trust of Jezebel was not statistically significant. However, the 

difference between the mean of trust of the population in general and the mean of trust of 

                                                
10 Ideally, I would have been able to administer the survey twice: once before the new 
commenting system was launched, and once afterwards, but this entire project took place 
after the commenting system was launched. 
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the comments of Jezebel before implementation was statistically significant (t=-112838, 

p<. 001). Additionally, the mean of trust of Jezebel commenters before the 

implementation of Kinja and after the implementation was also statistically significant 

(t=-12.1253, p<. 001). This indicates that the percent of people who said they trusted 

Jezebel commenters before Kinja was greater than the percent who said they trust the 

general population and greater than the percent who trust Jezebel commenters now, 

indicating both that there was something about Jezebel commenters that, for survey 

respondents, distinguished them from the general public, and that trust sank after the 

implementation of Kinja.11 

Who is the most trusting? Commenting Frequency 

 I asked respondents to report how often they comment on blog posts and how 

often they comment on open forums such as the aforementioned Groupthink. Almost half 

(48 percent) of the respondents said they never comment on blog posts, and more than 

half said they never comment on the open forums (58 percent). Overall, when the two 

questions are combined, 46 percent never comment on either the blog posts or in the open 

forums, and 64 percent (cumulative) comment once a month or less. The respondents 

represent lurkers, rather than active participants.    

 However, those who comment frequently on the blog posts (defined as once a 

week or more) compared to those who do not were more likely to have agreed that 

commenters on Jezebel could be trusted (t=-6.7842, p <. 001) and that commenters could 

                                                
11 Ideally, I would have been able to administer two surveys, one before Kinja was 
implemented, and one after. Since the system was implemented after this course began, I 
had to rely on self-reported recollections of level of trust.  
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be trusted before the commenting switch (t=-3.5450, p<. 001). This was also true for 

those who commented frequently on the open forums.  

 This is somewhat of a chicken-and-egg problem; do people who trust the 

commenters more feel more comfortable with commenting and therefore comment more 

often, or does commenting foster a sense of trust? It is difficult to sort out the “which 

came first” question here.  

Measuring Levels of Trust: In addition to the three questions directly about trust 

mentioned above, the survey asked two more questions that asked about two ways trust 

could be manifested. These were also asked with Likert-scale answer choices:  

1. Please rank this statement: "I can share information on Jezebel that I would not 
feel comfortable sharing with people I know 'in real life''' (1-5. 1 is strongly 
disagree; 5 is strongly agree). 

2. Please rank this statement:  "I can ask questions on Jezebel that I would not feel 
comfortable asking people I know 'in real life'" (1-5. 1 is strongly disagree; 5 is 
strongly agree) 

 
Like I did with the trust questions, I converted the answers to these into binary variables 

as well, to reflect in the differences in increments in terms of strength of belief between 

the choices. I recoded the responses to be either agreement (coded as 1) or disagreement 

(coded as 0). Any answer 3 or below was coded as disagreement (Table 7).  

 Though it would make sense for these variables to be equivalent to trust in the 

commenters, since trust is likely a prerequisite for either sharing or asking, t-tests 

comparing the means of share and ask individually to trust of commenters on Jezebel 

(when all measured as binary variables) to be statistically significant (p<. 001 for both).   

 This may be because the question assumes some level of trust beyond what exists 

for respondents in real life, whereas the trust questions to not require any measure of 

trusting the Jezebel commenters more than one would trust one’s real-life friends. 
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 Interestingly, the difference in means of share and ask was also statistically 

significant, indicating that respondents were more likely to agree that they could ask for 

information on Jezebel that they could not ask people they knew in real life than they 

were to agree that they could share information. One answer to this, which was hinted at 

in the interviews and open-ended survey questions, is that people sometimes used Jezebel 

as a “hive mind” or as a conduit to people with different life experiences than the ones 

their immediate social group had. Even though respondents identified shared values 

between themselves and other Jezebel commenters, the potential for some amount of 

bridging social capital, perhaps along racial, age, or class lines, might have made asking 

questions more appealing, and not entirely a measure of trust alone.  

Discussion 

 Jezebel.com has two distinct uses. It is a traditional blog with posts and associated 

comments, but it also is host to a relatively vibrant open forum. When I asked on the 

survey how people used Jezebel, the most common words used in the answers were 

“read” or its variants and “news.” When I asked “what kind of comments, questions, or 

answers to you post in the open forums?” the most common words used were “advice” 

“questions” and “personal.” The two platforms saw different types of changes in user 

engagement. Though respondents said they felt a decrease of trust and attachment to 

both, the people I interviewed—all of whom are regular comments on Groupthink—had 

more or less stopped commenting on the blog posts, and restricted themselves to 

Groupthink. Even there, though, they said they felt the community change. The numbers 

support this; there was a drop off in perceived trust, a measure that one could use as a 

proxy for community or social capital, even at its weakest sense.  
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 It is possible that most of the trust on the website, is what Putnam described as 

“thin trust” (Putnam, 2000, 136). Because most of the respondents do not comment or 

comment rarely, they are not developing trust based on interactions. However, they are 

learning about the people who do participate. One person I spoke to said that before she 

created a commenting account, there were already specific commenters on the site that 

she was looking forward to interacting with. And, those who do participate say that they 

feel they know something about the other people on the site even if they do not know 

their names. The statistical difference between the mean for trust before Kinja and the 

mean for trust of commenters after the changes compared to the lack of statistical 

difference between trust of people in general and trust in commenters on Jezebel now, 

may be illustrating a difference in thin trust and thick trust. Maybe commenters now 

share the same thin trust with the general population as they do wit the commenters on 

Jezebel, but the type of trust on Jezebel was more substantial before Kinja was 

implemented. I am not sure that the interactions between commenters on the site actually 

go far enough to meet Putnam’s definition of thick trust: “Trust embedded in personal 

relations that are strong, frequent, and nested in wider networks” (Putnam, 2000, page 

136) but they seem to go beyond the baseline requirements of a shared social network 

and expectation of reciprocity.12 At least prior to Kinja, there were shared values, and a 

                                                
12 In some cases, the relationships fostered online turned into offline-relationships, often 
through meetups, organized within the site, but one survey respondent said she met her 
roommate through the site and another said she met her boyfriend. One person wrote on 
the questionnaire that she had “met a lot of these people, had drinks with them, and had 
them sleep on my couch. Not the majority, obviously, but plenty.” These are obviously 
examples of a relationship on the site that have effectively moved to something more 
substantial, offline, but they are the exception, not the rule. 81 percent of survey 
respondents who answered the question (of a total of 489) said that they had never 
revealed their real name to anyone on Jezebel. And, the 19 percent that did includes 
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sense of having relationships with other people on the site. Some of this lasted after the 

comment change, although people I interviewed on the phone or via the questionnaire 

tended to indicate that they thought fewer people on the site now shared their values. 

Furthermore, it could be argued that the troll posters undermine even thin trust, because 

they post with the sole purpose of undermining the accepted norms of the community.  

 Shared Values:  Respondents, when asked to describe Jezebel commenters 

frequently used the word “feminist,” “educated,” or “funny.” People I interviewed and 

who filled out the questionnaire said that they through they shared values with other 

commenters, such as a passion for social justice, (which was also a theme that came up 

intermittently in the surveys), pro-choice politics, education, and gender equality. 

Respondents to the interviews and questionnaires sometimes indentified different values 

from one another, but all said that they shared values with at least some of the 

commenters on Jezebel.  

 A sense of community: In interviews and e-mail questionnaires, respondents said 

again and again that they were drawn to Jezebel because they saw it as a place for like-

minded people, and a place for social connections.   

 “I think I was feeling fairly isolated at the time--my husband and I were living in 

[a European country]… and I had a couple of…friends I got to know, and saw regularly, 

who identified as feminist, but the general culture…was so different from American 

culture that I seized on the virtual community at Jezebel as some kind of virtual familiar 

home,” One commenter wrote explaining why she joined the site initially. Of the 

Groupthink forum she wrote, “It felt like talking to friends.” 

                                                
people who joined a Facebook group or posted their real name on Jezebel, but have not 
met up with anyone from the site in person.  
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 Vuoni, a Jezebel commenter who I spoke to on the phone, was somewhat more 

reserved about calling the people she met through Groupthink and Jezebel “friends.”  

“I would count myself a pretty lonely person,” she said, despite stating that she got 

together with friends about once a week, saying that making friends has been difficult 

after she moved to a large U.S. city after college. “Now, I guess I use Groupthink as more 

of a community building thing,” she said, “I mean I don’t expect to get any real 

friendships out of Groupthink but it’s just nice to have somebody to vent to, to engage in 

conversations with, and to talk to.”  

 One commenter, in an e-mail questionnaire, called Groupthink pre-Kinja a 

“tightly woven community.” Another, explaining why she would ask questions on 

Groupthink that she wouldn’t in her real-life wrote, “I'm a very private person. I don't 

usually feel comfortable letting everyone around me know what I'm thinking and feeling. 

I'm very sensitive, and I get hurt pretty easily in real life; at the same time, I know that I 

react more strongly than most people do to certain emotional triggers. Groupthink and Jez 

are a way to channel that emotion in a large crowd of like-minded and, for the most part, 

kind-hearted people who don't mind listening.”  

 Commenter Thekyob, was a little more restrained in the types of things shared: “I 

don't think I've ever asked anything I wouldn't ask people I "actually" know. Even though 

I know some of those people better than people I "actually" know…. I ask about dumb, 

mundane stuff, mostly…. I use [Groupthink] to shoot the shit with generally like-minded 

folks.” 

 Others said that Groupthink provided an important forum to talk about  things that 

few people know about in real life, or where there might be ramifications for sharing with 
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people in their day-to-day lives. Vuoni said, for example, that Groupthink enabled her to 

talk about being a survivor of sexual assault with other survivors, others said they could 

talk about their sexuality or ask questions that they were embarrassed to ask in person. 

These types of frank conversation are aided by the anonymity provided by having a 

username. Overall, most respondents said that they value anonymity, or at least, 

pseudonymity, themselves: of the 472 respondents who answered the question, “If 

Jezebel were to implement a new system that required everyone to use their real names, 

would you still comment on Jezebel?” 58 percent said they would no longer comment, 

and 13 percent said they would comment less often. 

 Another commenter wrote that their might not be enough connection to become 

friends, but that one can quickly figure out which commenters one shares the most with: 

“You find out pretty quickly who you share things in common with when they 

consistently post things that make you laugh, think, nod or react in a positive way and 

make you want to reply to discuss, rather than argue or provoke. That doesn't mean that 

you will necessarily share enough in the way of values to become friends, though some 

people are more inclined to believe this than others.”  

 What Changed? The people who I interviewed (phone and questionnaire) post 

on Groupthink and most are frequent commenters, though many no longer post on the 

blog posts. But both the statistical drop in trust of Jezebel commenters from pre-Kinja to 

now and other questions on the survey indicate that the small group of interviewees are 

not alone in identifying a community that existed or in noting the tears that occurred 

during the transition to the new commenting system. 



 15 

 Of the 505 respondents who answered the survey question, “Did the new system 

change how you use Jezebel?” 66 percent, or 332 respondents, said yes. Of those who 

answered the open-ended question about how it changed how they used Jezebel, a large 

majority said they now comment less or stopped commenting altogether, citing both 

interface problems such as it now being more difficult to see comments or follow a 

conversation thread and the rise of trolls.  

 “It dramatically changed the discourse present on Jezebel, as well as the level of 

comfort, trust and sense of community I felt towards Jezebel. While I still observe [the 

comments, without participating], I no longer felt like I wanted to be part of a community 

that was subject to a high level of trolls and lack the intelligent and diverse viewpoints 

that had been present,” one survey respondent wrote.  

 “I RARELY comment now, and I used to use the comments in articles/gt 

[Groupthink] as a "Safe zone" from racism/sexism/isms in general. A hide out from the 

rest of the Internet. Kinja has destroyed this for me by allowing horrible people reign of 

the site just like on every other site, nothing makes Jez unique anymore. I read the 

comments with the same seething rage I read comments on every other site now,” wrote 

another. 

 Others commented on the drop off of comments from users who were recognized 

on the site. Though there were a few who felt that the new system lowered the barrier to 

entry in joining the community, and allowed them to be engaged for the first time, most 

said that the new system caused them to comment on or to visit Jezebel.com less 

frequently. 
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 Interviews and surveys seem to indicate that the drop in trust on the site is related 

to a failure to maintain the practices that promote trust based on reputation, knowledge of 

personal information about the community members, and regular interaction from 

frequent commenting, and strong moderation. Both survey respondents and people I 

interviewed on the phone or who filled out a questionnaire highlighted the importance of 

some anonymity but also said that the lack of knowledge about the new commenters 

allowed by the new commenting system made it harder to trust the commenters, and 

made the site feel less like a community.   

 Respondents spoke and wrote of no longer having the safety that comes with 

knowing that people will act to protect their own online reputations, and noted that the 

shift was more marked in the comments on the blog posts than on Groupthink.  

 “I think with Kinja, anonymity has opened the doors to almost abuses of the 

commenting system, and previously I think even if you were anonymous there was some 

degree of accountability, because people knew your screen name, I mean, they might not 

know who you were in real life, but people knew your screen name and could see your 

commenting history and could tell whether you were legitimate or not and would kind of 

call you out when you overstepped certain boundaries. I think that that is less true now,” 

a commenter said in a phone interview.  

 She was not the only one to identify the lack of reputation and history as a 

hindrance to open sharing and communication on the site. “The community has, to me, 

sort of fallen apart,” another commenter, Mamhuro , told me over the phone. “A lot of 

people I knew, so to speak, are no longer there, and a lot of new people are there, and 

they deliberately try and provoke people.”  
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 When asked what it meant to know someone on the site, Mamhuro said , “I 

consider to know them, when I know things about them, not necessarily name, or where 

we live, but we can have a conversation about shared interests.” She named three users 

who she used to interact with regularly and said,  “I consider them to be my friends” 

despite not knowing their names.  

 She said she no longer comments on blog posts because she expects to be attacked 

by other commenters. In contrast, she said that Groupthink still maintains some of its 

commenter-based reputation, and the conversation is elevated because commenters know 

something about each other:  

 “Groupthink is different because it’s the same kind of community that we’ve 

always had, although that’s changing too…. So if people are going to pile in on you, you 

probably know a little bit about them, they probably know a little bit about you, so it’s 

more personal, so you can call them out if they are being an idiot, likewise they can call 

you out. Which just is more realistic, as opposed to just anonymous comments. I prefer 

Groupthink, and I trust them more too.”  

 In other words, even though all of the commenters more or less remain 

anonymous insofar as they do not reveal their names, they are well-enough established in 

the online community for people to expect them to live up to the norms, and in turn, for 

people to trust them. 

 Others emphasized the drop off of commenters, with two writing independently in 

their questionnaires that previously vibrant forums were like “ghost towns.” Several 

survey respondents said they felt commenters were no longer respected and that 
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moderators and administrators showed that disrespect by not swiftly dealing with troll 

and spam comments. 

 Frequent commenters may show higher levels of trust because they have 

developed relationships with other commenters or because they feel that they are part of 

the community and buy into the set of norms that have been established. On the other 

hand, respondents said that when they felt the norms were broken, when there were too 

many trolls and not enough commenters who they recognized, they stopped commenting. 

In turn, a sense of exodus of established commenters can leave those who remain 

scrambling to uphold the norms with fewer people and less vibrant conversation, which 

in turn could lead to less trust.  

 One commenter said that she had seen the community change and shrink as 

different changes were made to the website over time, and that the combination of lack of 

moderation, poor user interface, and burner accounts with no accountability, diminished 

what there was. Speaking to me over the phone, she said: 

“It really used to be a nice little haven on the web where there was a really large 
portion of like-minded people from a pretty diverse background gathered, who 
could talk about some pretty serious and thorny subjects, and also talk about some 
really silly and goofy stuff as well. And that has really been destroyed. And I 
think it’s unfortunate, because there weren’t many places like it.” 
 

  Lessons Learned: We do not have to determine whether frequent commenters 

engender trust or trust engenders frequent commenters to learn broader lessons from 

Jezebel. Online interactions are now an assumed part of our day-to-day lives, and just 

because they lack the inherent cues of face-to-face interactions does not mean that they 

cannot fill an important role or produce trust that is at least somewhat thicker than the 

trust we share with strangers in coffee shops. Jezebel shows that that trust can be 
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achieved, but it also shows how fragile it is. Those looking to build online communities 

should look toward what worked in the earlier model—particularly allowing for the 

establishment of online reputations and ongoing online relationships through stable 

pseudonymous accounts, fostering a shared sense of values, and allowing for enough 

anonymity so that certain things can be shared—and build upon it. At the same time, one 

can learn from the implementation of Kinja that anonymity in and of itself may be 

insufficient, and that removing some hierarchies in commenting may in fact diminish 

trust and participation in the community rather than expand the community.  
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Appendix B: Statistical Tables 

 

Appendix B: Statistical Tables 
 
Table 1: Side-by-side comparison of answers to trust questions, when coded as 
binary variables  

Question People are 
generally… 

Commenters on 
Jezebel… 

Before Kinja, commenters 
on Jezebel... 

Agreement  
1 

44% (274) 39% (207) 66% (318) 

Disagreement 
0 

56% (345) 61% (323)  34% (166) 

Total 100% (n=619) 100% (n=530) 100% (n=484) 

Mean .468 .502 .745 

 
 

Table 2: Paired T test, People are generally worthy of my trust (binary) and 
Commenters on Jezebel are generally worthy of my trust (binary)  

 

 
(not significant) 
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Table 3: Paired T test, People are generally worthy of my trust (binary) and 
Commenters on Jezebel, before Kinja were generally worthy of my trust (binary)  

 
(significant, p<.001) 
 
 

Table 4: Paired T test, Commenters on Jezebel are generally worthy of my trust 
(binary) and Commenters on Jezebel, before Kinja were generally worthy of my 
trust (binary)  
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Table 5: “Do you ever comment on blog posts on Jezebel?  

#" Answer" "  Response" %"
1 No " " 266 48% 

2 Yes: Less than 
once a month " "  94 17% 

3 Yes: About 
once a month " "  38 7% 

4 Yes: 2-3 times 
a month " "  34 6% 

5 Yes: About 
Once a Week " "  36 7% 

6 Yes: Several 
Times a week " "  55 10% 

7 At least daily " "  30 5% 

 Total " 553 100% 
 
 

 

Table 6: “Do you ever comment on an open forum on Jezebel such as (but not 
limited to) Groupthink or Saturday Night Social? 

#" Answer" " " Response" %"

1" No" " "" 308" 58%"

2"
Yes:"Less"than"
once"a"month"

" " " 77" 14%"

3"
Yes:"About"

once"a"month"
" " " 40" 7%"

4"
Yes:"2@3"times"

a"month"
" " " 31" 6%"

5"
Yes:"About"

Once"a"Week"
" " " 25" 5%"

6"
Yes:"Several"
Times"a"week"

" " " 38" 7%"

7" At"least"daily" " " " 15" 3%"

" Total" " 534" 100%"

"
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Table 7: Side-by-side comparison of answers to questions about sharing and asking 
and of  trust questions, when coded as binary variables  

Question Share Ask People are 
generally… 

Commenters 
on Jezebel… 

Before Kinja, 
commenters on 
Jezebel... 

Agreement  
1 

45% 
(226) 
 

51% 
(255) 

44% (274) 39% (207) 66% (318) 

Disagreement 
0 

55% 
(276) 

59% 
(241) 

56% (345) 61% (323)  34% (166) 

Total 100% 
(n=502) 

100% 
(n=496) 

100% 
(n=619) 

100% 
 (n=530) 

100%  
(n=484) 

Mean .450  .468 .502 .745 
 

 

 
 

 


