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ABSTRACT

Social computing and social media systems depend on contri-
butions from users. We posit the existence of a latent demand
for contribution: many users want to contribute but don’t. We
then test a simple interface that can induce these users to ac-
tually contribute: we display a popup window asking users to
contribute. In a real-world randomized field experiment, we
found that asking them to contribute right now is ineffective,
but reminding the users to contribute actually leads to approx-
imately a 23% increase in contributions with no reduction in
quality. However, this effect wanes as users habituate to the

popups.
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INTRODUCTION

The real promise of social media systems is that rather than
simply consuming content, as on a traditional website, users
can interact with website content and with other users who
are also consuming content. For this to happen, users must
contribute to social media systems; they must take the time
to leave comments, to participate in the discussion, and to
collaborate with others.

However, contribution can’t be taken as a given. Contributing
to a social media system requires effort. Typing information
into a text box takes up valuable time. Packaging informa-
tion for contribution by deciding how to phrase things isn’t
always straightforward. Participating in a discussion requires
even more time because users must first read and comprehend
the discussion that has happened to this point. For these rea-
sons and others, users often choose not to contribute to online
social media systems [7].

Even when users have sufficient motivation to contribute to
social media systems, they still suffer two additional prob-
lems. First, which system should they contribute to? Choos-
ing which social media system to participate in is a difficult
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undertaking. And second, when should this contribution hap-
pen? Users could contribute when they first visit a site. They
could wait until they’ve thought about it more before con-
tributing. Users often choose to wait, expecting to contribute
later but never actually getting around to it.

To overcome these problems, we suggest a simple mechanism
inspired by research in philanthropy: the power of the ask
[1]. Explicitly asking is considered one of the most powerful
tools for charitable fundraising [1]; all charities employ this
technique as part of their fundraising work. By asking, a so-
cial media system can signal that it values user contributions,
helping to overcome the “which system?” problem. And ex-
plicitly asking users to contribute can help overcome the urge
to procrastinate and actually make a contribution now. On
Wikipedia, suggesting users edit specific content has lead to
increases in participation [3]. We propose that the much of
the behavioral benefit can be achieved by simply asking for
contributions.

We examine the “power of the ask” in the context of social
media systems by conducting a randomized field experiment
on an existing social media system: the Great Lakes Echo.
The Echo is an online news service run by the Knight Center
for Environmental Journalism. It currently uses the Word-
press blog engine. The Echo has original reporting from stu-
dent journalists on various environmental issues in the Great
Lakes region. In addition, users discuss the news in the form
of comments on stories. This is a fairly typical news site with
a community of readers engaging in discussion.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Contribution problems are not unique to social media sys-
tems. These two challenges listed above are shared with an-
other similar situation: charitable giving. Charities report that
exactly these two challenges cause people to contribute less
money than the charities would like. Often people seem to
have a latent demand for giving to charities: they are will-
ing to contribute but do not because they can’t decide which
charity to give to, and because they procrastinate the actual
act of giving [1]. Despite these problems, though, millions of
dollars a year are contributed to charities. How do charities
overcome these problems?

Many charities engage in fundraising activities. These activ-
ities are expensive, but (hopefully) end up leading to a large
increase in donations. One of the most popular and effective
strategies is also among the simplest: ask people to contribute
to your charity. The power of the ask is that by simply ap-
proaching potential donors and asking for a contribution, you
solve the two problems mentioned above. The charity has
solved the ”which charity” problem; the donor should donate



to the charity that asked them for money. It also has solved
the “when to donate” problem; the donor can easily make a
donation now, as they are being asked [2, 1].

Charities and social media systems are both instances of what
economists call public goods [10]. In general, it is difficult to
motivate people to contribute to the creation of public goods.
When we rely on voluntary contributions for creating a pub-
lic good, we often find that the good is underprovided; not
enough people contribute despite the widespread benefits of
the good [12]. Social psychologists call this problem social
loafing; when working in groups, people usually exert less ef-
fort than they would if they were working individually, hop-
ing that others will pick up the slack [6].

Applying social science findings to design better social me-
dia systems is not always straightforward [8]. Ling et al. [9]
attempted to apply a number of findings from social psychol-
ogy (including suggestions from the social loafing work of
Karau and Williams [6]) to design online communities, and
had very mixed results. Therefore, it is worthwhile to repli-
cate the power of the ask in this online setting; because it
is computers doing the asking instead of people it is unclear
how well it will work.

METHODS

To study the effects of asking in a social media context, we
conducted a randomized field experiment on the Great Lakes
Echo!, an environmental journalism website run on the Word-
Press blogging platform. Each visitor on the site during the
study period was randomly assigned to one of three condi-
tions. This assignment was stored in a permanent browser
cookie to ensure that upon return visits, they see the same
version of the site.

The first of our three conditions is our control condition, No
Ask. 1In this condition, we use the Wordpress default: on
the bottom of the page that contains the full article is a form
where a user can write a comment on the article. Its not really
a ”No Ask” condition; the title of the form instructs users to
“Please Leave a Comment.” This is a form of asking, but it is
not as explicit as a popup. We suspect that an explicit popup
asking users for comments is closer to the ideal of a human
being soliciting contributions as they do in charity fundraising
because it interrupts the user and forces them to consider the
request. Additionally, an explicit popup may invoke a feeling
of the computer as a social actor [11].

The remaining conditions vary the immediacy of the ask.
This tests the idea that asking is a way to overcome pro-
crastination; if there truly is a latent demand for contributing
but users procrastinate entering comments, then we should
be able to detect that with these conditions. In the Immedi-
ate condition, we ask users for an immediate comment. The
users are presented with a popup window that asks them to
“Please leave a comment”; the popup contains the comment
form and a “Leave a comment” button. It also contains a
”No Thanks” button that simply dismisses the popup. In the
Reminder condition, we ask users to leave a comment later.
The popup says "When you are finished reading this article,

1http ://www.greatlakesecho.org

please go to the bottom of the page and leave a comment.”
There same two buttons exist on this popup, but the "Leave a
Comment” button just automatically scrolls the page down to
the commenting form, and focuses the comment textbox.

In both conditions, the popup window appeared 500ms af-
ter the document was fully loaded. We did some prelimi-
nary tests that involved a) immediate popups like this, b) 5-
30 second delays before displaying popups, and c¢) detecting
scrolling and displaying the popup 5 seconds after scrolling to
the bottom of the news story. All of the options other than a)
involved serious confounds. If the initial delay for b) was too
low, then the popup appeared before completing the reading
of the article — effectively the same as a). But if the delay was
high, then a large number of people closed the window and
never saw the popup. Individual reading speeds vary widely,
and no timing worked well. We didnt want different con-
ditions to have different rates of popup display, so b) didnt
work. We tried c) as a way to adjust to reading speed. How-
ever, different readers have different resolution screens and
browsers, so the bottom of the story appearing on the screen
varies widely also.

In the end, we decided that we had no way to properly control
for reading speed and screen resolution, as we cannot mea-
sure these for all readers of the news site. We decided to
use a cleaner experimental design — everyone gets the popup
while reading — to focus on the more theoretical questions at
the expense of some amount of external validity. We plan to
explore timing of asking as a future research questions; this is
actually a really interesting question because asking users to
contribute on stories they read a day or two ago might actu-
ally lead to greater insight and participation. Few users return
to previous days posts to comment, but appropriate asking or
reminders may actually produce higher quality discussion af-
ter readers have had some time to think about the story. Of
course, too much time and people forget or stop caring.

Users are randomly assigned to one of the three conditions
(No-Ask, Immediate, Reminder) upon arriving at the site.
Only comments from other users in the same condition are
displayed to a user. This avoids a potential confound: com-
ments cause more comments. If one condition causes people
to contribute and everyone saw those comments, then users in
other conditions might also comment in response, artificially
inflating the quantity of comments for other conditions. To
avoid this, we isolate the conditions. The downside to this is
floor effects; we might receive so few comments that we can-
not differentiate the conditions. By running the experiment
for multiple weeks, we hoped to get enough contributions to
accurately measure any differences that exist.

The study ran for 10 weeks, from Feb 15, 2010 to Apr 29,
2010. During the study period, Echo news staff posted 140
news stories to the Great Lakes Echo. They continued posting
news stories in their normal fashion, and were instructed not
to do anything differently during the study period.

RESULTS
During the 10 week study period, the Great Lakes Echo
received approximately 19,967 unique readers, or approxi-
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Table 2. Estimated Rate of
Change per week, by condition.

Table 1. Number of Comments
submitted, per condition

Condition  # Comments Condition  Slope
No Ask 83 No Ask -0.52
Immediate 81 Immediate  0.07
Reminder 102 Reminder -0.85

Differences are not statistically significant.

mately 2000 per week. About 1700 of these 2000 weekly
readers were new and had not seen the site previously dur-
ing the experiment. These readers viewed 36,773 full news
stories on the Echo site. Like most news sites, the Echo has
many readers who simply browse headlines (not included in
these numbers) or read a very small number of stories (in-
cluded). These readers submitted a total of 266 comments
during the experiment.

We believe our site represents a very common class of social
websites and that this sample size is similar to the popula-
tion size of many small websites. However, this is actually
a fairly small sample size (266 comments) to be dividing up
across 3 conditions and 10 weeks. In situations like this, any
result that achieves statistical significance is likely to be an
overestimate, as only overestimates will be large enough to
achieve statistical significance [4]. Therefore, we focus our
analysis on our estimates of the size of the effect, recognizing
the limits this places on our claims.

Table 1 contains the breakdown of these comments by condi-
tion. The first thing to notice is that asking for an Immediate
comment was not effective; it produced basically the same
number of comments as not asking at all. However, remind-
ing the user to comment did lead to a 23% increase in the
number of comments submitted.

While an extra 20 comments is not a lot, it does represent a
noticeable increase in the number of comments. Since these
readers were looking at the same news stories at the same
time, and the readers were randomly assigned to conditions,
we believe that this can be interpreted as our popup causing a
23% increase in participation. Additionally, it does not appear
that a single individual contributed enough comments to alter
the results; no one contributed more than 8 comments during
the experiment, and the vast majority of commenters (179 out
of 209) only contributed a single comment during the study.

Contributions Wane Over Time

In addition to this immediate effect, we have contribution data
over time. The experiment ran for 10 weeks, and we can look
at how contributions varied over those 10 weeks, and see how
time and exposure to popups might change the effect of the
treatments.

The first thing to note is that each week did not necessarily
have the same number of news stories posted to the site; it
varied from a low of 10 stories in a week to a high of 17,
with a median week having 13 news stories. Interestingly, the
number of news stories per week had very little correlation
with the number of comments contributed in each condition.

The number of comments per week varied widely. The
second week of the study had the reminder condition with
19 comments, more than twice of the other two conditions,
which each had 7. But then the third week showed a reversal,
with the Reminder condition only having 6 comments but Im-
mediate and No Ask having 10 and 11 respectively. Despite
this variance, all three conditions show a downward trend,
and seem to be converging. The only exception is the Imme-
diate comment condition, which has its highest weekly total
of 13 contributions in the final week, which breaks from its
otherwise downward trend.

Table 2 shows our estimates of the slope of each of 3 regres-
sion lines for the number of comments by week. For example,
we estimate that the Reminder condition loses 0.85 comments
per week that it is active on the site. Because we have so few
data points (10 weeks x 3 conditions) and the weekly variance
in the number of comments is large, and a downward trend
was observed in our control condition, we cannot confidently
claim that this downward trend exists. Still, our best estimates
indicate that indeed there is a dropoff in the effectiveness of
the popups over time, and that all three conditions are con-
verging to approximately the same number of comments, on
average.

Quality of Comments

When asking for money, charities don’t need to worry about
the quality of the contribution; one person’s $5 is the same
as anyone else’s $5. However, when social media systems
ask for contributions of information, quality is often a top
concern. More contributions don’t really help if those con-
tributions are uninformative or off topic. When asked, users
may contribute whatever first pops into their head, rather than
thinking deeply and making a substantive comment. How-
ever, reminding users to contribute in the future may prompt
them to think about comments they might make as they read.
Reminders may actually increase the quality of comments be-
cause they have more time to think about it.

After the experiment was completed, we asked 4 Great Lakes
Echo journalists go through all 266 comments that were sub-
mitted during the experiment and rate the quality of each
comment on a scale of 1-5 stars. The average quality across
all 4 raters was used as the quality score for each comment.
The inter-rater reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) across raters
was 0.82. The journalists did not know which condition the
comments were from when they rated them. Table 3 shows
the average quality of a comment in each of the three con-
ditions. These differences were fairly small; an average dif-
ferent of 0.1 on a 1-5 point scale. Additionally, there was
little evidence of quality decreasing over time. This indicates
that explicitly asking users to comment does not materially
change the overall quality of comments.

DISCUSSION

Our results suggest that using popups to remind users to par-
ticipate in a social media site can indeed increase participa-
tion. We suspect that reminders serve as a prompt for users,
prompting them to think about what they might have to con-
tribute. This occasionally leads users to come up with valu-



Table 3. Average Quality of Comments per Condition.

Condition  Quality
No Ask 3.29
Immediate 3.40

Reminder 3.27

Differences are not statistically significant.

able contributions they otherwise wouldn’t have. However,
users need time to think about their contribution between the
prompt and the contribution form. Asking users to comment
right now doesn’t work any better than not asking at all.

Additionally, users appear to habituate to popups like this
fairly quickly. After only 10 week, all three conditions were
identical, and reminders seemed to no longer have any ef-
fect. This suggests that reminders should be used judiciously,
and only used for short periods of time and for special pur-
poses where contribution is particularly important. However,
the majority of users (and the majority of commenters) on the
site were first-time visitors; it is not clear how this habituation
process works.

LIMITATIONS

As a small, special purpose news site, the Great Lakes Echo
does not receive a large quantity of readers. There are many
similar sites that exist right now, and better understanding
small, special purpose sites is important because they may
be different than extremely large websites like Facebook and
Wikipedia. However, studying this type of website is difficult
because the small sample size limits explicit hypothesis test-
ing, and therefore limits our ability to make strong claims.
Additionally, the fact that the effects of our intervention di-
minish over time makes it difficult to gather more data by
extending the timeframe of the study. That said, the 40%
improvement in the first few weeks and the 23% improve-
ment overall represents a very large effect that warrants fur-
ther study. Most social science attempts at design have found
much smaller effects. For example, famed social psycholo-
gist Robert Cialdini found “large” effect sizes of 20-35% in
his study of hotel towel reuse [5]. For some behaviors, like
home energy conservation, changes in the 5-10% range are
considered large [13].

CONCLUSION

By testing the Power of the Ask in a field experiment on a
social media system, we have been able to show that ask-
ing users to contribute content is effective, at least initially,
in generating more comments, though its effectiveness extin-
guishes over time. Contributions solicited directly from users
showed no differences in quality based on expert ratings. Few
social media systems actively guide user contribution by di-
recting attention through asking for participation. Our field
experiment has high external validity in measuring the effects
of this real-world intervention. Our results here suggest this
may be an effective method for increasing contribution to so-
cial media systems.
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