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INTRODUCTION
This report brings forward the story of the moderation process in the Less Hate, More Speech project, as seen
on the four partner websites (GSP.ro, Tolo.ro, Paginademedia.ro, Blogsport.ro), from the big numbers‘ point of
view.
As a brief presentation of the four websites has already been given in another report, which also underlines
the way in which media people, journalists and researchers came together in this project, and as the details
of the development of the moderation process have already been tackled in yet another report, this report
will focus primarily on hard numbers, evidence and trends.
The report first compares, as far as possible, the pre-moderation (i.e. the period before the start of the
project) and the moderation period, and then, within the latter, compares different stages – including those
delimited by the various experiments implemented. Inevitably, comparisons depend on the chosen cut-off
points. The points we have chosen are not arbitrary, but rather represent distinct stages associated with
the distinct features and experiments that were implemented, as can be seen in the timeline we have put
together for the entire two-year moderation process, which gives a bird‘s eye view of the numerous actions
implemented during this period.
We focus here on some basic patterns of commenting and moderation and the question of whether the
moderation process can be seen to have had any of the effects it was feared it might have had, in particular
a decrease in traffic on the site, or any positive effects, in terms of the number of users, commenters and the
quality of speech for each partner website. The trends we have seen (mainly on GSP.ro which is the biggest
website of the four and also the only one to implement a login system with user name and password) point
to a decreasing need for moderation over time; to a drop in the number of comments but not a drop in the
number of commenters; and to stability in the number of unique users.
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Before April 6, 2015, moderation was mainly automated, with the help of a dictionary of ‘bad words’
that eliminated the words in its list from any comments posted. Manual moderation was scarce and was
done unsystematically by people in the newsroom who had other journalistic tasks, related to the sports
newspaper‘s website.
For the purpose of this section, which focuses on the GSP.ro website, we looked at two 365-day periods:
One year pre-moderation period: April 2, 2014 - April 1, 2015 (also referred to as Period 1) and One year of
supervised moderation: May 6, 2015 - May 4, 2016 (also referred to as Period 2). The reason for choosing
these dates was, on the one hand, to match the Gantt we designed in the initial proposal of the project and,
on the other hand, to be closer to the dates chosen for the pre-moderation period. We did this inclusively to
cater for the seasonality of the traffic on the websites and in order to be able to compare the two periods
more accurately.
We will also bring in and compare other periods of time that pertain to different moderation experiments that
were introduced overtime, such as preview messages.

The big numbers for Period 1 vs. Period 2 on GSP.ro show us the following:
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n

The number of articles with at least one comment rose by 8% in Period 2
The number of unique users dropped by 13% in Period 22
The number of comments dropped by 37% in Period 2
The number of moderated comments dropped by 26% in Period 2
The percentages of moderated comments from total comments for the two periods were 18% vs. 21%
The number of commenters rose by 23% in Period 2
The number of commenters moderated at least once rose by 22% in Period 2
The percentages of moderated commenters from total commenters for the two periods were fairly similar
36% vs. 35%.

1 On average, the website attracted 3,038,952 unique users per month in 2016, according to The Study of
Audience and Internet Traffic in Romania (SATI).
2 Two main reasons may be behind this: first, during Period 2 there was no major sporting event (on GSP.ro,
football historically attracts the biggest online crowds. In this period, the UEFA European Football Championship
in which Romania participated for the first time in a long while was not included, whereas the World Cup of
2014 was included in Period 1). Secondly, the beginning of Period 2 coincided with a scheduled redesign of the
GSP.ro website. At that time they encountered some technical problems with the website that reduced the
number of unique users for the month of April significanlty by their own estimates, which would also partly
influence the total number of unique users. The numbers of unique users used throughout this report were from
Google Analytics, unless stated otherwise.
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The supervised moderation process on one of the biggest sports websites in Romania started on May 6, 2015.1
Between April 6 and May 5, 2015 there was an unsupervised moderation period, during which the researchers
simply observed the way in which the 5 moderators who worked on rotational shifts (8 hours during the night
remained uncovered; the process was resumed every day at 8 AM) used moderation tools without any input
from the researchers. Words that needed moderation were replaced with asterisks (***).

5
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GSP.RO: PRE-MODERATION VS.
MODERATION PERIOD

GSP.ro
No of comments
Moderated comments
No of commenters
No of commenters
moderated at least once

One year pre-moderation period:
April 2, 2014 - April 1, 2015 -365 days

One year of supervised moderation:
May 6, 2015 - May 4, 2016 - 365 days

710,385
126,985
8,778

446,157
94,310
10,803

3,139

3,827

The numbers show that more commenters commented less. Also, on average, a comment was published
every 44 seconds during Period 1, while in Period 2 comments were posted every 71 seconds.
Although there was a considerable drop in the number of unique users (as mentioned previously), the number
of commenters did not go down; in terms of volume, we saw a slight rise, of 1%, in the number of commenters
and the number of commenters moderated at least once. Moreover, in trying to see if the moderation
process affected the website negatively, we took a look at the evolution of the page view numbers since its
introduction: what we saw was a constant rising trend of users consuming more content on GSP.ro.3

6

Additionally, we also saw a significant rise of 102% in the number of new IDunic accounts (the proprietary log
in system used only on GSP.ro for commenters) between the two periods.4 This could mean either that more
people were encouraged to set up accounts in order to comment on the website, or that existing users set up
multiple accounts. In this latter scenario, creating multiple accounts might simply be a misinterpretation of the
system by its users rather than a way to circumvent it, since any new commenter would be treated equally
in terms of comment moderation and there was no rule set up at that time regarding suspending accounts or
banning commenters in the event of their comments being moderated a certain amount of times. The new
terms and conditions of engaging on the website were officially presented to the public and made available
4 months after the beginning of the moderation process (on the September 28, 2015). They were preceded
only by an announcement made by the Editor-in-chief on his blog, Tolo.ro, about the websites joining the Less
Hate, More Speech research project.
The need for moderation was greater in the moderation period than in the pre-moderation period, i.e. the
application of the moderation system was necessary and its effects can be seen in the number of moderated
comments as a percentage of total comments in the two periods: from 18% to 21% during the one year of
supervised moderation. This indicates that there was a need for systematic moderation and, although this
report does not check how much consistency there was between the moderation before the project was
implemented and during it, we do know that the time dedicated to it and the effort put into it were much
higher.
In turn, only 59% of commenters with five or more comments (2,936 users) from Period 2 had one in five of
their comments moderated, down from 88% in Period 1 (4,099 users). This suggests that the more frequent
commenters were less likely to need moderation over time when we compare the two large periods.

3 The data used for this evaluation was taken from The Study of Audience and Internet Traffic in Romania (SATI)
for the months between April 2015 (34,940,979 page views) and June 2016 (55,356,641 page views).
4 New accounts created during Period 1: 387 vs. New accounts created during Period 2: 782

To gain a more valuable insight into the effects of moderation on GSP.ro, we looked to see if any changes
occurred between the beginning of the moderation (also called Moderation Period 1: April 5, 2015 - October
31, 2015 - 210 days) and the last period of the moderation process (also called Moderation Period 2: November
1, 2015 - May 31, 2016 - 213 days).5

The big numbers for Moderation Period 1 vs. Moderation Period 2:
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n

The number of articles with at least one comment rose by 5%
The number of unique users rose by 16%
The number of comments declined by 7%
The number of moderated comments also declined by 20%
The percentage of moderated comments out of total comments dropped: 23% vs. 20%
The number of commenters declined by 8%
The number of commenters moderated at least once declined by 22%
The number of commenters moderated at least once from total commenters saw a significant decrease
from 44% to 37%

GSP.ro
No of comments
Moderated comments
No of commenters
No of commenters
moderated at least once

Moderation period 1: April 5,
2015 - October 31, 2015 - 210 days

Moderation period 2: November 1,
2015 - May 31, 2016 - 213 days

267,483
62,084
7,918

248,073
49,514
7,246

3,451

2,699
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GSP.RO: FIRST VS. LAST PERIOD
OF THE MODERATION PROCESS

7

5 There was a one-month unsupervised systematic moderation at the beginning of Moderation Period 1. In
addition to that, the “rules of the game,” or terms and conditions, were introduced after the fourth month (so
they covered only 3 out of 7 months of this period). Also, for this first period fewer moderation experiments
were deployed. Moderation Period 2 was the timespan in which most of the moderation experiments took
place, and the terms and conditions had been recently explained in a blog post by the editor-in-chief of the
publication on October 12, 2015.
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In terms of volume, between the two periods we saw a drop in the percentage of moderated comments by 3%,
another drop of 13% in comments and moderated comments and of 14% in commenters and commenters who
were moderated at least once. Another significant drop (6%) between Moderation Period 1 and Moderation
Period 2 was in the percentage of commenters moderated at least once out of total commenters, which
declined from 44% to 37%. All this was coupled with a rise of 16% between the two periods in the number
of unique users.

As there is no reason to believe moderators changed their manner of moderating over time so that they
tended to be less involved in the process, one could say that these numbers might be a sign that the need for
moderation went down over time. As regards the moderators, what we noticed was that they actually tended
to be more prone to over-moderating the longer they stayed involved with this process.6
At the beginning of the moderation process, a comment was published every 67 seconds, on average, though
towards the end the frequency declined to every 74 seconds, while the average number of moderated
comments per article went down from 6 to 4, as did the average number of moderated comments per user,
from 8 to 7.
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6 In an exit survey of the moderators involved in the project we saw a higher than average motivation to control
prejudice (their own and that of the commenters). Moreover, in tense situations (like articles that have a high
potential of triggering hate speech filled comments) we saw the moderators tended to over-moderate in order
to keep commenters in line and matters under stricter control.

During two periods of the moderation process, users were shown warning messages before posting their
comments. Between 28 September 2015 and 14 January 2016 – Preview Period 1: one warning message
popped up for 50% of the users, just after they hit the „post comment“ button. It read: „Are you sure you
want to publish the comment in this form? If your message does not abide by the rules of the website, it will
be moderated.“
Between 15 January and 25 May 2016 – Preview Period 2: five different randomly-selected messages appeared
to all users when they tried to post a comment on the website (four new messages in addition to the previous
one).
The new randomized messages read:
1.	„Your comment will be moderated if it does not abide by the rules of the website. Please check
whether there is anything you would like to change.“
2.	„The other users will take your comment seriously only if you treat everyone with respect. Please
check whether you would like to change anything.“
3.	„Your comment should not offend anyone, even unintentionally. Please check whether you would like
to change anything.“
4.	„Your comment should demonstrate the same politeness you would expect from someone addressing
you on the street.“
In order to compare these preview experiments, we took two periods of 109 days and 101 days and looked
for changes in the big numbers.7
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GSP.RO: PREVIEW EXPERIMENTS FIRST STAGE VS. SECOND STAGE

The big numbers for Preview Period 1 vs. Preview Period 2:
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n

The number of articles with at least one comment rose by 2%
The number of unique users declined by 8%
The number of comments rose by 18%
The number of moderated comments also rose by 31%
The percentage of moderated comments out of total comments rose: 18% vs. 21%
The number of commenters rose by 3%
The number of commenters moderated at least once rose by 11%
The number of commenters moderated at least once from total commenters saw a slight increase from
36% to 39%.

9

7 Preview Period 1 was a week longer than Preview Period 2, so we decided to keep the whole period, even if
longer, in the comparison.
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Although there was a slight decline in the number of unique users between Preview Period 1 and Preview
Period 2, the volume of comments and commenters rose by 13% and 8% respectively between the two
periods, suggesting that more users might have been encouraged to comment. So, a higher number of
people/users commented more times in the second Preview Period, when their comments randomly received
one of the five warning messages and there were more moderated comments and commenters in that
period as well, compared to Preview Period 1.

GSP.ro

No of comments
Moderated comments
No of commenters
No of commenters
moderated at least once

Preview Period 1
(one warning message):
28 September 2015 - 14 January 2016;
109 days
114,252
20,995
4,511
1,640

Preview Period 2
(five warning messages):
15 January - 25 May 2016; 101 days
134,328
27,599
4,626
1,815

Consistent with the findings in the big numbers, the average number of moderated comments per article
went up slightly from 4 to 5 (Preview Period 1 vs. Preview Period 2), as did the average number of moderated
comments per user – from 5 to 6. On average, a comment was published every 82 seconds in the first preview
period and every 65 seconds in the second preview period.
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To test the value of the preview experiment we implemented on GSP.ro, it is useful to look at two equal
periods of time (of 145 days each) with and without warning messages. For this we chose 6 May 2015 – 9
September 2015 to be the No Preview Period and 28 September 2015 – 19 February 2016 to be the Preview
Period.8 The No preview Period was chosen to end a day before the Preview experiment began and in order
to match the starting point of the moderation, including the One-year of supervised moderation. The Preview
Period was chosen to match the 145 days from the No Preview Period.

The big numbers for No Preview Period vs. Preview Period:
The number of articles with at leas one comment declined by 1%
The number of unique users rose insignificantly by 0.46%
The number of comments declined by 14%
The number of moderated comments also declined by 29%
The percentage of moderated comments out of total comments slightly decreased: 23% vs. 19%
The number of commenters declined by 7%
The number of commenters moderated at least once declined by 25%
The number of commenters moderated at least once from total commenters saw a significant decrease
from 45% to 36%.

When looking at these numbers, one can note a link between the introduction of the preview experiment and
aggregate patterns of commenting. In terms of volume, there was a 15% drop in comments and moderated
comments (which is consistent with the trend seen earlier in the Moderation Period 1 vs. Moderation Period 2
comparison). This was coupled with even a bigger decrease in the overall number of commenters and in the
number of commenters moderated at least once of 18%. When also taking into account the novelty factor of
this procedure, which was introduced in the moderation process, it is clearer that it can be associated with
changes in big trends in commenting, even if so few people (1.3%) actually revised their comments.
GSP.ro
No of comments
Moderated comments
No of commenters
No of commenters
moderated at least once

No Preview Period: 6 May 2015 –
9 September 2015 - 145 days

11

Preview Period: 28 September 2015 –
19 February 2016

187,538

160,671

43,725
5,927

31,123
5,506

2,653

1,999

8 The Preview Period mostly covered the one warning message phase. Only 36 days out of the 145 were during
the five warning messages phase.
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n
n
n
n
n
n
n
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GSP.RO: NO PREVIEW PERIOD VS.
PREVIEW PERIOD

Moreover, another indicator of the possible impact of the preview experiment is the nine per cent variation
between the two periods in terms of the number of commenters moderated at least once in proportion to
the total number of commenters. This decrease in aggregate numbers also signals the clear, important, and
encouraging effects the introduction of this experiment had.
On average, a comment was published every 67 seconds during the No Preview Period, while during the
second period a comment was published every 78 seconds. There was also a decrease in the average number
of moderated comments per article, from 6 to 4, in the Preview Period, and another slight decrease in the
average number of moderated comments per user – from 7 to 6.
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In order to find more supporting evidence for the previous comparisons, several graphs have the potential to
shed some more light on the trends observed during the moderation period on GSP.ro.
The first graph shows the evolution of the daily number of comments for an extended period, from April 6,
2015 to October 8, 2016. It covers more than the One-year supervised moderation period, because we also
wanted to see the effects of the moderation beyond this supervised period, which according to the timeline,
ended on June 30, 2016. This means the graphs will cover a little more than three months into the unsupervised
systematic moderation. We believe this to be especially relevant since the second part of 2016 was richer in
sporting events (like the European Football Championship, in which the Romanian football team participated
for the first time in eight years, and the Rio Olympics) that might bring more traffic to GSP.ro.
Indeed, in this first graph, it is possible to observe that the darker orange and red periods, which indicate a rise
in the number of daily comments, do coincide with important sporting events, including the national football
league (Liga 1).9
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GSP.RO: DAILY AND WEEKLY EVOLUTIONS

9 The trend lines come about as predicted values from two regressions.
The linear regression comes from simply regressing the count (of comments, or percentage of moderated
comments) on the mid-point (measured in seconds passed from the adoption of the Gregorian calendar by
the Pope in 1582) of the time interval (the interval for these charts is a 24-hour day). The «period trend»
(improvised expression for the purposes of speaking to a lay audience) covers/is (predicted values from) a so
called «local regression», which fits a separate local regression for each time point (day) based on a subset of
temporally proximate cases.
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The second graph shows the situation of the moderated comments, revealing a downward trend in the
percentage of moderated comments, which leads to the same trend observed earlier: that the need for
moderation went down over time. This need continued to decline after the supervised systematic moderation
period ended on June 30, 2016.
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When looking at these two graphs, the trend is that the number of commenters does not change over time
apart from fluctuations that appear to follow those in the number of comments (more comments, more
commenters). The proportion of daily users who get moderated on the particular day in question goes down,
especially at the beginning and probably not so much afterwards (the same trend we have already seen with
the percentage of moderated comments).

15
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Interestingly, the percentage of commenters who get moderated on each day (roughly 100 people or more out
of 300) seems rather higher than the percentage of comments that get moderated, i.e. the people who post
more comments probably get their individual comments moderated less frequently than the more sporadic
commenters. This could be interpreted as a sign of familiarisation with web page norms, or perhaps a sign
that more frequent commenters are more interested in commenting than bullying or turning to aggressive and
intolerant language, or maybe a sign that you are more likely to create a new username when you are about
to say something uncivil. It could also be read as a sign that the desire to bully/swear is more likely to prompt
one-off commenting than the desire to make other comments.

This graph shows the one commenter with the highest number of comments viewed against all the other
daily comments produced by all other commenters. This user produced 13,514 comments during this period
alone and has been a registered member on the website since July 2011.
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When we take an even closer look, we see that 87% of commenters commented 20 times or fewer (out of
a total of 14,788 commenters). Those who posted between 20 and 1,000 comments were accounted for just
12% of commenters, and those who posted over 1,000 comments less than 1% (0.86%).
In other words, there were 88 commenters who posted between 1,000 and 3,000 comments in this period,
27 who posted between 3,000 and 7,000, and 12 very engaged commenters who hold the record for the most
comments posted on the website, between 7,000 and 15,000 each.
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Saturdays, Sundays and Mondays see spikes in the number of comments on the website, consistent with our
evaluation that sporting events, especially the football games in the national championship (Liga 1) that are
played during the weekends and sometimes on Mondays as well, draw the most traffic, hence the rise in
comments posted.

18

When are people more likely to be moderated? Taking into account the fact that the moderators work in
shifts and eight hours during night-time are not covered, the early morning (when the shifts resume around
7 AM) is when most comments are moderated, though late at night, between 1:00 and 3:00 AM, also sees
many comments moderated, which is understandable, since some live sporting events, not only local, but
international as well sometimes run well into the night-time.
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When looking at the distribution of comments on articles, one can see that most articles have fewer than 51
comments. Very few reach 500 comments and the highest number of comments on an article in this period
was 1,538 (for a live-text article during the Romanian National Football Team‘s match with Montenegro, which
ended in a tie; it was also the new coach‘s first match in charge of the side).

TOLO.RO: PRE-MODERATION VS.
MODERATION PERIOD
On Tolo.ro, the blog of Gazeta Sporturilor‘s editor in chief and reputed investigative journalist, Catalin Tolontan,
the supervised systematic moderation began on September 28, 2015. Because there was no rigorous
registration system put in place for users either before or after the moderation process started, it was not
possible to gather much data for the big categories we saw previously of the sort that would allow us make
useful comparisons.
What we were able to do, however, was make some comparisons between before and during the moderation
periods, as well as also comparing the two preview periods (Period 1 with one warning message and Period
2 with five warning messages).10
For the purposes of this section we looked at two 277-day periods. The Pre-Moderation Period was September
28, 2014 - July 1, 2015 while the Supervised Systematic Moderation Period was September 28, 2015 - June 30,
2016. Before September 28, 2015 there was little moderation on the website; moderation consisted largely of
deleting entire comments that were deemed violent or intolerant. The reason for choosing this period for the
Supervised Systematic Moderation Period was to cover as many days as possible, so we practically covered
all the period when the moderation was active on Tolo.ro, from beginning to end, and then we matched it with
a similar 277-day period before the moderation process started.

The big numbers for Pre-Moderation Period vs. Supervised Systematic Moderation Period:11
n
n
n
n

The number of articles with at least one comment rose by 40%
The number of unique users rose by 105%
The number of comments rose by 71%
The number of commenters rose by 108%12
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Tolo.ro

No of comments

Pre-moderation period September 28, 2014 July 1, 2015; 277 days

Supervised Systematic Moderation
Period - September 28, 2015 June 30, 2016; 277 days

8,482

14,542

N/A

2,104

No of commenters
(not reliable information,
since users do not need
to create accounts
to comment)

3,410

7,082

No of commenters
moderated at least once

N/A

1,519

Moderated comments

10 We also gathered data for the whole preview experiment period, which was 241 days, but we were not able
to compare it with a no preview period of similar length so as to be relevant. That was due to a shorter period
of supervised systematic moderation on this website as compared with GSP.ro which started almost 5 months
before.
11 Data pertaining to moderated comments, the percentage of moderated comments against total comments,
the number of commenters moderated at least once, the percentage of commenters moderated at least once
against the total of commenters were not availabe due to the login system implemented on the website.
12 These data are not reliable, since users did not and do not need to have user ID/nickname and password or set
up an account in order to comment. They were only required to fill in an email address and nickname, neither of
which was verified in any way.

The average user, during the pre-moderation period, posted 2 comments, commented on 2 unique days, on
2 different articles; the average time between two consecutive comments was almost 38 days.13 During the
supervised moderation period, the average user posted 2 comments, of which 0.3 were moderated. The
average user also commented on 2 unique days, on 2 different articles and the average time between two
consecutive comments was 303 hours (13 days).14
In contrast to GSP.ro, where 59% (2,936 users) of commenters with five or more comments had 20% or less
of their comments moderated, on Tolo.ro, 81% (454) commenters with five or more comments had 20% or
less of their comments moderated. Thus a higher percentage of commenters on GSP.ro had over 20% of their
comments moderated (41%) than was the case on Tolo.ro (19%). This might be a sign of different online
behaviours, given that the two websites have different content (in terms of topics, the volume of comments,
and the speed of interaction). It might also be the case that people are more inclined to be civil on the blog,
where the writer‘s presence is more obvious, as opposed to on GSP.ro, where visible interactions in the
comments section with journalists/the newsroom were infrequent. Although the number of commenters on
GSP.ro taken into account for this data is 6 times higher than that on Tolo.ro, it still contradicts the belief that
the majority of the journalists in the GSP newsroom had, namely that the comments section is predominantly
vile.15
For the supervised moderation period on Tolo.ro, more data was available. The data showed that only 14%
of the 14,542 comments needed moderation, in line with the numbers above, while 21% of a total of 7,082
commenters were moderated at least once.

13 Only computed for the 1,023 users (30%) who had submitted more than one comment.
14 Only computed for the 1,699 users (24%) who had submitted more than one comment.
15 In a survey of the GSP journalists deployed in December 2014, before the moderation on the website begun,
84% of them perceived the comments section as predominantly vile.
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On average, a comment was published every 46 minutes in the pre-moderation period vs. every 27 minutes
in the supervised moderation period. Also, articles published on Tolo.ro had 54 comments on average in the
first period vs. 66 in the second (of which 10 comments, on average, were moderated).

21
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These significant increases in all categories were also the result of a new series of articles published on Mr.
Tolontan‘s blog, which attracted a wider audience than before, on topics that rallied the public. This series
included a journalistic investigation into the tragedy in Colectiv, the Bucharest nightclub where 64 people died
on October 30, 2015, after the club caught fire. Mr. Tolontan and the investigative journalists‘ team at Gazeta
Sporturilor published numerous articles on the subject, starting in November 2015, both in the newspaper and
the blog; they continued to publish on several topics that shook the Romanian health care system.

TOLO.RO: PREVIEW EXPERIMENTS FIRST STAGE VS. SECOND STAGE
The preview experiment took place along the same lines as the experiment with GSP.ro already detailed. The
same messages were used, but the period and duration differed. On Tolo.ro, Preview Period 1 (one warning
message) was between September 28, 2015 and January 14, 2016 (101 days), while Preview Period 2 (with
five warning messages that randomly appeared on comments) was January 15, 2016 - April 24, 2016 (101
days).

The big numbers for Preview Period 1 vs. Preview Period 2:
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n

The number of articles with at least one comment decreased by 40%
The number of unique users declined by 61%
The number of comments declined by 49%
The number of moderated comments also declined by 40%
The percentage of moderated comments out of total comments was relatively stable: 12% vs. 14%
The number of commenters declined by 13%
The number of commenters moderated at least once declined by 23%
The number of commenters moderated at least once from total commenters saw a slight decrease from
21% to 19%.

Tolo.ro
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No of comments
Moderated comments
No of commenters
No of commenters
moderated at least once

Preview Period 1 (one warning message) September 28, 2015 and January 14, 2016;
109 days

Preview Period 2 (five warning
messages) - January 15, 2016 April 24, 2016; 101 days

6,116

3,110

749

447

2,288

1,988

481

370

The overall decrease in activity on the blog, in terms of unique users, comments and commenters, could be
explained at least in part by the seasonality of online traffic (the first months of the year see significantly lower
numbers) and by a decrease of 40% in the number of articles posted between the two Preview Periods.16
Since this is not a news website, users’ habits of consumption are different and traffic is mainly driven by new
posts, which do not happen every day.17
It is interesting to note that the number of commenters declined by only 13%, but the number of those
moderated at least once went down by more than 23%, which might suggest a connection with the warning
messages.

16 Between the weakest month traffic wise (February 2016) and the busiest (May 2016) there is a 324% increase
in unique users, according to The Study of Audience and Internet Traffic in Romania (SATI).
17 Over the same two months in 2016, 13 articles were published in February (we omitted one article which was
an advert and for which the comments section was closed) and 31 in May.

In the same way, during Preview Period 1, the average user posted 3 comments, out of which 0.3 were
moderated. The average user also commented on 2 unique days, on 2 different articles; the average time
between two consecutive comments was 223 hours - roughly 9 days (this time was only computed for the
719 (31%) who submitted more than one comment). During Preview Period 2, the average user posted 2
comments, out of which 0.2 were moderated. The average user also commented on just 1 unique day, and on
1 article; the average time between two consecutive comments was 279 hours - roughly 12 days (this time
was only computed for the 406 users (20%) who submitted more than one comment).
Moreover, during the first Preview Period, 86.5% of commenters with five or more comments (223 users) had
20% or less of their comments moderated, while during the second period this percentage declined slightly
to 84%, but with significantly lower numbers of users – 89, which was less than half the number for the first
period.

BIG NUMBERS FROM THE MODERATION PROCESS
WHAT CAN WE SEE BY LOOKING AT THE BIG TRENDS AND NUMBERS RELATED TO
THE DIFFERENT MODERATION PERIODS IN THE LESS HATE, MORE SPEECH PROJECT?

On average, during Preview Period 1, an article published on Tolo.ro received 62 comments and 8 moderated
comments, with 49 unique users commenting. In the second period, articles published on Tolo.ro received on
average 52 comments and 8 moderated comments, with 45 unique users commenting.
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The lower appetite for consumption can also be seen in the average frequency of comment posting, which
declined from every 25 minutes to every 46 minutes in Preview Period 2.

TOLO.RO: DAILY EVOLUTIONS
As with GSP.ro, we also examined the changes regarding comments on a day-by-day basis. The period chosen
began with the first day the moderation on Tolo.ro started, September 28, 2015, and ended on October 8,
2016.
By looking at the big picture regarding the daily comments on Tolo.ro one can see some fluctuations linked
with the topics of the articles and the frequency of posting on the blog.18 For example, during the European
football championships, while Romania‘s team was still playing and had the chance to qualify for the knockout stage of the tournament, coverage was more frequent on the blog and so were comments, while in the
second part, both numbers declined. At the time of the Olympics, Catalin Tolontan posted very frequently,
often several times a day as he was covering the event in Brazil; the number of comments mirrored this.
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Other topics, unrelated to football, also drew crowds to the blog (both in terms of traffic and comments),
namely at the end of 2015, in the aftermath of the Colectiv club fire in Bucharest, a subject that was heavily
pursued on the blog through journalistic investigations into the case as well as other health-care related
subjects.
The linear trend regarding the moderated comments on Tolo.ro looks to be almost the same throughout the
period, with no major changes.

18 An important aspect in these fluctuations could also be the fact that around 30% of the traffic on the blog
(according to Google Analytics for this period) comes from GSP.ro and in the Romanian football off-season their
traffic also diminishes.

BIG NUMBERS FROM THE MODERATION PROCESS
WHAT CAN WE SEE BY LOOKING AT THE BIG TRENDS AND NUMBERS RELATED TO
THE DIFFERENT MODERATION PERIODS IN THE LESS HATE, MORE SPEECH PROJECT?

99% of commenters posted 1 to 20 comments, of which 88% posted either 1 or 2 comments. A little more than
1% posted between 20 and 150 comments and only 0.06% (i.e. 5 users) posted more than 150 comments. Of
these 5 users, 4 posted between 150 and 400 comments and just one between 400 and 1,000.
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During the period studied there were 9,479 users (or commenters); in fact, we can only talk about emails,
since on Tolo.ro there are no incentives to use the same email address or even a correct email address when
commenting.
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When looking at the distribution of comments on articles one can see that most articles received less than 51
comments. Very few reached the 250 comment threshold and the highest number of comments on an article
in this period was 268, on an article about the death of the Hexi Pharma director, the focus of investigative
pieces Mr. Tolontan had previously published, and which took the Romanian health-system by storm.

The moderation process for both these websites started on February 5, 2016 and data for the pre-moderation
period was available only for the latter. On both websites there is no requirement to have an actual account
or to login via Facebook in order to comment; anyone entering an email address (whether in use or fictive)
could leave a comment on the websites without the need for verification.
Given the context, what we were able to do was gather data during the whole moderation process implemented
through the same system as was the case with the two websites examined above, GSP.ro and Tolo.ro. For this
purpose we used the information gathered between February 5, 2016 and June 30, 2016 (147 days), covering
the whole period during which the Supervised Moderation process was active on these websites.
On Paginademedia.ro there were 970 articles that received at least one comment. Users posted 5,252
comments, of which 493 were moderated, meaning that 9% of the total comments were moderated.
As commenters on the website were not registered in any form we counted the different emails used to
comment. There were 2,355 emails – i.e. commenters, of which 373 were moderated at least once. This means
that 16% of all commenters were moderated at least once.
During this period, on average a comment was published every 40 minutes and articles received 5 comments,
of which 0.5 were moderated; 5 unique users commented per article.
The average user posted 2 comments, of which 0.2 were moderated. The average user also commented on 2
unique days, on 2 different articles; the average time between two consecutive comments was 376 minutes.19
92% of commenters with five or more comments (112 users) had 20% or less of their comments moderated.
On Blogsport.ro, during the same period, 503 articles were published, and the site was visited by 258,013
unique users, who generated 12,744 comments. Of these comments, 1,617 were moderated, meaning 13% of
all comments were moderated, a similar figure to Tolo.ro. There were 4,181 commenters (or, more accurately,
distinct email addresses) of which 990 were moderated at least once, meaning that 24% of commenters were
moderated at least once.

BIG NUMBERS FROM THE MODERATION PROCESS
WHAT CAN WE SEE BY LOOKING AT THE BIG TRENDS AND NUMBERS RELATED TO
THE DIFFERENT MODERATION PERIODS IN THE LESS HATE, MORE SPEECH PROJECT?

PAGINADEMEDIA.RO & BLOGSPORT.RO:
MODERATION PERIOD DATA
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During this period, on average, a comment was published every 16 minutes, while, articles received, on
average, 25 comments, 3 moderated comments and 22 unique users.
The average user posted 3 comments, of which 0.4 were moderated. The average user also commented on
2 unique days, on 3 different articles; the average time between two consecutive comments was 392 hours
(roughly 16 days).20
Finally, 80% of commenters who made five or more comments (506 users) had 20% or less of their comments
moderated.

n
n
n
n

The number of articles with at least one comment rose by 14%
The number of unique users declined by 31%
The number of comments declined by 3%
The number of commenters rose by 17%.

19 Only computed for the 385 users (16.3%) who had submitted more than one comment.
20 Only computed for the 1,487 users (35.6%) who had submitted more than one comment.
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There was also some data available for Blogsport.ro from the pre-moderation period: February 5, 2015-July
1, 2015 which meant we could have, at least for some categories, a comparative view:

PAGINADEMEDIA.RO & BLOGSPORT.RO:
DAILY EVOLUTION
For both sites we looked at the daily levels of comments and users during the same extended period used for
the former two websites, i.e. April 6, 2015 - October 8, 2016.
In both cases, the vast majority of users posted between 1 and 20 comments during this period, 99% for
Paginademedia.ro (out of a total of 3,343 users) and 97% for Blogsport.ro (out of a total of 5,997 users). Only
one commenter or user posted between 400 and 1,000 comments on Paginademedia.ro, while 2 posted this
amount of comments on Blogsport.ro.
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BIG NUMBERS FROM THE MODERATION PROCESS
WHAT CAN WE SEE BY LOOKING AT THE BIG TRENDS AND NUMBERS RELATED TO
THE DIFFERENT MODERATION PERIODS IN THE LESS HATE, MORE SPEECH PROJECT?
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The following graphs show that most articles on both sites received 21 comments or fewer – significantly
higher for Paginademedia.ro (97%) and lower for Blogsport.ro (54%), but the latter also saw an important
number of articles which had more than 21 comments but fewer than 51. Also for Blogsport.ro, the number of
comments on articles was more evenly spread out between the three brackets (fewer than 21, fewer than 51
and fewer than 101), while for Paginademedia.ro they were overwhelmingly concentrated in the first bracket.
Thus, although Blogsport.ro published fewer articles during this period than Paginademedia.ro, it had a larger
number of commenters, who generated more comments.
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The article on Blogsport.ro with the highest number of comments (186) was an editorial by the newspaper‘s
director, Mr. Ovidiu Ioanitoia, in which he asked for the resignation of the head of the Romanian Football
Federation, Razvan Burleanu.
The article on Paginademedia.ro with the highest number of comments (132) was a piece of news regarding
the replacement of the TCM TV channel with TNT, mostly generated by one commenter.
We also considered how the daily evolution of the comments on these websites looks like and on
Paginademedia.ro there is a constant trend, while on Blogsport.ro there‘s a slight constant rise in the number
of comments.
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ALL WEBSITES: DAILY EVOLUTIONS
One of our overall findings regarding the effects of moderation was related to the trend whereby the need
for moderation went down over time, without affecting traffic or their users’ interactions on the websites.
For this reason, it was important to bundle the data for all the websites and examine whether the trend was
more obvious or if it dissipated. Thus, using the same period as before, we looked at the evolution of the
daily number of comments on all four websites together: the linear trend in the next graph supports what we
observed in some of the analysis of individual websites. Overall, the number of comments on all websites
seems not to diminish over time, but actually increases slightly.21
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On the graph showing the percentage of comments that were moderated, the linear trend descended visibly,
supporting the hypothesis that the need for moderation declined.

21 The graph accounts for the introduction of new websites in the moderation process (after it initially began on
GSP.ro) which increase the overall number of comments for all websites: Tolo.ro on September 28, 2015 and
Paginademedia.ro & Blogsport.ro on February 5, 2016.
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As for the number of comments per article, the trend is that most have fewer than 51 comments – 75% of
articles are in this category.
33

CONCLUSIONS
The numbers we have explored in detail in this report give a bird‘s eye view over the entire moderation
process and, in some cases, how it compares to the situation before moderation started.
Since each website has different target groups and different ways in which users can comment (log in
and verification is implemented only on GSP.ro, while the other three don‘t have a similar system in place)
extracting general shared conclusions is difficult and may be hazardous. But there are common trends that
could support the general effects of the moderation:
During the project, the daily evolution graphs on all websites concerning the percentage of moderated
comments show a clear downward linear trend, which suggests that the need for moderation went down
over time.22
i. Although there is no causal evidence to back up our observation, the alternative explanation, that
the moderators became more lenient in their manner of moderation over time, is implausible. If
anything, as this was also a learning process for them, they may actually have become better at
spotting problems rather than less careful; also, as they became more involved, and as they felt
more in charge as well as more disturbed by the incivility encountered, they were more likely to be
susceptible to over-moderating towards the end of the process in this project.
ii. Comparisons with the pre-moderation period are very difficult to interpret. The unsystematic
moderation that did exist was described by the GSP team as erratic, which may well mean that
there were periods of heavy handed activity that would not have been moderated in the same
manner as the methodology devised by the project.
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The moderation system put in place on these four websites cannot be identified as a factor that had a
negative influence on the traffic on these sites, as both increases and decreases in traffic can be explained
by other factors.
i. GSP.ro did register a decrease of 13% in unique users in the moderation period vs. the pre-moderation
one, which can be explained by contextual factors. When looking at the whole Romanian market
for sports outlets a few things stand out:23
		
a. A significant drop in Romanian athletes’ participation in international competitions, which
is usually related to interest in sporting competitions.
		
b. Difficult times faced by numerous Romanian football clubs, which declared insolvency,
and were thus forced out of all European competitions. Six teams from the First Romanian
Football League (Liga 1) went through this process in 2015.
		
c. A continuous trend towards fragmentation of the market, including the establishment of
a new digital player, Digisport.ro, the online presence of the eponymous TV channel in
April 2016. It had 2,310,976 unique users during its first month on the market, a number
comparable to that registered by GSP.ro (2,803,120). This did not affect only GSP.ro, but also
other established sports outlets too, such as Prosport and Sport.ro (the online presence of
another sports TV channel).
ii. N
 evertheless, for GSP.ro, overall consumption did not decrease during the project moderation;
it remained the highest among all sports websites in Romania in 2016. Moreover, there was a
constant ascending trend for the number of page views, starting in April 2015 with 34,940,979 and
lasting until June 2016 with 55,356,641, when the supervised moderation period ended. This 58%
increase between the beginning and end of the moderation procedure on GSP.ro further supports
the belief that moderation did not hamper the consumption of the website.
In the same way, Blogsport.ro also saw a 31% drop in the number of unique users between the
pre-moderation period and the moderation period, from 373,985 to 258,013.
22 Naturally the trend is mostly driven by GSP.ro, which has the biggest input into these numbers, but it largely
holds true on all sites.
23 For our assessment we used official data provided by The Study of Audience and Internet Traffic in Romania
(SATI) and informal talks and study sessions with our partner website

iv. In terms of the volume of comments, there was a downward trend observable on GSP.ro and an
upward one on Tolo.ro, the only websites for which we have data available, between the premoderation period and the moderation one, of -11% on GSP.ro and +71% for Tolo.ro.25
v. H
 owever, in terms of the number of commenters, there was an upward trend for both of the two
biggest websites in the project, GSP.ro and Tolo.ro, 1% for former and 108% for the latter.26
While the big trends, as seen from the „big numbers“ in this report, present just a few major patterns
observable using the cut-off points defined by our research design, analysis of the in-depth evolutions during
the moderation process on the four websites will be our next task. It is necessary to look at further possible
arguments and explanations to back up, qualify or even refute these big trends and bring to the surface
more evidence regarding the relationship between the implementation of the moderation procedures and
commenting behaviour.

BIG NUMBERS FROM THE MODERATION PROCESS
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iii. T
 he non-sport-dependent websites saw an increase and a broadening of their audience, which
is related to editorial decisions – the moderation cannot be a comparably relevant factor. Tolo.
ro reported a 105% increase in unique users as its investigations covered some of the biggest
and most far-reaching public scandals in Romania, while Paginademedia.ro saw a 67% increase
probably largely related to increasingly heated issues about the media market during this period.24

24 Data taken from Google Analytics, made available by the partner: 652,473 unique users for the pre-moderation
period (February 5, 2015-July 1, 2015) vs. 1,090,250 unique users for the moderation period (February 5, 2016 June 30, 2016).
25 The percentage for GSP.ro reflects the difference in volume between the number of comments and number of
moderated comments (the pre-moderation period vs. the supervised moderation period), while the percentage
for Tolo.ro reflects only the difference in absolute numbers for the number of comments (between the same
two periods).
26 The percentage for GSP.ro reflects the difference in volume between the number of commenters and
commenters moderated at least once (pre-moderation preiod vs. supervised moderation period) and only of
commenters on Tolo.ro (between the same two periods) where we cannot reliably identify them.
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