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ABSTRACT
We present a case study where we developed RHETORiC: an audi-
ence conversation tool that promotes civil participation in online
news comments. By following a human-centered design process, we
created and evaluated a novel tool with an interface that supports
people in carefully formulating their opinions and arguments, so
they can constructively contribute to online discussions about news.
Results of a large-scale field study show that our tool succeeds in
increasing the level of civility, argumentation and proficiency of
comments in comparison with those on social media. On top, both
users and journalists report high satisfaction with the RHETORiC
tool. In our paper we reflect upon lessons learned about the design
process as well as about the tool itself, which contributes to the
fields of both Human-Computer Interaction and Digital Journalism.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing → Collaborative and social com-
puting; Empirical studies in collaborative and social computing.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Enabling audience participation in debate on news and current af-
fairs increases trust in the media and is a necessary condition for a
healthy democracy [7]. Commenting on news is an important form

Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for personal or
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation
on the first page. Copyrights for third-party components of this work must be honored.
For all other uses, contact the owner/author(s).
CHI ’22 Extended Abstracts, April 29–May 05, 2022, New Orleans, LA, USA
© 2022 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-9156-6/22/04.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3491101.3503560

of public engagement, which can result in more civic engagement
with public issues [2]. Readers use news comments to shape their
idea of what other people think about current topics. For media
outlets, on the other hand, audience participation can provide jour-
nalistic opportunities in terms of feedback or input for journalistic
purposes [7]. However, in recent years, disrespectful and offensive
language has come to dominate online comment sections. This has
led to a pessimistic view on news comments, both from an audi-
ence and a media perspective. Such uncivil commentary on news
media platforms can negatively affect readers and news producers,
and lead to a diminished perception of an article’s quality [11] and
news publishers being urged to close down their online comment
sections because the effort to manage the comments is too high
[7]. Nonetheless, the closure of comment sections in digital jour-
nalism has not stopped the desire of people to comment on news
articles, and these audience reactions have moved to social media
such as Facebook and Twitter, where the online debate is even more
polarized and toxic. Since news publishers believe in the value of
readers’ opinions and its potential input for journalistic editorials,
they prefer to host constructive discussions about their content on
their own platforms. Consequently, several attempts at enabling
more respectful dialogue in news comments sections have been
undertaken. For example, NRKbeta, a Norwegian media website,
experimented with a quiz that readers needed to pass before they
were allowed to leave a comment [12]. However, it is unclear if it
really led to more civilized comments. The discrepancy between
closed comment sections of online news publishers and an audience
that desires to engage with news, shows that there is a clear need
for a space where readers can safely share their opinion about news,
and thus for solutions to improve the quality of user comments.
As reactive interventions do not seem to have the desired effect,
design-based proactive interventions could offer better chances
of success. In this paper, we present the RHETORiC1 tool, which
guides commenters through the commenting process using con-
versational prompts, stance taking, live feedback, and clustering
of similar comments, in order to improve civility in online news
comment sections.

1An acronym for Reducing Hate through Editorial Tools for Online Reactions and
Comments
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2 BACKGROUND
Techniques to improve the quality of user comments in digital
journalism have been extensively studied in the past years. These
techniques can be distinguished in terms of reactive and pro-active
approaches. Among reactive approaches, the most prominent tech-
nique is content moderation. Such moderation can take the form
of pre-moderation or post-moderation, and it can be carried out
by humans or by AI [7]. Examples of reactive interventions are
automatically detecting and removing toxic comments or involving
the online community in removing ‘bad actors’ from a discussion
[4]. Pro-active attempts, by contrast, focus more on design-based
interventions that aim to prevent hateful comments and encourage
commenters to contribute more qualitatively. Techniques that have
proven to be successful for a more constructive debate are altering
the structure of the comment section or the ‘discourse architecture’
[6][10], providing a short summary to highlight relevant facts or
contrasting information [10], using specific CAPTCHAs to prime
positive emotions [14], including conversational prompts [15][19]
and presenting contextual cues [8][9]. As the focus of our current
research is primarily on stimulating a civil debate, we stick to an
overview of relevant work on pro-active interventions.

When a discussion topic is precisely defined, there is a higher
chance that the comments will be more constructive [18]. Using
a conversational prompt preceding a discussion, such as posing
specific questions, the better targeted the response will be [3]. This
is confirmed by a more recent study based on a content analysis
of 11,218 user comments on Facebook pages of established Ger-
man news media outlets. The researchers found that conversational
prompts in news article posts on Facebook led to more civil and
rational comments [19]. Another, more substantial, design-based
technique to improve comment quality on news sites is through
moving away from a traditional comment section, i.e. a text field
only and comments organized chronologically, to a more visually
structured design. So-called debate tools, such as Kialo and con-
sider.it, use a format that enables people to engage in thoughtful
discussions on controversial topics, to understand different points
of view and to visualize pro and contra arguments. Such structured
discussion formats can be helpful in encouraging users to base their
opinion on thoughtful reasoning and may serve a framing role,
affecting the likelihood of extensive reasoning [16]. Prior studies
found that when comments are shown in two [16] or three [10]
columns with contrasting viewpoints, the comments were of higher
deliberative quality compared to comments in a one-column format.
The interface Opinion Space goes even a step further, by cluster-
ing and projecting opinions in a two-dimensional environment.
Points close by correspond to similar opinions, points far away
correspond to very different views. A user test revealed that par-
ticipants agreed more with and had more respect for comments
they read via Opinion Space compared to what they read via the
chronological list-based interface [5]. In conclusion, well-designed
interactions, conversational prompts and discourse architecture
can shape discussions for the better, an approach we also take with
our RHETORiC tool.

3 METHODS
We followed a human-centered design process, involving various
stakeholders in iterative cycles of analyzing user needs, designing
and testing prototypes, and ending with a large-scale evaluation in
a real-life context.

3.1 Analyzing user needs
First, we organized a multi-stakeholder ideation workshop involv-
ing 17 participants, including media professionals, HCI experts and
social media users, to come up with ideas for interface elements to
increase the civility on online discussions. The workshop took place
in November 2019 and lasted for four hours. During the workshop,
participants were introduced to the topics of polarization, cognitive
biases and argumentation skills, using sensitizing exercises. After-
wards, they were distributed over four groups and asked to generate
ideas for interface elements that stimulate a constructive debate
using a structured template. After generating the ideas, two groups
each were paired and asked to present their ideas to the other group
which the other group critiqued in the form of ‘roses’ (positive ele-
ments), ‘buds’ (elements with potential) or ‘thorns’ (drawbacks or
pitfalls).

In parallel with the ideation workshop, we conducted diary stud-
ies followed by interviews with 8 participants (4 male, 4 female,
average 39 years old) to study the experiences and reflections from
commenters who actively participate in online discussions. We
were mainly interested in their motivations and inhibitions for
reading and writing comments. In preparation for the interview, we
asked participants to keep two diaries for the duration of one week:
one for comments they read, another for comments they wrote. For
each diary, participants were asked to screenshot comments and
answer short contextual questions, which served as material for the
in-depth, semi-structured interviews. We probed the reasons why
they had selected comments they had encountered, and asked about
their decisions and motivations to write comments and what they
expect to get out of their participation. The interviews generally
lasted between an hour and an hour and a half. All interviews were
transcribed and analysed using affinity diagramming.

Lastly, with the goal of defining engagement strategies, we con-
ducted 9 interviews with engagement editors, community modera-
tors, and heads of innovations frommedia organizations in Flanders
and the Netherlands. The interviews lasted between half an hour
and two hours, and were analyzed using thematic analysis. In ad-
dition, we reviewed relevant literature and studied good practices
worldwide. Examples of the analyzed cases are Coral, Hearken,
De Correspondent, and City Bureau. Based on the insights from
the interviews, literature and best practices, we defined various
strategies to engage a broad audience in online discussions.

3.2 Design and testing
In the design phase, we first conducted an online experiment with
255 participants to empirically test whether two novel interface de-
sign elements, namely a discussion statement and a way to indicate
an opinion, can improve the quality of online comments. By for-
mulating a specific statement in the comment section, we aimed to
encourage users to comment more on-topic and to discourage them
to expand on controversial details. The opinion element also acts as
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an anchor that guides participants through the commenting process.
We explored the impact of both elements in a between-subjects
design with four conditions. The control condition was similar to
a traditional comment section design, i.e., a text field only. In the
three experimental conditions a discussion statement was added,
either alone or in combination with agree-disagree buttons or an
agree-disagree scale. Participants were requested to comment on a
(controversial) news article and to complete a series of questions,
including the short user experience questionnaire [13]. To measure
the quality of participants’ comments and study variations between
the conditions, we coded all comments on five dimensions: argu-
mentation, civility, relevance, orthography and length. For more
details about this experiment, see [1].

Next, during a structured workshop with HCI and media pro-
fessionals using Miro, we co-designed the main use case of our
audience conversation tool, describing the different steps in the
interaction between the user and the system. This formed the input
for the first prototype which we created in Figma. Via individ-
ual video calls using the walk-through approach, the design was
evaluated with five participants. The interviewer asked the partici-
pant questions about the buttons and features while going through
the prototype. Participants were explicitly asked to think out loud
throughout the walk-through. Additionally, the interviewer asked
questions such as "what should you do here?", "where would you
click on’ and ’what do you expect to happen next?’.

3.3 Large-scale evaluation in a live
environment

In the third and final research phase, the iterative development of
the RHETORiC tool concluded with a small- and large-scale test in a
live environment. We kicked off with a pilot study, where we placed
the tool in a closed environment and shared the link with family
and friends. In total, 58 contributions were collected. Via an online
questionnaire, participants’ feedback about the tool was gathered.
Based on the feedback, we made small adjustments to the tool. Sub-
sequently, we conducted a long-term, real-life test aimed at a final
evaluation of the design with participation of a broad audience.
The live test ran on the website of Het Nieuwsblad, a national pub-
lisher, during six weeks in the summer of 2021. Journalists added
the RHETORiC component to nine online articles about a range
of themes. In total, 1733 contributions from readers were collected.
Seven of the nine articles with the audience conversation tool were
shared on the Facebook page of the news publisher. Both the com-
ments submitted via the new tool and Facebook were analyzed
using a text analytics API in terms of argumentation, proficiency,
toxicity and sentiment. To get more insight into journalists’ and
users’ experiences, we conducted respectively a double interview
with two journalists that tested the tool and an online survey. A
total of 317 participants (partially) filled in the questionnaire. We
asked them about their general impression of the tool, how they
experienced each different step in the flow, how they experienced
the new tool in comparison with other ways of commenting (tradi-
tional comments and social media), whether they would participate
in the future, and what they liked and disliked about the tool.

4 RESULTS
In this section, we will describe those results that were effectively
used as input for the design of the RHETORiC tool. We will discuss
the impact of our choices and some lessons learned in a separate
section.

4.1 Ideas for interface elements: writing help,
taking position and substantiating
statements

During the ideation workshop, 34 unique ideas for interface ele-
ments were generated. After clustering the ideas based on their
most salient features, we arrived at ten categories of interface ele-
ments that could improve the quality of user comments. Three of
those categories were selected as they were the most promising in
terms of potential impact, and feasibility of implementing it by the
project partners.

The first category we selected consisted of ideas conceived as
a writing help tool, meant to be used while a person is writing a
comment. The common element of all ideas in this categorywas that
through continuous analysis of the comment that is being written,
the system detects argument strength, and in various ways presents
this to the commenters so they can decide to adjust their comment
if they want to. The second category of ideas we continued with,
was the idea of letting commenters take in a clear position before
writing a comment. Some ideas let commenters take in a position
on either side in a staged discussion (whether or not they agree with
it), while others suggest asking people to first indicate what their
own position is, before letting them argue in favour of it. Finally, we
also considered the idea of stimulating commenters to substantiate
their statement(s). The common idea is that commenters would
have to be more conscious of the statements they make, and make
sure they have supporting arguments or evidence to back them up.

In addition to these categories, we formulated recommendations
based on the feedback on the ideas. Firstly, our participants sug-
gested that it is important to find the right tone when designing
audience conversation tools, and that we should avoid becoming
too patronizing in the way we provide feedback or advice. Secondly,
we would have to find the right balance between imposing or forc-
ing certain actions on users, which might be seen as too controlling,
or merely suggesting certain actions, which can be easily ignored.
Thirdly, the tools should prevent as much as possible that com-
menters can ‘game the system’ or provide counter measures if they
do.

4.2 Motivations for online participation:
impact, appreciation and anonymity

The diary study and interviews done with people who comment
online provided us with several insights regarding motivations
and barriers to participate in online debates that led to concrete
recommendations for designing our RHETORiC tool.

First of all, it was clear that a sense of impact motivates people to
participate, and absence of impact can lead to drop-out. Sometimes,
this was even conceived as a sense of ‘civic duty’. Our participants
said they were less likely to participate when they did not think
their contribution had an impact both in terms of reach and in
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terms of effect on others. This means that emphasising the impact a
contribution has, can help overcome this obstacle. Another reason
for not participating in online debates is when someone doesn’t
think they have anything to say. This can be mitigated by showing
in advance what has already been said, giving both an indication
of what type of contributions are useful, as well as making it easier
for people to add something new to the discussion. Vice-versa, re-
ceiving appreciation (in the form of replies or likes) is an important
motivator for continued participation. Contributions need to be
valued and appreciated, so it’s important to provide possibilities to
contribute other than commenting, e.g. likes on other comments,
polls, a position indicator, etc.

Finally, anonymity also plays an important role, although this
is something that news providers have conflicting opinions about
(see further). Writing a comment means exposing oneself, so some
participants were reluctant to do so under their real name, especially
when they fear either backlash or want to hide their opinion from
people they know. Since the exposure resulting from participation
can be an obstacle, the possibility of posting anonymous comments
therefore needs to be carefully considered.

4.3 Engaging users to participate: impact,
transparency, feedback and reward

As final step in the user needs analysis, based on the interviews
with media professionals, we defined requirements for increasing
the engagement of commenters with online discussions. When
discussing reader participation with professionals, it became clear
that they take a broad view on engaging their readers in online
debates. While commenting is the best known and most widely
used way for making people participate in online debates, news
providers that practice participatory journalism employ various
other forms of participation to involve readers, such as direct calls,
crowdsourcing, conversations/debates, polls, live chats, reader ques-
tions, opportunities to report news or submit audiovisual material.
Our interviewees confirmed that some of these approaches could
also work when transferred to the world of online debates.

According to the interviewed media professionals, the key as-
pects to engaging audiences are impact, transparency, feedback
and reward. The first aspect resonates with the motivation of the
commenters we interviewed. Our interviewees stressed that you
cannot expect input without creating impact. Moreover, it is im-
portant to be transparent up front about what will be done with
the user’s input and how the user will be visible in their input. It
is also necessary to be transparent about what is expected from a
good contribution, the time commitment that is being asked from
users, and the length of time in which they can provide input. The
last two important aspects about engaging users to participate are
giving feedback on the obtained input (so they know it is actually
being read or used) and reward (some) participants by putting con-
tributions in the picture. An additional recommendation from our
participants is to be selective, and not ask for input on everything,
e.g. by letting people respond to a part of the article, asking specific
questions or limit the input in time.

Finally, and in contrast with commenters, media professionals
do not prefer anonymity in online discussions, as they believe it
is one of the reasons for the increased incivility in online debates.

Nevertheless, they do agree that it’s important that the threshold
to participate is not too high, and that it is necessary to find a good
balance. We will discuss further on how we handled anonymity
during the large-scale evaluation, and what we learned.

4.4 Experimental results: higher civility and
relevance

As one of the ideas from the ideation workshop included taking
a clear position, we wanted to test if this could indeed increase
the civility of comments, among other things. The results of the
controlled online experiment we set up for this revealed that the
civility and relevance of participants’ comments in the three novel
interfaces (a discussion statement, a discussion statement with an
‘agree’ and ‘disagree’ button and a discussion statement with an
opinion scale) are significantly higher compared to a traditional
interface (we describe the results in more detail in [1]). This sug-
gests that when readers have a specific statement to comment on,
in particular in the context of controversial news, they are more
likely to behave civil and stay on-topic than when the focus of
the comment section is more open. Although our results clearly
illustrate that the statement has a positive impact on civility and rel-
evance, we found no influence on argumentation, comment length
and orthography. Regarding user experience, however, we found
that participants perceived the design with the statement and the
opinion scale as less clear, efficient, easy and supportive compared
to the traditional Interface. This could be the result of the higher
degree of interaction required from the participant to move the
slider, compared to writing a traditional comment. The results of
the experiment motivated us to continue with the statement and
incorporate this along with the ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’ buttons in the
final design of our tool.

4.5 Use case and prototype
Based on the insights from the user analysis and the experiment,
we developed a use case which was translated into the RHETORiC
prototype in Figma. We describe the step-by-step flow based on the
screenshots of Figure 1

First, users are presented with a question or discussion statement
and buttons via which they can indicate their opinion (a). Next,
users are requested to substantiate their opinion by writing one
argument. During writing, users receive real-time feedback about
the quality and language of their contribution (b). After submitting
their argument, we present, based on an algorithm, similar com-
ments to the user and ask them to indicate whether the argument
is similar to one’s own argument or not. This step supports the
algorithm in clustering arguments in the final overview (c). On the
next screen, the user is exposed to a series of divergent arguments
on the topic and participants can “like” other contributions when
they agree. However, participants cannot respond to each other
directly (d). On the last screen, after the users enter a name (which
is not mandatory), all arguments appear clustered by content sim-
ilarity. Important to note, but out of scope for this paper, is that
in the back-end uncivil contributions automatically go into pre-
moderation. This prototype, developed in Figma, was evaluated
with end-users. Based on the walk-through evaluations with the
prototype, users reported two critical issues: (1) there should be a
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Figure 1: Step-by-step flow of the RHETORiC tool (main interface elements and example comment translated to English)

more nuanced choice in addition to the agree and disagree buttons,
and (2) the detection of similar comments requires additional ex-
planation. Promisingly, all participants expressed interest in using
the tool, especially when it would manage to counter the hostile
atmosphere of many current online discussions.

4.6 Results from the large-scale evaluation:
increased civility, better engagement

Before reporting our results, it is important to note that most respon-
dents participated only once via the RHETORiC tool. Our results
thus reflect a first impression of this new environment by those
who were willing to fill in the questionnaire, and do not include
experiences of repeated use.

As our tool aims to increase civility in online discussions, ar-
guably the most important measure is the quality of comments
written using our tool in comparison with social media. We used
Mann Whitney U-tests to compare differences in comment quality
and, across all topics, comments in the RHETORiC tool were signif-
icantly better argued (U=53019.5, p<.001), more skillfully written
(U=55452.5, p<.001), less toxic (U=61628.5, p<.05), and more posi-
tively worded (U=59341.5, p<.05) than comments on the same news
article submitted via the Facebook page of the news medium. This
means our tool indeed is doing what it was designed for.

As for subjective responses of the people that used the tool,
more than 8 out of 10 respondents reported (very) positive feel-
ings after using the RHETORiC tool (M=3.94/5). More than 90%
found it worthwhile to participate in the debate using our tool
and would also do so in the future. The different steps in the user
flow (real-time feedback, indication of similarity of arguments and
overview of the debate) were considered as clear, useful, helpful and
simple. More than 90% of respondents indicated that they found
the new environment (much) better for responding to news than

social media such as Facebook. On our question to rank three ways
of commenting on online news (the RHETORiC tool, traditional
comments and social media) according to their preference, nearly 3
out of 4 participants put the RHETORiC tool first. Journalists who
tested the tool in the back-end also reported positive experiences.
According to them, the tool succeeds in doing what seemed impos-
sible to them on social media: exchanging qualitative arguments
and increase reader engagement.

Via open questions, participants shared what they liked and dis-
liked about the RHETORiC tool. Firstly, participants perceived the
tool as easy, clear and well-organized. Both the step-by-step flow
and the structured result of the debate were appreciated. Some re-
spondents realized that the step-by-step flow encourages reflection
and a more nuanced view: “I was almost forced to think better and
deeper about the issue” and "You are more or less led to explain your
answer." Other users acknowledged the added value of exposing
them to diverse opinions, as illustrated by this quote: "Because for
me this was innovative and well-organized. But above all the direct
link to other, and not unimportant "meaningful", opinions was great
because it made me think and look at things from a different perspec-
tive. You can call this mind-blowing!". Secondly, participants felt that
the comments were more civil and on-topic compared to comments
in a traditional comment section or on social media. They reported
having less fear of getting "attacked" by other commenters after
sharing an opinion. This goes hand in hand with the fact that read-
ers were not able to respond to each other, which was something
that several participants liked. The following quote illustrates the
contrast between the new tool and other ways of commenting: "This
debate environment keeps the debate close to the essence and has a
high chance to avoid completely meaningless and unsubstantiated
criticism and nonsense, where on social media or classic comments, the
biggest mob has the most prominent opinion. (...)". Thirdly, another
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element that often came up among respondents and which may
lay at the basis of the increased civility and relevance, is the more
closed environment and the greater sense of anonymity compared
to social media. Users felt that the target group is smaller and con-
sists mainly of interested people that want to say something about
the topic at hand.

As expected by journalists, several users reported feeling more
involved in the news topic after having participated in the debate
via the RHETORiC tool. One participant noted: "I used to respond
to some articles already via the "correct" button. Whether anyone
took it into account was a mystery to me. Now I feel more involved
in the topic." Moreover, our results indicate that the RHETORiC
tool can motivate the silent majority to participate in an online
debate. 45% of our respondents (almost) never comments on online
platforms, but they did via the RHETORiC tool. One participant
wrote “This way (of commenting) really struck me, it was the first
time I commented on an article (. . .)”.

Even though the vast majority of the respondents evaluated the
tool positively, some more critical feedback was shared as well,
albeit to a much lesser extent. First, during the step of indicating
similarity of arguments, participants reported having difficulties
when their argument only partially matched a proposed argument.
“No response is ever completely identical”, noted one respondent.
Second, at some points the automatic real-time feedback provided
unjustified criticism, which elicited feelings of frustration among a
few users.

5 LESSONS LEARNED
5.1 Process
First of all, we underestimated the sensitivity of the research topic
(online news comments), and the uncertainty of the outcome, on
the process itself. During the project, we had two media partners
(a national newspaper and a national public broadcaster) on board,
which was very instrumental in getting useful input and feedback,
as well as for live-testing the RHETORiC tool. However, the broad-
caster was apprehensive of using the tool on their own website,
out of fear of negative reactions, especially as they have a societal
responsibility as public institution. Whereas comments under news
articles on Facebook could be still seen as less their responsibility
(despitemoderating those comments as well), if somethingwould go
wrong with the tool on their own website, and offensive comments
about sensitive topics would get through, this could have a negative
impact on their reputation. As a result, the public broadcaster did
not allow the tool to be tested with a real-life audience, which is
why it was only tested on the website of the national newspaper
who was willing to take this calculated risk. However, although a
large-scale A/B testing with a traditional comment section on the
website itself would yield better comparable results, both media
partners did not want to allow unmoderated comments on their
website.

A second issue we ran into, was the operationalization of com-
ment quality. In other words, what separates a high-quality com-
ment from a low-quality one. In literature, the quality of online
comments has been approached as a multifaceted and complex
construct, and various efforts have been undertaken to formulate a

definition and define a set of normative criteria. Moreover, the defi-
nition may vary according to the perspective, for example a user,
journalist or moderator. Therefore, we recommend to approach
comment quality from various stakeholder perspectives and come
to better understand the normative construct.

Thirdly, we wanted to set up an experiment for assessing what
the impact was of some design elements, which needed to be con-
trolled in order to provide valid results (i.e. ensure internal validity).
However, there are also many external factors that influence how
people comment, such as the selected article, other comments, the
branding of platform, etc. Moreover, the fact that other people can
see and react to comments is essential, and not easy to replicate
in an experiment. We therefore took various measures to mimic
a real-life news comment section (i.e. ensuring a certain level of
external validity), and made the participants believe that other par-
ticipants would read their comment and be able to react to it. A
pre-test showed that we largely succeeded, as participants rated
the tool as being realistic, and believing that other would read their
comment.

5.2 Tool
We also gained valuable insights about news commenting tools in
general. First of all, throughout the whole study participants were
concerned that tools like this could create an ‘echo chamber’, and
only expose them to like-minded people and comments. It is thus
important to expose readers and commenters to a wide range of
(counter)arguments. This is not just an interface design issue but
has implications on how the algorithms themselves are designed.
We highly recommend working in an interdisciplinary team that
considers the ethical implications of the technology used.

A similar concern arose regarding the live feedback on the com-
ments that were written, indicating whether or not something was
offensive or well-argued. Some participants were frustrated that
the machine learning tool indicated something as not well-argued,
while they thought it was. We believe more work is needed on
‘explainable AI’, e.g. by showing how reliable an automatic rating
is, as well as giving more control to users e.g. to indicate why they
think it is not accurate. This would remove frustration and give
control back to users.

Finally, the issue of anonymity is a continuous source of debate.
Our results arguably point to (the possibility of) anonymity of com-
menters leading to more participation and that it is positive for
increasing civility. This seems in conflict with what is called the
“online disinhibition effect”, meaning that we lose our inhibitions
when discussing in online fora because of being anonymous [17].
Although this could mean being more offensive or uncivil, it could
also mean less fear of negative reactions and more honest conver-
sations. We believe that a tool like ours, that combines anonymity
with other measures such as live comment feedback and more struc-
tured interaction, could lead to more civil and constructive online
conversations.

6 CONCLUSION
To overcome the drawbacks of a traditional news comment section,
we gathered new knowledge on how to promote civil participation
in digital journalism. This was done by designing and evaluating an
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interface that includes design interventions aimed at increasing the
added value of audience participation for both readers and editors.
We followed a human-centered design process to create interface el-
ements that support people in carefully formulating their opinions
and arguments so they can learn how to constructively contribute
to online discussions about news. The result is the RHETORiC tool
with a step-by-step flow that guides commenters through the com-
menting process based on conversational prompts, stance taking,
live feedback, and clustering of similar comments. Results from a
large-scale live test on the website of a national news publisher
are promising. The tool succeeds in doing what seemed impossible
on social media: exchanging qualitative arguments and increasing
news reader engagement.
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