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Online Political Discourse 1s Challenging

Crucial for democracy (knowledge,
tolerance).

BUT, many avoid it (disagreement, lack of
knowledge, hostility).

Dominated by a vocal, often polarized
minority ("deeply involved").

Creates hostile environments, alienates
politically disinclined individuals (PDls).

Exacerbates polarization, echo chambers.




How can we foster broader,
more constructive
participation?




Can Personal Narratives Help?

Short, first-person accounts emphasizing personal experiences.

Personal Narrative Example Non-Personal Narrative Example
| get the second dose in three weeks just got Yeah | thought that was pretty obvious but
my first dose Tuesday and I'm just getting apparently not.

over the side effects from it.
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Why might they help?

Lower barrier to entry (relies on experience,
not just formal knowledge).

Humanize the speaker, foster empathy & trust
([Kubin et al.], [Hagmann et al.]).

Potentially increase respect across divides
([Kubin et al.]).

Equalizing — "everyone has a story" ([Poletta]).

Why might they might not help?

Can reinforce in-group identity, polarization
([De Fina], [Settle]).

Platform affordances (likes, shares) amplify
certain content ([Settle], [Georgakopoulou et

al)).

Real-world impact unclear, especially in
cross-partisan contexts.




Ql: Do personal narratives help Politically
Disinclined Individuals (PDIs) engage more (use,
replies, retention, perception) in political
discussions?

Q2: How do personal narratives function in
Cross-Partisan discussions (frequency, reception,
engagement, hostility)?
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/ Dataset \

Pushshift Reddit Archive (2015-2021, focus on 2020-2021 for analysis).

~524 US-focused political subreddits (filtered from [Rajadesingan et al]).
~26 Million users analyzed initially.
Removed bots and moderation bots like AutoModerator, etc.

Focus on comment interactions.

AN /[

N 4 9




//
Computational
Tools

/

4




Ideology Estimation

Based on user commenting
patterns across political subreddits

(Assumption: Homophily). Democratic socialist { @
Progressive 1 @

Quantify positive engagement ,
(comments with score > 1). Social democrat *

Liberal O
Correspondence Analysis on Center left - PN
user-subreddit matrix -> single
ideological dimension. IRASASRACHE -

Centrist 1 ==
Validated using self-reported user Libertarian - —
flairs (accuracy = 81.27 %).
( 4 o) Conservative - =_=
0.0 0.5 1.0

User ideology
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Subreddits

Can we map subreddits as well?

epublican

he_Donald

day .
moderatepolitics
AskDemocrats

Askpolitics
neutralnews
Ask_Politics

YangForPresident
politics
Liberal

SandersForPresident
Drumpf

Trumpgret

AOC
BlueMidterm2018

ProgressiveActivists
PresidentWarren

.‘.\.“

nra penshapiro

JoeBidenlsADisaster

T“

-1 0 1 2
Subreddit ideology
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Personal Narrative Classifier

Operationalisation: First-person accounts of personal experience (flexible, not strict Labovian structure
[Labov, Georgakopoulou]).

Model: Fine-tuned a DistilBERT model, building on prior work ([Antoniak et al], [Falk & Lapesal).

Dataset: Trained on 2,000 manually annotated Reddit comments (initial seed from prior model + filtering).

Example comments

I'm a cdl-a truck driver in the USA. I work 60 hours over 5 days. Teamster contract ensures
that Ini well paid but we are paid hourly. A reduction in hours would cause hardship and with
the shortage of drivers, a shortage of goods

I'm in Alabama and oh my god it was so humid yesterday. I was so unproductive from how
bad it was

Buf you personally... How much is that cost? Cuz I got $500 a month coming out of my pay,
then deductibles, then coverage issues, not to mention dental; vision... Oh; ya know what’s not
afforded in that any kind of mental health coverage...

I faked being a liberal for my years at university. They never suspected a thing.

Due to circumstances not within my control, my (gender nonconforming) partner and i have
been at my fathers these past few months. My partner has been forced to present as male
because he knows we’re in a house full of ultra conservatives ...
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Personal Narrative Classifier Metrics

Metric Not Personal Personal Weighted
: . Macro Average
narrative Narrative Average
Precision 0.8425 0.7986 0.8288 0.8302
Recall 0.8716 0.7728 0.8147 0.8325
F1 Score 0.8446 0.8032 0.8211 0.8219
Support 232 168 400 400

N
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Politically Disinclined Individuals: Operationalisation

Monthly basis for 2021 data.

Least Politically Active: Users commenting in a political subreddit this month,
but in the bottom 25% of political comment activity over the previous 12 months.

Political Newcomers: Users commenting in a political subreddit this month, but
having zero political comments in the previous 12 months (but active elsewhere
on Reddit).

Most Politically Active: Comparison Group (Top 25% by past 12-month activity)
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Hypotheses & Research Questions \

H1: PDls use personal narratives more than active users.
(Lower barrier)

H2: Personal Narratives attract more replies from PDls.
(Accessibility)

H3: Using personal narratives increases PDI retention (return
next month). (Belonging)

H4/H5/RQ1: How does the community perceive PDI personal
narratives (via comment scores)? (Value vs. Perception Gap)
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PDIs use personal narratives more than active users.

Finding: Newcomers (15.3%)
and Least Active (9.8%) use
narratives significantly more
often than Most Active users
(7.6%).

Interpretation: Supports idea
of narratives as a lower-barrier
entry point.

Mean personal narrative usage

1
1
1
1

6
4
2

N A OO 00 O

7.57%

Most active
users

9.83%

Least active
users

15.31%

Newcomers
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Personal Narratives attract more replies from PDIs.

Finding: Comments with
narratives are slightly more
likely to get a reply from PDls.

Interpretation: Personal

Narratives seem to draw PDls
into political discussions better
than other type of comments.

6%

5%

4%

3%

Mean probability of replying

2%

1%

User group
Least active
Newcomers
5.18%
4.51%
1.85%
1.43%
Other comments Personal narratives
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Using personal narratives increases PDI retention.

~
Finding: PDIs who use User gioup
. . . () o .
narratives are significantly % 30% heast active —
o oo ewcomers :
more likely to return to political E -~
. . . x
discussions the following s =7
(@)
month. £ 25% 24.70%
S
2
5 22%
Interpretation: Personal B #1227
Narratives seem to encourage § 20%
continued participation in S
political discussions. S 18% TSR0
>
Did not use Used personal
personal narratives narratives
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Personal Narratives improve perception of PDI contributions.

PDI comments generally score lower
than Most Active users'. (Perception
gap exists).

PDI personal narratives score
significantly higher than their other
comments.

Personal Narratives reduce the
score gap between PDIs and Most
Active users.

Interpretation: While PDlIs face a
perception penalty, personal
narratives are valued and help
bridge this gap.

Mean score

4.5

4.0

3.5

3.0

25

2.0

1.5

1.0

User group
r&Jeast active
ewcomers
Most active 3.86
3.04
2.72
2.28
1.55
1.27
Other comments Personal narratives
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Key Takeaways

Personal Narratives Empower the Politically Disinclined

PDIs use personal narratives more frequently.

Personal Narratives slightly increase engagement from PDls.

Using personal narratives is linked to higher PDI retention.

Personal Narratives are perceived positively by the community and help offset
lower PDI comment scores.

Vi b

Strong evidence that personal narratives facilitate PDI participation.
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Hypotheses & Research Questions \

H1: Personal Narratives used less frequently in cross-partisan
interactions than co-partisan. (Risk/Solidarity)

H2 (a/b): How are cross-partisan narratives received? Higher
karma (H2a - respect) or lower karma (H2b - polarization)?

H3: Do narratives elicit more replies from the opposing partisan?
(Engagement)

RQ1: Are replies to cross-partisan narratives less hostile? (Quality)
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Personal Narratives used less frequently in cross-partisan interactions than co-partisan.

Finding: Cross-partisan interactions
(Left>Right and Right>Left) exhibit
significantly lower use of narrative
compared to co-partisan
interactions (Left>Left and
Right>Right).

Interpretation: Users seem more
hesitant to share personal stories
with opposing partisans.

left-right

co-right

right-left

co-left

3.48
&
4.29
&
3.67
®
4.68
®
85 4.0 4.5 5.0

Estimated marginal mean personal narrative usage percentage
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How are cross-partisan narratives received? Higher karma (H2a - respect) or lower karma

Findings:

Right-leaning users replying to Left:
Personal Narratives receive
significantly higher karma than
non-narratives. (H2a supported for
R->L).

Left-leaning users replying to Right:
No significant difference in karma
for personal narratives vs.
non-narratives. (H2a/b not
supported for L->R).

Interpretation: Narratives improve
reception for conservatives in liberal
spaces, but not vice-versa.

(H2b - polarization)?

Average Karma Points

2.5

N
o

User Ideology

@ Left
=l -®- Right

-
0

Not Personal Personal
Narrative Narrative
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Do narratives elicit more replies from the opposing partisan?

Finding: Using a personal narrative

in a cross-partisan reply does not 0.7

significantly increase the probability

of getting a reply from the original -

commenter (neither L->R nor R->L).

User Ideology

-3 - o

-®- Right

Interpretation: Personal Narratives
don't seem to overcome barriers to
direct engagement across divides in
this context.

0.4

Reply probability

0.3

0.2

Not Personal Personal
Narrative Narrative




Are replies to cross-partisan narratives less hostile?

Finding: The likelihood of the reply

from the original commenter being 07

toxic is not significantly different

whether the cross-partisan reply 0.6

contained a personal narrative or -

nof. % 0.5 User Ideology
— i
204 -® Right

Interpretation: Personal Narratives 2

don't inherently pacify the
conversation partner in direct
replies.

0.3

0.2

Not Personal Personal
Narrative Narrative




Key Takeaways

Cross-Partisan Personal Narratives: A Mixed Picture

Personal Narratives are shared less often across party lines.

Positive reception boost (karma) primarily seen for Right-leaning users in
Left-leaning spaces.

Personal Narratives do not significantly increase direct replies from opposing
partisans.

Personal Narratives do not significantly change the hostility level in direct replies.

\ Z 2B 7

Personal Narratives show some potential to bridge divides, but effects are
limited and asymmetric.
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The Dual Role of Personal Narratives

Empowering PDIs: Personal Narratives act as a powerful tool to lower barriers, encourage
participation, improve retention, and enhance community perception for less engaged
users.

Bridging Divides (Partially):

=> Lessused in cross-partisan contexts.

=> Canimprove reception (especially R->L), suggesting potential for empathy/respect.
=> Limited impact on direct engagement (replies) or reducing hostility in replies.

=> Asymmetry suggests context and identity matter.

31



What Does This Mean?

For Online Communities:

=> Encouraging personal narratives could foster inclusivity and attract/retain newcomers.
=> Moderation policies shouldn't dismiss anecdotal evidence outright if inclusivity is a goal.
=> Highlighting positive narrative examples could set norms.

For Platform Design:

=> Algorithms could potentially identify and surface constructive narratives.
=> Consider features that support empathetic storytelling.

For Understanding Polarization:

Personal Narratives aren't a magic bullet but offer a pathway, especially for bringing more
moderate/disinclined voices into the conversation.

22



VA
Future Work

/

4




Limitations

Platform Specific: Findings based on Reddit; may differ on Twitter, Facebook, etc.
Time Specific: 2020-2021 (Pandemic, high polarization); might differ in other periods.
Operationalization: Ideology/PDI definitions are proxies.

Text Only: Ignores images, videos, richer media narratives.

Content Not Analyzed: Didn't analyze what the stories were about (e.g., topic, emotional
tone).
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Future Work

Comparative Studies: Across different platforms, countries, time periods.

Content Analysis: Qualitatively and quantitatively analyze narrative themes, emotions,
topics.

Multimedia Narratives: Explore the impact of visual/video stories.

Negative Uses: Investigate role of personal narratives in spreading misinformation or
deepening specific divides.

Experimental Work: Controlled studies to isolate causal effects.

Longitudinal Tracking: Follow users over longer periods.
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Publications

Tejasvi Chebrolu, Ponnurangam Kumaraguru, and Ashwin Rajadesingan, “Personal
Narratives Empower Politically Disinclined Individuals to Engage in Political

Discussions”, in proceedings of the 177th ACM Web Science Conference 2025 (Welbsci '25),
May 20-24, 2025, New Brunswick, NJ, USA. ACM, New York, NY, USA, 10 pages.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3717867.3717899, 2025. Best Paper Award, Honorable Mention.

=>  Ashwin Rajadesingan, Tejasvi Chebrolu, "Personal narratives in cross-partisan political

discussions on Reddit" - Accepted for presentation at the 75th Annual Conference of the
International Communication Association (ICA'25).
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