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In China, digital platforms are held accountable for monitoring Received 30 May 2024
online content under current laws and regulations. Legal pressure Accepted 10 June 2025
and the sheer amount of user-generated content require
platforms to improve their moderating ability. Bilibili, a prominent
Chinese video-sharing platform, established a Disciplinary
Committee to mobilize users to review comment violations and
foster a positive community ambiance. This study examines
Bilibili’s content moderation mechanism defined as participatory
content moderation. Using app walkthrough method, this article
explores the features and potential risks of this new mechanism.
The findings suggest that participatory content moderation
provides a more accessible, transparent, and collaborative model,
shifting the role of users in platform governance. However, the
system’s reliance on major user preferences and the influence of
national regulations introduce complexities that affect its
inclusivity and democratic potential.
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1. Introduction

While users immersing in the bright side of cyberspace with free expression and inter-
action, a dark facet exists where unfriendly and harmful content like disinformation,
child pornography, hate speech, and violent content poses threats to both the integrity
of online communities and users” well-being.

Content moderation, although not always visible to ordinary users, remains an essen-
tial part of platforms. Essentially, platforms as data infrastructures are designed to digi-
tize and monetize users’ published content and online interactions (Poell et al., 2019; van
Dijck et al., 2018). From a business standpoint, they have to moderate content to retain
users and uphold a positive image to advertisers and the public (Gillespie, 2018).

From the perspective of legal requirements, unlike US-based social media platforms
that are sheltered under safe harbour provisions, Chinese platforms are held accountable
for managing content shown on their platforms. Legislative mandates like the Regulation
on Internet Information Service of the People’s Republic of China (2004), the
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Cybersecurity Law of the People’s Republic of China (2016), and Provisions on Ecologi-
cal Governance of Network Information Content (2019) clarify the responsibility of
online platforms to strengthen content governance, detect and remove illicit content,
and promote a positive cyberculture. The Cyberspace Administration of China further
tightened the regulations on user comments in 2017 by introducing the Provisions on
the Management of Internet Post Comments Services, which necessitated a more careful
examination of user comments. According to the provisions, platforms as internet service
providers are required to monitor users’ comments, improve comment management,
build a professional team for content review, and cooperate with governments’ supervi-
sion. Platforms that violate or are failed to meet these requirements will be summoned or
punished by cyberspace administration authorities. These detailed regulations on online
content review spurs platforms to refine content moderation strategies. Consequently,
Chinese platforms face an obligation to rigorously moderate content, guarding against
legal repercussions and potential shutdowns.

Situated within this intricate regulatory landscape is Bilibili, one of the most popular
online video-sharing platforms in China with 314.5 million active users (Bilibili, 2023). It
is distinguished by its danmu function (#%¥, also known as bullet curtain or danmaku),
which allows users to send comments overlaid on the video footage (Figure 1). This func-
tion provides a new conduit for users’ creative expressions, creates a co-viewing experi-
ence by showing asynchronous danmu comments in a synchronic manner, and adds
extra entertaining values to videos (Chen et al., 2017; He, 2022; Schneider, 2021). By
the end of 2021, the total amount of danmu comments has reached over 10 billion
and is still increasing by nearly 2 billion every year (Bilibili, 2021). The sheer amount
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Figure 1. Danmu comments on Bilibili. https://space.bilibili.com/20165629/video [Accessed 07 May
2021].
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of danmu comments creates an active online environment for users but also places bur-
dens on Bilibili’s content moderating ability. As a platform that hosts user-generated
content, Bilibili is legally required to moderate video content and danmu comments.
However, little attention has been devoted to how danmu comments are reviewed,
filtered, and removed behind the screen.

In response to the increasing user-generated content and regulatory pressure, Bilibili
has taken several measures such as developing algorithms and building a monitoring
team of 3800 employees for manual review (Bilibili, 2023). Yet, challenges persist. First
is the accuracy of automatic detection. Rooted in the ACG culture (Animation, Comics,
and Games), Bilibili has become a cluster of subcultures and young internet users. The
nuanced linguistic dynamics cause difficulties for automatic detection. The manual
check with employees who are familiar with these cultural tropes may help to solve
this problem, but it leads to the second problem: the problem of scale. The huge amount
of user-sent danmu comments increases the cost and difficulty of manual review.

To address the challenges of scale and inaccurate automatic detection, most platforms
around the world have adopted a flagging system that enables users to report inappropri-
ate content. Bilibili, however, has taken an additional step. Since 2017 when the Pro-
visions on the Management of Internet Post Comments Services was carried out,
Bilibili established a Disciplinary Committee (W40 5143, DC) to engage its users in
assessing reported content violations and general danmu atmosphere through a jury-ver-
dict system. So far, this innovative approach has been widely embraced by many Chinese
platforms, including but not limited to Weibo, Douyin, Zhihu, and Meituan."

While this mechanism is prevalent among Chinese platforms, the underlying platform
design and the evolving dynamics between users and platforms during the moderation
process remain underexplored. Examining the case of the disciplinary committee oper-
ating system offers insights into users’ role in content moderation and the strategies
employed by platforms to mobilize users for voluntary moderation work.

This study aims to investigate the case of Bilibili to bring the innovative content mod-
eration defined as participatory content moderation mechanism into research scope and fill
the research gap in users’ roles in platform governance and in the Chinese context. In this
article, I will delve into the design of the disciplinary committee and the overarching archi-
tecture for participatory content moderation, guided by the subsequent research questions:

e What is participatory content moderation? How does Bilibili leverage participatory
culture to involve users in content moderation?

o What are the features and potential risks of the participatory content moderation
mechanism?

e In what ways does Bilibili’s content moderation strategy alter the platform-user
dynamic in platform governance?

2. Literature review
2.1. Content moderation

Content moderation is integral to platform operation. Gillespie (2018) delineated it as
essential for platforms to protect users and establish a positive image to the public and
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advertisers. While platforms seldom produce content directly, they play a role in its pro-
duction and distribution through content moderation. This process not only involves
removal of inappropriate content but also influences content visibility, user consumption
patterns, and the discipline of content producers (Gillespie, 2018; Zeng et al., 2022). As
platforms increasingly mediate cultural production, the broader implications of content
moderation on the cultural industries become increasingly apparent (Nieborg & Poell,
2018; Poell et al., 2021).

Based on studies of Western-based platforms and websites like Facebook, Reddit,
Twitch, Twitter, and Wikipedia, scholars have indicated three common mechanisms:

Commercial content moderation (CCM) is commonly utilized and refers to the plat-
form-driven, paid process of assessing user-generated content by human reviewers
(Roberts, 2019). Given that social media platforms are saturated with content rooted
in human values and culture, CCM leverages human labour to effectively manage
reported materials and identify inappropriate content. In practice, this mechanism is
obscured by platforms’ opaque moderation practices, leading to ambiguity, misunder-
standing, and distrust among users (Cook et al., 2021; Gillespie, 2018; Suzor et al., 2019).

Community moderation, embraced by platforms such as Reddit and Twitch, delegates
part of administrative duties and power to certain users within online groups or commu-
nities, giving them more autonomy in making internal rules and regulating others and
content in online communities (Cook et al., 2021; Matias, 2019; Seering, 2020; Thach
et al., 2022). While this approach is more transparent and prioritizes user autonomy, ten-
sions can arise between user moderators and platforms, as seen in instances like the ‘Red-
dit blackout’ (Matias, 2016). Moreover, the moderation teams formed by users tend to be
fixed and limited within a small scale.

Algorithmic content moderation (ACM) is designed to process vast amounts of con-
tent quickly. ACM uses matching and predictive systems to detect potential content vio-
lations by either comparing them with existing violation dataset or training artificial
intelligence (AI) to review content (Gorwa et al., 2020). Despite its efficiency, ACM
has shortcomings, particularly in reviewing content in complex language and context
that requires nuanced understanding (Caplan, 2018; Gillespie, 2018, 2020; Gillespie
et al., 2020). Similar to CCM, ACM is also directly organized by platforms and suffers
from transparency issues (Gorwa et al., 2020).

Although content moderation practices evolve into different mechanisms to meet var-
ious needs, existing mechanisms are not infallible in terms of scale, accuracy, and trans-
parency. The border between platform-led and user-led moderation is evident, while
collaboration remains minimal. This current dynamic leaves the user’s position ambig-
uous, making their contribution in the broader moderation landscape unclear and
underexplored.

Some scholars have recommended decentralizing responsibility and fostering collab-
oration between platforms, public institutions, and users (Caplan, 2023; Helberger et al.,
2018). However, the practical blueprint to achieve such cooperative responsibility and
utilize user intelligence remains ambiguous. While platforms’ algorithms can underper-
form in recognizing intolerant speech lacking toxic language or pro-democratic speech
containing incivil expressions (Oh & Downey, 2024), users tend to be adept at dis-
tinguishing between incivility and intolerance, but they show low support for content
moderation actions, such as content removal or user bans (Pradel et al., 2024).
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Additionally, user groups are diverse with their own linguistic norms and cultural refer-
ences, which might trigger automatic detection and result in erroneous content removal
(Dias Oliva et al., 2020; Haimson et al., 2021). This highlights the importance of under-
standing user perceptions and language use within its social and cultural context. Nota-
bly, even though platforms like Twitter and Facebook are reported to initiate the
Community Notes and the Community Council to include users in content moderation
tasks as a supplement to their ACM and CCM (Eldon, 2010; Twitter, n.d.), they appeared
to make little progress so far.

While much existing research in platform governance focuses on major Western plat-
forms, the platform-designed and user-engaged content moderation mechanism
employed by Chinese platforms are often overlooked. Some Chinese scholars have
demonstrated the positive impact of this collaboration on user loyalty and public security
and identified the DC on Bilibili as a mediator between the party-state’s regulatory press-
ures and the young-generation users’ demands (Chen & Yang, 2023; Mao & Liao, 2020;
Zhao et al., 2019). Although they approach the subject from various sociopolitical and
management perspectives, little attention has been paid to users’ changing role in plat-
form governance and the moderation mechanism itself, including system designs that
facilitate such collaboration and the pitfalls of this mechanism.

This research examines this content moderation mechanism with the case of Bilibili.
By focusing on this understudied dimension, it provides new insights into a potential
content moderation model that engages users with participatory culture and underscores
collaboration between platforms and users, which has implications for fostering a
balanced digital ecosystem where both users and platforms actively negotiate content
moderation standards and shape the content landscape. This study bridges the gap in
the existing literature and enhances the comprehension of user-platform interactions
in digital spaces.

2.2, Participatory culture and Bilibili

Participatory culture, characterized by active participation, expression, creation, and
civic engagement, thrives in both fandoms and digital media platforms (Jenkins,
2009). The concept of participatory culture marks the evolving roles of ordinary internet
users. The low barrier for obtaining and sharing information has enabled users to create
content online and resulted in a bottom-up participatory culture (Jenkins, 2009; Jenkins
et al., 2013; Rheingold, 2008). Previous studies have explored online participatory culture
across various sectors, such as platform economy, fandom activities, and civic partici-
pation (Rheingold, 2008; Yin & Fung, 2017; Zhang & Mao, 2013). Here, users are no
longer deemed as passive audiences, but active prosumers engaging in content creation,
online communication, and interactions (Jenkins, 2009; Manovich, 2001; van Dijck,
2009).

In China, Bilibili exemplifies a platform thriving on participatory culture and users
prosumption (Chen, 2018, 2020; Han, 2016;Yin & Fung, 2017). The core function of
this platform, the danmu function, boosts users’ interactions and content (re)production
practices from three aspects. First, danmu enriches the viewing experience by creating a
co-viewing atmosphere and bringing (re)production dimension into viewing (He, 2022).
Although danmu comments are sent asynchronously, they are displayed in a
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synchronous manner. This pseudo-synchronous display mechanism enables users to
share and respond to information in danmu (Chen et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2019). Second,
high visibility and anonymity render danmu an open public space for expression and
interaction. In general, danmu as a whole embedded in the video-playing interface has
higher visibility than traditional comments in the isolated comment box, though some
danmu comments can be hidden according users’ personal settings and the system’s
capacity limit. Meanwhile, the information of danmu senders is not public to other audi-
ences. Anonymity provides an explanation for the greater number of danmu comments
compared to traditional comments (Clark, 2012; Miller et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2019).
Lastly, the adaptable danmu system affords users’ creative expressions. Previous studies
have demonstrated the semiotic resources in danmu enable translation practices and the
wide use of linguistic memes (Wu et al., 2019; Yang, 2020). The (pseudo-)synchronicity,
visibility, anonymity, and creativity of danmu comments bolster users’ presumption and
meet users’ demands for information, entertainment, and social interactions. Addition-
ally, as Bilibili brands itself as a hub for the young generation, the danmu function
extends its reach, serving as a cornerstone for community-building by fostering user par-
ticipation and reinforcing shared sentiments and cultural tropes (Schneider, 2021; Wang,
2022; Wu et al., 2019; Xiang & Chae, 2021).

Yet, participatory culture presents both advantages and challenges for Bilibili. While
the danmu function enhances user engagement, it can lead to potentially harmful content
and visual clutter, compromising user experience (Chen et al., 2017). The anonymity of
danmu can pose challenges for platform governance as anonymity occasionally driving
aggressive behaviours (Zimbardo, 1969). In addition, danmu content moderation faces
practical problems as enormous danmu comments are highly context-based with com-
plicated and fast-changing internet languages with subcultural elements, which challenge
the platform’s content moderation ability.

As platform governance and digital justice call for cooperative responsibility, user
engagement should not be neglected (Helberger et al., 2018). Participatory culture and
user engagement have the potential to bolster a more democratic platform governance
for two reasons. Firstly, in essential, participatory culture is closely related to the values
of democracy and diversity (Jenkins et al., 2015), which are currently lacking in platform
governance. Secondly, participation is different from mere interaction with digital media,
instead, it requires individual and collective decisions and actions to build up shared
experiences and values (Jenkins et al., 2015). Enabling user participation in platform gov-
ernance allows users to utilize collective intelligence to contribute to embedding shared
values within platform policies and rules.

However, while previous studies have explored participatory culture in content pro-
duction and circulation, limited studies have investigated its application in content mod-
eration and users as moderators in the content moderation system since this process was
traditionally controlled by platforms and hidden behind the screen. To capture the evol-
vement of participatory culture and online participation, research on users’ evolving roles
in platform governance and the ways platforms bolster user participation is needed.

Promoting participatory culture in platform governance, especially content moder-
ation, requires efforts from both users and platforms. As Jenkins (2009) highlighted
the three aspects of participatory culture: supportive external conditions, users’ sense
of agency, and knowledge transfer between users, combining participatory culture
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with content moderation needs users’ active participation as well as platforms’” support
such as opening the access to moderating process and data, constructing essential oper-
ating systems, and providing clear and updated moderation information.

3. Methodology

This research adopts the app walkthrough method to delve into Bilibili’s participatory
content moderation system designed for user engagement. Defined as a ‘step-by-step
observation and documentation of an app’s screens, features, and flows of activity’, the
walkthrough method serves as an instrumental means of probing the technological
and cultural elements interwoven within an app interface (Light et al., 2018, p. 882).
This technique facilitates the detailed examination of human-app interface interactions,
technological functions, and the digital ecosystem that guides users’ online activities
(Duguay & Gold-Apel, 2023). By simulating users’ experiences, researchers can explore
how platforms direct user behaviours through varied functionalities and design strategies
(Chen et al,, 2021; Dieter et al., 2019; Kaye et al., 2021).

Since over 90% of Bilibili’s active users access the platform through mobile devices
(Bilibili, 2022), the mobile app stands as the primary access point for most users. There-
fore, the app walkthrough method provides a direct engagement with the interface most
users navigate, offering insights into their activities and potential experiences within the
system. To capture the intricate nature of the participatory content moderation system, I
conducted app walkthrough targeting interfaces of the community centre where users
can gain information about content moderation, and the DC, wherein users actively
engage in content moderation via a jury-verdict system.

I used my Bilibili account to join the DC. This immersive experience within the DC
and its ecosystem provided valuable insights into the platform’s moderation dynamics.
From 2020 to 2023, I participated in the DC for eight months, during which I moderated
242 cases about user comments, including danmu comments in videos. Most of these
videos were entertainment-oriented (106 cases, including content related to games,
anime, films, and comedy), while others focused on daily life (92 cases, including videos
about pets, food, hobbies, and vlogs). The remaining cases covered global and domestic
news (21 cases), knowledge sharing (13 cases), and technology (10 cases).

4, Features of Bilibili’s participatory content moderation system

To encourage users’ involvement in content moderation, Bilibili has built a content mod-
eration mechanism based on its community and ACG culture. Here, I define it as parti-
cipatory content moderation which is an accessible and collaborative approach designed
and technically supported by the platform, which invites users to engage in detecting and
judging content violations based on both their knowledge and adherence to platform
rules.

Compared to CCM and ACM where moderation is dominated by platforms them-
selves, the participatory model promotes transparency and user engagement. Unlike
community moderation, which typically operates within smaller online groups and
remains relatively independent of the platform in terms of rulemaking and daily oper-
ation, participatory content moderation is embedded in platforms’ broader moderation
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Figure 2. Collaboration between the platform and users in participatory content moderation.

work, guided by platforms’ rules, and provides essential data for optimizing platforms’
content moderation systems, allowing a large user base to engage more expansively, fos-
tering collaboration and information exchange between users and the platform (Figure
2). On Bilibili, this mechanism operates through the work of the DC and the information
release in the community centre.

4.1. Daily practices of the disciplinary committee

As the core at the heart of the participatory content moderation mechanism, the DC is a
user-centred moderating organization. Launched in 2017, its primary goal is to uphold a
friendly community atmosphere by identifying content violations and making collective
decisions on reported content (Figure 3). The name Disciplinary Committee draws inspi-
rations from Chinese campus culture and Japanese ACG culture. In both China and
Japan, the role of a disciplinary student leader is prevalent in schools, primarily focusing
on maintaining order within the classroom. For Bilibili users who are familiar with either
Chinese schools or Japanese ACG culture, this name encapsulates the function and
responsibility of this organization and conjures up a more youthful and approachable
image rather than serious or bureaucratic images.

According to Bilibili, users can apply to join the DC through the community centre
page if they meet specific criteria regarding user active time, frequency of danmu
usage, a clean violation history, and the real-name verification. Since recognizing content
violations requires familiarity with cyber culture and platform rules, these criteria estab-
lish an entrance threshold to select experienced users who are likely capable of handling
content violation tasks.
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Figure 3. The advertising poster of Bilibili's DC (translated by the author). Source: https://www.bilibili.
com/read/cv14023818 [Accessed: 10 Oct. 2022].

While applying to join the committee is simple, maintaining membership demands ded-
ication. Each term lasts one month, and members are expected to remain active for at least
10 days and handle at least 50 cases to qualify for continued participation. DC members
generally work on a voluntary basis, though active members can receive immaterial
rewards of a specialized virtual badge named ‘force for justice’ and Bilibili coins.?

Members can make collective decisions on potential (danmu) comment violations,
through the jury-verdict system. Generally, cases for review originate from two primary
sources: the algorithm’s random selection from trending videos and user-reported com-
ment violations that exceed the capacity or expertise of the platform’s content moder-
ation team.

The interface of the jury-verdict system is divided into two sections as illustrated in
Figures 4 and 5: an informational section (including a video module and danmu com-
ments module) and a voting section (featuring a voting module and a discussion module
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Figure 4. The interface of the jury-verdict system [Accessed 27 Sep. 2022].

for members to review peer comments). The system is designed to provide contextual
information and encourage interaction, with members able to directly play the video
to understand the context better, refer to community guidelines, and vote independently
or share additional insights to assist others in their decision-making.
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A case judgement normally includes around 300 members’ votes. Members can moni-
tor the progress of ongoing cases and review the voting outcomes of closed cases in which
they have participated. The final decision is determined by a majority vote. However, if
members have concerns or disagree with the outcome, they can appeal or report the
result to the platform via email. Bilibili occasionally updates the outcomes of controver-
sial cases in its DC weekly reports.
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To foster user engagement by cultivating a sense of community, Bilibili leverages both
explicit signals (e.g., community centre) and implicit ways like the integration of cultural
elements in the interface design and the interactive designs to strengthen interactions
between DC members in decision making. This emphasis on community values
encourages users to see their moderation efforts as contributions to maintaining the plat-
form’s atmosphere, reinforcing the positive perception of content moderation. By invol-
ving users in case judgements and highlighting their contribution to the community
atmosphere, the platform fosters a sense of user agency in safeguarding the community
values, legitimizes the need for content moderation, erasing its negative connotations.

4.2. Four features of the participatory content moderation

Based on the observations from the DC’s daily practices, participatory content moder-
ation system involves users’ engagement in the entire content moderating chain from
detecting possible content violations to making collective decisions on violations. Bilibi-
Ii’s participatory content moderation model can be defined by four key features: shared
values and norms, increased transparency and interactivity, lower barriers to partici-
pation, and strengthened collaboration between the platform and users.

Shared values and norms

Effective content moderation relies on well-defined standards that distinguish acceptable
from unacceptable content. Particularly in participatory systems, users’ comprehension
and endorsement of these standards are crucial.

From the perspective of platform design, Bilibili uses three strategies to ensure users
align with community guidelines. Firstly, unlike many social media platforms that grant
immediate access upon registration, Bilibili mandates an entrance exam or an invitation
from a high-level user. The entrance exam serves to raise the threshold for joining this
community and preserve Bilibili’'s community culture against fan trolls in previous
cases (Zheng, 2019). This helps address the challenge of shared understanding by testing
new users on basic platform rules, danmu etiquette, and subcultural norms, which is
essential for their further engagement in content moderation. Secondly, the platform
provides educational resources, such as videos on community guidelines that have gar-
nered millions of views, further reinforcing user understanding of platform rules. Lastly,
Bilibili constantly updates the DC weekly working reports, showcasing selected typical
cases from the week, top-performing DC members, and the final results of controversial
cases.

These measures help promote a solid foundation for a consistent understanding of
content moderation standards and fundamental community values. Additionally, user
participation in content moderation further cultivates shared norms through collective
practices. This collaboration between users and the platform creates a basis for shared
values and practices, making participatory content moderation feasible.

Increased transparency and interactivity

Transparency in content moderation is critical yet often lacking in platform-led systems.
Merely disclosing results and the system’s content classifications may not guarantee
users’ understanding and trust in the system. Scholars have argued for interactive
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transparency, suggesting increasing it by enhancing user involvement and allowing users
to provide feedback on classification standards as a possible solution (Molina & Sundar,
2022).

User engagement and the increased information disclosure from the platform’s com-
munity centre mentioned above contributes to the increase of transparency in content
moderation work. Within the disciplinary committee, members can view others’ votes
and comments on cases, which not only demystifies the decision-making process but
also encourages a richer dialogue about content standards. Moreover, the regular updates
in the community centre and the small darkroom that designed for showcasing content
violation cases keeps the wider user base informed, which also invites public commentary
and supervision (Figure 6)

Compared to traditional platform-led content moderation mechanisms where the
accessibility of content moderation for the average users has been limited, the more
accessible nature of the participatory content moderation mechanism and the platform
support for information publication contribute to a higher level of transparency and
interactivity.

Easier participation: low barrier and multiple paths

The most salient characteristic of participatory content moderation is users’ participation
in content violation judgement on a large scale. Prior to this mechanism, major platforms
employ the flagging mechanism, which allows ordinary users to identify and report
potential violations, and the flagging system stands as a nexus connecting user
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Figure 6. The interface of the small darkroom, showing cases, case results, moderator’s notes, and
users’ comments. Source: https://www.bilibili.com/blackroom/ban [Accessed 16th Aug 2023].
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behaviours, platform functionalities, human discernment, algorithmic actions, and wider
socio-political and regulatory contexts (Crawford & Gillespie, 2016). Yet, the current
flagging mechanism on major platforms has several problems like limiting users’ capacity
to specify their reports, maintaining opaque decision-making process, lacking feedback
on users’ reports (Crawford & Gillespie, 2016; Gillespie, 2018). The participatory content
moderation system mitigates these issues by reducing technical barriers for users, making
the process more accessible. By broadening user involvement from mere reporting to
actual decision-making, Bilibili enhances community responsibility and engagement,
distinguishing it from platforms where moderation is limited to small, static groups.

Strengthened collaboration between the platform and users

Unlike unilateral traditional models, participatory content moderation mechanism tends
to foster a bidirectional exchange where both platform and users contribute to the gov-
ernance process. This collaborative approach is facilitated by a robust infrastructure that
supports active user involvement in refining moderation practices. On Bilibili, the
employed moderation team not only responds to user feedback but also adapts to evol-
ving community norms and expectations from DC cases, creating a dynamic ecosystem
conducive to sustained user engagement and co-governance.

With these features, Bilibili’s participatory content moderation represents a departure
from traditional methods, blending both platform-led and user-led mechanisms and
leading to a more collaborative ecosystem conducive to active user engagement. As the
jury-verdict system interface indicated, cases in the DC provide essential data for refining
the platform’s Al in content violation detection. It means user engagement becomes an
integral layer of the platform’s broader moderation approach.

Opverall, these features represent a shift from traditional content moderation models to
a more collaborative approach that emphasizes user engagement, shared community
values, and transparent decision-making. The participatory content moderation has sev-
eral advantages. From the users’ standpoint, it shifts content moderation from an opaque
platform-controlled process hidden behind the screen to a more transparent and acces-
sible process while enriching the user experience. For Bilibili, this design paradigm har-
nesses collective decision-making, engaging a broader user base and mitigating the
pitfalls of individual biases.

5. Tensions in Bilibili’s participatory content moderation

Participatory content moderation, characterized by users’ collective efforts, appears to be
a seemingly democratic form of moderation and an expression of civic engagement in
online communities. It highlights the value of user participation while downplaying
the negative aspects of content moderation. Nevertheless, this system is not without its
flaws. In practice, potential risks and tensions still persist.

The first issue arises from user heterogeneity and the platform’s inability to match
users with their areas of expertise, which may affect the effectiveness of user judgments.
While participatory content moderation seeks to leverage users’ knowledge to maintain a
positive community environment, users have diverse identities and preferences, so it
remains uncertain whether users can effectively handle controversial content from var-
ious contexts, especially when assigned cases outside their expertise or experience.
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According to the author-accessed cases, on average, only 26.17% of DC members are
assigned cases that align with their video consumption patterns. This percentage ranges
from 17.3% to 41.9% across the 242 cases the author participated in, indicating that most
DC members are assigned cases outside their content interests. While diverse voices are
needed for a more inclusive community, the platform’s inability to balance diversity with
specialization may hinder the accuracy and effectiveness of content moderation.

The second issue is the tension between user empowerment and the platform’s reten-
tion of control over content governance. From the perspective of platform power, pre-
vious studies have explored the accumulation and circulation of platform power in
content creation and governance, the trend of datafication, and monetization of users’
data (Mejias & Couldry, 2019; Poell et al., 2021; van Dijck et al., 2018). Although parti-
cipatory content moderation promises higher transparency and user engagement, the
platform retains control over the formulation of rules, technological infrastructures,
and data. Moreover, the datafication of user participation plays a crucial role in this
dynamic. Mejias and Couldry (2019, p. 3) argue that the datafication encompasses
both ‘the transformation of human life into data through processes of quantification,
and the generation of different kinds of value from data.” The datafication of users’ par-
ticipation reinforces platform surveillance over users’ activities and provides pivotal data
for subsequent value extraction at a minimal cost. While the platform claims to engage
users, their contributions are processed into data that benefit the platform’s power
dynamics.

A further tension arises from the limited scope of user engagement in moderating sen-
sitive content. Although Bilibili encourages user involvement in content moderation, the
content exposed to users is heavily limited. Political sensitivity and controversial topics
like domestic politics, gender, or race are rarely represented in the cases assigned to DC
members. Of the 242 cases the author reviewed, 198 cases related to entertainment-
oriented content, such as games, anime, films, and comedy, while ideologically and pol-
itically sensitive topics were notably absent.

This limitation is likely caused by China’s strict regulations on online information,
platforms’ pre-publication content review where videos containing sensitive or contro-
versial content are often filtered before reaching the platform, and the platform’s playful
nature that focuses on light-hearted content rather than political discussions. It is crucial
to acknowledge that Bilibili users’ practices cannot be separated from the broader Chi-
nese context. While participatory content moderation may appear more accessible to
ordinary internet users, the visibility and accessibility of content are constrained by
national regulations, which tend to be stricter and more sensitive on political and ideo-
logical topics than in Western legislative framework. As a result, user engagement is
restricted to moderating comments on non-sensitive topics, excluding controversial or
politically sensitive content. This restricts the scope of user involvement and perpetuates
mainstream ideologies, while potentially side-lining marginalized voices.

Last but not least, the adoption of participatory content moderation does not necess-
arily guarantee justice or democracy. While the mechanism represents a shift towards
collaborative model, it is designed to maintain a balance between platform control and
user acceptance rather than striving for justice in content moderation. In Bilibili’s
case, the platform’s system emphasizes user acceptance of content standards over the
pursuit of justice. For example, the algorithm captures low-controversy cases randomly
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from trending videos, primarily aiming to maintain community cohesion by reflecting
the preferences of the majority group of users. The system prioritizes the opinions of
the largest user base rather than incorporating more nuanced perspectives on controver-
sial topics. This data-driven approach ensures that content is moderated in line with the
broader community’s preferences, but it also sidesteps deeper questions of fairness and
justice in controversies.

Behind the participatory form, the platform still maintains control over its technologi-
cal infrastructure and rulemaking. Although most of rules are in line with community
values, the platform’s community guidelines prioritize the national interest and security
over individual freedom and community values to protect the platform from legal risks
under China’s national security laws. For example, the most prominent rule in the com-
munity guidelines is the ‘Nine Prohibitions’ principle, which emphasizes that content
violating the Constitution or other national regulations that threaten national interests
and stability is strictly prohibited (Bilibili, n.d.). Rules are made in a top-down manner,
and practices of participatory content moderation tend to catalyse users’ internalization
of platform rules.

By leveraging user participation data, the platform can adjust user roles, modulate the
scope of cases, and alter the power dynamics without changing the fundamental system
of governance. In this way, participatory content moderation becomes an elastic mech-
anism, adaptable to the platform’s needs while utilizing user knowledge and providing
users with a sense of participation and belonging.

As participatory content moderation is in its formative phase, its application on differ-
ent types of platforms and user perceptions need further exploration. While this research
pivots around platform-centric design in the Chinese context, future studies could delve
into users’ perspectives to understand users’ motivations and struggles in this model.

6. Conclusion

The growth of users’ creative expression like danmu comments proposes higher demands
for platforms to effectively moderate danmu content to ensure a harmonious user
environment and circumvent legal pitfalls. This research offers an insight into Bilibili’s
moderation approach, with a particular emphasis on platform mechanism to engage
users in content moderation.

Using the app walkthrough method, this study illuminates the integration of partici-
patory culture and content moderation. The new moderation mechanism actively
involves users and foster collective intelligence by offering user-friendly interfaces and
delegating the responsibility for reporting and assessing possible content violations.
Compared to previous content moderation mechanisms, participatory content moder-
ation is distinguished by its four features: shared norms and values among community
members, higher transparency and interactivity, lower barriers to participation, and
strengthened collaboration between the platform and users.

However, tensions do exist. While the participatory model breaks down the traditional
divide between platform-driven and user-driven moderation by adopting a cooperative
mechanism, it introduces complexities in the power dynamics between users and plat-
forms. On the one hand, it offers users a more active role in content moderation and
community building. On the other hand, it raises concerns, such as the platform setting
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the rules and leveraging users’ voluntary efforts, mismatches between user expertise and
the cases they handle, and the exclusion of politically sensitive content from the user
moderation process, which limits the system’s inclusivity and democratic potential.
This narrow scope restricts opportunities for users to engage with more controversial
or politically charged content, which would be essential for true democratic discourse.

Furthermore, profit-driven platforms like Bilibili can leverage user participation in
this mechanism for enhancing content moderation based on user acceptance, rather
than pursuing fairness and justice. Although user acceptance and justice are not mutually
exclusive, the prioritization of user acceptance may lead to content moderation decisions
that align more closely with the preferences of the majority, rather than ensuring equi-
table treatment for all users and minority voices when dealing with complicated cases
involving ideological controversies.

While the system marks a shift towards more cooperative governance and offers a
more transparent, accessible form of content moderation, it does not fully guarantee jus-
tice or democracy in moderation decisions. The platform’s ability to manage the scope of
user participation means that user engagement is largely confined to non-sensitive, low-
conflict content that aligns with the platform’s broader objectives and national regu-
lations. This undermines the potential of participatory content moderation to foster
democratic dialogue and mitigate the risks of content censorship in the Chinese context.

This research provides a unique insider perspective on Bilibili’s participatory content
moderation system, contributing to a deeper understanding of the challenges and poten-
tial of user-participatory content moderation in the context of Chinese platform govern-
ance. While the study focuses on platform-centric designs, future research could expand
on users’ perspectives and explore how different user motivations and struggles shape
their involvement in content moderation. Moreover, further investigation into the
broader implications of this model for global digital governance is necessary to under-
stand its potential as a model for other platforms facing similar issues with user-gener-
ated content.

Notes

1. Weibo: China’s leading microblogging platform.
Douyin: A short-video sharing platform in China, it’s the domestic version of TikTok
and both are owned by ByteDance.
Zhihu: The biggest Q&A platform in China.
Meituan: A shopping platform provides food delivery and local services
2. Bilibili coins is the free virtual currency used on Bilibili. Users can earn free coins by using
the app every day, publishing videos, and joining the disciplinary committee.
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