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For Some Readers, Comments 
Are the Product
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In December 2024 we 
re-launched our comments 
experience > Conversations

Goals: Facilitate a high quality 
conversation space for our 
users that is as high quality as 
the journalism we produce.

Overview
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Big Idea: Interaction with content isn't optional 
anymore; it's expected.
Challenge: News organizations are seeking to 
foster deeper / meaningful engagement.
Opportunity: AI opens new possibilities for 
rethinking community and relationships.

Vision
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● Groups of people who come together 
because they have similar interests, 
values, curiosity and have a shared 
experience. 

● They are short-lived, disperse once done 
and re-form with different people.

Micro-Communities exist 
everywhere at The 
Washington Post.

Facilitating Micro-communities
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 Historically, a solo experience.

Reader arrives Reader reads 
article

Reader reads 
more /  done

➔ Traditional News Consumption 
= Transactional
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● Layer 1: Reported journalism.
● Layer 2: Facilitated conversations 

(user-generated content).
● Layer 3: Contextual extras (scrapbook 

of unused material, journalist 
annotations).

● Layer 4: Author information (trust / 
expertise)

Multiple entry / exit points
Facilitating Micro-communities

Published Reporting

Conversations / UGC / User interactive

Contextual Extras

Author Information



➔ The best entry point into our platform can vary 
for different users.

➔ Some readers come for the article, others for the 
conversation.

➔ Surfacing Layers give readers choices in how 
and where they engage.

Layers Create Multiple Front Doors
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WHY CONVERSATIONS NOW?

Available in 4 colors to suit every 
need.



➔ Toxicity and lack of facilitation.
➔ Manual moderation is slow and 

expensive.
➔ Inherited bad UX from social media.

Comments Have Been Broken



➔ We need to Facilitate conversations 
with a hands-on approach.

➔ We need to Nurture the behaviors we 
want to see

Our Reimagined Approach – Conversations, Not Comments



Prompted 
questions guide 
users to respond 
with on-topic 
opinions

How We’ve Rebuilt the Experience



Empathy-based reactions that are signals of 
expression as well as way to discover comments.

How We’ve Rebuilt the Experience

This helped me better 
understand this article

I hadn’t thought of this 
before in this way

This was a counter 
position to what i 

believe

This was a thoughtful 
contribution to this 

conversation

Clarifying (12) New to me (45) Provocative (5) Thoughtful (353)



AI-powered 
summaries give 
readers a catch-up 
snapshot.

How We’ve Rebuilt the Experience



● Pre and post-moderation
● Identifying question prompts 
● Helping users do conversation discovery
● Connecting our users to each other and to 

each others content

The Role of AI



● AI summaries helping users navigate each 
conversation

● Quality has gone up / engagement with existing 
audience gone down

● Change is hard where people feel ownership.

What We’re Learning



● More facilitation and involvement by 
Washington Post talent.

● Deepening AI’s role in fostering safe, dynamic 
spaces.

● Expanding beyond comments into genuine 
communities (and a standalone experience)

What’s Next



● Communities aren’t an afterthought.
● Interaction is the expectation, not the 

bonus.
● Publishers who embrace this can build 

deeper relationships.

We believe the Future of News Is 
Participatory experience
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