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1. Introduction  

Stack Exchange is an online Question and Answer (Q&A) community where experts in 

different fields can share their knowledge through posting answers to questions. It is an 

asynchronous form of computer-mediated communication whereby users in the same 

discussion may not be active on the site at the same time. Stack Exchange pride themselves 

on the sharing of information and getting solutions to problems, setting themselves apart from 

other online communities (Begel, Bosch, & Storey, 2013). In 2008, Joel Spolsky and Jeff 

Atwood started Stack Overflow, an online community where computer programmers could 

ask and answer questions (Begel et al., 2013). It grew to become one of the most well-used 

online communities with currently over 265.5 million visits per month (Stack Exchange, n.d.-

b). This soon expanded to other fields of knowledge, such as Mathematics and language 

learning, and the various Q&A communities came to be known as Stack Exchange. As of last 

year, there were approximately 424.1 million visits per month over its 173 Q&A sites, with 

3.2 million questions asked and 3.5 million answers posted (Stack Exchange, n.d.-b).  

New users of Stack Exchange start off by asking or answering questions. When these get 

positive votes by other users, the new user then gains reputation and in turn also has the right 

to vote for good or bad answers or questions and edit others’ posts. For instance, to vote for a 

good question or answer, users need to have a reputation of 15 and over. As users earn 

reputation, they may also be made moderators to help manage the online community. 

Experienced users may also be awarded with a badge that is displayed on their profile. For 

instance, a gold badge is awarded to users whose question has 10,000 or more views by the 

public (Stack Exchange, n.d.-a). 

2. Literature review  

Research has shown that when users earn badges, they are more motivated to answer more 

questions, thus increasing one’s engagement with the site (Cavusoglu, Li, & Huang, 2015). 

Earning badges were also reported to be related to an increase in other site-related activities 

(Li, Huang, & Cavusoglu, 2012). Furthermore, badges symbolise that the user has made 

helpful contributions to the site, helping users to focus on the quality rather than the quantity 

of their answers (Cavusoglu et al., 2015). This in turn ensures that Stack Exchange stays true 

to their aim of a useful site that helps users find actual answers to problems. However, it has 

also been reported that users who have a high reputation typically make less polite requests 

(Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil, Sudhof, Jurafsky, Leskovec, & Potts, 2013), but answer questions 

more quickly than users with a lower reputation (Anderson, Huttenlocher, Kleinberg, & 

Leskovec, 2012).   

Answers are also arranged according to how many votes it has received by other users. 

Hence, the best answers will be seen at the top of the web page just below the question so that 

it is easily accessible for anyone who needs the answer (Stack Exchange, n.d.-a). 

Interestingly, long-time users may not necessarily give better quality answers. Stack 

Overflow users who started out as poor answerers (as determined by the difference between 

the number of up votes and down votes received for posts) continue to give low quality 

answers. Similarly, Stack Overflow users who started out as high-quality answerers continue 

to give high quality answers (Posnett, Warburg, Devanbu, & Filkov, 2012).  
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A recent analysis (Chhabra & Iyengar, 2020) on the types of behaviours (Questioners, 

Answerers, or Voters) that users from 156 different sites of Stack Exchange engaged in found 

that most users were voters. There were also great variations in the proportion of Questioners, 

Answerers, and Voters across sites. For example, on Stack Exchange’s Latin Language site, 

only 4.64% of the users were Answerers, while most of the users (78.06%) were voters. This 

study also found that most of the users tended to mainly engage in only one of the 

behaviours, which is in line with another earlier study on Stack Overflow that reported that 

most users were either Questioners or Answerers (Wang, Lo, & Jiang, 2013), and that few 

users have the tendency to engage in both behaviours. In addition, active users tended to be 

Answerers, while less active users tended to be Questioners (Mamykina, Manoim, Mittal, 

Hripcsak, & Hartmann, 2011).  

3. Effects of Stack Exchange on language and society  

Users of Stack Exchange are encouraged to ask questions that need answers as compared to 

questions that are subjective and to give as many details as possible about their problems 

(Stack Exchange, n.d.-a). Hence, the language styles that can be seen on Stack Exchange may 

be more direct and to-the-point as users are urged to be specific and contribute constructive 

answers supported by evidence. Although the platform is used for exchange of information, 

informal language like contractions (e.g., couldn't and don’t) are common. This could be 

because users are treating the platform like a chat group where communication is more 

informal and contractions are common. It could also be because contractions are easier to 

type as compared to their longer forms (Ling & Baron, 2007).  

The ability for users to edit one another’s posts can also make the overall language on Stack 

Exchange clearer and easier to understand for other users. Research done on students who 

were learning English as a foreign language reported that students who wrote a paragraph in 

pairs had fewer errors per word than those who wrote it individually (McDonough, De 

Vleeschauwer, & Crawford, 2018). Hence, the edit function of Stack exchange enables 

collaborative writing and users can correct any errors of others if needed, helping the 

language on Stack Exchange to be easily comprehended and free from mistakes or ambiguity.  

A distinct feature of Stack Exchange is its gamification. A comparison of users who use r-

help mailing list and Stack Exchange found that users who use both platforms tended to 

answer questions more quickly on Stack Exchange (Vasilescu, Serebrenik, Devanbu, & 

Filkov, 2014). Hence, the gamification of Stack Exchange may have successfully spurred 

their users to remain active and engaged in using the site as compared to other Q&A 

mediums. This can positively impact society as transfer of knowledge among individuals can 

happen regardless of one’s location in the world. Through Stack Exchange, anybody on the 

internet will be able to obtain answers to their problems that others have similarly faced, thus 

facilitating the sharing of knowledge. Experts in the various fields can also come together to 

share their expertise, helping to advance knowledge (Begel et al., 2013). However, Stack 

Exchange’s guidelines discourage social interaction, making it more suited to individualistic 

cultures (Oliveira, Muller, Andrade, & Reinecke, 2018). Hence, users from collectivistic 

cultures who enjoy social interactions maybe less engaged with Stack Exchange.  

Moreover, most other Q&A sites typically constitute non-factual opinions and discussions. 

On the contrary, Stack Exchange, in particular Stack Overflow, is the preferred site over the 

traditional search on the web for programmers and software developers (Mamykina et al., 

2011). Hence, Stack Exchange allows experts in various topics to contribute their knowledge 

and enables users to vote on the best answers, offering society real answers to problems.  
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4. Comparison of Stack Exchange with Speech and Text 

Table 1 

Differences between speech and text 

Speech like Text like 

time bound space bound 

spontaneous contrived 

face-to-face visually decontextualized 

loosely structured elaborately structured 

socially interactive factually communicative 

immediately revisable repeatedly revisable 

prosodically rich graphically rich 

 

The linguistic features of Stack Exchange will be compared to the characteristics of speech 

and text as described by Crystal (2006b) (See Table 1).  

a. Space-bound  

Interactions on Stack Exchange are like text as they are more static and permanent compared 

to speech. Once a user asks or answers a question, it can be viewed by anyone on the internet 

unless it gets deleted. There is also a possibility of users editing one’s questions or answers. 

Nevertheless, Stack Exchange keeps all the details of the edits (see Figure 1) and the original 

post can still read by all users.  

 

Figure 1. History of edits are visible to everyone on Stack Exchange 

In Stack Exchange, users create a display name that is not necessarily their real given name. 

Hence, users who ask and answer questions can come from anywhere in the world with 
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access to the internet. The addressee is anonymous and users are unlikely to know one 

another personally or in real life.  

b. Time-bound  

Nevertheless, as seen in Figure 2, users have come up with a way to directly address a 

specific user by using ‘@’ followed by one’s display name. Hence, this may be more speech-

like as users have a specific addressee that they intend to interact with. It ensures that the 

relevant addressee understands that the response is directed to him/her out of the many users 

who may have viewed the post, helping the ‘conversation’ to continue. In discussions with 

more than two individuals, identifying your addressee also facilitates turn-taking (Savas, 

2011).   

 

Figure 2. Example of users using ‘@’ followed by a display name to address a specific user 

c. Contrived  

Since posts on Stack Exchange are relatively permanent, answers to questions can come long 

after a question is posted on the site. For example, this answer below in Figure 3 was in 

response to a question that was posted in April 2016. This user posted his reply more than a 

year later. Hence, unlike speech whereby interaction between interlocuters is immediate, 

Stack Exchange is more similar to text. As can also be seen in Figure 3, the user has used 

paragraphs and punctuation, making Stack Exchange more text-like than speech-like. 

 

Figure 3. Example of answer that was posted long after question was asked 

d. Visually decontextualized 

Stack Exchange is an online community. Hence addressees will not be physically present and 

there is no immediate feedback. Although immediate feedback is not possible on Stack 

Exchange, on Stack Overflow, one of Stack Exchange’s most well-used sites, questions may 

be answered minutes after they are posted. Research on Stack Overflow based on user 

activity from 2008 to 2010 found that it took only a median of 11 minutes for over 90% of 

the questions to be answered (Mamykina et al., 2011). This lag may be due to the need for 

users to read and type out a response. Hence, answers or comments can be obtained in a few 
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minutes if users who would like to contribute answers are active at the time when questions 

are posted.  

e. Elaborately structured 

Users do craft their posts in complete and grammatical sentences. Hence, Stack exchange 

would bear more resemblance to text. Since Stack Exchange is largely for communicating 

information, profanity is also absent. Misspellings and grammatical errors are also rare 

possibly to ensure that information transmitted is not ambiguous to other users, thus allowing 

other users to give constructive answers.  

f. Factually communicative 

Stack Exchange is also typically less socially interactive as compared to speech. When users 

post questions, they go straight to the point, excluding any form of greeting. In turn, users 

who answer the question also skip out on the greeting, answering the question directly. 

Hence, Stack Exchange seems to be a platform for exchanging information and knowledge 

rather than building relationships with others. Because Stack Exchange is mainly for 

communicating information, discussions do not stray from its original focus, further 

differentiating it from speech whereby interlocuters can easily change the topic of discussion 

(Crystal, 2006a).  

g. Repeatedly revisable 

Stack exchange allows users to preview how their post would look like before it is officially 

posted on the site. This allows users to correct any errors or mistakes. Therefore, Stack 

Exchange would be more like text as other users would never know of one’s errors unless it 

has been posted. Even if a user has made a mistake, he/she can also edit it again. Thus, errors 

on posts can be corrected, although the edits can be seen by all users (see Figure 1).  

h. Graphically rich 

Stack Exchange is also more similar to text as it allows users to input complex text/formulae 

that may be difficult to read aloud. For example, on Stack Overflow, users can include codes 

of their programming language (Figure 4) and ask other users for advice. Presenting such 

codes in a text would be easier for the addressee as compared to verbalising them.  

Figure 4. Users can include their codes in questions and answers 
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Stack Exchange also allows users to organise their posts into paragraphs with distinct headers 

and bodies of text. As can be seen in Figure 5 below, this user has also bolded some parts of 

his text for emphasis.  

 

Figure 5. Example of how users can organise their posts using headings and paragraphs 

5. Conclusion 

Stack Exchange is an online Q&A community where individuals can contribute their 

knowledge, helping others with questions. This positively impacts society as sharing of 

information can happen from anywhere in the world. Turn-taking in the form of an adjacency 

pair (Crystal, 2006b) is also present in Stack Exchange. When a user asks a question, he/she 

expects an answer in return. Hence, in this respect, interactions on Stack Exchange may also 

be speech-like. Nevertheless, as discussed above, the linguistic features of Stack Exchange 

are largely more similar to text than speech. Future research should examine the linguistic 

differences between the technical sites (e.g. Stack Overflow) and non-technical sites (e.g. 

Mythology & Folklore) of Stack Exchange.  
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Screenshots:  

Figure 1: https://languagelearning.stackexchange.com/posts/5075/revisions  

Figure 2: https://stackoverflow.com/questions/66008311/here-traffic-incidents-integration-in-

leaflet-js/66059516#comment116875456_66059516  

Figure 3 and 5: https://languagelearning.stackexchange.com/questions/436/what-is-the-

impact-of-studying-a-third-language-in-a-second-language/3253#3253  

Figure 4: https://stackoverflow.com/questions/11352740/how-to-loop-through-list-evalute-

first-char-of-each-item-of-list  
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