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Abstract: As user-generated content proliferates, platforms are facing growing pressure to moderate content. This
paper examines the role of content ranking algorithms as a tool for content moderation, leveraging a natural experi-
ment on a large online knowledge-sharing platform. The platform initially ranked answers based on the net diffe-
rence between the number of upvotes and downvotes, and later adopted an algorithm that imposed stronger
penalties for downvotes. We find that the algorithm change incentivizes content creators to adopt more neutral
tones. Yet the changed content is perceived as less helpful by viewers, as indicated by a 1.2% increase in “Unhel-
pful" clicks and a 6.3% decline in "Thank" clicks. These findings reveal a critical trade-off in algorithmic content
moderation: while promoting neutrality may reduce polarizing sentiment, it can also lower perceived content value.
Further analysis confirms the role of rankings in driving these effects and reveals that ranking algorithm exerts influ-
ence over UGC production through content visibility. We discuss implications for platform design and content

strategy.
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