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Abstract 
It is human nature to tell stories, so our platform 
explores how we can use stories to help facilitate 
conversations about difficult topics and opposing 
viewpoints. Our web application, Tapestry, aims to 
overcome echo chambers and political and ideological 
distancing by allowing users to address difficult topics 
through storytelling. We set out to build a platform that 
would prioritize ideas over individual user identities. 
Users can both ask and answer questions within topics 
like politics, education, identity, health, entertainment, 
and climate. The system is anonymous so users can 
read and share content without inherently assuming 
biases based on user profile information. In this paper, 
we discuss the key features of Tapestry, and will 
explain how the platform provides an alternative to 
mainstream social media. 
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Introduction 
Discussions around many issues online are often filled 
with vitriol and do not allow for much back-and-forth 
between people of differing viewpoints. Difficult topics 
easily get aggressive and ugly very quickly on 
platforms like Facebook and Twitter because people 
comment short, impulsive responses in heated 
situations, further escalating the situation and 
heightening the divide between opposing opinions.  
 
To combat this phenomenon, we constructed a 
hypothesis that users will be less likely to become 
aggressive if they are only conversing or sharing stories 
rather than giving short, curt replies. To test this 
hypothesis, we implemented a web application, called 
Tapestry1, designed around one question: how might 
we use stories as a way to help facilitate conversations 
about difficult topics and opposing viewpoints? Tapestry 
is an online storytelling platform where users can freely 
and anonymously discuss difficult topics in a safe, 
comfortable way. Our goal is to reduce instances of 
aggressive responses over difficult topics compared to 
mainstream social media sites through designing three 
core components intended to facilitate conversations on 
these topics. 
 
Background and Research 
Mainstream social media sites, such as Facebook and 
Twitter, are the main places where people in the U.S. 
obtain news information and discuss politics. These 

                                                
1 Firebase Link: 
https://console.firebase.google.com/u/0/project/anti-
twitter/overview 
 

platforms were not originally designed to support these 
divisive conversations, and today we are seeing many 
implications resulting from this. In this work, we 
envisioned and created a novel social platform 
specifically designed to support healthy social 
interactions around politics.  

Our design inspiration centered around storytelling and 
anonymity to help inform our design choices. The 
Sociology of Storytelling addresses how narrative form 
is used to communicate, specifically in the realm of 
politics [5]. The paper helped confirm our theory that 
storytelling would be a good vehicle for communication 
about difficult topics. Political Blend discusses the 
concepts of echo chambers with the overall goal of 
creating an application that combats political echo 
chambers through meeting people with opposing views 
[1]. With Political Blend’s approach as a starting point, 
we added the Sociology of Storytelling on top of those 
ideas to approach combatting echo chambers from a 
new angle.  

This new approach brought up the question of whether 
the site should be anonymous or not, so we looked to 
essays on the pros and cons of anonymity. Why Do 
People Seek Anonymity on the Internet? investigates 
diverse opinions on a desire for anonymity online, 
looking at the motivation for different individuals to 
seek out anonymity and the trade-offs of having 
anonymous systems for users [3]. Anonymous Quorans 
are still Quorans, just anonymous looks at the effect of 
anonymity on user participation, and specifically, how 
post length can correspond to a greater sense of social 
appreciation on anonymous platforms [4]. Knowledge 
sharing in virtual communities studies the ideas around 
information disclosure through a Self Determination  

 
 
Figure 1: The logo for 
Tapestry as seen on the 
landing page. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Figure 1: The main activity feed of Tapestry featuring latest questions and answers .

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Theory (SDT) lens and establishes connections between 
the three innate needs outlined in the framework and 
user sentiments in a virtual space [6]. To tie these 
findings together, we pull from the arguments for the 
use of narrative form to communicate about politics 
and the arguments for anonymity together to influence 
the design of our web application that will combat echo 
chambers. 

System Description 
Tapestry has three main functions: a question and 
answer design, user anonymity, and character 
minimums. Users may take two main actions on the 
platform: ask a question or post a story in response to 
a question.  
 
Question prompts 
Users are guided to ask thought-provoking questions 
with placeholder text in the question text box saying 
“Tell me a story about the time…” (Figure 2).  This 
prompts users to ask meaningful and productive 
conversation on any topic that they are interested in. 
Users can tag questions under various categories on 
the platform, including Politics, Education, Identity, 
Climate, and Entertainment (Figure 3).  
 
Anonymity 
The allowance of user anonymity prevents biases when 
reading other people’s stories, as well as a greater 
feeling of safety when writing and sharing personal 
stories. When encountering posts and profiles of other 
users, we automatically come to certain conclusions 
and assumptions about them based off their profile 
image, bio, and other information. We want to avoid 
those inherent and usually unrecognized biases that we 
encounter, and allow for peoples’ words and stories to 

remain untainted by unnecessary assumptions. Our 
hope is that users will feel empowered and enabled to 
share personal and compelling stories without the 
worry of judgment because of the anonymity.  
 
Character count minimum 
Tapestry also features a character minimum of 280 
characters for answers, urging users to use long-form 
text with the goal of slowing down responses (Figure 
4). This allows users to think through their responses 
and formulate personal, well-structured answers, 
avoiding reckless and hateful content that can occur 
from snap reactions to opposing viewpoints. The hope 
is that even if a user has a very strong reaction to a 
post or question, they will be forced to take time and 
contemplate why they have had this reaction and 
explain their own thought process and personal 
experience in their story. This will help foster a more 
informative, educational, and positive environment 
when discussing difficult topics. 
 
Design process and implementation 
Tapestry’s design is centered around the user with the 
main focus on a user’s experience throughout all user 
flows. In designing the application, we strived to place 
ourselves in the shoes of our users. Leading up to the 
final design, our design process consisted first of pen 
and paper sketches and then moved to low fidelity 
mockups, where we iterated multiples times.  
 
We implemented a fully working web application using 
HTML, CSS, and Javascript using real-time data 
through Firebase. We enabled secure authentication 
utilizing the ubiquity of the Gmail accounts as a means 
for users to sign-in to the platform (Figure 4).   
 



 

The system is composed of two main views: an activity 
feed that shows the most recent questions and stories, 
this feed can be filtered further by selecting a specific 
category; and a user’s profile page which displays a 
collection of the stories written by the authenticated 
user. The user profile page is not yet implemented, but 
will have the same format and design of the activity 
feed, except filtered to only show the user’s posts, 
questions, and activity on the platform. 
 
Future work 
Evaluating a social system like Tapestry is a significant 
endeavor since it suffers from the issue of critical mass. 
Understanding the benefits of this design on easing 
political discussions can be done if there is a large 
number of people using this system for a long time. 
Looking forward, we would like to test this system to 
see if our features are actually useful in fostering a safe 
storytelling space that allows for productive exchanges 
of stories between people of differing opinions. We also 
hope to expand the capability of the website and 
perhaps allow for users to up-vote others’ stories and 
add an algorithm to show a timeline of trending or 
popular stories instead of having posts only ordered 
chronologically.  
 
Conclusion 
Tapestry was born out of a desire to create a 
productive space that combats echo chambers and 
impulsive, divisive comments that are often found on 
social media platforms. We turned to the age-old power 
of storytelling to help solve these issues. We hope the 
ideas present within Tapestry help to begin more 
exploration and research into the power of personal 
storytelling and a push back towards long-form 
communication online. 

 
Figure 2: Users are prompted to ask questions that are 
conducive for long-form answers. 

 

 
Figure 3: Questions and stories are tagged and sorted into 
categories on the platform. Users interested in specific topics 
can browse stories and questions within that interest. 
 

 
Figure 4: The 280 character count automatically updates as 
users type their stories, giving them real-time feedback on how 
much more they need to write to qualify their post. If a user is 
below 280 characters, the “Post Story” button is disabled. 
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