FIELD REPORT

Community-Led Discovery
vs. Algorithmic Feeds

A comparative analysis of discovery outcomes when surfacing shifts from
algorithms to participating communities — with a replicable study design.
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Abstract

When content is surfaced by a participating community rather than an opaque algorithm,
do trust, conversion, and retention improve? This report synthesizes published third-party
evidence, sets out the mechanisms that would explain a difference, and proposes a
replicable study design operators can run on their own data. It is a framework and
evidence review, not a proprietary field experiment.

1. The question

Algorithmic feeds optimize for engagement signals; community-led discovery surfaces content through
people who vouch for it. The two produce different kinds of recommendation. The question is whether
community discovery yields measurably better downstream outcomes — and how to test it rigorously.

2. What the published evidence shows

Consumer research consistently finds that human, peer-sourced signals out-trust and out-convert
impersonal ones:

Trust recommendations from people they know — Nielsen, 2021

More likely to buy a product found via UGC — Bazaarvoice SEI, 2022

Rely on UGC over branded content when deciding — Bazaarvoice SEI, 2022

Say shopper photos increase purchase likelihood — Bazaarvoice SEI, 2022

This establishes a strong prior that community-sourced discovery should outperform purely algorithmic
surfacing on trust and conversion. It does not, by itself, isolate the effect — that requires a controlled
comparison.

3. Mechanisms

* Trust transfer. A recommendation inherits the credibility of the person making it.

« Earlier, higher-quality signal. Communities surface value before scale; algorithms mostly amplify
what is already winning.

+ Durability. Discovery that comes with belonging (a community) retains better than discovery that
comes from a feed.
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4. A replicable study design

To move from prior to evidence, run a matched comparison on your own product. This design is
falsifiable and portable:

ELEMENT SPECIFICATION
Unit New items surfaced to comparable audiences
Arms (A) algorithmic feed surfacing - (B) community-led surfacing (curation/votes/referrals)

Primary outcomes Click-to-trust (saves, follows), conversion, 30/90-day retention of acquired users

Controls Match on item type, audience cohort, and exposure volume
Hypothesis Arm B shows higher trust actions, conversion, and retention than Arm A
Falsification If B does not beat A on held-out cohorts, community discovery is not advantaged here

5. Expected direction (hypotheses)

Given the published evidence, the expected direction is that community-led arms show higher trust
actions and retention, with conversion gains concentrated in considered (higher-intent) categories.
These are hypotheses derived from third-party data — the study above is how an operator
confirms or refutes them on their own audience.

Limitations

» This is an evidence synthesis and study design, not a completed proprietary experiment.
« Effects are context-dependent; community advantage likely varies by category and audience.

» Community surfacing must be protected against manipulation (vote/referral gaming) for results to
hold.
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