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A Riddle-filled Web Site

Note: All names have been replaced with pseudonyms to protect individuals.  The Riddle Time web site also is a pseudonym, as required to protect the identity of the administrator.

Riddle Me This

To explain why I chose to study a web site discussing Riddles, I must start in my sophomore year at college.  As a challenge, one day, I posed a riddle to a few of my hall mates.  None of them knew the answer off hand, so I told them to write the answer down and slip it under my door.  To remind them, I printed out a copy and posted it.  I repeated this the next day.  Again, someone pushed an answer under my door.  It became a hall activity.  Every evening, I would come home to several pieces of paper with various answers on them.  I recognized whoever had the correct answer the next day with the new riddle.  I even made rules to accompany them (Cox).  I became somewhat enamored of riddles, searching for new ones and trying, and usually failing, to solve them.  I had a lot of fun, but not many of my friends, even those who would answer my daily riddles, were as interested.  It was a personal form of solitaire.  So when I discovered the Riddle Time web site, I was pleasantly amazed.  I had found an online community dedicated to finding, discussing, and solving riddles!  I rushed to find out more.

A Little Bit of History

Riddle Time started, as the administrator will tell you, as a way for “talking with friends and giving them a hard time.”  When designing his web site, John (the site administrator) wanted to enhance conversations about riddles and intellectual puzzles he was already having with his college friends about riddles.  He created a site with a straightforward look.  Users are presented with a direct welcome in pleasing colors, explaining the purpose of the site and mentioning, “official solutions aren’t listed here.”  Further, the welcome directs questions to the forums.  Riddles are categorized below on the same page.

The site mission of discussing riddles, it turned out, was destined to attract attention.  Recently, an anonymous post to Slashdot brought Riddle Time into the spotlight of the world high-tech society.  Riddle Time was promptly slashdotted, and John was flooded with emails from people wanting answers to the riddles.  The forums, which had hitherto been deserted, suddenly came alive.  People from all over the world were posting questions and thoughts about the riddles on the front page.  Other people started responding, answering, critiquing.  People were getting together.  The site, as a community, was being born.

A Tour of the Site

The Riddle Time web page consists of two major sections, the riddles and the forums.  The riddles are organized into easy, medium, and hard difficulty.  Some riddles are specially categorized in the special topics of Microsoft interview, computer science, and Putnam exam riddles.  Users click on a link and can read riddle after riddle in their chosen category.

Riddle Time forum is built using the YaBB freeware program, which means that the forum is a supped-up bulletin board (YaBB). A user can navigate from any of other pages to the forums through a link at the top of the page.  Once there, the user is presented with a list of thirteen forums.  The user can see how many threads are active on the forum, and how many posts have been made.  The first several forums are related to discussions about riddles, and are organized as on the front page.  Other forums include psychology, complex analysis, and other topics of interest to John.  These other forums do not receive much traffic.  

A user selects a forum to read by clicking a link, and is presented then with a list of threads organized roughly in order of most recent posting.  The user can see how many posts a particular thread has and how many times it has been viewed.  Again, the user selects by clicking a link, and can begin to read posts in chronological order.  Any user can create a new thread or reply to a current thread.  The YaBB editor uses a nifty markup language with it’s own tag set, including the ability to change text color, font, and size, add in smiley faces of different forms, makes tables, and other features.

Additionally, registered members can request notification when a thread of interest has new posts.  Registered members can customize profiles and gain ranks from Newbie to UberRiddler, based on the number of posts they’ve created.  YaBB has a message system for people to communicate with each other on site, and a search feature to find key words or phrases in posts.

Riddle Users

Users seem to follow very similar patterns: they will go to the front of the riddle page to look for new riddles and traverse into the forums to look for threads that they’ve added to in the past.  If there’s something new or interesting, they will read it.  If they have to say, they will post it.  Users I spoke used neither the messaging system nor the search feature very often.

Registered members can create a customized profile.  Many create unique names and add avatars, which makes it very easy to identify the author of a post.  There are many built in avatars, or the member can create their own.  Registered members also have the option of using the notification option, and can display personal information for others to find (like age, location, and web page).  Not many users fill out all this information.  Users do not have to be registered to post.  However, many people who post register.  Two other benefits to registration: the system keeps track of the number of posts a registered user has made, which affects the user’s rank.  After a certain number of posts, a registered user advances from a Newbie to a Junior Member, Full Member, Senior Riddler, and finally Uberpuzzler.  Rank does not carry with it special privilege other than recognition as a prolific discusser of riddles (or poster, in the very least).  Also, registered members can correct mistakes in their old posts

At the time of this writing, the Riddle Time Website lists 317 registered members.  However 5 of the 30 most prolific posters are Newbies.  Where are the other 287 registered members?  Are they “lurkers,” reading the forums but not adding?  Did they register and then decide they were not really that interested?  Maybe they have been caught in other interests in life.  Regardless, they are certainly a silent party.  Interestingly, in the month after I joined on September 15th, 2003, no less than 51 other Internet users have registered names on the Riddle Time site.

My Life as a Newbie

When I first started getting involved on Riddle Time, I did not know where to begin.  I have never been one to just into the middle of a group of people and demand that they accept me.  More often, I hide in the darkness of a corner.  When I have something to say, I tend to join slowly, and then dart back to the corner.

Studying this site became a bit of a challenge.  I did everything I could before jumping into conversation.  I read many riddles; I worked some of them out.  Mostly I stuck with the easy and medium riddles, because I could usually figure them out in a day or so.  A couple of times I got stuck and emailed someone who had done some work on the forum.  Each time, someone got back to me with another hint that clarified things.  I read through people’s opinions on the pros of using riddles in interviews (shows creativity, problem-solving methodology, how the interviewee deals with a very difficult problem under pressure, and so forth) versus the cons (they’re often an off-putting experience during an interview, they do not really tell if the interviewee is intelligent, they may be an interviewing crutch).  I laughed at people’s emailed frustrations of not having easy access to the answers in a humor section created by John.

I usually began by finding a riddle, working on it either until I solved it or until I was tired of working on it, then I sought a forum thread on it.  To my surprise, nearly all the riddles I looked for already had a thread.  I tried to read until a hint gave me new insight and then worked some more.  Just as often, though, I cheated, reading until I found the answer.  Once in a while I would solve a riddle in a way that no one else had, and I would post my solution and method for arriving.  I never solved the world’s problems, but sometimes I had something interesting to say.  Right now, I’m a Junior Member and working on a problem involving an infinite checkerboard.  I think I’ve spent four hours thinking about it so far, and I hope to add something to the discussion, if I can figure anything about it out.

Finally, I started getting into the site, looking for more social pieces.  I’d found very few indicators that these people had much more to say than about riddles.  I discussed proper etiquette with John, and then put one post asking for volunteer interviewees and a second post asking about people’s interests in riddles.  I described myself, my personal interest in riddles, my project, and asked others for input in their lives beyond the riddles.

Two people responded.

My post requesting people’s autobiographies has been viewed 54 times. But no one responded.  John even forced the thread to say on top of the forum and placed a direct link to it from the front page.  I wonder why no one is interested.

Talking about Riddles

Riddle Rules

Despite how silent people might be on my post, they have lots to say about riddles.  Riddle Time has no official statement about protocol other than a standard user agreement when you establish membership.  I hardly looked at it.  However, conversation in the forum is almost without exception polite, courteous, and on topic.  Even guests, who have probably not seen this user agreement, respect the forum.  The only rule, which is more of a guideline, is to not post answers without hiding them somewhat.  No one wants to spoil a good riddle.

On Posting the Answer

When initially constructing the Riddle Time web site, John decided not to put answers on the site.  This saved him the trouble of answering all the riddles himself (truly a daunting task!) as well as encouraged people to think about the riddles rather than simply being able to find an answer quickly.  I believe this decision and the decision to have on-site forums have promoted greatly to riddle discussion.  Without having a definitive answer, users must either ignore the riddle or try to come up with their own.  This also leads to a sense of competition of being the first to answer a riddle, and being able to spot and point out holes in other people’s answers.

Most users stick closely to this idea of not posting answers, or, if they do post them, they at least hide answers by changing the text color or otherwise obscuring the text.  Many people also believe in John’s idea that “explaining how you arrived at an answer is more valuable than the answer itself.”  Patrick, a Senior Riddler, says “the answer by itself isn't very useful without knowing how the answer was derived.”  

Someone might find an answer to a riddle and post their solution.  Another person might see a way to get a better answer based on this first post.  In one difficult problem, several users have come together to propose constant improvements and modifications to a “best” solution.  John believes this solution could have some significant import, if the riddle maps to a real world problem!

Of course, there is some variation.  Some people post only answers without disguising them.  This could be seen as riddle smugness, or a form of deviant behavior.  If the second, I would argue that the user would have to know that this behavior is not considered appropriate.  I doubt that most new users have a chance to see that.  Many users, including some higher-level members, have posts where they’ve answered a question directly and without disguising it.  Frequently, users stop once they realize that no one else is doing it.

Subgroups

Some sub-groups have formed in the forums as well, though they are not very firm.  One sub-group, which I will call the Hard-Core Puzzlers, are very active with open ended questions.  These members are very active in the Hard forum, and will frequently look at the Putnam exam forum and Computer Science Forum.  They are more interested in the questions that require proofs and serious computational knowledge.  Not everyone in the Hard-Core Puzzlers has the domain knowledge required to solve both computer science and Putnam exam riddles, but they have enough analytical ability to follow the threads and comment on some very intensive algorithms.

Another sub-group include the Uberpuzzlers; those members who have posted more than 125 times.  This sub-group is only interesting as a group, however, because of the prestige from having spent a lot of time posting comments.  In many ways, the Uberpuzzlers are only the most prolific of the Hard-Core puzzlers.  The other rankings, Senior Riddler and so forth, do not recognize each other in greeting, as do Uberpuzzlers.  Several users even comment that someone’s ranking has little to do with his posts.  Adam, an Uberpuzzler himself, notes that, “more posts does not to me mean better posts, just a more active person.”  This does not mean he would quickly give up the title, however.

Neither of these sub-groups is very well defined, and other sub-groups are less so.  Entrance criteria into the Hard-Core puzzler group include only interest in the same topic, and there is no firm way to determine who is a member of this group and who is not..  The Uberpuzzler group has no real binding to it, either, as mentioned above.

In reality, there may not be enough active members to create well-defined sub-groups.  Roughly twenty-five or so members post on a regular basis, and with the newness of the community, most know very little about of each other.  There is very little from which to build sub-groups.

Forum Statistics

The Hard forum has almost twice as many posts as any other forum, though it has a comparable number of threads to the Easy and Medium forums.  The Putnam Exam and Computer Science forums have very few threads and posts compared to most of the rest.  The Psychology forum and other non-riddle related forums have next to no threads or posts.  Why?  For starters, it must be noted that, in general, only one thread appears be riddle.  This is due in part to the fact that John tries to keep duplicate threads of a topic to a minimum.  Thus it makes sense that the Easy, Medium, and Hard forums would have roughly the same number of threads: there is nearly the same number of riddles in each category.  The number of threads in the Putnam Exam, Microsoft, and Computer Science forums is also similar to the number of respective riddles.  However, the posting variation is more interesting.  I will go further into this after discussing members and their desires.

Implications about active members

Membership in this site is strongly self-selected.  There is no requirement that any member of the site remain part of it if they do not wish to.  No member has been excluded for any reason.  Thus, those who remain active members have some reason that they continue to be active.  These are a certain subset of people who are interested in riddles and mental challenges.  John notes that “most people find riddles to be torture; it's just not something that most people like doing.”  Obviously, most members of Riddle Time fill into this category’s opposition.

Indeed, when reviewing posts, one is struck with the number of people who have approached the various questions and posted insightful solutions.  They have not only posted answers, but they have posted logical reasons for their answers, logical steps taken to arrive at their answers, sometimes even snippets of code which shows correctness.  This demonstrates that these members have some knowledge of how to approach and answer riddles.  It stands to reason then that easy riddles are not very challenging to most active members of the site, or are not challenging for very long, as the new user becomes accustomed to ways of dealing with them.

Members want to be challenged

When talking about riddles, people aren’t interested when the solution is too easy.  People are interested in riddles when they can stretch their intellect enough to develop a solution.  John describes the feeling as follows: “I really feel like my mind is growing; I can feel the synapses growing in my mind.”  The active members of this site are, as argued above, experienced with riddles.  Therefore, they typically do not find the easy riddles very difficult.  

I do not mean to imply that easy riddles have no place on the site.  When I was first becoming acquainted with the site, I started reading the easy riddles.  I feel that I am relatively experienced with riddles, but there were some that I could not solve immediately.  This lead to forum visits looking for hints, which in turn led to introductory lessons on the workings of the forums.  In addition, I was learning general methods for dealing with riddles that I was not familiar with.  I think this leveled the riddle-playing field for me, helping me begin to understand where I fit with other members.

Indeed, active members still find easy questions interesting: some active members will take an easy riddle and modify it to make a harder one, and propose the new riddle to the group!  This new riddle is then typically not an easy riddle any more, but it gives something for the members to think about.

I believe that the Medium forum has characteristics similar to the Easy forum.  The riddles are more difficult, but not so much so as to create much controversy or discussion.  Once someone has solved a medium riddle, there is not much to talk about with it.  However, medium riddles can provide more “training ground” for those interested in riddles but not quite as experienced and possibly provide fodder for more experienced members to create more riddles.

Members want to be able to solve it

However, the users are solving these riddles in their spare time.  Adam likes riddles that “have a nice snappy answer;” they require less time, as opposed to the more complicated riddles, which are  “real adventures.  They're not just little things you can think about in your spare time during the day and probably get the answer to.  You’ve got to have a pen and paper and a computer and a lot of time.”  If a question is too difficult, then a user may simply give up.  I experienced this feeling as well.  Once I felt relatively well situated in the site, I started attacking some of the harder riddles, riddles that no one else had an answer to.  I wanted to add something to the group that was new and strong and would establish me as a riddle powerhouse.  I worked for several hours on a particular question, read the forum on the question, and worked some more.  Finally, I gave up in frustration.  I was losing time for classes and I was not any closer to a new insight into the problem.  More recently, a member found a published paper indicating that the particular problem I had spent so much time on had no known solution.  Anywhere.  I retreated to easier problems.  

I believe this is why the Computer Science and Putnam Exam forums are relatively empty.  To solve those types of riddles, one must not only have the basic knowledge to deal with riddles in general and be interested in solving riddles in the first place, but he must also have the specific skill set necessary to deal with computer intensive and math intensive questions.  This reduces the total number of people who are able to start with these kinds of problems.  The Hard forum, on the other hand, contains threads where members discuss problems without a necessary skill set.  The hard riddles are difficult enough to challenge advanced riddle solvers on the site and generate talk, but are easy enough for these riddle solvers to deal with in their spare time.

Note that some individuals do not mind whether a riddle is solvable or not.  Indeed, some individuals are specifically drawn to very difficult riddles.  These users, almost certainly members of the Hard-Core Puzzler’s group, may derive enjoyment from simply working on the riddle and are not as concerned with being able to solve it.

Members like confirmation and recognition

If a question is easy enough that someone can find the answer without consulting anyone, they may not be interested in posting any comments.  But often, a user will post their answer anyway, asking others either directly or indirectly for confirmation.  One woman posts an answer, complaining that her husband disagrees and asking for others to judge who is right.  In addition, if no one has yet posted an answer to a particular riddle, someone normally does so quickly, which implies credit for being the first one to solve that riddle.  This leads to the characteristic of each riddle having a forum thread about it.

Talk online versus talk in real life

Why talk about riddles online at all?  Is there something different about talking online about riddles?  As someone interested in riddles, I know how difficult it can be to find even one other person who is interested in talking about one for longer than a couple of minutes.  Most people will give a riddle cursory thought and then stop thinking about it.  I have tried a number of times over the past several years to have conversations with different sized groups of people, including several times during the course of this project.  Typically, the group will think for a while and either decide on an answer or turn to other topics.  Sometimes there will be one or two people who are interested in solving the riddle and will continue to think about it, but for the most part the group will stop thinking about it after less than half an hour.  (Note: these experiments were not conducted in any kind of controlled conditions; they were merely experiences I had which seem to fit a pattern.)

The Riddle Time web site allows members to think about riddles for as long as they want, and then add to a thread on the topic if they come up with something.  The discontinuous nature of the bulletin board conversation means that someone can work in spurts or all at once.  All that is shown in the conversation is the product of the thinking.  This leads to very logical and traceable arguments for an answer, which is a good thing when talking about riddles.

However, there is some communication discouraged by this kind of discussion.  For one thing, it may make off-topic conversation harder.  For another, quick conversation is very difficult.  Specific to riddles and problem solving, brainstorming activities are hard to initiate and maintain.  One cannot easily participate in a series of rapid idea-exchanges that may produce useful output on such a slow paced forum.  Thus this problem solving technique is unavailable here, where it is available in real life..

Creation

If only one thread exists for a riddle, and each riddle can either be solved or shown to be unsolvable, then the Riddle Time web site has only a limited life talking about riddles.  Indeed, without new riddles, there would be nothing to talk about.  To counter this, John actively seeks out new riddles to add to the site and frequently puts new riddles up.  Some members create new threads with riddles that they know of, and other members eagerly attack these new riddles.  However, some members have gone a step beyond simply finding new riddles and actually create new riddles.  Bill is one such member who has created several new riddles that have kept members on their toes.  He speaks of how, when creating a new riddle, one does not know what the answer is or if an answer even exists!  Frank, a Junior Member, talks about how he has worked on new riddles, but “it’s not easy.”

This creation, whether the riddle is entirely new, or simply a riddle that has not yet appeared on the site, is necessary for the discourse to continue.  Without new challenges, members not have anything to talk about.  They will solve all the old riddles, or decide that it is too much work to solve.  I do not know whether there are an infinite number of riddles, but I feel like there are not.  Also, if Bill and Frank are any indication, creating new riddles will not be an easy task.  What will happen to the site when riddles stop appearing?

Deviant Behavior

There is no decisive deviant behavior on the Riddle Time site, very little that could be argued to be deviant behavior.  This is especially interesting due to the fact that one does not have to be a user to post.  From a practical standpoint, any Internet user could post any statement or link they desired on his bulletin board.  However, at this point, nearly every post is on topic, and even those that are not are relatively close.  I can only speculate on the reasons for this.  Perhaps it has something to do with the topic of riddles.  Perhaps potential havoc wreakers are afraid of disrupting such a polite and intellectual crowd, or are bored away, or have not found the site.  Regardless of the reason, it is a very nice characteristic.

Talking about other things (not riddles)

Though there is plenty of discussion of riddles from day to day, there is almost no discussion otherwise.  At times, the forums feel almost cold from analysis. Few users ask questions about other user’s lives or thoughts.   Some members prompt for more information, but most users are very slow about giving information or asking similar questions.  Bill, an Uberpuzzler, comments:  “I'll ask people about their user name or icons or where they work or stuff like this; they're respond to questions but they don't tend to reciprocate or anything of the sort.”  This is reflected also in the lack of response to my questions about people’s interests. Greg, a Senior Riddler, offers this insight:  “I participated primarily for the riddles.  I'm not really that interested in other people in general.  If other people are interested in my experiences, I'm sure they'll ask.”  Adam adds, “People are generally adverse to posting contact information or personal details, just for security reasons.”

Other possibilities exist: perhaps this is another example of the nature of bulletin board discourse on the topic of riddles, limiting personal chatting as well as brainstorming.  Or perhaps the community is new enough that people are not yet comfortable with each other and do not want to give out personal information.

Extrapolating lack of interest of other people into lack of interest of other topics, this trend would explain why the non-riddle forums are not active.  This could explain also why the Microsoft forum is not very active also: many of the “riddles” are open-ended interview questions that have no provable solution.  These are not technically riddles, and thus perhaps not of interest to the members of the site.

Riddle Leadership

The Riddle Time site has only one administrator, the creator.  The YaBB software deals with most of the programming side of his site.  This leaves John free to deal with organization and content.  John estimates that he spends as little as 6 hours combined administering the site and being a user each week.  His task is made easier by the lack of deviant behavior on his site.  At this point, John does not feel the need for explicit help administering.  However, some members of the community have taken on leadership roles.

Some members of the community actively encourage new members posting.  When a new member or guest posts to a thread that has a lot of activity, an older member will frequently comment gratefully on the new insight, point the user to other threads of potential interest, and ask questions about the comments the new user has made.  John has not recruited the members to perform these tasks.  These unofficial leaders are simply trying to help the community grow.

Moving Onward from Riddles

Besides talking about riddles, not much happens on the Riddle Time web site.  One member recently took part in a riddle competition and invited other members of the forum to attend, but none were able to take up the offer.  That member returned and shared a few stories from the competition.  Maybe this will create more interest.  For the most part, however, Riddle Time is a fledgling community.  Most of the members have been so for less than four months, when Slashdot brought the first group.  Since then, people have been joining as they find the site, some staying and posting but most remaining quiet if remaining at all.

This newness may be the biggest hurdle for the site to overcome if it is going to blossom into a lasting online community.  The people are there, and they have the common interest, but there is little so far tying them together closer.  Will Riddle Time become a true thriving community?  The old adage applies: only time will tell.  I am personally dubious, however.  I feel that a top limit of riddles may be hit, and members will not find the site interesting.  John suggests that this may already be happening; he receives fewer riddles now than he did when starting out.  If this belief is correct, this fledgling community may not last very long.

Where is Riddle Time Headed?

Amy Jo Kim has some suggestions that may help.  For the community to survive a vacancy of new riddles, it must be built on something else as well.  Community joining activities may help.  For example, a riddle competition may bind members closer together.  John, as administrator, could collect several difficult but solvable riddles.  He would then announce the competition; teams consisting of a certain number of members from each ranking level could be formed (to prevent Uberpuzzlers from joining an uber-team!).  Each team would try to solve as many riddles as possible in a set amount of time.  The winners get some recognition, such as access to special icons, a different designation or title addition.  Then release the puzzles and answers for general dissection.  Variant possibilities include a real-life version of this competition over a short period of time, perhaps including a picnic, barbeque, or other social atmosphere. 

One way to encourage curiosity about other members might be to publish a newsletter of events occurring in various members’ lives.  This newsletter could present details that people wanted announced, such as births, deaths, new jobs acquired or opening, and so forth.  Another way to encourage unity could be to organize and promote gatherings in real-life or online for real-time discussion of riddles (and possibly other things).  Of course, all these take some work, but then, what community doesn’t?  Advancements in the site area already planned.  John is thinking of ways to create a database style access, which may help members get more easily to riddles they are interested in.  For example, one might be able to search for all logic problems that are easy or medium difficulty directly.  I am not sure that this or other technical enhancements will help the community if riddles stop appearing, however.

Conclusion…?

I have discovered a number of questions about the Riddle Time site.  Why is deviant behavior almost non-existent?  Why are members reluctant to talk about themselves on site?  Why do members not participate in non-riddle related topics?  What will happen if the number of riddles on the site stops increasing?  I only have suspicions and guesses, and only for some of the questions.  Perhaps there is one answer that ties many of these questions together.  The Riddle Time web site certainly exhibits characteristics of a community.  However, depending on the answers to some of these questions, it may not stay a community for very long.
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