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Abstract
LLM-based generative AI agents are the first autonomous technologies that
can act as true conversational partners. Communication researchers and
others have already begun to explore the influence of AI conversations on
their interlocutors. We present a methodological framework and software
tool for conducting field experiments with AI agents on Reddit. The Reddit
Conversational Laboratory is Python-based software that identifies potential
participants, messages and consents them, and conducts conversational
experiments using researcher-designed AI chatbots. In addition to storing
all conversations, the software can also record participant behavior before
and after conversations. In this paper, we outline design principles, best
practices for using the tool, and possibilities for future extensions.
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Introduction

Generative AI (GAI) chatbots have shown incredible promise as conversa-
tional partners and are being used across multiple domains, from general
knowledge queries to mental health interventions to companionship (e.g.,
Brandtzaeg et al., 2022; Lawrence et al., 2024). As chatbots continue to be
integrated into more and more aspects of our lives, communication scholars
should be at the forefront of research into understanding their influence.
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One important question is the impact that conversations with chat-
bots have on their conversational partners. For example, recent research
suggests that chatbots can influence political attitudes (Argyle et al., 2025;
Hackenburg et al., 2025; Lin et al., 2025), attitudes about social issues (Salvi
et al., 2024), and even reduce belief in conspiracy theories (Costello et al.,
2024). However, it is often difficult and expensive to study the long-term im-
pact of any intervention, including conversations with chatbots. We argue
that Reddit is a promising context for doing large-scale experimental work
with generative AI bots. The Reddit API provides rich, longitudinal, cross-
community data about participants (Foote, 2022), allowing researchers to
causally identify changes in behavior due to interactions with bots.

In this paper, we introduce RCL—the Reddit Conversation Laboratory.
RCL is open-source Python software designed to run automated conversa-
tional AI experiments with Reddit users. Using the Reddit messaging system,
the software recruits participants, obtains their consent, and randomly as-
signs them to a control group or one of a set of configurable chatbots. It
then manages and stores the conversations that the chatbots have with
participants. Finally, an additional set of scripts tracks participants’ activity
before and after their conversations.

We begin with an overview of approaches to studying human-AI interac-
tion and introduce the design of RCL. We then explain how to install and run
the system, with tips and best practices. We end with a discussion of ethical
and practical considerations for doing research with our system, limitations
of the software and this approach, and where future work might focus.

Studying human-AI interactions

As LLM-based chatbots have grown in capability to become conversational
partners, they have attracted rapidly increasing interest from communica-
tion scholars. The data for this kind of research can be gathered in a variety
of ways, each with their own benefits and drawbacks.

First, scholars have engaged in post-hoc methods, like interviews and
surveys, to ask people about their experiences with and perceptions of chat-
bots. For example, Brandtzaeg et al. (2022) interviewed 19 people who had
friendships with social chatbots, comparing their perceptions of human-
AI and human-human friendships. Other researchers have used surveys
to understand the motivations and psychological traits of those who use
conversational AI tools (e.g., Hu et al., 2023; Skjuve et al., 2024). Related ob-
servational research has looked at how people talk about GAI bots in online
communities or social media (e.g., Li & Zhang, 2024). These approaches
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can allow for rich, thick understandings of how people perceive their com-
munication with generative AI chatbots. However, they also have multiple
drawbacks. First, they don’t typically have access to the actual conversations
that people have with chatbots. They also don’t allow for a longitudinal
understanding of the impact of GAI conversations over time, nor do they
allow researchers to provide causal estimates of how these conversations
influence participants.

Second, social scientists have done lab experiments to directly explore
how people interact with GAI. Many of these focus on the use of GAI as a
tool, studying the ability of GAI to do things like craft persuasive messages
(Goldstein et al., 2024; Lim & Schmälzle, 2023). Another strand of experi-
ments looks at the role of generative AI as a conversational partner. Here
again, the focus has often been on persuasion, with researchers showing
that AI agents can successfully change the attitudes or beliefs of their human
conversational partners (e.g., Argyle, 2025; Costello et al., 2024; Hackenburg
et al., 2025; Salvi et al., 2024). These approaches allow researchers to answer
causal questions, but suffer from the same limitations as most lab exper-
iments: for example, they are often undertaken with a sample that may
not be representative of the population of interest, and the conditions may
not be similar to those in the “real world” (Gerber & Green, 2012). In addi-
tion, they are typically cross-sectional: participant beliefs and behaviors are
only measured at the same time that the intervention is given, as further
follow-up is expensive and difficult.

Online field experiments

In field experiments, researchers randomize some aspect of how treatments
are assigned to subjects in a naturalistic setting (Baldassarri & Abascal, 2017).
Some behavior in the “real world” is then observed. In theory, field exper-
iments have many of the benefits of lab experiments; in particular, using
randomization eliminates the risk of unobservable variables to plausibly
identify causal effects. In addition, they have greater external validity, as
people are behaving in natural settings, often without even knowing they are
being observed (Gerber & Green, 2012). Of course, there are also trade-offs.
Compared to lab experiments, field experiments often suffer from problems
of differing rates of compliance, greater self-selection to different conditions,
and interference between units (Gerber & Green, 2012).

Online field experiments—that is, field experiments which use online
platforms as their context—have become increasingly common. For exam-
ple, Munger (2017) identified Twitter users who engaged in racist harassment,
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and randomly assigned them to be sanctioned by either an in-group or out-
group bot, with varying numbers of followers. He then tracked the users’
behavior for two months after the intervention, finding that sanctions from
high-follower in-group members reduced the use of racial slurs on the plat-
form. Salganik (2017) argues that—when carefully designed—digital field
experiments have a number of advantages. First, they can benefit from low
or non-existent marginal costs: it is often no more expensive or difficult to
run an experiment with 1,000 or 10,000 participants than an experiment with
100 participants. Second, online experiments often benefit from “always-
on” data collection, allowing researchers to gather pre-intervention and
post-intervention behavior, as well as to use pre-intervention covariates to
increase statistical precision or identify heterogeneous treatment effects.
Finally, online experiments can reduce some of the risks of typical field ex-
periments; for example, treatment assignment can be enforced via software,
reducing opportunities for subjects to change conditions. On the other
hand, some risks to validity or generalizability can be greater for online
experiments; for example, online communication networks make it easy
for subjects to talk about the intervention with others, possibly influencing
each other’s responses (Muise & Pan, 2019).

Reddit Conversation Laboratory

Reddit Conversation Laboratory (RCL) is designed to bring the benefits of
online field experiments to the study of human-AI interactions, enabling
researchers to gather granular, longitudinal, real-world behavioral data to
answer rich causal questions about the impacts of generative AI conver-
sations. The field site for RCL is Reddit: the largest platform for online
communities, with tens of millions of active users participating in hundreds
of thousands of individual “subreddits” about many diverse topics. Reddit
is also one of the most open web platforms, with relatively permissive APIs
which allow researchers to gather rich retrospective data about participants’
communicative actions (comments and posts) before experiments as well as
to track their actions afterward. This type of data enables multiple method-
ological approaches, such as qualitative or computational text analyses,
network analyses, or time-series analyses of communication change over
time.

To use RCL, researchers use previous activity on Reddit to identify po-
tential participants. They then design a set of GAI chatbots which can be
randomly assigned as conversational partners for these users, who chat
with the bots using the Reddit platform. Subsequent behavior can then be
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compared to a control group which does not receive any intervention.
There are many questions that can be answered under this framework,

primarily around the efficacy of different persuasive approaches. For exam-
ple, health communication researchers might test different informational
interventions for people expressing certain health concerns online, while
political communication researchers might target people who belong to
extremist political subreddits, and organizational communication schol-
ars might explore the role of AI agents in explaining and enforcing rules
and norms. They might then look for causal evidence of changes in the
terms that people use or which communities they participate in after their
conversations.

Our approach has a number of benefits over alternative ways to study
human-AI interactions. Unlike surveys or interviews, researchers have ac-
cess to the conversations that participants have with chatbots. Unlike lab
experiments, researchers have access to rich, longitudinal behavioral data
both before and after the interventions. In addition, experiments can be
performed in situ, with greater promise of identifying generalizable results.
Finally, many experiments may represent actual interventions that could be
rolled out more broadly using RCL if they are successful.

Intended purpose and design principles

The primary components of RCL are designed to 1) identify potential ex-
perimental participants, invite them to participate, and obtain consent; 2)
interface between GAI providers (e.g., OpenAI, Anthropic, or Gemini) and
the Reddit messaging system to conduct and store participant-chatbot con-
versations; and 3) track the pre-intervention and post-intervention behavior
of participants.

RCL is designed to be modular : that is, the components operate as inde-
pendently as possible, to make it easier to adjust or replace one component
or another. For example, the output of the participant identification com-
ponent is a simple CSV file of usernames for the system to contact. While
we provide a few example functions which use the Reddit API to identify
participants, researchers can use whatever process they would like to create
that CSV file. This includes modifying our code, writing bespoke code, or
even manually curating a list.

The software is also designed to be resilient. Because it is connecting
multiple external services (e.g., Reddit and the GAI provider), it is not uncom-
mon for some component to fail temporarily. RCL includes simple failure
detection and checkpointing logic, and uses the cron task manager to re-
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Figure 1: Flow diagram showing the primary components and actions of the system. Squares
represent external data accessed through APIs and cylinders represent data stored on the
server.

peatedly run a set of Python scripts. This architecture allows the software to
run autonomously and automatically resume after disruptions.

Finally, RCL is designed to be extensible and minimal. The current ver-
sion does not have a graphical user interface or an API. It is designed for
researchers who have experience in Python but who may not have experi-
ence working with Reddit and/or working with GAI chatbots. It exemplifies
best practices and gives a framework that can be easily built upon and ex-
panded.

Using Reddit Conversation Laboratory

Install and setup

RCL should be run from a UNIX-based server. Detailed installation instruc-
tions and hardware requirements are outlined on the GitHub project page;1

both compute and storage requirements are quite modest. As discussed in
more detail below, in an initial study using this software (Foote et al., 2026),
chatbots reached out to as many as a few hundred participants per day and
on some days engaged in ongoing conversations with more than 20 users.

1https://github.com/jdfoote/Reddit-Conversation-Laboratory
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Based on this experience, we estimate that four cores and 16 GB of memory
should be more than sufficient for even fairly large experiments.

Setup begins with cloning the git repository, which includes a set of
Python scripts and directories for storing data. Before running the scripts,
researchers will need to create a new account on Reddit for the bot which
will be used to contact users, and to create an app for the account on the
Reddit developer site.2 They will also need to create developer accounts
with whichever GAI provider(s) the researchers would like to use. Authen-
tication information and keys are stored in a YAML configuration file. As
explained in more detail below, we suggest working with moderators and
sending invitation messages through modmail. To test that modmail is set
up correctly, we recommend that researchers use a second Reddit account
to create a new subreddit, and add the bot account as a moderator for that
subreddit.

Participant identification

The participant identification step involves creating a CSV file of usernames
that will be invited to talk with the chatbot. Researchers establish a set of
criteria to select potential participants, and write a function to collect can-
didate usernames using the Reddit API. These criteria can be fairly complex:
for example, a political communication project might identify all of the
users who have participated recently in a set of extreme communities. Then,
the researchers might filter to only those who post at least five comments
per week or those who have commented about a certain topic. They could
also write code to enact stratified random sampling, to ensure, for example,
that participants from different subreddits are equally represented in the
sample. RCL provides two example functions: the first identifies all users
who have recently used any of a set of keywords in a list of subreddits. The
second is more complicated, and requires that the bot be given moderator
access: it retrieves removed comments from moderator logs, retrieves toxic-
ity scores from Jigsaw’s Perspective API3 (Lees et al., 2022), and creates a list
of users who have recently posted toxic content across a list of subreddits.
Researchers can build on these examples, write their own code to generate
prospective participants, or even generate this list another way (e.g., survey
respondents from MTurk or Prolific).

Because this step only produces a CSV and doesn’t actually contact users,

2https://www.reddit.com/prefs/apps
3In order to use the Perspective API, researchers will need to obtain an API Key and store it

in the config file.
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researchers can run and re-run the participant identification script and do
black box testing on the output, ensuring that the correct accounts are
identified and added to the to_contact.csv file.

Chatbot design and testing

RCL will use this list to invite users to have a conversation with a randomly
selected GAI chatbot, so the next step is to design and test the different bots
that will chat with participants. These bots are instructed via a researcher-
designed prompt which is embedded in all conversations. Prompt engineer-
ing is a nascent but rapidly formalizing field, increasingly recognized as a
structured methodology for optimizing LLM behavior through the careful
design, evaluation, and iterative refinement of prompts (Velásquez-Henao
et al., 2023). Best practices in prompt engineering emphasize clarifying
the model’s intent, assigning specific roles, and incorporating exemplars
(Schulhoff et al., 2025). Researchers in this area emphasize the need for iter-
ative cycles of formulating, testing, and revising prompts to achieve desired
outcomes (Desmond & Brachman, 2024). This testing is most easily done
outside of Reddit; we include a very simple command-line utility that allows
for conversation testing. Researchers should engage in multiple conversa-
tions with bots, tweaking the prompts until the bots reliably produce the
expected behavior. Of course, some aspects of design are impossible to test
beforehand; participants engage with bots in unexpected and unstructured
ways, which shapes conversational outcomes and bot behaviors.

Once some candidate prompts have been identified, researchers can
edit the bot_conditions variable in the config file. This variable is a dic-
tionary, where the key is the name of the condition that will be stored in
the participant table, and the value is the prompt that the GAI provider will
use to instruct the chatbot. Researchers should also edit the GAI_provider
variable, which stores the provider and model name that chatbots will use.
For both bot_conditions and GAI_provider, if the dictionary contains
multiple items, then RCL will randomly choose a prompt and/or model to
use with each participant, and store which choice was made. Listing 1 shows
the structure of the configuration file.

Conversations on Reddit

The general conversational flow for RCL is that potential users will first
receive the initial_message to recruit them. This initial message should
include basic information about the study, and possibly a link to additional
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max_interactions : 50
GAI_models:

openai_models :
− ’gpt−3.5−turbo’
− ’gpt−4−1106−preview’

conversations_file : ’../data/conversations.csv’
to_contact_file : ’../data/to_contact.csv’
participants_file : ’../data/participants.csv’
subreddits_file : ’../data/subreddit_rules.csv’

goodbye_message : "Thanks for chatting with me..."
initial_message :

default: "Hello, I am a bot designed by..."

clarifying_message : "Please reply with ’yes’ if you would like to chat..."
handoff_message : "Thank you for your interest..."

first_consented_message :
first_message_1: "Thank you for agreeing to chat..."
first_message_2: "Thank you for agreeing to chat..."

bot_conditions :
chatbot_1: "Context: You are a chatbot..."
chatbot_2: "Context: You are a chatbot..."

Listing 1: Portion of a sample YAML configuration file for RCL. Multiple variables can be
randomized as part of experiments, including bot conditions, recruitment materials, and
GAI models.

information. Participants should be instructed to reply “Yes” in order to
consent. If the system receives a message that begins with “No” then it
ceases contact with that user. If it receives a message that says “Yes”, then
it sends the handoff_message. Otherwise, it sends a new message asking
the user to respond with “Yes” if they would like to participate. An example
of a consent message is shown in Figure 2.

For users who consent, the handoff_message confirms consent and
instructs them that if they are chosen to participate, they will receive a
direct message from the bot. For participants in control, the handoff mes-
sage is the last message they will receive; for those in a treatment group,
they will be sent the first_consented_message to initiate the conver-
sation, and then all subsequent messages as generated by the GAI model.
initial_message, handoff_message, and first_consented_message
are all variables in the config.yml file, and should be edited to match the
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researchers’ study. For example, the first_consented_message should
typically ask participants a question to initiate their conversation with the
chatbot. Like the bot_conditions variable, both the initial_message
and first_consented_message variables are dictionaries. If researchers
include multiple entries, then RCL will randomly select a version of the
message to send and will track which version was sent based on the key.

RCL also includes different options for how messages are sent, con-
figured in the message_flow variable, which has three options: handoff,
modmail-only, and dm-only. We recommend the handoff option; with
this option, users are first contacted by the bot through “modmail”—a prior-
itized messaging system only available to subreddit moderators. Users who
consent are randomized into either control or to talk with one of the bots
in the bot_conditions dictionary, and are sent the handoff_message
via modmail. After this, subsequent messages are all sent as direct mes-
sages from the bot, including the first_consented_message and all GAI-
generated responses. In the modmail-only condition, RCL sends all mes-
sages through modmail. We don’t recommend this approach, as the mes-
sages can clog up the modmail queue for other moderators. Finally, in the
dm-only condition, the software sends all messages by direct message, in-
cluding the intitial invitation message. We don’t recommend this approach
either, because modmail messages are prioritized and much more likely
to be seen by users, and DMs are much more likely to be perceived (and
reported) as spam. However, dm-only may be the only option if the re-
searchers are not partnering with subreddit moderators.

Once the configuration is complete, the next step is to test the chatbot.
As explained in more detail below, the bot is intended to be repeatedly run
as a cron job, but initially we recommend simply executing the chatbot.py
script manually in order to facilitate debugging. While testing, we strongly
suggest temporarily replacing the potential participants file with a CSV
containing only accounts owned by the research team. The first time the
script is run, it should send invitation messages to the users in this list; Figure
2 shows how these initial messages look when received by participants.
Through Reddit, the researchers can send messages to the bot—testing the
consent process, chatting with the bot, etc. After each message is sent, the
chatbot.py file should be run again in order for the return message to be
generated and sent by the bot.

If it appears that messages are sending correctly, confirm that they are
being saved to theconversations.csvfile, and that the information about
the users is being saved to the participants.csv file. The system will
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Figure 2: Example of how an invitation modmail message appears to users. Users can reply,
and will be alerted every time the bot replies to them.

check the participants file before sending a new invite message, to ensure
that users aren’t invited to participate more than once. If there are errors, or
if the researchers want to do further testing of the message flow, they can
delete the participants.csv file and the bot will re-send the invitation
message to each account in the potential participants file.

Collecting participant data

RCL also includes scripts designed to collect data about the actions of par-
ticipants. The data collected can include moderation events (if the bot is a
moderator with access to modlogs), as well as posts and comments written
by participants. Researchers can then compare the communicative behavior
of participants with those in other experimental conditions or with those in
the control condition. This is rich text data and can be analyzed in many
ways to answer different questions. For example, a researcher studying po-
larization might look for fewer inflammatory statements or lower activity
in extreme subreddits. Researchers can test these data collection scripts to
ensure that they are collecting data for all of the participants.

Deployment

When the researchers are confident that the GAI prompts are working as
expected, and that the chatbot.py file is retrieving and sending messages
and storing the outputs correctly, they can deploy the bot. In practice, this
means moving the code to a server and setting up cron jobs to run the scripts.

cron is a utility designed to run programs at set intervals. RCL includes
an example crontab file, which runs the chatbot every minute, the partici-
pant identification script twice per day, and the participant data collection
script and modlog collection script once per day. For the chatbot script in
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particular, it is necessary to ensure that only one instance of the script is
running at a time, using flock or similar. The supplied crontab file shows
one example of how to do this.

Feasibility

As mentioned above, RCL was used in a project directed at users posting toxic
content on Reddit (Foote et al., 2026), which we briefly discuss here to show
the feasibility of this framework. An initial concern is that people might not
be willing to talk with chatbots on Reddit, or might not be willing to engage
in good faith. However, even for this population—which we might expect to
be less amenable to participating in research—approximately 12% of invited
users consented to participate, and the bot engaged over 500 participants in
conversations. As shown in Figure 3, many of these interactions were quite
short, but others were long, engaged conversations. Figure 4 shows one of
many examples of people having involved, thoughtful conversations with
the bots.

We also might worry that users would find it unnatural to chat with an AI
agent through Reddit’s messaging interface, or that the asynchronous nature
of the system would feel frustrating compared to the immediate responses
of platforms like ChatGPT. However, a qualitative review of the responses
did not reveal criticisms of the system’s performance or complaints about
the interface itself. In short, our experience suggests that people find the
bot responsive enough and the context natural enough to hold meaningful
conversations, even when mediated through a social media platform rather
than a dedicated chat interface.

Additional concerns revolve around Reddit API limitations. The initial
project tracked comments, moderation events, and suspensions for nearly
1,000 participants. The Reddit API limits were easily generous enough to
allow daily updates to these measures for all participants. Experiments with
much larger populations may require different approaches, such as less
frequent updates.

Extensions

RCL is designed to make it easy to run the kind of research it was originally
designed for—conversational experiments with Reddit users. Common
extensions, like adding new bots, are designed to be trivial, simply by modi-
fying configuration files. Other common extensions, such as changing the
participant identification process, require writing new Python code. Where
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Figure 3: Number of messages sent and median comment length (number of characters) for
each human-AI conversation, based on data from Foote et al. (2026).

possible, we have tried to make the code modular so that portions can also
be repurposed for other, less related projects. For example, the participant
identification and consent portions of the code could be used to recruit
participants for survey or interview studies instead of chatbot experiments.

Considerations

Reddit terms of service

Some approaches to research with RCL may be in a gray area regarding
some of Reddit’s rules. In particular, there is a rule against spam, defined as,
“Sending large amounts of private messages to users who are not expecting
them.”4 A related risk is community backlash, if users find an approach
annoying or distasteful. Both of these risks can be greatly mitigated by
recruiting community moderators as partners when possible. Messages
sent though modmail to community members are much less likely to be
considered spam. If this isn’t possible, researchers should limit the number
of messages they send, but there will remain a risk of the bot being banned
by Reddit. In the toxicity project (Foote et al., 2026), the bot account was
given moderator access and sent recruitment messages as a moderator. This
approach did not result in any warnings, bans, or suspensions due to spam
concerns, despite messaging thousands of users.

4https://support.reddithelp.com/hc/en-us/articles/360043504051-What-constitutes-
spam-Am-I-a-spammer
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Figure 4: Example conversation between the chatbot (gray) and the user (orange). The con-
versation continued with user debating the toxicity and the content of the posted comment.
The conversation eventually ended with the bot and the user expressing gratitude for the
discussion.

Ethical considerations

There are a number of other ethical considerations that researchers should
consider when doing this kind of research, including disclosure, participant
tracking, and data sharing.

In the example configuration file, the consent and recruitment scripts
make it clear to participants that they will be participating with a bot. This is
reiterated in the sample prompts for the bots. However, some research ques-
tions may require deception, where bots pretend to be humans or processes
do not include consent. In general, researchers should be very wary of this
approach. A recent unpublished study that used GAI chatbots to persuade
Reddit users without identifying itself as AI has been roundly criticized
(O’Grady, 2025). Researchers should seek consent and transparency when
possible, and work with institutional ethics boards to identify strategies to
reduce risks and harms to participants when this is not possible.

A second consideration is tracking the behavior of participants and
non-participants. For participants where consent to track activity is given,
this is ethically unambiguous. However, it may be useful to understand
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the behavior of non-participants (e.g., comparing participants to those
who didn’t respond to the invitation message), and RCL provides example
code to do this. Researchers should be more cautious when gathering data
from non-consented users, and consider carefully whether it is necessary
to collect public behavior (e.g., comments and posts), non-public behavior
(e.g., moderation events), or both for this set of users.

Even for consented participants, there are privacy concerns. The data
gathered by RCL can include a mixture of public data, non-public data, and
more private data (e.g., conversations with chatbots). Researchers should be
careful to safeguard the privacy of their participants. RCL helps by using the
UUID Python package to create 32 digit unique ids to replace usernames, and
only stores usernames in a mapping file. We suggest keeping this mapping
file on the server running the chatbot, and only exporting the anonymized
files for analysis.

However, because posts and comments are public, replacing usernames
is not enough to ensure anonymity: if comments are released alongside
chatbot conversations, for example, then malicious actors could identify
which users had which conversations simply by searching for comments
on Reddit and identifying who made them. We recommend either releas-
ing only aggregate information about participants’ comments and posts,
not releasing chatbot conversation data publicly, or using more advanced
anonymization or sharing approaches. One option for data sharing is what
Salganik (2017) calls a “walled garden” approach, where data is anonymized
and shared only with approved researchers via repositories like the Harvard
Dataverse.

Limitations and future work

While we believe that conducting AI field experiments on Reddit is an excit-
ing, promising framework for researchers, there are some risks and limita-
tions. First, GAI is a rapidly advancing technology. At a technical level, this
means that models are constantly improving. When using commercial AI
platforms, they may change invisibly during the course of a study (Bail, 2024).
But more broadly, findings on the behavior or capabilities of current bots
may not apply to future generations. At the same time, broader attitudes
toward and cultural understandings of AI are also rapidly evolving.

RCL also has some risks as a software tool. For example, it relies on a
number of external services and APIs, and these external dependencies
could change or disappear. Some components are less fragile in this regard
than others. For example, there are multiple GAI agent APIs which are
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quite similar to each other, and converting the project to a new GAI agent
API or locally running instance would be fairly simple. On the other hand,
RCL uses the Reddit API via PRAW in order to identify, recruit, and track
participant behavior, and the Reddit messaging interface is the user interface
for participants to interact with chatbots. Reddit sometimes makes changes
to their API access rules and messaging interface, and while the key features
used by RCL have remained stable, it is possible that future changes could
make some uses of our software difficult or impossible.

RCL could be extended in a number of different directions. First, sur-
vey software like Qualtrics could be integrated. Researchers may want to
survey participants before and/or after conversations with chatbots, and
extensions could be developed to do things like generate Qualtrics links
with participant IDs embedded. Second, the software could be extended to
be used on additional platforms with amenable APIs, such as Mastodon or
Bluesky, or even a standalone web interface. Finally, RCL often prioritizes
simplicity over efficiency. Our team plans to improve performance through
changes like storing data in a database and moving away from the cron-
based scheduling system, to enable a more parallelized approach. There are
many other potential improvements, and we look forward to collaborating
with computational communication scholars to further extend this open
source project in the future. To support governance and sustainability, we
plan to maintain RCL as an open-source repository on GitHub, with version
control, documentation, and community contributions helping ensure its
long-term usability and adaptability.

Conclusion

The Reddit Conversation Laboratory aims to provide communication schol-
ars with an accessible tool for conducting large-scale, in situ experiments
with generative AI chatbots. This methodological approach enables both
collection of chatbot conversations in authentic online contexts as well as
unobtrusive observation of post-experiment behaviors. We believe that this
approach holds great promise for advancing our understanding of human-
AI interaction and online communities, and we hope that by making this
kind of work easier, our tool will stimulate and enable a new wave of research
in these areas.
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