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§ Governments around the globe have introduced online platforms to 
enable large scale deliberation processes (Aström & Grönlund, 2012; Warren, 2009).

§ Against the background of deliberative theories, government participation 
initiatives are subject to normative needs: e.g. Equality

§ Structural Equality: Anyone affected should have the same chance to 
access the deliberative body (Graham, 2008; Barber, 1984). 

§ Discursive Equality: deliberation processes should not be dominated 
by few ‘super participants’ (Graham & Wright, 2014; Cohen, 1997).

§ Discursive equality is usually analyzed by measuring the share of voice in a 
certain online discussion (e.g., Stromer-Galley, 2007; Albrecht, 2006).

Starting Point & Aim



§ Deliberation is a demanding type of communication characterized by 
standards such as reasoning, reciprocity, respect and equality 
(e.g., Friess & Eilders, 2015; Gutman & Thompson, 2004; Young, 2000; Habermas, 1996).

§ Reciprocity could be considered to be a key dimension of deliberation in 
different readings (restrictive vs. tolerant) of the theory, serving important 
functions: 

§ Epistemic/analytic functions: learning, rationalization via truth tracking 
and error avoidance (e.g., Ercan et al., 2018; Bohman, 2007; Habermas, 2006).

§ Ethical/social functions: mutual respect, empathy, tolerance, 
community-building, trust, perceived equality (e.g., Beauvais & Bächtiger, 2016; 
Ryfe, 2006; Barber, 1984). 

Theoretical Background: Reciprocity in Deliberation



§ Previous research has shown great variance of reciprocity depending on the 
discussion and platform (Esau et al., 2017; Stromer-Galley, 2007; Wilhelm, 1998).

§ Deliberative theory suggests a qualification of different forms of reciprocity 
(e.g., Graham, 2008; Barber, 1984).  

§ Reciprocity should enable mutual understanding and implies careful 
listening, reflexivity and empathy (Graham & Witschge, 2003; Barber, 1984)

§ Reciprocity in online environments is a challenging concept due to the 
mainly textual form of communication (speakers can’t observe listening visually)

§ Replying: all reciprocal comments

§ Listening: reciprocal comments on topic, respectful and reasoned 

Reciprocity Online: Reply vs. Listening  



§ Against this background, it is important to investigate whether 
participants’ contributions differ in terms of being listened to online:

Which factors prevent or promote listening in online political discussions? 

Main Research Question



§ Drawing on four strands of research, we assume that characteristics of 
comments and users influence the distribution of listening online:

RQ1: Does argument, question and constructiveness influence listening? 
(Restrictive Concepts of Deliberation: e.g., Thompson, 2008; Habermas, 1996; Cohen, 1989; )

RQ2: Does storytelling, emotion and humor influence listening? 
(Inclusive Concepts of Deliberation: e.g., Steiner et al., 2017; Dryzek, 2000; Young, 2000)

RQ3: Does critical attitude influence listening?
(Research on Discussion Factors: Ziegele et al. forthcoming; Ziegele et al., 2014; Weber, 2014)

RQ4: Does gender, anonymity and activity influence listening 
(Research on user characteristics: e.g., Graham & Wright, 2014; Karpowitz et al., 2012; Black, 2008).

Research Questions



§ Relational content analysis of n = 1308 user comments (full sample of topic related 

threads) from citizens’ discussions on a local government sponsored online 
consultation platform (see also Esau, 2018)

§ Citizens’ online discussions on the future public use and cultivation of a 
former airport in Tempelhof (city district in Berlin, Germany)

§ Coding with brat rapid annotation tool (Stenetorp et al., 2012)

§ Coder training and coding in August and September 2017 with 5 coders

§ Intercoder Reliability: Krippendorff's α = .78 (range α = .66 – .95) 

Method & Data



Online Consultation: Tempelhofer Feld (Berlin)

>1300 user comments
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Method & Data



Coding with BRAT



Findings: Logistic Regression Analysis
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Summary: to receive listening online…. 

§ ask questions….
§ comment critically….
§ provide at least one argument…. 
§ be constructive: give solutions or summaries…
§ be humorous…
§ use a male user name….
§ be active in other discussions…
§ write 200-300 characters…
§ comment at the beginning or in the middle… 
§ and collect up-votes!



§ Clearer picture of deliberation processes:

§ Arguments, questions, critical attitude and constructiveness predicting 
listening online is good news for ‘habermasian’ reading of deliberation. 

§ With regard to more tolerant readings of deliberation, positive effects
of humor and negative effects (not significant) of storytelling and positive 
emotions need further elaboration.

§ Gender inequality in online participation:

§ Besides inequality in terms of access (e.g., Herring & Stoerger, 2014; Verba et al., 

1997) and voice (e.g., Karpowitz et al., 2012), women are also disadvantaged with 
regard to listening in online deliberation processes.  

Conclusion 
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§ Content Analysis: focusing on percentage of comments coded as replies to 
other users’ comments (e.g., Stromer-Galley, 2007; Wilhelm, 1998) à no social structure 

§ Network Analysis: focusing on links, relations and reply distributions in 
online networks (e.g., Raban & Rabin, 2009; Himelboim, 2008) à no content 

§ Content & Network: Some studies have accessed content and network 
structure (e.g., Graham, 2008; Graham & Witschge, 2003) à no combination 

§ Explaining Reciprocity: using news value theory research has identified 
‘discussion factors’ in news articles (e.g., Weber, 2013) and user comments 
(e.g., Ziegele et al., 2014) influencing reciprocity in user discussions

Backup - Reciprocity Online – Previous Research 



Backup - Frequency & Intercoder Reliability

Variable Frequency Krippendorff's α

Argumentation 66% 0.75

Storytelling 26% 0.80

Positive Emotion 18% 0.73

Negative Emotion 13% 0.78

Humor 8% 0.72

Constructiveness 5% 0.81

Question of information 7% 0.75

Question of reason 11% 0.72

Critical attitude 25% 0.81

Gender (male user name) 67% 0.90

Identification 9% 0.95

Topic relevance 98% 0.75

Respect 99% 0.66

Reply 29% 0.85

Listening 

(recalculated: topic relevant, respectful, 

argumentative replies)

23% -



Backup - Findings: Logistic Regression Analysis

Model I
Reply 

Model II
Listening

Item b-value Odds b-value Odds

Argumentation .41† 1.51 .54* 1.72
Question of information 1.51*** 4.53 1.02** 2.78
Question of reason .51† 1.66 .56* 1.75
Constructiveness .72* 2.04 .60† 1.82
Storytelling −.06 .94 −.04 .97
Positive Emotion −.78** .46 −.38 .69
Negative Emotion .11 1.11 .17 1.18
Humor .56† 1.75 .61* 1.84
Critical attitude .91*** 2.48 .99*** 2.70
Gender (Ref. cat.: male) .52* 1.67 .65** 1.91
Identification .00 1.00 −.11 .89
Activity (Ref. cat.: super participant) .25 .78 .47* .63
Length: very long (Ref. cat.) — — — —
Length: long .84 2.31 .48 1.60
Length: middle 1.09** 2.97 .94* 2.57
Length: short .76† 2.13 .37 1.45
Length: very short .90** 2.46 .75† 2.12
Position: End (Ref. cat.) — — — —
Position: Middle .85† 2.34 .73 2.07
Position: Beginning .78† 2.18 .76† 2.14
Pro/up votes .12** 1.13 .11* 1.12
Constant −3.79 −4.10
R2 (Cox & Snell) .16 .15
R2 (Nagelkerke) .23 .23

Note: n = 1,308; 0 = no reply/listening received, 1 = reply/listening received: 
***p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05; † p < .1.



Plattform Design (Moderation, Information, Themendefinition) -> Deliberative Qualität 
(Themenbezug, Argumentation, Respekt, Konstruktivität) 

0

0,1

0,2

0,3

0,4

0,5

0,6

0,7

0,8

0,9

1

Topic Relevance Reasoning Engagement Respect Constructivenss

News Forum News Websites Facebook

Ergebnisse F1: „Design Matters“-Studie

N = 231 N = 591 N = 979



Ergebnisse F1: „Jenseits klassischer 
Deliberation“-Studie

Negative Emotionen und Humor finden sich vergleichsweise häufig auf Facebook, weniger 
häufig auf Nachrichtenwebseiten und am wenigsten in Entscheidungsdiskursen („starke 
Öffentlichkeiten“).
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Ergebnisse F2: „Jenseits klassischer 
Deliberation“-Studie 

§ Emotionen, Humor und Narration treten auf der Ebene von Kommentaren
zusammen mit klassischen Merkmalen von Deliberation (z. B. 
Argumentation, Reziprozität, Respekt) auf. 

§ Positive Zusammenhänge lassen sich insb. in „starken Öffentlichkeiten“ (z. B. 
im Rahmen von Online-Partizipation) feststellen.


