Echo- vs. Deliberative Chambers — Do Biased Online Discussions Threaten Direct Democracy?

1 Summary of the research plan

Many scholars claim that digitization poses a threat to opinion formation in particular and to direct democracy in
general. The dominance of interactions with like-minded in so-called “echo-chambers” may radicalize opinions and
undermine mutual understanding and compromise (see section 2.1). This is aggravated by the fact that cognitive
biases are at work that cause people to develop overconfidence in their initial opinions (i.e. motivated reasoning).
However, there might be room for a more optimistic view on digitization: Establishing so-called “deliberative
chambers” might allow for a fruitful exchange of diverse arguments and positions and enrich the process of opinion
formation. It is thus of crucial importance to understand the effects of discussions in online forums on the quality of

citizens’ opinion formation.

By conducting experiments with the help of a simulated online forum, the proposed project examines how and to
which extent discussions in online forums strengthen or weaken the quality of citizens’ opinion formation in direct
democratic campaigns (see section 2.3). Our experiment will be based on a further development of an online tool
dubbed “Smartopinion” (Wyss & Beste 2017). We will use this experimental platform to simulate asynchronous
discussions. For our purpose, we randomly assign participants to a control group and four treatment groups: 1) a
skewed forum where pro arguments dominate, 2) a skewed forum where con arguments dominate, 3) a forum where
pro and con arguments are balanced, 4) and a free choice group, where participants decide themselves in which of
the three forums they want to participate. This setup allows us to assess pivotal questions relevant to the motivated-
reasoning and echo-chamber literature: a) Are people more likely to choose online forums populated by like-minded
and do they exhibit confirmation and disconfirmation biases during discussions? b) Do skewed forums and biased
information processing lead to a polarization of opinions and undermine the epistemic potential that could be

released in balanced forums?

The proposed project addresses the following blind spots in current research on interpersonal (online) discussions
(see section 2.2): 1) While traditional experiments on interpersonal discussion are partly compromised with regard to
their internal validity, psychological experiments that are mainly concerned with internal validity involved the
creation of artificial settings where individuals are treated in isolation from each other. Simulated online forums as
proposed by this project try to consolidate these approaches by coming as close as possible to real-life online
discussions without harming an experiment’s internal validity. 2) Studies on interpersonal discussion too often rely
on an idealized notion of citizens that are free from cognitive biases. The proposed research fully integrates research
on political psychology by acknowledging processes of motivated reasoning and by capturing a voters’ competence
also in terms of the capacity to accommodate other positions (see also 2.4). 3) The only two online experiments
conducted in Switzerland were both concerned with ballot proposals on migration, which is a highly salient and
contested issue. Since interpersonal discussions and opinion formation are very context sensitive, it is imperative to

conduct research in other settings as well.

From a more practical point of view, our research bears the potential of showing ways on how democratic quality in
direct-democratic decision-making might be improved. Are “deliberative chambers” apt for fulfilling the epistemic
function of a democracy, namely the search for decisions through a fruitful exchange of arguments by its citizens?

Or do political discussions in online forums indeed deteriorate to simple “echo-chambers”?



2 Research plan
2.1 Relevance with regard to the issues addressed in the call

Digitization affects politics and, particularly, the formation of political opinions. While in the past, political opinions
wete formed through personal talks or by considering traditional newspapers, official information brochures or
campaign information, the modern citizen now also uses online communication platforms in addition to - or
sometimes instead of - conventional information channels. Up to now, the consequences of this development on

citizens’ political opinions are not well understood.

In the 1970s, the digitization of opinion formation processes was believed to be an instrument for direct and
uncomplicated communication and a means to enlightened opinion formation, leading to a strengthening of political
participation (Hindman 2009; Kneuer 2015; Rheingold 1993). The initial euphoria was soon replaced by
disillusionment: the cost of using and processing inputs was not lowered by digitization (Cornfield & Arterton
1997). Hopes of an increase of the quality of democratic participation were raised again by the Internet 2.0, only to
be disappointed even further. The reputation of the internet as medium for political discussions and opinion
formation began to plummet: online platforms have a tendency to foster discussions only among ideologically like-
minded, leading to the creation of so-called “echo-chambers”. This, in turn, leads to polarization and radicalization
of opinions instead of generating mutual understanding and compromise (Sunstein 2002). In addition, the internet’s
oligopolic and unregulated structure leaves the door open for third-party actors trying to influence communication
and opinion formation processes by distributing fake news and using manipulative psychometric profiling in
database driven campaigns (Allcott & Gentzkow 2017; Cadwalladr 2017). What was thought of as a “refreshing
elixir “ (in German: “Erfrischungselixier”) (Kneuer 2015), seems to end up as a democratic threat: what if, in the
end, the legitimacy of democratic outcomes declines due to a loss of confidence in the process of opinion

formation, as Tambini (2018) demonstrates for the Brexit vote in the UK?

In Switzetland, empirical studies show that political processes are not yet fundamentally changed by digitization and
social media (Bitikofer & Willi 2017; Lutz & Lebert 2017). For young Swiss citizens, however, the dominant
position of leading traditional newspapers is crumbling. A decreasing level of trust in traditional media and
journalists makes young people rely more strongly on online news sources such as social media and free and more
heterogeneous online news services (DS] 2017; f6g 2016). Thus, the situation in Switzerland might be changing in
the future: in fact, digitization in the context of public opinion formation could soon gain momentum (Bitikofer &

Willi 2017).

Digitization poses two challenges for the opinion formation processes in Swiss direct democracy: In the first line,
there is a challenge to understand how and to which extent discussions in online forums strengthen or weaken the
quality of opinion formation in direct democracy. Second, there is a challenge to understand whether and how we

could shape digitalization so that it does not negatively affect political opinion formation.

This second challenge depends closely on the assumption that digitization should not solely be viewed as a menace
to democracy. A digital society also offers new possibilities for argumentative exchanges where individuals are not
limited by time and place. The internet enables citizens to get access to a wide range of positions and arguments on
an indefinite variety of issues. Establishing so-called “deliberative chambers”, i.e. chambers that allow for a fruitful
exchange of diverse arguments and positions, could thus enrich the process of direct democratic decision making
(e.g. Helbing & Klauser 2017). Yet, from a scientific perspective, these claims might be premature as we have only

weak insights in the performance and effectivity of such tools: Will the tools perform as predicted by theory? Will



citizens be willing and able to enter such “deliberative chambers” and to rationally update their initial opinions on an

argument-based pathway?

2.2 State of research and need for research

According to participatory democrats, democracy should not be left to political experts and elected representatives
who take more or less responsive decisions; democracy should be about public discourse (Barber 1984; Pateman
1979; Warren 1992). Several scholars have acknowledged the potential of anonymity of online discussions for
stimulating desirable public discourse, arguing that the former may be more egalitarian (e.g., Moore 2016; Siegel et
al. 1986; see also Strandberg & Gronlund 2014: 93) and that people might be more willing to air their true
preferences, even if this results in disagreement when discussing online (Boyles 2010; Stromer-Galley 2003; see Price
2009: 43; but see also Witschge 2004: 115 f.). From an epistemic point of view, this is a desirable feature, since a
crucial function of a democracy is to “produce preferences, opinions and decisions that are appropriately informed
by facts and logic and are the outcome of substantive and meaningful consideration of relevant reasons”

(Mansbridge et al. 2012).

However, we do know from political psychology that information processing is biased (e.g., Taber & Lodge 2000;
Taylor & Fiske 1991; see Steenbergen 2010). Scholar often refer to “motivated reasoning”, a prominent
psychological account of how people process political information (Kunda 1990; Mutz 2007; Slothuus & de Vreese
2010). A basic premise is that information processing is frequently aimed at directional goals, i.e. at a defense and
maintenance of previously obtained values and identities, rather than at accuracy goals, i.e. at forming opinions that
are evidence-based (Slothuus & de Vreese 2010). Motivated reasoning “occurs at every step of information
processing, from setting goals, to gathering and evaluating evidence from the outside or from memory, to
constructing inferences and judgments” (Mendelberg 2002: 168). Consequently, motivated reasoners have a broad
set of innovative cognitive strategies at their disposal that all serve to find and interpret evidence to support their
initial opinion (Kunda 1990). The strategies are, for instance, biased information search (Taber & ILodge 2000),
biased evaluation of information (Bechtel et al. 2015; Jerit & Barabas 2012; Taber & Lodge 2006), biased
assimilation (Corner et al. 2012), and identity-protective cognition (Kahan 2013). These considerations are a source
of pessimism regarding public discourse, because motivated reasoning might hinder platform visitors to engage in
deliberative activities. Instead, they only look for more information that corroborate their intuitive feelings. A likely
consequence is that they leave the platform with more confidence in their initial opinions. Hence, scholars predict
that cognitive biases related to motivated reasoning cause opinions to polarize (Sunstein 2002; Taber & Lodge

2006).

On the basis of the argumentative theory of reasoning, Mercier and Landemore (2012) offer a theoretical account
why cognitive biases in public discussions do not necessarily produce biased opinions. They argue that cognitive
biases in collective contexts are not flaws, but turn to “evolutionary” advantages. When individuals attempt to
explain policy positions to their fellows and engage in mutual justification, they are incentivized to highlight the
validity of their opinions based on universally intelligible reasons, while concurrently seecking flaws in dissenting
arguments (Mercier & Landemore 2012; Mercier & Sperber 2011). If these activities are performed iteratively and
mutually, cognitive biases will thus lead to an efficient division of cognitive labor where proponents of vatrious
conclusions put forward their own arguments, eventually leading to “epistemically sounder beliefs” (Mercier &

Landemore 2012: 248). Public discussions thus enable individuals to become aware of their own blind spots and



reduce polatizing effects. Yet, while Mercier and Landemore have in mind face-to-face discussions, it remains

unclear whether their argument applies also to discussions in online forums.

However, it is widely unknown how opinion formation in online forums works. We highlight three blind spots: the
first blind spot in linking research on online discussions to opinion formation is tied to the fact that experimental
control of interpersonal communication is limited. Even under highly favorable conditions, e.g. where individuals
are randomly assigned to discussion groups and trained facilitators are present to maintain certain basic civility rules,
there is considerable variation in individual participation and in the content of the discussion (Gerber 2015; Gerber
et al. 2014). Internal validity of so-called deliberative experiments is further impaired by the fact that they are
frequently based on a “package of interventions” (Mutz 2006: 59), such as the provision of information, the
possibility to listen to experts and politicians. This makes it difficult to disentangle the effect of the discussion itself
(Iyengar et al. 2003; Luskin et al. 2000; Strandberg & Gronlund 2012; but see Baccaro et al. 2016, Bichtiger et al.
2011, Wyss & Beste 2017). Thus, while classic deliberative experiments are partly compromised with regard to their
internal validity, psychological experiments that were mainly concerned with internal validity involved the creation

of artificial settings where individuals are treated in isolation from each other (Hansen 2004: 49f).

A second blind spot in the study of interpersonal discussions is that scholars too often rely upon an idealized notion
of citizens that are free from any psychological constraints and changes their opinions after unbiased and careful
reflection in the light of the better argument (Habermas 1984: 21). Recognizing that deliberating citizens will not end
up at purely rational opinions, Barabas (2004) suggests the concept of “opinion updating”, according to which the
formation of opinion always depends on prior information that is updated with new information. In this line of
research, scholars have proposed to focus on voters’ argumentative repertoire (Cappella et al. 2002), attitude
constraints (Sturgis et al. 2005) or cognitive complexity (Beste & Wyss 2014; Brundidge et al. 2014). All these
concepts do not necessarily imply that opinions converge towards “rational consensus” based on the better
argument. However, they still relate to the epistemic quality of opinions and address that informed voters base their

decisions on epistemic considerations.

Last but not least, it is surprising how little research on this topic has been conducted in Switzerland. In the Swiss
context, opinion formation plays a major role in daily politics. Swiss citizens might be better informed due to their
extensive political participation rights (see Benz & Stutzer 2004; Bernhard & Buhlmann 2015). The only two online
experiments conducted in Switzerland were both concerned with popular votes on migration, which is a highly
salient and contested issue (Béchtiger et al. 2011; Pedrini 2014; Wyss & Beste 2017). There is a controversy whether
issue saliency increases or decreases the willingness to engage in deliberation. While Fung (2003) argues that non-
salient issues are more conducive to open-mindedness, psychologists claim that the willingness to diligently consider
information and arguments is higher in cases where stakes are high (Petty et al. 1983). For Switzerland, Colombo
(2016b) recently demonstrated empirically that voters’ argumentations in direct democracy are less elaborate when
facing issue complexity and elite polarization but more elaborate when campaigns are intense. Thus, future research

needs to consider different issues as well as different campaign contexts.

Our research project focuses on citizen discussions in online forums during actual campaigns for Swiss national
votes while taking political psychological insights fully into account. In more concrete terms, we propose an
experimental procedure to investigate both the negative consequences of online discussions and the potential of
“deliberative chambers” that put special emphasis on balance of arguments in a forum. The core of our proposal is a
novel tool that allows to manipulate and control for crucial aspects of online discussions, especially the information

posted in the forum. Our tool will enable us to simulate real discussions in online forums which we analyze with



regard to (biased) information processing, the polarization (or depolarization) of opinions as well as the degree to

which posterior opinions are epistemically sound.

2.3. Detailed research plan

We seck to answer the question of how and to which extent discussions in online forums strengthen or weaken the
quality of citizens’ opinion formation in direct democratic campaigns. Since our focus here is on the key issue of
information processing, we analyze and evaluate the consequences of two kinds of well-known biases in the context
of online discussions: 1) The aspect that users prefer to visit forums which are populated by people with congruent
opinions (skewed forums) and 2) the aspect that users tend to discard postings incongruent to their own opinions

(cognitive biases). Both aspects are major sources of skewness of online discussions.

Research targets and hypotheses

Our experimental study draws from three sets of hypotheses. A first set of hypotheses relates to the prevalence of
confirmation and disconfirmation biases: we predict that people choose online forums congruent to their own
opinions (H1a) and, within forums, they tend to look for information that confirms those priors (H1b). Drawing
from Taber & Lodge (20006), we further predict that a person who receives arguments congruent or incongruent to
his or her priors will either uncritically accept congruent evidence or oppose incongruent evidence (Hlc). We also
expect the aforementioned effects to be strongest when citizens have strong priors (H1d). In the study of Taber and
Lodge (20006), participants with strong attitudes and a high political knowledge were more susceptible to these

effects compared to participants with weak attitudes.

Our second set of hypotheses concerns the effect of online forums on the strength of posterior opinions: We draw
from Taber and Lodge (2006) and predict that the more cognitively biased argument processing is (i.e. confirmation
and disconfirmation bias), the more polarized participants’ opinions will be (H2a). Similarly, we expect opinion
polarization to take place for the participants attending skewed forums where congruent arguments dominate (H2b).
However, it is relatively unclear what happens if citizens are exposed to a large number of incongruent arguments
(i.e. participants in the skewed forum where incongruent arguments dominate). It might be that the perceived attack
on one’s beliefs leads to a boomerang effect (Byme & Hart 2009; Hart & Nisbet 2012; Tormala & Petty 2002)

creating an urge to defend one’s position and thus enhances the polarization effect (H2c).

The third set of hypotheses addresses the level to which posterior opinions are epistemically sound, which we
measure by the concepts of cognitive complexity, ambivalence, and argumentative repertoire. The three concepts
target epistemic aspects of political opinion formation as they are concerned with the awareness of opponents’
perspectives and the awareness of related trade-offs such as conflicting values and beliefs. Accordingly, in our first
hypothesis of this set, we predict in a similar vein that the more skewed the forum (H3a) and the more biased
argument processing is (H3b), the less epistemically sound are participants’ posterior opinions. Hence, in the
balanced group, we expect participants to yield highest scores on argument repertoire, cognitive complexity, and
ambivalence. Again, we are pessimistic about the epistemic advancement in the forum dominated by incongruent
arguments. We assume that in this forum (H3c), participants petrceive the urge to defend their position and that their
postetior opinions thus remain strongly anchored in their initial opinions (Byme & Hart 2009; Hart & Nisbet 2012;
Tormala & Petty 2002).



Experimental setup

We conduct experiments in a simulated online forum. By the term “simulated”, we let participants believe that they
are part of a real online discussion. Hence, the forums are pre-equipped with a certain number of postings. To
maximize authenticity, we draw the postings from real online discussions in the eatly phase of voting campaigns.
Participants are allowed to read, rate and add postings. Yet, we carefully ensure that participants cannot influence
other participants’ opinion formation. Thus, the newly entered postings and ratings are concealed from other
participants. Experimentation with simulated forums have recently gained popularity (Buder 2015; Feinkohl et al.
2016). They have the advantage to come as close as possible to real-life online discussions, without harming an

experiment’s internal validity (see blind spot 2 in chapter 2.2).

Our experiment will be based on a further development of an online tool dubbed “Smartopinion” (Wyss & Beste
2017). The tool was funded by the NCCR Democracy project and was developed in collaboration with Politools,
Bern. Smartopinion is conceptualized as an experimental platform, allowing the deployment of different
communication formats, both in synchronous and asynchronous ways. Most frequently, we experimented with an
argumentative tree, partly modelled on the “Deliberatorium”, an online deliberative forum developed by Mark Klein
(2012). The goal of this tool is to organize effective political discussion with a large amount of participants. In its
first version, the tool featured an artificial moderator, a support chat, and the opportunity for running participant
surveys before, during, and after the discussion process. Smartopinion has been successfully applied to a variety of
topics, such as the initiative on enforcing the expulsion initiative (Durchsetzungsinitiative) in April 2015 (Wyss &

Beste 2017), or in the context of citizens’ democratic preferences in Germany (Goldberg et al. 2018).

For the current project, we plan to adapt Smartopinion to our own needs. In concrete terms, we combine
Smartopinion with a simulated online forum that is drawn from a currently popular social media platform. We make
sure that the forum looks and performs as realistically as possible. This is crucial since we want to maximize the

external validity of our experiments without requiring alternate technical skills of people participating in this forum.

Regarding recruitment, we strive for a representative sample of Swiss citizens, both German and French speakers.
The recruiting process is outsourced to an external company (Qualtrics). At the beginning of the experiment, we
randomly assign participants to a control group and four treatment groups: 1) a pro group, 2) a con group, 3) a
balanced group, 4) and a free choice group. Participants of the pro and con groups have access to a skewed forum
towards the pro or con position.]1 In the balanced forum, the pro and con side are equally represented. The
members of the free choice group decide themselves in which of the three forums they want to participate: either

the pro, the con or the balanced forum. The members of the control group cannot access any forum.

Key variables

Our main dependent variables are the polarization of opinions towards the pro and con side of the popular vote, the
degree of cognitive complexity, as well as the change in ambivalence and argumentative repertoire. Following Taber
and Lodge (20006), we will measure polarization using an additive scale on the different aspects of the popular vote.
Additionally, we will include a question concerning the accordance with the proposal of the popular vote on a scale
from -100 (completely disagree) to 100 (completely agree). Cognitive complexity captures “the degree to which an

individual perceives, distinguishes and integrates topical dimensions” and thus also a “subject’s capacity to

1 In the skewed forums, the dominant position represents 80% of the postings. Shortly before the experiment, we
perform pretests to ensure that the pro and contra coding of the postings is confirmed unambiguously by a set of
independent people.



accommodate for conflicting goals” (Brundidge 2014; Wyss et al. 2015: 637). We will measure it by asking
participants to write a little essay in which they explain and justify their personal stance on the voting subject
(Tausczik & Pennebaker 2010). Ambivalence captures the amount of negative as well as positive sentiments an
individual has with regard to an issue and is cleatly separated from indifference where an individual has no or only
weak feelings about an issue (Lavine et al. 2012; Rudolph 2005). We ask participants about their positive and
negative assessments independently instead of asking them directly whether they have mixed feelings about the issue
in question. Contrary to direct measures where respondents are only asked whether they have mixed feelings about
an issue, an indirect measure captures the potential ambivalence, i.e. ambivalent feelings that respondents might not
yet be aware of (Petty et al. 20006). The third concept to be applied is the “argumentative repertoire” (Cappella et al.
2002) and consists of an index formed out of the number of relevant reasons a person holds in favor and against a
certain issue. Of course, the participants are asked about socio-demographic characteristics and political attitudes.

Current campaign and opinion research serves as a template.

Research agenda
Figure 1 outlines our research agenda graphically.

Figure 1: Research outline
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Research team and collaborations

The proposed project will mainly be conducted by Prof. Dr. Marc Bithlmann, Dr. Marléne Gerber and Dr. Anja
Heidelberger, the board of directors of Année Politique Suisse (APS). Marc Bithlmann has experience in managing
research projects and great expertise in the Swiss political system, foremost in direct democratic opinion formation
(e.g. Bihlmann 2015a, b, 2017, 2018). Marlene Gerber is a proven researcher of deliberative processes and has
experience in conducting experiments and surveys (e.g. Gerber 2015; Gerber & Mueller 2017; Gerber et al. 2016).
The same applies to Anja Heidelberger who also has excellent knowledge on political participation and voting

behavior (e.g. Heidelberger 2018; Heidelberger & Wirz 2015; Vatter & Heidelberger 2013, 2014).

The team is completed with two experts in the field of online deliberative experiments: Prof. Dr. André Bachtiger
(University of Stuttgart) whose research focuses on the potential of citizen deliberation in direct democracy and the

deliberative abilities of ordinary citizens (e.g. Bichtiger & Beste 2017; Bichtiger & Parkinson 2018; Bichtiger et al.
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2018). His vast experience in the domain of empitical deliberation and deliberative experiments will help us in the
achievement of our research goals. Dr. des. Dominik Wyss has developed a prototype of a discussion tool that will
be adapted to serve as our main discussion platform. Additionally, he has published widely on the subject of online
discussions in the context of experimental designs (e.g. Bichtiger & Wyss 2013; Goldberg et al. 2018; Lindell et al.
2016; Wyss & Beste 2017; Wyss et al. 2015). Finally, Guillaume Zumofen started in 2017 as a PhD student at the
APS and is interested in individual opinion formation (e.g. Zumofen 2018; Zumofen et al. 2018). Since there is an
overlap between our proposed project and his PhD project mainly in terms of the methodological approach, he will
assist us in survey preparation and data handling. Moreover, as a native French speaker, he will translate the planned

surveys to French.

Timetable

Table 1: Timetable

2018 2019 2020
9 10 11 121 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12| 1 2

1. Clarify open issues

2. Implementation of tool

3. Surveys

Pretest

Development & test of survey concept
Survey 1 (Februar 2019), wave 1
Survey 1 (Februar 2019), wave 2
Survey 2 (May 2019), wave 1

Survey 2 (May 2019), wave 2

4. Data analysis

Data cleansing
Data analysis

5. Final report

Budget

We will conduct our survey based on a representative sample of Swiss citizens entitled to take part in popular votes
in collaboration with Qualtrics. This company allows us to program our surveys independently; the research team
has extant experience in programming online surveys. We have collaborated with Qualtrics before, and the company

offered the recruitment at reasonable prices (about CHF 70’000 for a panel with 3°000 to 4000 respondents).



Table 2: Budget

Budget positions Budget in CHF
Research Funds

Survey 1 70°000

Survey 2 70°000
Salaries

Dominik Wyss 517750

(18 months, 30%, Post-Doc)

Guillaume Zumofen 27°600

(18 months, 20%, PhD student)

Collaboration costs

Collaboration with André 3’000
Bichtiger (travel expenses)

Total: requested project costs 222’350

2.4 Innovation potential and subsequent research prospects
The planned project has both scientific and political relevance.

Scientifically, we attempt to get a more thorough view on opinion formation processes in the digitized sphere by
combining research on democratic deliberation with political psychology. Our focus on direct-democratic votes in
Switzerland allows us to examine the pootly researched topic of opinion formation in direct democratic settings. In
this context, the new possibilities of digitized discussions play an important role. Even though the use of new
internet technologies is growing rapidly (for current figures see Latzer et al. 2017) and social media seems to play an
increasing role in voting campaigns (Rauchfleisch and Vogler 2018), there are hardly any empirical analyses on the
impact of internet-based tools on opinion formation in Swiss voting campaigns (see section 2.2). Methodologically,
we also innovate by examining opinion formation processes in simulated online discussions using experimental

procedures (see section 2.3).

With regard to subsequent research prospects on political opinion formation, we see several avenues. For example,
traditional research on public opinion has largely relied on measuring citizen competence by counting correct
answers to a bunch of knowledge questions (e.g., Benz and Stutzer 2004; Delli Carpini & Keeter 1996). This
approach may be limiting (Colombo 2016a: 54 ff.): by defining voter competence as epistemic soundness of
opinions (see section 2.3), we therefore connect with research in political psychology on cognitive complexity (see
Brundidge et al. 2014; see also Colombo 2016a). The concept of cognitive complexity to political science is rather
new and research prospects in this field are numerous. Future research might thus want to identify factors that
hamper and foster cognitive complexity, such as highly polarized or complex issues or the effect of argumentatively
balanced online discussions in the context of “deliberative chambers”. With regard to the latter, the argumentative
theory of reasoning stresses the importance of a “back and forth of arguments and counterarguments” for the
creation of epistemically sound opinions (Mercier 2015: 7). This is something we cannot fully examine with our
simulated online forums where interaction is limited. In order to pursue this promising line of research, one would
need to closely examine reasoning processes in genuine online discussions. Related to this is the question whether
and to what degree reasoning processes in asynchronous discussion forums, i.e. forums where people are not
required to be present simultaneously, are comparable to those detected in synchronous and thus more interactive

discussion forums. Up to now, research on this topic is sparse (Wyss and Beste 2017: 216).



From a more practical point of view, knowing how online forums are used and how they influence opinions is of
great importance for the Swiss political system. To date, the standard story is that the internet bears the danger of
distorting algorithms reinforcing our initial opinions, which in the end might hamper mutual understanding and
desirable public discourse (see section 2.1). By the same token, digitization also offers new prospects for dialogue.
Critics of the current situation have urged for the creation of an independent and credible online platform where
people interact with others holding dissimilar views and/or where attention-mediation metrics aim at providing
individuals with facts or arguments hitherto unknown to them (Helbing & Klauser 2017). Research on this subject is
still scarce, but first results indicate that people participating in carefully designed online tools are willing and able to
elaborate on their arguments and that their opinions do not polarize (Bichtiger et al. 2011; Wyss forthcoming).
Besides, online-platforms might also foster the exchange between office holders and their electorate (Neblo et al.
2017). It is also because of the declining participation at the local level that the Swiss government has asked

scientists to “find ways to improve the democratic quality of their referenda” (ibid. 915).

Evidence and experience collected in the project at hand opens up numerous ways to conduct follow-up research
that could be undertaken most comprehensively within the framework of the planned National Research
Programmes on “digital change in the economy and society”. For example, it remains to be explored whether
citizens would in fact be interested and willing to make use of deliberative online-platforms. From research on
patticipation at popular votes we know that the potential for participation is not yet exhausted (Bihlmann 2014: 77)
and that political participation is selective (Dermont 2016, Sciarini et al. 2016, Serdilt 2013) and biased
(Heidelberger 2018, Kriesi 2005; Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont 2016). Should we find that similar mechanisms
are at work when it comes to participation in online discussion forums, this would imply that their epistemic
potential cannot be fully realized. However, there is evidence that groups that are traditionally more marginalized in

daily politics might regard such settings as “partial alternative to politics as usual” (Neblo et al. 2010: 560).

Ultimately, as a semi-direct democratic political system, Switzerland offers the unique opportunity to honor an
inherent promise of democracy, namely the search for decisions through a fruitful exchange of arguments by its
citizens. Whether and how this promise can in fact be realized, remains to be seen. Our findings can advance our
knowledge about the role of (online) discussion and deliberation and thus advance the debate on direct democracy,

which is increasingly seen as a tool to renew democracies worldwide.
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