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The Rise of Net-Based Public Sphere Research

› Increased debate on internet’s ability to extend the public sphere (see e.g. 
Dahlberg 2001a; Dahlgren 2005; Papacharissi, 2002; Witschge 2004)

› The rise in online research that tests deliberative claims and/or utilizes 
deliberative/public sphere ideals as a means of evaluating discussion 
forums (see e.g. Albrecht 2006; Beierle 2004; Brants 2002; Coleman 2004; 
Dahlberg 2001b; Dunne 2009; Graham 2009; Hagemann 2002; Jankowski 
& Van Os 2004; Jankowski & Van Selm 2000; Schneider 1997; Stanley, 
Weare, & Musso, 2004; Strandberg, 2008; Stromer-Galley 2002, 2003; 
Tanner, 2001; Tsaliki 2002; Van Selm, Jankowski, & Tsaliki 2002;
Wilhelm, 1999; Winkler 2002, 2005; Wojcieszak & Mutz 2009; Wright & 
Street 2007)



Everyday Political Talk

› By informal discussion forums, I am referring to those forums that 
are not bound to any formal predetermined agendas but rather to 
forums who’s primary purpose is to simply provide a 
communicative space for talk, e.g. Usenet newsgroups and news 
media message boards.

› By political talk, I am referring to everyday, informal, political 
conversation conducted freely between participants in these spaces, 
which is often spontaneous and lacks any purpose outside the 
purpose of talk for talk sake.
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Everyday Political Talk and the Public Sphere

› heavily influenced deliberative democratic theory

› Deliberative democracy involves public deliberation not only as a means of 
producing public reasoning oriented towards the common good and 
collective decision-making within formal and semi-formal settings, but 
also as a process of producing public reasoning and achieving mutual 
understanding within the more informal communicative spaces of the 
public sphere (see Dryzek 2000; Fearson 1998; Mansbridge 1999). 

› It represents practical communicative form of what Habermas calls 
communicative action (1984: 327).

› Web of informal conversations over time that prepares citizens and the 
political system at large for political action.
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Net-based Public Sphere Research

› Four the most common conditions of deliberation 
employed:

• Rational-critical debate

• Convergence

• Reciprocity

• Discursive Equality
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Rational-Critical Debate

› Much of the empirical data suggests that participants withinin informal 
political forums are discussing politics rationally, providing reasons and 
arguments with their claims (Dahlberg, 2001b; Graham 2009; Jankowski 
& Van Os 2004; Jensen 2003; Papacharissi 2004; Tanner 2001; Tsaliki 
2002; Wilhelm 1999; Winkler 2002, 2005).

› A couple exceptions (Hagmann 2002; Strandberg 2008)
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What about the critical in rational-critical debate?

› Those studies that have analyzed discussion forums for the level of 
disagreement; whether participants are being exposed to difference of 
opinions. 

› Research mixed: 

• Those that found low levels of disagreement (Davis 1999; Hill & 
Hughes 1998; Wilhelm 2000; Winkler 2005)

• Those that found high levels of disagreement, a diversity of opinions 
(Dahlberg 2001b; Jankowski & Van Os 2004; Schneider 1997; 
Stromer-Galley 2003; , Tsaliki 2002) 

› Still neglects critical reflection

• Need a method that analyzes the relationship between arguments
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Convergence

› The research suggests that achieving acts of convergence within 
informal discussion forums is uncommon (Dunne 2009; Graham 
2009; Jankowski & Van Os 2004; Jensen 2003; Strandberg 2008)

› Problems

• Should we be applying convergence to informal discussion 
forums?

• What about achieving mutual understanding?

• Level of reflexivity and communicative empathy
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Reciprocity

› Much of the empirical evidence indicates that everyday political talk in 
informal forums tends to be reciprocal (Brants 2002; Dahlberg 2001b; 
Dunne 2009; Graham 2009; Jensen 2003; Papacharissi 2004; Schneider 
1997; Tsaliki 2002; Winkler 2002, 2005).

› Few exceptions (e.g. Hagemann 2002; Strandberg 2008)

› Problem:

• Neglects social structure of the discussion

• One-to-many or many-to-one verses web of interactions

• Solution: Web of Reciprocity Matrix

• Reply perecentage indicator combined with a degree of 
centralization measurement
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Discursive Equality

› The research suggests substantial inequalities in the rate and distribution 
of participation within informal political forums (Brants 2002; Dahlberg, 
2001b; Dunne 2009; Graham 2009; Jankowski & Van Os 2004; Jankowski 
& Van Selm 2000; Jensen 2003; Schultz 2000; Winkler 2002, 2005).

› More qualitative research (e.g. Albrecht 2006) challenge the distribution of 
voice measurement. 

› Regarding substantial equality, though much of the earlier research/ 
commentary suggests a gloomy account, more recent research suggests 
that flaming and other aggressive forms of communication are infrequent 
(Albrecht 2006; Graham 2009; Hagemann 2002; Jensen 2003; 
Papacharissi 2004; Winkler 2005)

› Problem: neglects passive acts of inequality
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Gaps in the field and recommendations for future research

1. Lack of Research for Some Conditions

› Rational-Critical Debate

• Rationality

• Critical Reflection

› Coherence

› Continuity

• Extended debate

• Convergence

› Reciprocity

› Reflexivity

› Empathy
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› Discursive Equality

• Distribution of Voice

• Substantial Equality

› Structural Equality

› Discursive Freedom

› Structural Autonomy

› Sincerity

(See Graham 2009 for a detailed 
account)



Gaps and Recommendations continued…

2. Focusing mostly on the content: Towards a mixed 
methods approach

3. Beyond political communicative spaces 

4. Beyond a formal notion of deliberation

5. Beyond ‘discussion forums’
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