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Abstract:  Scholars of IT and society have been especially interested in the transformative potential of the Internet.  One attractive possibility is that the Internet could become a much expanded public sphere stimulating a socially and politically engaged public.  Thus, the Internet might effect a transformation of citizenship—in the conceptions people have of their role as citizens and in their conduct of that role.  This chapter examines whether and how online political deliberation affects citizenship and the communicative conditions for these effects.  It reviews research findings regarding the influence of online engagement on attitude change and polarization in group discussions and on the political knowledge and sophistication of participants.  Perhaps the most important transformative impact of the Internet may be on deep conceptions pertinent to citizenship—"psychological-structural" effects.  This chapter examines research findings regarding conceptions of authority, identification with the citizen role, and use of communicative rationality.
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Introduction

Many scholars of information technology and society have been attracted to accounts of vibrant public spheres such as Rheingold's WELL (2000) and Aiken's Minnesota E-Democracy (Aikens 1996).  These examples recall features of Habermas's (1989) seminal description of the rich literary and political public sphere of London's 18th-century coffee houses.  That public sphere substantially disappeared.  Much of the 20th century involved a decline in the public spaces in which an engaged public could imaginably revive.  Not surprisingly, the advent of the Internet raised hopes that this historically unparalleled social space could revitalize the public sphere.  By drastically reducing the costs of interaction and of information, the Internet has provided a widespread capacity for intensive and informed public discussion of culture and politics.  The hope, then, is that the Internet might effect fundamental changes on society and politics—particularly by fostering a more engaged, networked, and vibrant public.

The Internet may effect social change in several ways.  Such change might be technologically determined—change in which the dominant factor is technology itself.  For example, the sudden introduction of automatic weapons in an oppressed peasant society would likely alter existing power structures.  The mere presence of the Internet has not, however, suddenly resulted in a global WELL-like sphere involving hundreds of millions of highly engaged participants.  The original WELL was made up of intelligentsia:  writers, reporters, academics, and artists.  As such, it may have been unrealistic to project that an Internet with a broad public would automatically form a WELL-like public sphere.  Likewise, Minnesota E-Democracy and other similar projects involve people who select themselves to participate in intensive political discussion.  They represent a sliver of the broader public.  Millions of people do take advantage of the Internet public sphere; that number is growing; and the Internet is increasingly important for politics.  Nevertheless, only a fraction of the public is seriously politically active online, as is the case in face-to-face political activity.  Technology is fundamentally a tool, and as such can be used in many different ways.  Innovations are typically adopted by preexisting organizational actors to further their interests, not to fundamentally alter existing structural arrangements that favor these actors (Webster 1995; McChesney, Wood et al. 1998).  It should be no surprise that the Internet has been more rapidly adopted for e-commerce than e-revolution.

Nevertheless, hope remains for another possibility for the transformative effect of the Internet.  New technologies may open up a space for new organizational and social structural arrangements.  Indeed, the adoption of technologies may have unintended long-term effects on social organization and structure.  The Gutenberg press, for example, aided the dissemination of knowledge and news over hundreds of years, thereby contributing to the possibility of an educated, informed, and organized middle class that pressed for and won democracy in Western Europe.  Many of the articles in this volume discuss the possibilities for new social arrangements introduced by the Internet.  The Internet may effect change by greatly lowering the cost of political organizing, perhaps empowering grassroots voices on crucial issues.

Organizational and social structural changes in and of themselves, however, will likely not be enough to engage the public.  While the Internet may create ever more powerful social networking sites and tools for political organizing, if only a few percent of the public is remotely motivated to engage in intensive political participation then these tools will mobilize only a small fraction of the public.  Many political scientists believe that the preponderance of citizens are uninformed, unsophisticated, and apathetic with respect to politics (Converse 1964; Neuman 1986; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Gilens 2000; Kinder 2002).  Organizational and social structural changes may create contexts in which people become more interested in and engaged with politics, but ultimately a psychological change must take place within the participants.

This chapter will especially explore this third possibility for transformative effects of the Internet—psychological structural transformation.  These are changes that take place in the basic organization of the mind, fundamentally altering how people interact with the world.  Such transformation has occurred throughout history, with important consequences.  Habermas (1989) discusses the development of a self-reflective (reflexive) subjectivity in bourgeois coffee house society, one that necessarily led to a growing interest in social and eventually political concerns.  Giddens (1991; 1992) likewise describes modernity in terms of the development of growing reflexivity—with people increasingly becoming decision makers capable of self-reflection and change.  

While modern people and social organization are more reflexive than those of the Middle Ages, room for improvement remains.  Research on authoritarianism (Altemeyer 1981; Altemeyer 1996; Jost, Glaser et al. 2003; Jost 2006; Muhlberger 2007) finds that many people desire low cognitive engagement and simplistic and troublesome socio-political understandings.  For example, Stenner (2005) shows that authoritarianism accounts for 45% of the variance in an index of racial, religious, and political intolerance in U.S. General Social Survey data from 1990-2000.  Muhlberger (2007) discusses evidence that authoritarianism is associated with low levels of cognitive development, particularly with respect to political, social, and ethical understandings.  Authoritarianism declines with education and life experiences (Altemeyer 1988), offering hope that this and other contributors to low socio-political sophistication might be affected by more challenging cognitive environments, especially the now widely available Internet public sphere.  

This chapter will examine research that bears on the possibly transformative effect of online political engagement on citizenship—the conceptions people have of their role as citizens and their conduct of that role.  It reviews nascent research findings regarding the influence of online engagement on attitude change and polarization in group discussions and on the political knowledge and sophistication of participants.  These findings may point to potential socio-political and psychological changes that could result from online engagement.  More direct evidence of psychological-structural changes will be examined with respect to findings on conceptions of authority, identification with the citizen role, and utilization of communicative rationality.  This chapter will focus heavily on findings from research on organized political deliberations.  Because deliberations are more tightly controlled and directed, any consequences may be more readily apparent than they would be in research on less structured political discussion on the Internet.  Nevertheless, positive results with respect to deliberation clarify what effects may be present in less structured discussion.

Group Polarization

A considerable literature indicates that discussions of issues in groups often results in attitudes becoming more extreme in the direction of the group members' average initial inclination (Myers and Bishop 1971; Petty, Wegener et al. 1997)—that is, group polarization.  Tightly controlled laboratory experiments indicate that such polarization can be appeciably worsened in particular online settings (Spears, Lea et al. 1990; Lea and Spears 1991; Postmes, Spears et al. 1998; Spears, Postmes et al. 2002).  In his alarming and widely-read Republic.com, Sunstein (2001) seizes on these findings to argue that the Internet will fragment society into a multiplicity of mutually hostile belief groups.  Sunstein maintains the Internet will have highly adverse effects on democracy and civilization.  This would certainly count as a transformative socio-political effect of the Internet, albeit a negative one.  A closer look at the theory and evidence does not support Sunstein's generalizations and may hint at unusual social psychological processes in online discussion.

Spears and his colleagues (Spears, Lea et al. 1990; Lea and Spears 1991; Postmes, Spears et al. 1998; Spears, Postmes et al. 2002) have developed a Social Identity and Deindividuation (SIDE) model of polarization effects.  In essence, they theorize that, unlike in face-to-face settings, online settings do not provide automatic reminders of personal identity.  There are few contextual cues that focus attention back on the self.  Thus, people online readily become "deindividuated"—they forget themselves.  American psychologists focus on one potential outcome of deindividuation, namely disinhibition.  With no attention focused on themselves, people forget the standards and constraints they apply to their own social behavior.  This can lead to behavior such as "flaming," which people tend to do more readily online (Kiesler, Siegel et al. 1984).  

European psychologists such as Spears, in contrast, focus on another possible outcome of deindividuation.  Having lost focus on themselves, such individuals might also be more susceptible to the substitution of social group standards and constraints for their own, if they are reminded of these.  The attitude polarizing effects of group norms in face-to-face groups should be even greater when people are deindividuated.  In a series of experiments, Spears et al. find that people in certain online settings who are reminded of group identities and norms do indeed show stronger convergence toward pre-discussion group mean opinion.  Sunstein suggests that reminders of group identities and norms will be especially strong on the Internet, because he believes people will seek out and find likeminded discussion partners, thus further strengthening group identity.

It is an open question, however, to what degree this online group polarization mechanism applies to the real Internet as opposed to laboratory experiments.  Spears et al. impose tight controls in their experiments to insure that participants indeed experience conditions maximal for deindividuation.  Their online experiments often constrain conversation to less than half an hour.  Participants are required to avoid using each other's names and are task focused; therefore they presumably do not share personal information.  Reminders of group identity occur many times and are enforced with programming.  Deindividuation may be less intense in real Internet political discourse, in which people may share names and personal information and long-term conversation forums can develop greater intimacy.  Baym's (1995) ethnographic study of online discussion among soap opera fans finds that these conversations are often highly personal and the groups have developed mechanisms to circumvent depersonalization.  Finally, group identity reminders on the real Internet are often less insistent and more fragmented.  Deindividuation may still occur on the Internet, but would likely be less potent than in laboratory experiments.

Studies of the polarizing effects of the real Internet are not supportive of Sunstein's grim polarization scenario.  In a representative sample survey of Pittsburgh residents, Muhlberger (2004) finds that key political attitudes and values are no more extreme for those who discuss politics online than for those who discuss offline.  If indeed Internet political discussion polarizes views on discussion topics, it seems plausible that such discussion will also polarize people by political ideology, party identification, and values such as egalitarianism, economic individualism, traditionalism, humanitarianism, and racism.  Instead, no polarization was found.  In the Virtual Agora Project study of almost 600 Pittsburgh residents who participated in a democratic deliberation experiment, Muhlberger (2005) finds no evidence of individual views converging, from pre- to post-discussion, to the pre-discussion group mean of others in their discussion groups.  The study does find moderate convergence to the post-discussion group mean of other discussants.  Participants closed about half the distance between their initial views and the post-discussion mean of others in their groups.  Importantly, there is no significant difference in convergence between online and face-to-face groups.  Thus, online political discussions proved no more polarizing than offline discussions.  In a qualitative study of online discussion group members, Stromer-Galley's (2002) respondents report that they value the diverse views they hear on the Internet.  These studies are limited in scope—they cover a few discussion groups or look at a sample of a city.  Nevertheless Sunstein's claims are made without definitive research regarding the real Internet.

The Virtual Agora Project (Muhlberger 2005) hints that some unusual psychological processes may be at work in political engagement.  First, attitudes converged to the post-discussion group mean, not the pre-discussion group mean as would be expected by the polarization literature.  Perhaps, tasked as citizens to consider the evidence, these groups synthesized a new collective position.  Convergence may be due to information, not simple conformity.  Second, deindividuation appears to have been at work in the Virtual Agora Project with respect to other outcomes, but not attitude polarization.  As discussed below, online discussion had effects on participants' tendencies to manipulate others in discussion, effects consistent with the Spears et al. Social Identity and Deindividuation (SIDE) model.  Thus, The Virtual Agora Project did seem to create SIDE effects in a more natural online discussion context, but these effects do not result in attitude polarization.  Perhaps online political deliberation necessarily evokes a norm of objectivity that undermines attitude polarization effects.  Online political deliberation may thus have potentially transformative effects—causing people to contemplate new positions and decrease their tendency toward group think.  These possibilities require further research.

Online and offline political discussion that evokes citizenship may result in unexpected psychological processes because people can shift between the strategic rationality that guides many everyday actions and a communicative rationality that guides community-oriented reasoning and action (Habermas 1984).  Ross and Ward (1996) provide experimental evidence that people apply strategic or communicative rationality depending on contextual cues.  In this research, participants were divided into two groups that played the same prisoner's dilemma game.  The only difference was that one group was told they were playing the "community building" game while the other was told it was playing the "Wall Street" game.  Unsurprisingly, collaboration was significantly higher among those who played the game under the "community building" label.  The label may have highlighted community-oriented identities and ethics, resulting in greater cooperation.

Attitude Change, Political Knowledge, And Political Sophistication

Several authors have proposed that political deliberation, especially online deliberation, may help solve the problem of the public in liberal democracies.  As previously discussed, much of the public appears to be ill-informed and unsophisticated with respect to political issues, raising the question of how democracy itself can survive.  Fishkin and his colleagues (Fishkin 1991; Fishkin 1995; Fishkin 1997; Fishkin and Laslett 2003) hold out the hope that democratic deliberation among citizens can yield a better informed and sophisticated public worthy of a democracy.  In essence, they propose using a fragment of deliberative democracy to solve the problems of liberal democracy.  An informed public would indeed be politically transformative.  This work is promising, though the causal mechanism requires far more research.  Online deliberation offers special promise for addressing mass ignorance of politics and policy because it is vastly less expensive and more practical than face-to-face discussion, especially for geographically dispersed participants.

In their now more than 20 large deliberation efforts with representative population samples in several states and nations, Fishkin and his collaborators find evidence that deliberative participation can create more informed publics.  In about two of every three large deliberations, they (Luskin, Fishkin et al. 1996; Luskin, Fishkin et al. 1999; McLean, List et al. 2000; Luskin, Fishkin et al. 2002; Fishkin, Iyengar et al. 2005) find dramatic changes in policy opinions, typically in the direction of expert opinion.  These opinion changes are also found to coincide with substantial increases in policy-specific knowledge.  Gastil and his colleagues (Gastil and Dillard 1999; Gastil, Black et al. 2006) also find that deliberation increases political sophistication, measured as stronger relationships among conceptually related policy opinions.  

Most of this research has been conducted with face-to-face deliberation, but online deliberation will likely prove to have whatever attitude and knowledge effects offline deliberation has and should also prove to be a more viable method of holding deliberations.  Preliminary results from a deliberation Fishkin and collaborators held in 2005 for the Public Broadcasting System indicate that policy attitude change among online discussants were significantly greater than for controls [Productions, 2005 #1145].  The Virtual Agora Project (Muhlberger 2005; Muhlberger and Weber 2006) shows equivalent attitude change and policy knowledge for online and offline discussants, though these results are complex, as discussed below.  Price and Capella (2002) also report improved factual knowledge from their less structured but more prolonged online deliberation, and they find attitude change, albeit in only one attitude.  The attitude change and knowledge effects of online political discussion deserve greater research attention given that online deliberation is far less costly and more practical than face-to-face discussion.

Regrettably, while recent research has provided consistent evidence for attitude change and increased political knowledge and sophistication during deliberative experiences, this research does not clarify the exact source of these improvements. These studies were not suited to untangling the effects of deliberative discussion from the effects of information acquired through reading materials and other sources during these deliberation projects.  In studies by Barabas (2004), Gastil and Dillard (1999), and Luskin et al. (2002), participants were, respectively, administered pre-tests, provided with reading materials, engaged in deliberation, and administered post-tests.  This generally holds true for published findings for Fiskin's Deliberative Polls, in which participants also receive verbal policy briefings by experts as well as readings. Given research designs with both information and discussion sandwiched between pre- and post-tests, it is impossible to determine whether learning or attitude change occurred because of discussion, information exposure, or some combination of these factors.

Specifically seeking to disentangle the effects of discussion from that of non-discussion information, the Virtual Agora Project included an information-only control group.  All groups received policy information via the Internet and were given time during the experiment to read this information in isolation.  Muhlberger (2006) finds evidence for considerable learning of policy-specific facts, but the amount of learning in the non-deliberating control group was statistically indistinguishable from that of the online or face-to-face deliberation groups.  Some learning demonstrably took place during  deliberation:  discussion participants who had deliberative notions of citizenship learned more than those without these notions of citizenship.  Nevertheless, the absence of a mean difference between experimental groups indicates that people who deliberate learned no more than did those exposed to informational readings alone.  (Those who only read had additional time to contemplate their readings while people in other groups deliberated.)  Readings alone appear to be responsible for much of the learning.  The study also finds (Muhlberger 2005) that almost all aggregate policy attitude change is the result of reading the policy information materials rather than discussion, either offline or online, in small groups.

These results are more complex than a first examination suggests.  While the grand mean of policy attitudes does not differ between experimental groups (online, offline, and no deliberation), participants closed about half the distance between their own pre-discussion opinion and the post-discussion mean opinion of others in their discussion groups.  Pre-discussion mean opinions of others had no significant effect.  Thus, discussion had considerable influence on opinions within groups, just not on aggregate opinion.  This was possible because while opinions changed toward post-discussion group means, the group means were arranged randomly around the grand mean of all experimental groups.  Within-group changes cancelled each other out.  

The within-group changes help support the possibility that changes were responsive to information and arguments.  Attitude shift toward the pre-discussion group mean would have been consistent with the literature on polarization and group conformity.  Instead, the changes observed here were toward a post-discussion group synthesis.  The changes in group attitudes cannot simply be explained by group conformity to previously held opinions and is likely due to facts and arguments.  Price and Capella (2002) also find that arguments made during their online deliberations altered attitudes, even controlling for initial opinion.  In the VAProject, given that there were no aggregate changes across groups, these facts and arguments must have been idiosyncratic to the discussion groups.

Idiosyncratic facts and arguments may not have been captured by the policy knowledge battery used to test for increased knowledge in this research because the battery was keyed to facts present in the readings that typically supported one policy over another.  This explains the absence of detected knowledge differences between experimental groups.  Discussion did not help people learn facts in their information readings better than did mere contemplation of these readings, but may have exposed participants to various novel facts and arguments.  More discussion-provoked learning might also have been detected in deliberations structured differently than in this study.  In a deliberation that does not set aside time for participants to do the readings in isolation, participants may learn more from each other in discussion.

Whatever the direct attitude change and knowledge effects of online and offline political discussion, such discussion may nevertheless be crucial for addressing public ignorance because of its importance in motivating public engagement.  In the Virtual Agora Project, participants were not told in advance that they would be in the non-discussion contol group.  Had they been told in advance, many would likely not have participated.  Anecdotal evidence and open-ended survey comments by a number of control condition participants indicated that they were very disappointed and bored.  In contrast to control participants, discussion participants in the on-campus portion of this study indicated significantly greater motivation to participate in online discussions in the next, at-home phase of the study.  While reading and contemplation may educate participants as well as reading and discussion, such education will not take place if people refuse to read and contemplate in the first place.

Several lessons emerge from this examination of the knowledge and attitude effects of online and offline political discussion.  First, researchers need to include control groups in their research to clarify to what extent attitude change and knowledge gains in deliberative contexts are due to information rather than discussion.  They should also further investigate the motivating effects of political discussion.  Second, practitioners and researchers may want to take advantage of combining the educational effects of reading with the motivating effects of political discussion.  For example, to educate a larger public on an issue, researchers might consider testing a Televote (Slaton 1992; Becker and Slaton 2000), in which information materials are provided to a broad and representative sample of the public.  Participants are asked to read the materials by a given date, discuss the materials with friends and family, and be prepared to take a phone call to register their votes on a set of policy questions.  Prior research on televoting provides self-report evidence that large numbers of participants did in fact do the readings.  Online political discussions may encourage reading by requiring that participants read information materials before being permitted to join the discussion.  

Third, researchers should investigate methods for allowing information sharing between political discussion groups.  If discussion groups generate idiosyncratic facts and arguments then aggregate movement in participant opinions and effective collective action will only be possible when groups can share and vet their best facts and arguments.  One possibility would be multi-level deliberation (MLD), in which each discussion group sends two selected members to represent the group's views in a higher-order discussion group representing multiple lower-level groups.  Such a nesting of groups can filter out and elaborate the best ideas and allow vetted ideas to be shared among all groups.  MLD-like discussion has been applied, with apparent success, in business and other decision groups (Endenburg 1998; Endenburg and Pearson 1998) and in the participatory budgeting process in Porto Alegre Brazil (Fung 2002).

Fourth, several factors might be manipulated to enhance participant learning in online political discussion (Muhlberger and Weber 2006).  In online (not offline) deliberations, participants learned more if they were reminded of their citizen role.  Reminders included appeals to think of the issues from the point of view of a citizen, exposure to images of the flag, and referring to all online participants with the prefix "Citizen" in front of their names.  Learning is also enhanced by deliberative conceptions of citizenship—believing that citizens should discuss and reason with each other.  Instructions to participants that describe and emphasize such a view of citizenship might therefore be beneficial.  Other factors that enhanced learning included non-subscription to false consensus beliefs (that everyone agrees on the important political issues and what is to be done about them), non-subscription to authoritarian notions of citizenship (flying the flag, obeying authority), and subscription to political reflectiveness (desire to make up one's own mind on political issues) and to norms of social cooperativeness (taking care of others is more important than taking care of oneself).  Instructions to participants may seek to alter perceptions relevant to these variables and perhaps make a difference for learning.

Authority Beliefs

Online polarization and the effects of online discussion in changing political attitudes and knowledge may effect certain important political changes.  What evidence is there, however, that the Internet may exercise more fundamental changes in people that could then transform social structure?  Among the most important socio-political attitudes people possess are those with respect to authority and the proper role of the public in government.  Research on authoritarianism was at first strongly contested by social scientists, but has recently been revived thanks in large part to the work of Altemeyer (1981; 1988; 1996), who has addressed the key psychometric and substantive arguments against the notion of right-wing authoritarianism (RWA).  Authoritarians desire strong and centralized leadership and an obedient public with no deviance from social norms.  Such authoritarians have little use for public engagement in the political process—at best, the public's role would be limited to supporting whatever their leaders decide.  Reversing authoritarianism may have the effect of increasing political engagement and motivation.  Recent research shows both a relationship between authoritarianism and views of governance related to public engagement as well as an ameliorative effect of online political discussion on authoritarian attitudes.

In a book that was well received among political scientists, Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (2002) maintain that the American public is politically unknowledgeable and apathetic because it subscribes to "stealth democracy."  Stealth democracy beliefs are a belief in the desirability of a government run like a business with little deliberation, compromise, or public input.  Seventy-six percent of Americans in a nationwide representative survey described in the book agreed with two or more of three stealth democracy belief questions.  Hibbing and Theiss-Morse characterize stealth democracy beliefs as largely reasonable and as a basic preference for public non-involvement in government, a preference that should be respected.  These beliefs are reasonable, they maintain, because there is agreement between the political parties and between the parties and the public on the general issues that matter to the public, such as the continuation of the Social Security system or launching the Iraq War.  The public has more important things to do than to be involved in more trivial matters.

Muhlberger (2007), however, contends that stealth democracy beliefs are largely explained by socially and politically problematic beliefs and orientations, particularly authoritarianism.  He finds that much of the variance in stealth democracy beliefs of participants in the Virtual Agora Project can be explained by authoritarianism, poor socio-political perspective taking, and low cognitive engagement.  Authoritarianism, measured by indicators of right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) and vertical collectivism, has the strongest effect on stealth beliefs.  RWA is associated with a multiplicity of problematic outcomes, including ethnic prejudice, disproportionate punitiveness toward unconventional and lower status people, tolerance of rights violations and abuse of power, low openness to experience, low intellectual curiosity, high need for structure, low attributional complexity, less accurate beliefs about social and political facts, and less knowledge about and interest in politics (Altemeyer 1981; Butler 2000; Peterson, Duncan et al. 2002; Jost, Glaser et al. 2003; Lavine, Lodge et al. 2005; Duriez and Soenens 2006; Mirels and Dean 2006).  Vertical collectivism, which measures more specifically submission to the group, is strongly related to RWA.  Muhlberger furthermore shows that stealth beliefs are related to naïve realism (believing that people with whom one disagrees politically are mad or bad), low socio-political empathy (self-reported tendency to take the point of view of other social and political groups), and low need for cognition (enjoyment of thought).  Muhlberger suggests that authoritarianism, poor perspective taking, and low cognitive engagement are manifestations of poor cognitive development.

Muhlberger (2007) finds that online deliberation, but not offline deliberation, significantly reduces both stealth democracy beliefs and vertical collectivism.  Deliberation might in general be thought to reduce authoritarianism and stealth beliefs through a 'demonstration effect'—namely by demonstrating the effectiveness and value of citizen engagement.  In most professionally done deliberations participants are satisfied with and enthusiastic about the experience.  They find conflict levels to be much lower than expected and the discussion to have been productive, as they did in the Virtual Agora Project.  Interestingly, however, any such demonstration effect occurred primarily in the online condition.  Perhaps deindividuation in the online condition played a role.  Such deindividuation would amplify the effect of the citizen reminders or no citizen reminders all participants received.  Reminded of their role as a citizen, participants may have been more prepared to infer from their positive deliberation experience that thoughtful and independent citizens deserve a voice in government.  In the no citizen reminder condition, participants were instead instructed to use the group discussion to help them make up their minds regarding what was in their own best interests.  These instructions may have reinforced individualism, which would also challenge stealth beliefs and collectivism.  In offline discussion, in contrast, participants may have defaulted to their more habitual ways of thinking, which would include previous dispositions toward stealth beliefs and collectivism.  

Widespread and well-organized online political discussions may help to work transformative changes in the public's authority attitudes. Of special interest here may be discussions that specifically seek to create a dialog across ideological groups about ideological differences.  This might help to more rapidly build socio-political comprehension, by making such comprehension a direct target of contemplation and discussion.

Citizen Identity

Political theorists hypothesize that democratic deliberation can shape better citizens, ones that are more community-minded and motivated.  Indeed, Price and Capella (2002) find that participants in long-term online discussions of a presidential campaign report becoming more civically engaged and more likely to vote, controlling for prior political participation.  How might political discussion motivate participation?  One mechanism by which this magic might be wrought is through the effects of deliberation on the centrality of citizenship to personal identity.  Persons for whom citizenship plays a central role in identity should be more active, thoughtful, and other-regarding when it comes to politics.  Indeed, the Virtual Agora Project data (Muhlberger 2005) shows that citizen identity is related to self-reported voting, contacting officials, community collaboration, socio-political perspective taking, political efficacy, and political internalization.  Prior research (Koestner, Losier et al. 1996; Losier and Koestner 1999) shows that internalization leads to active political information seeking, less dependence on others for political choices, less susceptibility to persuasion, and more differentiated attitudes.

  Political discussion may help build such a citizen identity.  Exercising an identity helps people elaborate that identity and make it more central to their sense of self.  Political deliberation is an exercise of citizenship and so may enhance identification with citizenship.  Indeed, face-to-face discussion proved to significantly increase citizen identity in the Virtual Agora Project (Muhlberger 2005).  This finding was replicated in a study conducted on deliberations hosted by the Canadian Policy Research Network (Muhlberger 2006).  As for online deliberation, the VAProject results showed an effect with trend significance.  This may be due to peculiarities of the experiment, so additional research should be conducted on the issue.  On the other hand, the combination of online deliberation with citizen reminders was fully significant and had an effect size equivalent to that of face-to-face deliberation.  Given the practicality of online political discussion, such online discussions with citizen identity reminders may be the most effective way to enhance citizen identity on a larger scale.

Manipulation and Communicative Rationality

Deliberative theorists maintain that deliberation can resolve political issues through reason rather than manipulation or force—substituting "communicative" for "strategic" rationality.  Habermas (1984), for example, contends that people have a basic capacity for communicative rationality, a capacity to come to agreement with others on both normative and factual matters through open and sincere deliberations.  A deliberative public could make progress on even difficult policy disagreements.  In contrast, however, some rational choice theorists such as Mackie (1998) believe that discussion participants will instead be strategically rational and seek to manipulate others to their own desired policy views.  In communicative rationality people seek to come to a reasoned agreement regarding collective ends, while in strategic rationality people already have ends, typically self-interested ones, and apply reason to find the best way of achieving these ends.  Manipulation is one option open to strategically rational individuals who wish to bring about collective cooperation.

Muhlberger (2007) finds that online discussion affects self-reported manipulativeness during a deliberation.  The self-reported measure of manipulativeness has convergent validity with the well-tested Mach IV scale of dispositional manipulativeness.  Also, the pattern of findings is not consistent with underreporting of manipulativeness.  Online discussion without citizen identity reminders—the individualism condition—significantly increased manipulativeness.  Primed to think individualistically, participants used more strategic reasoning, as might be expected from the SIDE model.  In contrast, however, online deliberation with citizen identity reminders decreased manipulativeness almost as much as did face-to-face discussion with such reminders, suggesting that communicative rationality was advanced.  In addition, online discussion also undermines vertical collectivism, which increases manipulativeness.  The effects of online discussion on communicative rationality may be related to its effects on social trust, which contributes to social cooperation.  Price and Capella (2002) find that their online discussions significantly increased social trust.

Conclusion

The hoped-for transformative effects of the online public sphere may not have suddenly fallen into place when a majority of the Western public began to use the Internet, but a more engaged and community-minded public may develop over longer periods of time.  Such a possibility may depend on whether the online public sphere can bring about subtle yet important psychological-structural changes.  This chapter has examined emerging evidence from research on online political deliberation that points to three mechanisms for psychological-structural change in online political engagement.  One mechanism is that elaborated in the Social Identity and Deindividuation (SIDE) model.  Online communication provides fewer cues that remind people of their personal identities.  This makes people more responsive to environmentally cued identities such as being a citizen or being a self-focused individual.  A second mechanism concerns the behavioral and psychological effects of evoking collective identities such as citizenship.  Reminders of citizenship in online communication appear to have a variety of positive effects in the research reviewed here.  In particular, such reminders may encourage people to utilize communicative rather than strategic rationality.  These effects appear to be amplified by the deindividuating effects of online communication.  Finally, online communication may has potentially more widespread effects because it is far less costly and more practical than face-to-face engagement.  

This chapter opened with an examination of a potentially negative transformative effect of online political engagement:  attitude polarization among participants.  Such polarization should occur according to the SIDE model and other theoretical considerations.  Sunstein (2001) predicts civilization-destructive consequences from online polarization.  The empirical literature on polarization, however, finds no evidence for such polarization among people who discuss politics on the Internet.  This absence of an effect might be explained by weaker conditions for deindividuation in the real Internet than in the experimental laboratories in which the SIDE model was developed.  One of these studies, however, finds evidence for deindividuation effects with respect to other outcomes such as strategic versus communicative behavior.  The absence of a polarization effect despite evidence for deindividuation hints that something unusual may be afoot in online political engagement.  One possibility is that political discussion evokes norms of objectivity that block polarization effects.  In addition, the study also found convergence of attitudes to a post-discussion group mean, rather than to a pre-discussion group mean as would be expected from pure conformity effects.  This suggests that groups developed a new consensus based on information instead of conformity

The chapter next considered a widely-discussed set of political deliberation effects with potentially positive transformative consequences—attitude change, increased policy knowledge, and increased political sophistication.  While many studies find such effects, both in face-to-face and online discussions, most of these studies do not clarify whether these effects are due to discussion or to other information sources available during these deliberations, such as readings.  In a study that did separate these effects, discussion had no advantages over isolated reading and contemplation for learning and had quite limited effects on aggregate attitude change.  On the other hand, discussion, whether offline or online, appears to be a powerful motivator of participation and may be needed to get people to read information materials, from which they seem to learn the most, in the first place.

These attitude change and learning results are complex.  Moderate convergence did occur to the post-discussion mean opinion of others in each group.  Unfortunately, these post-discussion means were spread randomly around the global mean opinion for non-discussants, which resulted in no aggregate opinion change from all the convergence within groups.  This suggests that the facts and arguments that may have resulted in group attitude convergence were idiosyncratic to each group.  To take advantage of these facts and arguments to change mass opinion, it would be necessary to provide means by which good facts and arguments can spread across discussion groups.  If indeed key facts and arguments were unique to each group, it is also not surprising that the study did not find much by way of learning from discussion.  Some learning demonstrably took place during discussion, but this learning was equaled by that in individual contemplation.    

These findings suggest several possibilities for future research regarding methods for enhancing the effectiveness of online political engagement.  Researchers may wish to examine specific methods for allowing good facts and arguments to spread across discussion groups.  A possibility considered in this chapter is multi-level deliberation (MLD), in which each discussion group selects two members to represent the group in a higher-level discussion group that represents multiple lower-level groups.  Second, researchers should examine ways to leverage both the motivating effects of political discussion and the educating effects of readings.  Televotes could reach a broad slice of the public and encourage participants to read online materials before their opinions are polled.  Online discussion forums could require participants to examine readings before discussion.  Third, researchers may examine whether factors that affect learning during online political discussion can be primed and reinforced by instructions or comments to participants.  Such factors include deliberative conceptions of citizenship, political reflectiveness, and norms of social cooperation.  Also of interest is whether factors that adversely affect learning can be undermined.  These include false consensus beliefs and authoritarian notions of citizenship.  Finally, it may be helpful to replicate the finding that citizenship reminders promote learning in online discussions.

A third set of findings reviewed here concern the effects of online political engagement on core ideas of authority, ideas whose change may appreciably transform political and social life.  Authority beliefs determine what people consider to be desirable forms of government and the proper role of the public in government.  Authoritarian beliefs, which are widespread, block greater political engagement because these beliefs do not allow a legitimate public role in political life, other than cheerleading.  Research reviewed here finds that online political discussion significantly reduces vertical collectivism and stealth democracy beliefs, both of which measure forms of authoritarianism.  Stealth democracy beliefs—authoritarian beliefs about what constitutes good government—are indeed widespread in the American public and quite possibly beyond.  Deliberation may reduce authoritarian beliefs by demonstrating the value and effectiveness of citizen engagement.  Online discussion appears to amplify the demonstration effect by strengthening the tendency to draw inferences about the value of citizen engagement.  In the no-citizen reminder condition, online discussion may prime participants to greater individualism, thus also reducing authoritarianism.

Political deliberation also enhances the importance of being a citizen to personal identity.  Such citizen identity promotes greater political engagement, thoughtfulness, and other-regarding tendencies.  A more engaged and other-regarding public would indeed be politically transformative.  While both offline deliberation and online deliberation with citizen identity reminders enhance citizen identity, online deliberation with such reminders has almost as large an effect as offline deliberation and has the potential to reach a far broader audience.

Finally, this chapter considered evidence that political discussion can enhance communicative rationality, suppressing the manipulativeness associated with strategic reasoning.  Online deliberation without citizen identity reminders promotes manipulativeness while online deliberation with such reminders reduces manipulativeness.  In addition, online deliberation reduces vertical collectivism, which increases manipulativeness.  By reducing manipulativeness via both these pathways, online deliberation may enhance communicative rationality and therefore the capacity of communities to achieve beneficial agreements and pursue effective collective action.

This paper has focused heavily on research regarding organized political deliberation.  This focus may be helpful in a first effort to identify possible effects of online political discussion because organized deliberation creates conditions that likely strengthen whatever effects such discussion may have.  Also, because such deliberations are more controlled than the comings and goings of unstructured online political discussion, it is easier to study them.  This research has identified a number of effects of online political deliberation.  Such effects may well generalize to unstructured online political discussion.  Indeed, Price (2002) finds that people who report more political discussion are different from people who do not—they are more civically engaged and show an enhanced argument repertoire, being able to more easily generate pro and con arguments on political issues.  The findings here hold promise for future research looking for the transformative effects of unstructured online political discussion. 
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