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Executive summary

The EuComMeet project, funded by the European Union (EU), seeks to examine the factors that contribute to
the effectiveness of deliberation and representation in addressing the multifaceted challenges confronting
liberal representative democracies. The project aims to gauge the potential for deliberative practices to
mitigate polarization, nurture a more robust European identity, advance inclusivity, and bridge the divide
between policymakers and the citizenry by systematically integrating them into the intricate multi-level
governance and representation structure of the EU. Within this comprehensive framework, Work Package 2
(WP2) focuses on augmenting the democratic capabilities of digital communication technologies. To
achieve this, we carefully selected and integrated Information and Communication Technology (ICT) tools
designed to broaden both the scope and quality of deliberative participation. The project team rigorously
tested these tools and the utilization of the M4D2 Participatory Spaces platform through small-scale

deliberative events in educational institutions, including schools and universities.

This report offers a comprehensive summary of the pilot program, supplemented by qualitative insights
gleaned from interviews and quantitative data obtained from two surveys conducted in five EU countries:
France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, and Poland. The pilot targeted students attending educational institutions in
each country—two high schools and two universities per metropolitan area in two metropolitan areas in each
country. The initial survey took place in the week leading up to the commencement of the pilot, while the
second survey was conducted immediately following the conclusion of the final deliberative event. The

qualitative interviews were carried out several weeks after the end of the deliberative events.
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In this report, we provide a concise overview of the research objectives, details about the survey methodology
employed, and essential documentation necessary for a comprehensive analysis of the primary outcome:
the pilot testing of the M4D2 platform within high schools and universities. Additionally, we provide an

evaluation of the pilot data.
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1. Introduction

The EuComMeet project, funded by the European Union, is primarily focused on investigating the conditions
under which deliberation and representation can be utilized to effectively tackle the challenges confronting
liberal representative democracies. The project relies on experimental methodologies to methodically
integrate deliberative practices and institutions into the EU's intricate multi-level governance and
representation structure. Furthermore, it seeks to assess the capacity of deliberation and participation in
mitigating polarization, fortifying European identity, fostering inclusivity, and bridging the divide between

policymakers and the citizenry.

Within this comprehensive framework, the main task of WP2 was twofold. First and foremost, the WP was
designed to select and integrate specific ICT tools—online communication via text, voice, and video
debates—into the platform. In this sense, the primary reason for pilot testing the M4D2 platform in high
schools and universities was the need to verify whether the platform’s components (including both the
automated moderation and the process of simultaneous language translation) worked properly and
effectively. Additionally, testing specific research questions on high school and university students offered
the prospect of unique insights into their ability to learn from deliberative events and how certain elements—
personality, socio-demographic factors, political views, and type of moderation—might influence the

deliberative process.

To accomplish these goals, we selected two groups of ten students in one high school and one university in
two metropolitan areas in the five EU countries (France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, and Poland) participating in

WP2 (Figure 1). We also decided to administer a series of surveys before and after the pilot.

Figure 1. General setting of WP2

Ineachcity: vy In each school

1 high school 2 groups of 10 students
v In each country: (next-to-last year)
5 countries 2 cities \

1 university 2 groups of 10 students

(2nd year of Bachelor)
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This report details the design and outcome of the pilot conducted in the five participating EU countries in

November and December 2022, including a technical summary of the pilot.
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2. Objectives and general design of the pilot test

Deliberation serves multiple functions. These range from narrowing the gap between citizens and their
representatives (Chambers 1996) and transforming citizens’ political judgments (Dryzek et al. 2019) to
bolstering the efficacy of implementing collective decisions (Forester 1999) and identifying elite

manipulation (Niemeyer 2011).

However, it is essential to highlight that most research has focused predominantly on the public at large,
while comparatively fewer studies have investigated digital natives (Helsper and Eynon 2010; Corrin et al.
2013). Consequently, the potential role of educational institutions, such as schools and universities, in
fostering deliberative processes has received limited attention. Given the pivotal role played by the education
system in nurturing attitudes, behaviors, and practices (Bogaards and Deutsch 2015), conducting
experiments to gauge the influence of deliberative practices on this unique cohort offers the prospect of a

more comprehensive understanding of the subject at hand.

Therefore, WP2's primary goal is to investigate whether students are able to acquire the skills and knowledge
necessary to embrace a deliberative approach in their everyday interpersonal interactions and decision-
making. Engaging with young adults offers a unique opportunity to experiment with deliberative training
among a demographic still within the educational system but that can be hard to reach through conventional
survey methods and is less likely to participate in traditional politics. Focusing on undergraduates and high
schoolers can also shed light on the factors influencing attitude polarization (for more details, see Karpowitz
and Raphael 2016) and the circumstances in which specific group dynamics lead to distinct outcomes
(Englund 2011). Additionally, the pilot provides an excellent opportunity to thoroughly evaluate the
effectiveness of the M4D2 system, allowing for technical and procedural adjustments before deploying the

platform for the main event.

3. Designing the pilot

3.1. Overview

The WP2 team devised a pilot consisting of three deliberative events, each comprising one synchronous and
one asynchronous session. Specifically, students interacted with each other in a face-to-face online

conversation via video on the M4D2 platform. After each synchronous session, they continued their

D2.5 - Report on Pilot Test
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discussion by posting text, video, and/or audio messages at their convenience without necessarily being

logged at the same time (Table 1).

Table 1. General setting of WP2 for high schools and universities

Event 1 Event 2

G Sequence Type of

roup q moderation Sync. Async. Sync. Async.

session session session session
Group Loeetlo Human
1 TP Moderation
Level: Local Level: National

Group

Local to Automated
European Moderation

The first event (Local) involved an internal debate between the students of a given educational institution. In
the second event (National), pupils from a given country interacted with one another. The third event
(European) comprised students from different European countries. Aside from the type of educational
institution, groups were also divided according to the form of moderation, which was performed either by
bots or professionals. Concerning human moderation (HM), a set of Public Participation Professionals
(PPPs) was provided by Missions Publiques for the moderation of the deliberative processes, while each
partner oversaw the recruiting of two Junior Moderators (JMs) to assist the PPPs in their work. Concerning
automated moderation (AM), we ultimately settled on a manual chatbot, with JMs relying on an Excel tab
containing a series of potential messages that a chatbot could say. No discernable change was noted for
students since the partners were asked not to disclose that information to the participants. This request was

made to maintain the notion that their sessions would be automatically moderated.

The topic ultimately set for discussion at this event was Environment and Climate Change, which was further
divided into three sub-topics for each event: 1) Plastic Pollution, 2) Sustainable Food Consumption, and 3)
Sustainable Mobility. The University of Warsaw was responsible fro the drafting of the briefing material based
on UNISI's background material. The briefing material was distributed to the participants before the
beginning of the deliberative process.

In total, 200 high school next-to-last-year pupils (40 per country) and 200 second-year university

undergraduates were recruited.

D2.5 - Report on Pilot Test
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3.2. School recruitment

In light of the six-month general postponement of the pilot’s activities in November 2021, it was agreed by
the partners that the deadline for the recruitment of high schools and universities be set for the summer of
2022. To this extent, Collegio Carlo Alberto and the University of Siena (CCA-UNISI) drafted two letters for
school recruitment to advertise the project and provide educational institutions with all the necessary details
relative to the students’ recruitment, the timing of the events, the topics of discussion, the pilot’s timeframe,

and the protection of the participants’ privacy/anonymity.

Concerning the type of high school, it was agreed to choose non-specialized institutions that would prepare
most students to go to university, thus proposing a generalized design to account for the different structures

of each country’s educational system.

Table 2. Recommended types of high schools

Country
France
Germany
Ireland
Italy

Poland

Moreover, partners were encouraged to speed up the process by sending multiple reminders over time,
calling high schools/universities, and relying on personal contacts. A guidelines document was circulated to
all the partners outlining the various steps of the pilot phase, providing recommendations concerning the
type of high school to be selected (Table 2), and highlighting the necessity to recruit a reserve pool of students
to replace potential opt-outs at any moment.

CCA was instructed to produce a template partnership agreement. The document underlined a series of
activities concerning the deliberative process to be carried out collaboratively among partners and high
schools/universities. These tasks included conducting three online (a)synchronous events, administering the
surveys, ensuring the privacy of students and teachers/professors, and any other topic that might be agreed
upon between the two groups. The template also underlined the voluntary basis of the pilot, with students

D2.5 - Report on Pilot Test
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and educational institutions able to withdraw at any moment. Concerning metropolitan areas, the partners

ultimately settled on the ones illustrated in Table 3.

Table 3. Metropolitan areas of WP2

Country

France
Germany
Ireland
Italy

Poland

Note: This table represents the final version of the metropolitan cities that were selected. In Germany, the second
metropolitan area was identified in February 2022. In Ireland, the second metropolitan area was identified in May 2022.
In France, the second metropolitan area was identified in April 2022, after being initially identified with Lille in September
2021.

3.3. Designing the M4D2 platform

To assess the most suitable system according to the future uses of the M4D2 platform, NetHood (NH)
drafted a Platform Inventory Report. In this document, they mapped the relevant variables related to the
platform and reviewed its technical and organizational constraints. This mapping was done through a survey
within the consortium, a flowchart of sociotechnical interactions underlying the deliberative process, and an
analysis of the technical and organizational constraints related to the integration of machine translation and

automated moderation.

After mapping more than 50 digital tools, NH concluded that the M4D2 platform had to be composed of a
constellation of services and tools, as proven by the three main scenarios presented to the partners in Table
4. Ultimately, the choice was a combination of some existing F/LOSS technologies (NextCloud, Jitsi, Dublin
City University’s translation) while maintaining some closed tools already in use and available within the
project’s partnership (Panel Provider Platform). This Mixed Scenario ensured the complete delivery of the
project’s tasks, for it would be reusable, compliant with the EU’s GDPR (2016/679), as well as presenting a

higher degree of autonomy vis-a-vis technical infrastructure and management.
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Table 4. Platform Inventory Report scenarios

F/LOSS Scenario
. q Dev.
Function Tool Software Skills Cost
Recruitment Other
& User F/LOSS High High
Management s
NextCloud . .
Survey Decidm  F/Loss ~ Mediu  Mediu
m m
EUSurvey
Async. NextCloud R q
debate Decidim Rt Al —
Mediu
Syne. debate Jitsi F/LOSS mto  High
(AM) high
Sync. debate L . .
(HM) Jitsi F/LOSS High High
) DCU Mediu Mediu
Translation o F/LOSS - -
Speechto F/LOSS F/LOSS  High High

text

3.4. Designing the surveys

First, CCA-UNISI agreed on a methodology for administering the surveys while at the same time ensuring the

students’ privacy and anonymity. The IdSurvey plarform supplied to UNISI by the LAPS, allowed to leave the

link between the identifier A and the email contact B with the schools and universities so that B could not be

accessed. UNISI provided partners with a set of identifiers associated with unique links A to access the

questionnaire.

Initially, questionnaires were to be administered to both the students who participated in the pilot as well as

all other students of the same cohort. However, due to legal (e.g., privacy, bureaucracy) and organizational

(e.g., vacation days, school hours) matters, the pool was eventually narrowed down to the students

participating in the pilot.

The survey asked students to answer a series of items related to:

Standard socio-demographics (gender, age, education, etc.).

Attitudes and opinions on the main topics of deliberation.

Knowledge of some data and/or statistics related to the main topics of deliberation.

Civic and political participation.

Open-mindedness and desire to learn.

D2.5 - Report on Pilot Test
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Aside from these topics, subsequent iterations of the questionnaires ended up including items concerning

populism, political and social trust, political tolerance, and polarization.

3.5. Students’ recruitment

Due to the different privacy and anonymity laws and regulations in the five countries, a question concerning
the breadth of student recruitment arose. A solution was identified by restricting the recruitment process to
a smaller cluster of classes (for high schools) and departments (for universities). However, a minimum level
of heterogeneity in terms of social background, as well as other socio-demographic characteristics, was

strongly advised to diversify the sample of participants as much as possible.

After completing the school recruitment process in the five countries’ metropolitan areas and finalizing their
respective partnership agreements, the partners began introducing the project to teachers and professors.
To that end, partners were asked to appoint one teacher/professor in each educational institution as a

contact person to recruit and register the participants and cooperate with them on a more general level.

To further facilitate this process, CCA-UNISI drafted a protocol to be shared with the partners’ contact points
as soon as the school and students’ recruitment process was complete. These documents explained the
scope of the project, the M4D2 platform, the technical and organizational characteristics of the
(a)synchronous sessions, the composition and characteristics of the groups, the schedule of the sessions,
and the briefing material. Then, students and teachers engaged in a discussion with the partners on any
potential doubts, issues, and/or clarifications concerning both the aforementioned steps and the pilot at
large. These elements and the creation of user accounts for the students were addressed in specific
familiarization sessions held in November 2022 among the partners, the teachers/professors, and the
students. During these socialization sessions, students were introduced to the M4D2 platform either by
actually showing them the website or through a document prepared by UNISI and circulated to all the partners

(Figure 2 and Figure 3).
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Figure 2. Example of registration document

STEP 1: How to get Username and Password

Scan the QR code below. You will access an online form. You will be asked to read the privacy policy and
confirm your email.

Password: test

Username: the email you used to send the message .

Log in using the QR code and the ‘temporary' username/password displayed on the sheet above.
Read the information sheet and consent to data processing, then register your email. You will receive

credentials to access the deliberative platform.
IMPORTANT: SAVE THEM AND DO NOT LOSE THEM! (e.g. take a screenshot of the screen).

STEP 2: Register on the EuComMeet platform

Use the credentials you received to register on the EuComMeet platform. Go to
https://nextcloud.eucommeet.eu (or alternatively scan the QR code below) and log in using the
username/password you received on the last screen.

D2.5 - Report on Pilot Test
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Figure 3. Example of utilization of the M4D2 platform

— " x
+ = conversation test & - S5 conversation test
(nnvﬂ‘i’uoﬂlrfl o ) . < &
539 by you duy, September 1, 2022 Participants (2) hared items
@ Talk updates (%
Inthe sidebar youcanno... 38 o
Jod @ tes
o test_user o
0 n
@ testsc @ [0}
Description o e
o Description
Notifications Enter a description for this conversation 7
Device check
Guests access
Notifications
Conversation set...
Chat meeeagee
Participants per... € Allmessages
Meeting settings & (@-mentions only v
Danger zone N off
Calls
Notify about calls in this conversation
Device check
Always show the device preview screen before joining a call in this conversation.

3.6. Implementation of the pilot

By September 2022, the final schedule of the deliberative process for high schools and universities was
completed. According to this timeframe, the pilot was to be held between November 28 and December 16
(Table 5 and Table 6). While the first (a)synchronous session in each event was to be dedicated to high
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school pupils, the second would involve only university students. The third session was to have all groups

interacting simultaneously in separate rooms.

Concerning the timing of the events, every synchronous session was scheduled to last a total of 2 hours,
while the length of each asynchronous session was set at 14 hours. This programming was undertaken to
allow the partners and the educational institutions to focus on the pilot for a shorter period of time, which in

turn would yield better results in terms of management.

Table 5. Final timeframe of the deliberative process for high schools and universities

LEVEL SESSION DATES

Concerning the timing of the events, every synchronous session was scheduled to last a total of 2 hours,
while the length of each asynchronous session was set at 14 hours. This programming was undertaken to
allow the partners and the educational institutions to focus on the pilot for a shorter period of time, which in
turn would yield better results in terms of management.

Table 6. Final schedule of a single deliberative event for high schools and universities

Date T0AM.-12P.M. 12P.M.-2P.M. 2P.M.-4P.M. 4P.M.-6 P.M. 6 P.M.-10 P.M.

DAY 1
Synchronous

DAY 2
Synchronous

D2.5 - Report on Pilot Test
Page 19 of 33

Dissemination level - please select: PU




q ’
_/o A ' EuComMeet
“’ DELIBERATIVE SPACES FOR DEMOCRACY

DAY 1
Asynchronous

DAY 2
Asynchronous

DAY 3
Asynchronous

At the same time, the surveys were finalized, proofread, translated, and scripted into /dSurvey. The same
process was performed for the briefing material, albeit with specific modifications for each metropolitan
area. Indeed, the document provided an informational basis for students to get acquainted with the topics to
be discussed in every deliberative session. For those reasons, the content of the briefing material was
adapted for every metropolitan area to give a more local outlook to the matters at hand. Once the finalization,
proofreading, and translation processes were finalized, the documents were uploaded into the platform for
the purposes of student consultation.

This period also saw the recruitment of JMs and the formalization of their tasks. A guidelines document was
sent to the JMs containing information on the project’s calendar and activities, the moderators’ tasks, and
their training schedule (Table 7). A concertation process between the partners was set up to decide whether
to go for a more or less time-consuming approach. Ultimately, it was decided that JMs would only monitor
the synchronous events and facilitate the asynchronous ones, which amounted to roughly 100 hours of work
per moderator.

Table 7. Timeframe for Junior Moderators’ training sessions

Sep. 2022
05/09 -
11/09
Final list of
MODERATION -~
(MP) facilitators
Final list of
PLATFORM -
(NH) facilitators
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Regarding school recruitment, Dublin City University informed CCA-UNISI that the two high schools in Ireland
had decided to withdraw from the pilot. Among other reasons, they maintained that they could only see the
pilot as an in-school activity. As such, they could not ask students to participate outside school hours and
could not conduct the pilot outside of school time. Moreover, the deliberative sessions conflicted with other
school-related activities. Dublin City University attempted to recruit two other schools during November 2022,

but the relatively short timescales made it impossible to fulfill this task successfully.

At the same time, the various recruitment rounds conducted at the University of Mannheim, which was
supposed to be one of the two educational institutions for Germany’s second metropolitan area, proved to
be unsuccessful. For this reason, it was impossible to include the university in the pilot, thus leaving the
EuComMeet project with the following list of educational institutions (Table 8).

Among other milestones, this period saw the completion of the automated moderation, the testing and
proofreading of all commands and dynamic content in all five languages, the testing of the M4D2 platform
with a small sample of students from UNISI, the establishment of the participants’ groups, and the creation

of the (a)synchronous deliberative spaces on the platform.

Table 8. Final list of high schools and universities of WP2

First Metropolitan Area Second Metropolitan Area

Country

Lycée La Martiniere

Lycée Brassens Université Paris 8 Université Lyon |l

France (Villepinte, Paris) (Paris) D(E;:i;e (Lyon)
Gy MmO U Gt g
reland Withdrawn Dublin(gil:)l/) ILiJr:w)iversity Withdrawn Universitz/CC;(:I!)ege Cork

(Siena) (Turin)

(Colle di Val d’Elsa, Siena) (Giaveno, Turin)
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Warszawski

(Warsaw)

V 4 :.
“’ E.l!‘EJR/gngE::'E! FMDSO&A(E

Liceum Ogdlnoksztatcace

nr XIll im. Aleksandra Uniwersytet Wroctawski
Fredry we Wroctawiu (Wroclaw)
(Wroclaw)
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4. Evidence from the pilot

4.1. Evidence from the surveys

a. Overview
According to the data collected by the M4D2 platform throughout the deliberative process, a total of 254
students were registered as participants, with 138 coming from high schools and 116 from universities.
Forty-two students eventually opted to withdraw before the beginning of the first synchronous session (23

from high schools, 19 from universities), thus leaving a total of 212 participants (Table 9).

Table 9. Number of participants in WP2

Country N° registered N° sjafdents ‘th° N° participants N° participants
participated in at
(City) Moderatio students least one event (pre-pilot survey) (post-pilot survey)
schools schools schools schools
France A”t°;"ate 7 6 6 5 0 5 0 0
(Paris) Human 1 6 1 5 0 0 0 2
France A”t°;"ate 8 12 8 10 0 7 0 5
(Lyon) Human 11 8 10 8 2 4 0 3
Germany A”t°:'ate 4 5 4 4 3 3 1 2
(Stuttgart) Human 5 4 5 5 4 2 0 0
Germany A”t°;"ate 5 0 5 0 2 0 1 0
(Mannhei SRR 5 0 5 0 2 0 0 0
m)

Ireland A”t°;"ate 0 3 0 3 0 3 0 0
(Dublin) Human 0 6 0 2 0 2 0 2
Ireland A”t°;"ate 0 5 0 4 0 1 0 1
(Cork) Human 0 5 0 3 0 1 0 0
Italy A”t°;"ate 11 16 2 14 1 10 1 3
(Siena) Human 11 15 8 15 2 12 1 5
Italy A”t°;"ate 15 9 10 8 6 7 1 4
(Turin) Human 15 6 11 4 7 4 2 0
Poland A”t°;"ate 9 3 9 2 4 0 2 1
(Warsaw) Human 11 5 11 3 9 1 1 0
Poland A”t°;"ate 10 2 10 2 10 1 3 2
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(Wroclaw) Human 10 0 10 0 9 0 4 0

Total 138 116 115 97 61 63 17 30

Note: The numbers concerning the participation of the students in the pilot are tentative because the platform crashed during the
first day of the Local event. NH ultimately solved the issue by relying on the video platform Jitsi outside of the M4D2 system.

The deliberative sessions continued without any major technical issues, but the students’ overall degree of
participation was significantly lower than expected. In terms of participation, the pre-pilot questionnaire was
administered in the immediate days before the beginning of the pilot and was completed by 124 students.
The second survey was sent in the immediate aftermath of the third asynchronous event and was completed

by 47 students. 36 of those 47 students could be matched with the answers they reported in the first survey.

Concerning the overall participation in the deliberative sessions, the students’ active involvement was fluid,
although higher in the HM sessions and university groups. Overall, data from the platform show that only 91
high school students and 58 undergraduates participated up to the third event. As a result, a considerable
number of students only attended the first or the second event (or both) only. Moreover, several students
logged into the M4D2 platform but did not engage in the discussions. In some cases, this was due to either
their late entry into the sessions or their unwillingness to participate in the discussions.

b. Students’ attitudes and opinions

Table 10 summarizes the distribution of the students who completed the pre-pilot survey by country,
institution, gender, and parents’ education. In total, half of the students are high schoolers, while the other
are university undergrads. Females are more represented (59%), and 40% of the respondents have both

parents with university education.

Some students reported having participated in activities related to participatory and deliberative democracy
before taking part in our events. In particular, they participated in mini-publics (19%), citizen-initiated
referendums (11%), and participatory budgeting (8%).

Almost one-third of the interviewed students (29%) claim to be very interested in politics.

Regarding trust, they have high confidence in scientific experts—an average value of 7.8 on a scale from 0
(no trust) to 10 (complete trust). They also trust the European Parliament more than their respective national
legislature, with average trust levels of 5.9 and 4.9, respectively. These findings remain substantially stable
among those who completed both surveys.
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Table 10. Pre-pilot survey completion by nationality and selected indicators

Country Total
IE IT DE FR PL

Total number of 7 49 16 18 34 124
students
By institution
School 0% 33% 75% 11% 94% 50
University 100 67 25 89 6 50
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100
(N) (7) (49) (16) (18) (34) (124)
By gender
Male/other 71% 37% 44% 44% 38% 41%
Female 29 63 56 56 62 59
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100
(N) (7) (49) (16) (18) (34) (124)

Both parents

with university 43% 12% 50% 61% 62% 40%
education

Other 57 88 50 39 38 60
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100
(N) (7) (49) (16) (18) (34) (124)

c. Opinions on climate change and mitigation policies

According to data from the pre-pilot survey, the students are largely concerned about climate change. On a
scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means not at all concerned and 10 means extremely concerned, the average level
of concern is 8, with a quarter of the students being extremely concerned (value of 10).

The wide majority (89%) agrees that the climate is definitely changing. In addition, 10% of students state that

we should do everything we can to combat climate change, even if it would hurt the economy.

If we consider the students who completed both the first and the second surveys (N=36), we find that, after
the deliberative events, the majority remained equally concerned about climate change (53%). A few students
(17%) became less concerned, while almost one-third (30%) became more concerned between the surveys.
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As summarized in Table 11, most of the interviewed students have taken action to mitigate climate change

Table 11. Climate change and action to mitigate climate (pre-pilot survey)

Think about the last 12 months. Below is a list of actions that you might

have done in the last 12 months. Which of the following actions, if any, Yes No/No answer Total
apply to you?
Try to reduce my waste and regularly separate it for recycling

94% 6 100
Try to cut down on my consumption of disposable items whenever possible
e.g., plastic bags from the supermarket, excess packaging, etc.
(eg,p g p packaging, etc.) 90% 10 100
Regularly use environmentally-friendly alternatives to private car such as
walking, cycling, taking public transport or car-sharing

84% 16 100
Buy and eat less meat 62% 38 100
Buy and eat more organic food 59% e 100

Knowledge about facts concerning climate change varies, as summarized in Table 12. Most students know

that aircraft are the most polluting form of transport, while very few know the correct percentage of the EU’s

total energy consumption from fossil fuels.

Table 12. Factual knowledge about climate change

Wrong answer / No

Correct answer Total
answer
Among the following means of
transportation which one has the largest 77 % 100
. . . . 23
enwronment_al |_mpact in terms of air (Correct answer: planes) (N=124)
pollutant emissions?
How much of global greenhouse gas
emissions is the food system responsible 33% 67 100
for? (Correct answer: 30%) (N=124)
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The percentage of the EU’s total energy

consumption that comes from fossil fuels 11% 39 100
(coal, gas or oil) is about? (Correct answer: 71%) (N=124)
Which of the following produces the most 55% 100
greenhouse gases? (Correct answer: 45 (N=124)
China%) -

After the deliberative events, factual knowledge slightly improved. If we consider only those who completed
both surveys (N=36), almost half of them gave only one to no correct answers before the deliberative
process. After the pilot, only three out of ten gave only one to no correct answers, while the remaining two-

thirds replied correctly to at least two factual questions.

Furthermore, after the deliberative events, the students are less likely to believe in conspiratorial thinking, as
indicated by their agreement on the following statements: many very important things happen in the world,

which the public is never informed about, and government agencies closely monitor all citizens.

d. Opinions on the participatory process

The 47 students who replied to the post-pilot survey have a generally favorable opinion about the
participatory process. On a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means not at all fundamental and 10 means
fundamental, 17 percent of the students believe that dealing with climate through a participatory process is
fundamental. The average value is 7.2.

One-third of the students (33%) believe that participating in the deliberative events has substantially
influenced their opinions on climate change, while another half (47%) believes that the events have influenced
their opinion a little. Almost half of the students (45%) are going to change their lifestyle after participating

in the deliberative events.

These findings suggest that deliberative events might be beneficial for students in terms of improving factual
knowledge and reducing misperceptions. They also suggest that deliberative events might benefit students’
engagement with environmental issues. If implemented on a large scale, deliberative events might have a
substantially positive impact on how the population perceives environmental issues and deals with daily
activities that can contribute to reducing the impact of climate change.
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4.2. Evidence from qualitative interviews

As part of the follow-up activities of the WP2, it was agreed to conduct interviews with high school teachers
and students. Integrating quantitative and qualitative analyses of the pilot data would contribute to
integrating and consolidating tools and protocols for the main event.

Moreover, Senior and Junior Moderators’ feedback highlighted some major issues on the pilot, which, on the
whole, proved to be only weakly deliberative or not deliberative at all. Some high school teachers and BA
students also agreed on the same problems. The following pages synthesize the main findings of this
qualitative evaluation concerning both the methodology and other substantive issues.

a. The information base

The first issue concerns the topics under discussion. Indeed, the 2 hours of discussion for synchronous
sessions alone were not enough to even superficially get into the substance of the topics chosen due to their
broadness. As highlighted by an undergraduate student: “The topics were too broad and scattered to come to
a conclusion”. The second problematic aspect is closely related to the first. Indeed, one of the pillars of
deliberation we identified was the confrontation between differing points of view. However, people—
especially “laypeople” such as ordinary citizens and young students—often struggle to formulate rational
arguments on complex issues. This difficulty, in turn, reflects their inability to foreshadow certain
controversial aspects and how these relate to cause-and-effect relationships between different phenomena.
In this sense, the pilot’'s briefing material did not fully achieve its goal. Indeed, while some moderators,
teachers, and students judged the briefing material to be clear, timely, comprehensive, and thought-
provoking, to others, it appeared overly abstract and aseptic, at times cumbersome, and generally difficult to
understand (e.g., in the use of graphs), as well as almost lacking any insight concerning the controversial

aspects of issues.

b. Asynchronous interactions

The asynchronous sessions revealed to be more challenging than expected. Many students did not show,
the thread of discussion was often loose,, and the few interventions often fell on deaf ears and could hardly
be picked up by the moderators. This finding lays bare an internal liability of asynchronous online
deliberation. Remote and deferred interaction most likely struggles to attract people, requiring several
cognitive activation mechanisms that are difficult to guarantee in everyday life: remembering to intervene in
the debate in the prefigured time window, attention to the interventions of other participants, and patience in
trying to write one’s thoughts comprehensibly and exhaustively.
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c. Multi-lingual setting

The simultaneous translation encountered several hiccups and, at present, remains overly cumbersome, as

well as occasionally distorted and inaccurate.

d. Platform accessibility

The participants encountered some problems using the platform despite the familiarization sessions
conducted with students and teachers and the guidelines provided before the pilot. This issue was efficiently
summarized in some of the qualitative interviews: “The methodology would be fine if it were not remote. (...)

online deliberation is a bit dehumanizing and not very dynamic”.

e. Coordination between partners

Despite all the coordination efforts described in the previous sections, several areas of uncertainty about
roles and responsibilities emerged during the pilot (“Who should respond to questions during discussion

sessions?”, “Who should make decisions about changes in the way discussions are moderated?” etc.).

f. Human vs. automated moderation

The role of moderation in deliberative processes has always been considered ambivalent. On the one hand,
moderation is crucial for structuring the discussion and accompanying the process of collective interaction
by ensuring that participants “do not lose [their] compass”. In this sense, as one teacher summarized, the
presence of a human moderator “reassures” participants because it conveys the idea that the goal will be
achieved in one way or another. On the other hand, moderation rarely has an entirely neutral effect on the
process. It is worth pointing out, as one teacher did, that “human moderators were great: present without being

intrusive, guiding without becoming directive”.

The issue here is not one of steering the debate toward one’s own sensibilities or even preferences or goals.
Conversely, the manner in which the moderators intervene, as well as the timing of their interventions and
the techniques they use, certainly affect the development of the interactions and the debate. The moderators
themselves acknowledged the delicacy of their role, particularly pointing out that, in their presence (as
opposed to automated moderation), students tended to interact with other participants indirectly, turning
their statements or questions over to the moderator.

Automated moderation seems to have stimulated greater awareness and responsibility in direct interactions
between students. However, AM’s purely procedural interventions also seemed to invoke feelings of
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excessive “coldness”. In other words, the automated moderation was generally perceived as very slow and
cumbersome due to its small, neutral, and content-free prompts. Some teachers and students perceived it

as “alienating”, full of “dead time”, “unelastic”, “not in tune with the course of the conversation”, and generally

characterized by a strange, almost “ridiculous” tone.

For these reasons, AM still exhibits weakness in its ability to encourage participation and manage
interactions in a way that ensures thematic focus and exchange of different views. As some students recall:
“we ended the discussion without actually leaving anything behind”, “the atmosphere was inconclusive”, “the

automated moderator was unable to respond [to some prompts]”, and “we felt left to our own devices”.

Overall, AM seems, for the most part, to lack an emotional dimension, the main component behind productive

human interaction.

Finally, as mentioned above, part of the follow-up activities of people requires several cognitive activation
mechanisms that are difficult to guarantee in everyday life: remembering to intervene in the debate in the
prefigured time window, attention to the interventions of other participants, and patience in trying to write
one’s thoughts comprehensibly and exhaustively.
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5. Conclusion

The findings coming from the pilot provide us with mixed results. On the one hand, the data from the surveys
and the quantitative analysis reveals how addressing the topic of climate change in their various iteration
during the deliberative events contributed to raising the overall level of concern of a section of the public that
already shows high levels of attention to the topic. In the same vein, the deliberative process slightly improved
the extent of the students’ factual knowledge of the topic, as well as toning down some of the misperceptions
of the sample selected and promoting behavioral changes to address the issue of climate change. In general,
the students positively evaluated the experience of the pilot, which in turn calls for further implementation of

such an approach to deal with substantive topics of interest among the public.

On the other hand, the evidence provided comes from a restricted sample of students. In this sense, the
qualitative part of our results also evidences low levels of participation among students both before and after
the pilot, as only a comparatively limited number of high schoolers and undergrads actually participated in
the deliberative events. This is increasingly true when comparing the expected number of students with the
actual number of participants, the total amount of people who completed the pre-pilot survey, and the overall
share of the post-pilot survey. Therefore, the findings coming from this analysis are mostly descriptive.
Additional research is needed to provide empirically significant evidence that could signal the effective

presence of the aforementioned trends.

Furthermore, the information emerging from the interviews of students, teachers, professors, and
moderators reveals an even more nuanced scenario. By qualitatively analyzing their opinions of the pilot, it
was possible to underline the main assets and flaws of the deliberative events. Concerning the pilot’s
methodology, criticisms emerged over the limited amount of time dedicated to each topic, the overall
complexity of the briefing material, the limitations of the asynchronous sessions, and the problems of the
M4D2 platform. Regarding public deliberation, mixed feelings emerged when discussing human and
automated moderation. On the one hand, AM fails to ensure an appropriate amount of participation
compared to HM. On the other hand, the absence of a moderator fostered attentiveness and accountability

by providing an environment where students could discuss issues without supervision.

Allin all, scientific research on deliberative processes, whether real or experimental, shows that the dynamics
of human interaction, even in highly structured and moderated contexts according to the principles and
methods of deliberative democracy, remain far from the deliberative ideal. The students perceived the
interactions as “interesting”, “enjoyable”, and “relaxing”. At the same time, those who had already learned the
key elements of public deliberation before the pilot saw their expectations dashed despite the moderators’

high quality of organization, instrumentation, and conduct. It was perceived that “all of this was something
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preliminary, not what is really expected from a deliberative process”. Moreover, “the discussion generally
remained at a superficial level”, as students “ended up repeating the same notions [...] heard over and over again

on environmental issues”.

Based on the findings that have emerged from the pilot, it is possible to provide several suggestions for

future research on deliberation.

A first step could be restricting the discussion to one topic rather than dividing the deliberation event into
several sub-topics. This restriction would provide more time to discuss the topic in-depth and yield enhanced
attention to its exploration. For example, centering the deliberation around one or two specific issues would

provide an even more focused debate.

Moreover, the briefing materials should be more concise and uncomplicated but also more detailed regarding
divergent views and arguments. These information bases should function as food for thought that helps
people gradually develop an idea of the problem discussed and some initial interpretations and opinions on
the aforementioned controversial nodes. The contents of the briefing materials should also be ‘translated’ in
a way that allows them to be understood by non-specialists while at the same time retaining the overall

complexity of the issues at stake.

While evidence suggests removing remote and deferred interactions from deliberative events, the pilot also
reveals the need to provide the M4D2 platform with several improvements in terms of multi-lingual
translation and accessibility. Such improvements would ensure a smoother discussion and a higher degree
of tolerance concerning temporary stalls or flaws in the system. Additionally, a higher level of coordination
between the various actors involved in the deliberation is needed to have a clearer picture regarding the
division of roles and responsibilities of every partner. This coordination would ensure a more streamlined
process of recruitment, which in turn would result in higher participation. Additionally, the focus on the
sample of participants ought to be systematically checked to avoid minimal withdrawal from the deliberation

event and increase the recompletion rate of surveys.

All'in all, these recommendations would go a long way in strengthening the qualities that emerged from the
pilot on schools and universities while at the same time curbing some of its less successful aspects. The
evidence emerging from our data shows that students are willing to engage in in-depth conversations with
their peers from around the continent on significant issues. At the same time, however, they also need to be
placed in a suitable environment with the appropriate characteristics that might stimulate debate and prompt
them to dive deeper into the topic of discussion.
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