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INTRODUCTION

The EuComMeet project explores ways of systematically embedding deliberative practices
and institutions within the European Union’s multi-level system of governance and
representation. It also investigates how deliberation and participation can help reduce
polarisation, strengthen European identity, encourage inclusiveness, foster citizens’

reflectivity, and narrow the representative gap between policymakers and citizens.

To address these goals, EuComMeet brought together a nine-partner consortium composed
of leading academic experts, organisations with vast experience in deliberative and
participatory practices in Europe, and the methodological expertise of third parties. This
consortium, along with a wide range of societal actors and stakeholders, aims to develop
viable solutions to improve democratic practices through a proactive research strategy.

To contribute to the democracy research area, EuComMeet designed novel participatory
spaces that include citizens, policymakers, and stakeholders during the project’s runtime.
These participatory spaces are based on an innovative M*D? (Multi-stage, multi-level, multi-
mode, multilingual, dynamic, and deliberative) approach conceived as a flexible, interactive,
easy-to-use, and scalable up model for deliberative processes, integrated with innovative
technology for automated moderation and translation in multiple languages, to be
implemented in five countries (France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, and Poland).

In 2023, participants from these countries discussed issues related to the environment and
climate change. Initially, discussions took place at a local level among citizens of the same
city. Then, they progressed to a national level, involving citizens from different cities in the
same country, and finally, they included citizens from other European countries.

This report addresses three main dimensions of the project: the challenges of inclusion in
present democracies, the impact of deliberation on attitudes towards environmental issues,

and the role of open platforms in deliberative democracy.

CHALLENGES OF DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION

Since the early 2000s, EU institutions have actively sponsored various deliberative arenas,

including deliberative polls, citizens’ conferences, online consultations, and citizens’

initiatives (European Committee of the Regions, 2019; OECD, 2020). These efforts aim to
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‘scale up’ the presumed advantages of deliberation to the European level and enhance
citizens’ engagement and participation in EU policymaking (Olmastroni et al. 2021).
Scholars have expressed ambivalence regarding the normative and practical consequences
of such initiatives (Hall et al. 2011; Strandberg and Gronlund 2013; Olmastroni et al. 2021).
While they are generally praised for their dialogic and inclusive nature, it remains to be
determined whether these European deliberative events can truly function as inclusive
platforms, and how the effective representativeness of participants is ensured through the
random selection of a stratified sample based on standard socio-demographic factors. Do
these events effectively gather a diverse sample of citizens to engage in discussions on
significant public matters? Or do certain factors (or lack of certain resources) prevent some

citizens from participating, thus constituting a barrier to inclusion?

To assess whether online deliberation can overcome some of the barriers to participation
typically encountered in in-person experiences, we compared EuComMeet attendance with
other events of a similar scale that took place either in person or online, such as e-Voice
(2016), an online forum held in 10 countries, and EuroPolis (2009), a Europe-wide
deliberative poll project, both funded by the EU Commission.

Two comparisons are relevant: one between those who participate in these kinds of events
and those who refute to join them; the other comparison is between those who participate
in online events and those who participate in in-person events. The results of these
comparisons do not convey a clear-cut answer but offer insights into the differing strengths
and weaknesses of each modality.

e Regarding the first question of whether participants differ from non-participants,
findings across all events, regardless of the nature of the setting, indicate that participants
tend to be better educated and have higher socioeconomic status, as assessed by social
class or employment status. Moreover, participants in all three events showed a significantly
higher level of interest in politics compared to non-participants. It should also be noted that
political dissatisfaction with politics does not necessarily translate into actual participation in
deliberative arenas. This suggests that political interest and engagement are important
factors influencing participation in both in-person and online events. Third, participants in

deliberative forums, whether in-person or online, demonstrate a stronger attachment to

Europe and generally view their country’s EU membership positively, favouring European
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unification. However, having a exclusively European identity is not a prerequisite for
participating in such events, suggesting that involvement in pan-European processes is not
hindered by a lower level of Europeanness. Lastly, we did not find systematic differences
across age groups or genders. Men were slightly more represented than women among
participants in EuroPolis and e-Voice, but not in EuComMeet. Online deliberation does not
seem to attract younger generations (i.e., individuals aged 18-34) more than in-person
settings; instead, it tends to activate those in the middle-aged cohort (35-54). Elderly groups
(55+ years) found it more difficult to participate in the virtual e-Voice event organised in
2016, but not in the EuComMeet event in 2023.

e Regarding the question of whether online deliberation attracts a more or less diverse
group of people than in-person deliberation, the comparison shows that on socio-
demographic characteristics, such as age and level of education, online events ensure a
much wider set of participants than in-person events. This suggests that virtual platforms
attract different participant profiles compared to in-person events. The in-person event
registered the attendance of participants with higher political interest, greater satisfaction
with democracy, and a stronger European identity compared to online events. This can be
interpreted as an indication that dissatisfaction with democracy does not necessarily

correlate with increased participation rates.

Overall, these results provide valuable insights for policymakers and practitioners aiming to
promote inclusive and diverse participation in deliberative settings. By understanding the
factors that affect participation, stakeholders can develop targeted strategies to overcome
barriers and ensure that deliberative processes truly reflect the diversity of their societies.
Efforts to enhance inclusivity and engagement should consider the interplay between
individual characteristics, political attitudes, and contextual factors, adapting approaches to

meet the evolving needs and preferences of European citizens.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE CITIES

The European Green Deal represents an ambitious package of policy initiatives proposed
by the European Commission, with the objective of making Europe the first climate-neutral

continent by 2050. This strategy aims to turn climate and environmental challenges into
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promoting a just and inclusive transition. Within this context, from the work of EuComMeet,
a crucial question arises: How does participation in this deliberative event affect the
behaviour of participants? Have their attitudes or considerations regarding this issue
changed?

Analysing the impact of such deliberative events is crucial to understanding whether
initiatives such as the Green Deal can truly influence individuals’ perceptions and
behaviours. This project aims to examine how participation in these events can change
participants’ views on environmental and climate issues, thereby contributing to greater

awareness and possible changes in everyday actions.

The study collected information at two stages of the deliberative process: at the beginning,
before participants entered deliberative spaces, and at the end, after the deliberative
process concluded. The project also explored whether the type of moderation — whether
automatic or human — had any impact on the deliberative process and, consequently, on the
attitudes of the participants.

It is important to note that during the participatory process, documents and information about
environmental issues were provided to participants to serve both as a stimulus for debate

and to enhance their knowledge about the topic without influencing the process.

We report here some of the key findings:

e Deliberation fostered significant attitudinal shifts, demonstrating the potential of
structured discussions to enhance awareness of and support for environmental policies.
However, the effectiveness of these sessions varied based on the composition of the groups
and the nature of moderation (automated versus human).

e Moreover, regional differences among participants from the ten European cities
involved in the EuComMeet project highlight the impact of local context and governance on
public perceptions of sustainability policies. Cities such as Lyon and Milan saw higher citizen
satisfaction with local sustainability efforts compared to Paris and Rome, demonstrating the
importance of effective local governance and communication.

e Additionally, the positive impact of deliberation on knowledge levels emphasises the

importance of educational initiatives to reduce misperceptions of climate change and
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increase public knowledge. It is essential to ensure diverse and representative participation
in deliberative sessions. Policymakers should employ quotas and other methods to include
various demographic and ideological groups, fostering comprehensive discussions and
more widely accepted policy outcomes. Recognising regional variations in public perception,
local policymakers should adapt their sustainability strategies to address specific local needs
and contexts, in which tailored policies that consider local challenges and opportunities can
enhance effectiveness and public support.

The implications of these findings are varied. Sustained engagement in deliberative
democracy can significantly shift public attitudes towards more pro-environmental stances,
suggesting that policymakers should invest in structured public deliberations to foster
informed and engaged citizens. The differences in ideological traits and initial attitudes
among participants highlight the need for targeted communication strategies, in which
policymakers address the specific concerns and values of different demographic groups to
effectively promote environmental policies. The varying levels of satisfaction with local
sustainability policies across different cities suggest the relevance of the regional context
and that governance quality matters, emphasising that local governments must enhance
transparency and communication regarding their sustainability initiatives to align better with

citizen expectations.

INSTRUMENTS, PLATFORMS & SUPPORTING TECHNOLOGIES TO DELIBERATIVE
PROCESSES

A key aspect that characterises the EuComMeet project is its attempt to explore whether an
open-source, scalable platform can facilitate participation in online deliberation. For this
purpose, EuComMeet relied on a Convivium platform. The Convivium platform integrates
the well-established open-source platforms NextCloud and Jitsi with the EuComMeet
modules for automatic moderation and translation. In addition, a set of documentation and
user interface features empowers the deliberation manager to guide participants through the
platform, manage a large number of deliberations, and collect necessary data for evaluation

and further improvement of the platform.
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e Numerous groups of people have joined the EuComMeet experience. Using the
Convivium platform as a base, deliberation spaces were implemented in France, Germany,
Ireland, Italy, and Poland. A pilot experiment consisted of a series of online deliberative
sessions among students, with around 400 people participating in the pilot activities (with
more than 500 registered users over different time periods), while during the main
experiment more than 1,500 users logged in. The system was populated by more than 2,000
users who took part in activities over the entire project period, including administrators,
senior moderators, and junior moderators.

e EuComMeet proved that scalability is possible. EuComMeet moved across levels
from local to national to European. Each session began at the local level (involving residents
of the same city), then moved to the national level, and concluded with an online plenary at
the European level among citizens of different countries.

e During these sessions, the automatic moderation and translation tools proved
effective in facilitating difficult discussions between citizens without the intervention of
experts, providing valuable data on both the design of the tools themselves and the process,
including familiarisation with the technology. One key lesson was that, when faced with new
technologies, users first need to be familiarised and socialised before engaging in the actual
process that the technology is meant to facilitate.

e FEuComMeet’'s main result, as far as this technological component is concerned, is
that it can be done. The experiment was a successful attempt to set up an open-source,
accessible, and scalable platform at the European level. However, it is important to discuss
some challenges encountered during the experiment. Here, we focus on two main sets of
challenges from which useful lessons for future events can be drawn.

e Challenges of participation. One of the main goals of EuComMeet was to bring
deliberation closer to citizens. The EuComMeet experiment shows that this is feasible;
however, constraints cannot be ignored. Two aspects are particularly important: the digital
divide and the language barrier. Regarding the digital divide, full involvement in online
deliberation faces gaps in participants’ technological skills and accessibility. The platform,
especially when participants are exposed to a new tool for the first time, involves a relatively
steep learning curve. The socialisation process needed to familiarise participants with a new
platform can inevitably slow down the deliberative process, raising the threshold for access
and increasing the attrition rate during the event. This impact is magnified when paired with

technical difficulties arising from external factors, such as the quality of Internet connections,
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which can disrupt or hamper the smooth functioning of the deliberation. Regarding the
language barrier, ensuring effective translation is one of the biggest challenges for any
deliberation at the European level. EuComMeet explored the potential of automated
translation. Despite technical limitations, the project experienced asymmetry between
English as a working language and all the other four languages involved. Automated
translation often worked well, allowing the deliberative process to flow smoothly, but
ensuring the effective running of online deliberative processes remains a decisive challenge.

e Challenges of open-source platforms. EuComMeet centred its approach on FLOSS
(Free/Libre and Open Source Software). This condition allowed the Convivium platform to
be constantly improved both during and after the project, as its core modules (NextCloud
and Jitsi) are supported by a large worldwide community. NetHood, a project partner, is part
of this community, and many features implemented in the intial development stages as
special features of Convivium are now integrated into NextCloud. During community
meetings of supporting groups (e.g., CIRCE, part of the NetHood Network), functionalities
are being further tested and developed. In addition, using a modular architecture, automatic
moderation and translation can be extended or replaced by different ones fitting the specific
application, and most importantly, complemented by additional modules such as Al bots for
creating summaries of discussions and answering questions. Thus, Convivum can always
be used, adapted, and improved for future use by local, national, and European authorities.
However, any future user of the Convivium platform must address constraints arising from
the strict implementation of GPDR privacy regulations. These constraints, along with the
difficulty of relying on open-source translation systems in Europe, might limit the tools
available for implementing automated translation and automated moderation. These
constraints could become particularly relevant given the “revolutionary” developments in the

fields of automated translation and moderation due to the arrival of Artificial Intelligence.
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CONCLUSIONS

The EuComMeet project was a high-risk endavour that addressed some of the main
challenges to deliberative practices, such as inclusion, moderation, and translation. On the
one hand, the EuComMeet project has demonstrated that it is possible to design scalable,
open-source platforms that can be used by local authorities, private and public
organizations, and institutions to foster deliberative online discussions both synchronously
and asynchronously. The EuComMeet experiment has shown flexibility in adapting to
different situations, even in an institutional context characterised by a variety of experiences
and interests.

On the other hand, the EuComMeet project provides useful lessons for future developments
aimed at bringing deliberation closer to the people and making online deliberation easily
accessible to a wider portion of European citizenship. While online deliberation does not
represent an easy solution to the problem of more inclusive participation, it can contribute
to widening the scope and variety of participants, making it easier for a larger and more
diverse segment of European citizens to join the public discourse. Being aware that
engaging people for a long period is challenging, as shown by the EuComMeet project,
online deliberation can still foster communication beyond the language barrier that
characterises the European polity. New developments in Al and natural language translation

tools can make progress in this direction, making online deliberation more effective and

inclusive.




