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INTRODUCTION

Liberal representative democracies are under strain in Europe. The liberal principles, such
as free press, rule of law, and individual liberty, which shaped the foundation of the far-
reaching European project are challenged by several endogenous and exogenous
pressures. The unprecedented societal, technological, and political developments that
unfolded in the last two decades have triggered ambivalent dynamics that have contributed
to undermine some of the key characteristics of contemporary European democracies:

o First, the technological innovation centred around the Internet revolution has opened
new opportunities for citizens’ participation but has also widened the technological gap
between people with and without access to the Internet and/or the skills to exploit it, as
well as within and across countries. This raises serious concerns about the potential for
inclusion of liberal democracies.

e Second, as politics becomes more complicated in a multilevel system, citizens
increasingly disregard the content of political arguments and messages, whilst they tend
to follow partisan cues. This contributes to the increase of polarisation in the public
debate.
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e Third, current increased opportunities for mobility and interaction have fostered a quest
for more individual liberty and autonomy but, at the same time, have eroded the sense
of identity to a political community. In this context, old national identity’s ties have not
been replaced by a multidimensional sense of European identity.

e Fourth, Internet has made communication easier and faster, which has made information
available to anyone, whilst larger amount of people has now access to higher levels of
education. Yet, uncontrolled information flows, regardless of their quality, expose citizens
to fake news and misinformation, speeding up conspiratorial attitudes and mistrust in
science and knowledge, thus undermining the potential for a more reflective and critical
thinking among citizens.

Against this background, however, deliberative, and participatory practices can help
innovate and revive liberal democracies, by proposing new ways of combining
representation with participation, further supported by the technological innovation. Yet, thus
far, deliberative events at the local, national, and European level, while heightening interest
in the potential of these practices, have raised doubts about their technical feasibility and
replicability beyond occasional, stand-alone projects.

The EuComMeet project takes up the challenge of advancing knowledge about the potential
and current limits of deliberative and participatory practices, and to design mechanisms and
tools to transform occasional, deliberative events into institutionalised practices. Hence,
EuComMeet aims at breaking new theoretical, empirical, and technological grounds to
design effective deliberative processes, as critical “response to the challenges besetting
liberal representative democracies.” To do so, EUComMeet experiments with ways of
systematically embedding deliberative practices and institutions in the multilevel system of
governance and representation of the European Union.

This pragmatic approach is complemented by the theoretical and empirical exploration of
the conditions by which deliberation and participation can help reduce polarisation,
strengthen European identity, encourage inclusiveness and citizens’ reflectivity, and
narrow the representative gap between policymakers and citizens.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

To address its goals, EUComMeet brings together a ten-partner consortium composed of
leading academic experts in the field of democratic theory and deliberation, organisations
with a vast experience in the design, management, and analysis of deliberative and
participatory practices in Europe, as well as with expertise in the development and sharing
of participatory technologies, and a wide set of societal actors and stakeholders.

The research builds upon a proactive approach, which unfolds over three stages:

e Lessons Learned, to understand the difficulties of participatory and deliberative
approaches by combining insights from theoretical and empirical research.

e Fill the gap, to improve deliberative practices based on the lessons learned and to
design innovative deliberative spaces.

e Make it Happen, which is the implementation of deliberative events based on the
proposed design and the methodological and theoretical approaches refined over the
first two phases.

Due to the sequential nature of the three phases, during the first twelve months of the
research activity major advancements were made in the analysis of previous research and
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practice (Lessons Learned) and the application design of the online Participatory Spaces of
the project (Fill the Gap), which will both lay the basis for the implementation of the
deliberative events (Make it Happen). In particular, the research has progressed significantly
on the following aspects.

Theoretical and empirical advancements.

The consortium has developed significant insights about the conditions under which
deliberation and participation can help reduce polarisation, strengthen European identity,
encourage inclusiveness and citizens’ reflectivity, and narrow the representative gap
between policymakers and citizens.

Areview of the relevant literature was key to identify existing theories, competing arguments,
but also likely gaps that the project could help fill. This endeavour was carried out both
individually by the partners responsible for each dimension, and collectively, with the setting
up of a systematic review on empirical deliberative research. The systematic analysis of
deliberative events, participants, and observers is currently exploring how deliberative and
participatory approaches can fulfil the promise of greater participation and assess the
challenges of deliberative and participatory approaches. Preliminary results suggest that it
is a fairly “technocratic” or “democratic” road to mini-public success, i.e., uptake only
happens when mini-publics are organized top-down, are designed for policy appraisal
and do not contest the preferences of political elites. Further research on deliberative
mini-publics and polarization has uncovered that  socio-demographic
characteristics/inequalities do not influence the outcome of discussions — changes in
opinion are of egalitarian nature. In other words, more privileged citizens are not able to
impose their opinions on others because of socioeconomic differences. Deliberative mini-
publics are democratic innovations that are proving effective in smoothing polarization
through informed and moderated dialogue, also promoting understanding and learning
about opposite views.

Other interesting insights can be drawn from the study of deliberation and reflexivity.
Empirical findings from survey experiments show that actively imagining the feelings and
thoughts of someone one disagrees with prompts more reflection in the way that people
reason about political issues as well as elicits empathic feelings of concern towards those
with opposing viewpoints. This reveals a somewhat nuanced picture of the relationship
between empathy, reflection and policy attitudes that deserves further exploration in the
context of deliberative mini publics.

EuComMeet is also extracting lessons to inform the design of the project’s deliberative
events. As part of the Lessons Learned activity, a pilot survey to Spanish political elites has
unveiled methodological challenges that will provide effective guidance for a substantive
study of politicians’ opinions and preferences towards deliberative processes.

Methodological innovation.

EuComMeet is setting the stage to experiment with ways of systematically embedding
deliberative practices and institutions in the multilevel system of governance and
representation of the European Union. To do so, the project adopted a proactive research
strategy aimed at understanding strengths and weaknesses of deliberation to develop
methodological solutions to improve the democratic practice. In more detail, in the first year
of activity EuComMeet has been collecting and analysing data on past and current
deliberative processes to help develop new deliberative instruments which may turn useful
for the project’s objectives of designing an online deliberative space. Research activity in
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the first year focused on aspects like the sustainability and effectiveness participant’s
recruitment procedures, the rationale and drafting of the briefing material, and the
theoretically-informed development of the methodology of moderation.

A literature analysis of briefing material is being conducted to explore the characteristics
of the information materials used in deliberative mini publics, drawn from research articles.
Briefing material might be divided in four groups: informing about the issue; providing choice;
preparing for discussion; countering the polarization. On that basis, leaders of process
decide who is engaged in preparing materials, how and if arguments are presented and if
there are any other information sources supporting briefing materials. In parallel, and
partially based on that, the project has been working to design and produce briefing
materials informed by robust background research and abiding by rigorous standards. This
relates to the need to favor the inclusion of participants in general, especially
underrepresented, and disadvantaged groups. Following this inclusionary spirit, the project
has been working to adapt human moderation methodologies to the online environment of
the EuComMeet project. This is a complex task, due to the coexistence of multiple levels
(local, national, European), multiple languages, and multiple modes (synchronous and
asynchronous).

Concerning moderation, the EuComMeet partners extended their observation to online
deliberative processes at European level taking place during the first year of activity of the
project, with emphasis on the Conference for the Future of Europe (COFE). On top of
ethnographic observations undertaken by several members of the consortium, Missions
Publiques was directly involved in the moderation of COFE’s panels. This represented a
unique opportunity to better understand the deliberate construction of a European identity
and a multilingual deliberative experiment and an opportunity to prepare the consortium to
study in real time a participatory event at European scale. The consortium also examined
the virtues and limitations of the technological solutions adopted by COFE, in particular the
use of a sophisticated system capable of simultaneous, human and multilingual translation.

Finally, preliminary analyses on recruitment in past deliberative events show higher initial
acceptance rates in online than offline events. Overall, about one-third of those who
accepted the initial invitation (% participants/accepted) showed up at the online event under
examination. As for participants’ characteristics, it is noticed that males tend to participate
more than females both in offline and online events — interestingly, this result is also
observed in smaller deliberative settings (e.g., citizens’ juries) — and that younger
generations tend to participate less than their older fellow citizens in offline events. An
important difference between offline and online deliberation can be noticed for people aged
35-54: in this age-group, people are more willing to attend an online event than an offline
participatory process. More educated people are far more likely to take part in deliberative
events. However, less educated people are less likely to drop out in online participatory
processes. No relevant differences between non-participants and participants are observed
with respect to their occupational and socio-economic status. On the contrary, ideology
seems to be a relevant predictor of engagement in deliberative events: while left-wing voters
are more likely to participate in offline events, people placed at the centre of the ideological
spectrum or without a position are more reluctant to take part in a deliberative event. The
trend is less evident in online events, with “right-wing” voters more willing to get engaged.

Technological and societal innovation.
The EuComMeet project centres around the construction of an online Participatory Space

that will gather citizens from ten cities of five European countries in a series of both
asynchronous (text-based) and synchronous (videoconference) events at the local, national,
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and European level. Before the main event, a pilot event will be conducted in schools and
universities, and with persons with disabilities with the twofold goal of testing the
participatory space and enhancing the awareness of deliberative practices among younger
cohorts and disadvantaged groups.

In the first year the project has thus made significant progresses towards the development
of a Multi-stage, Multi-level, Multi-mode, and Multi-lingual Dynamic (M4D2)
Participatory Space. The Multi-stage aspects refer to the Participatory space’s capacity
of accommodating in a flexible way the different stages of deliberation like recruitment, and
facilitation, which will, among the others, propose tools for the automated moderation
alongside human moderation. The Multi-level component concerns its ability to be used at
different levels, from the local through the national to the European level. The Multi-mode
feature indicates the integration of tools for asynchronous and synchronous deliberation,
while the Multi-lingual one point to the development of automated, real-time machine
translation tools to make communication among citizens from different countries easier.

During the first year the project progressed on the design of the online platform for both the
asynchronous and synchronous deliberation. A spoken language translation system based
on machine automation was developed and tested successfully. The project also initiated
the development of the automated moderation and the integration of the speech
translation model into the platform. In this respect, the EuComMeet consortium effectively
engaged in product design work to develop a prototype of online participatory space based
on innovative technologies. This activity relies upon an in-depth inventory of the digital tools
for deliberation that allowed EuComMeet's researchers to make informed decisions
concerning the layout, as well as the technological and functional characteristics of the
online Participatory Space. Such an ambitious endeavour rests on an interdisciplinary
approach that brings together social scientists, software developers, and computational
linguistics, to design the functions and modes of interaction of the platform. The ultimate
goal is to offer to the EU institutions and civil society in general a functioning platform that
meets the theoretical requirements for an inclusive, knowledge-based, and engaging
deliberation online. In this respect, the activity carried out in the “Fill the Gap” phase is an
innovative and unique research effort, which combines different expertise, and aims at
harmonising theoretical goals and technological innovation with societal goals.

As the project unfolded, there was increasing awareness in the consortium of the societal
implications related to the identification, design, and set up of the EuComMeet Participatory
Space. Confronted with scenarios based on different combinations of tools and services with
deep and diverse implications for potential openness, usability, sustainability, and control
over data, the consortium decided to opt for a maximisation of free/libre open-source
software (F/LOSS) tools via the reuse and adaptation of existing, production-mature tools,
prioritising those with the highest degree of customizability, and limited licensing costs.

EuComMeet made a choice to select two Free and Open-Source Software, namely
Nextcloud and Jitsi, that will be used respectively for the text-based and videoconference
deliberation. EuComMeet is currently operationalizing the chosen constellation of tools and
features. In this regard, the development of an original and customised F/LOSS tool for the
automated moderation enhances the ethical and social scope of the project, by further
developing technologies that will be made available to the community. This is in line with the
initial commitment to extend as far as possible the degree of openness of EuComMeet’s
software and practices. This will increase the accessibility of the knowledge generated by
the project, as well as the long-term sustainability and usability of the Participatory
Space and related technologies.
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PoLicy IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Although the research activity is still at an early stage, a few policy implications and some
preliminary recommendations emerge from the findings summarised above.

Participation and inclusion. Technological developments enabling digital deliberative
events might exacerbate the exclusion of marginal and under-represented groups. A
potential corrective for inclusion is the development of standardised support procedures,
relating to the composition of the briefing material (e.g., accessible to people with physical
and cognitive impairments), moderation modes (e.g., introduction of automated moderation
modes that can overcome the biases that might occur with human moderation), and
multilingual translation (through 'on-demand' automated translation modes, which in the
future will be economically more sustainable and more reliable than human translation).

Polarization and the development of European identity. It is necessary to discern how
opinions are formed, and especially whether this process is driven by arguments or
psychological dynamics. The key criterion that matters in a deliberative setting is whether
participants have engaged with and weighed arguments from different sides. Properly
balanced information material is key to ensure high quality of the deliberation, although
further research is needed to evaluate the impact of information on polarization and identity.
Nevertheless, if properly set, deliberation is proving effective in reducing polarization, also
on highly divisive political issues, without generative negative connotations or experiences,
and even in discussions with like-minded fellow European citizens.

Reflexivity. More could be done on measuring the concept in more sophisticated ways.
Rather than embarking on “Wikipedia-style” knowledge questions only, future research
should also ask participants to engage in more complex activities like writing little essays.
Such essays not only give a much richer account of participants” perspectives, but they can
also be analysed by a psychological construct of “integrative complexity”, for instance,
focusing on differentiation and integration of diverse standpoints (which provides a much
more refined way at capturing “reflexivity”).

Public and political impact. Researchers involved in the design and organisation of
deliberative events need to enhance the visibility and consequentiality of deliberative
events. Admittedly, this is not easy to achieve: first, mini publics need to compete for public
attention with actors that are better armed to shape public debate. Second, deliberative
principles focusing on rational argument and cooperation do not match the oppositional
dynamics of the representative system and demands of current mediatized societies.
Nonetheless, recent experiences show that minipublics can affect discussions in the public
sphere (examples are the French Climate Assembly or the Irish Citizen Assemblies). But
researchers need to think creatively about how to motivate both media and political actors
to better “listen” to citizen assemblies. By the same token, there is also a lack of empirical
research on potential external effects of the EuroPolis deliberative poll on non-participating
European citizens and elites. An open question is under which conditions European citizens
— especially in the role of “onlookers” — would see deliberative mini publics as legitimate
(and their recommendations worthwhile). Regarding legitimacy and decision acceptance,
we also need to investigate how democratic innovations fare in comparison with legacy
institutions (e.g., European parliament, Council of Ministers, or EU Commission). A crucial
issue is how much legitimacy and decision acceptance are generated by technocratic and
representative channels in comparison with mechanisms of citizen involvement. It is crucial
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to conduct parallel surveys with non-participants to test whether specific designs drive
legitimacy feelings among citizens and political actors, or which designs would be better apt
to stimulate perceived legitimacy

Finally, digital tools for deliberation require increasing awareness of the societal and
technological implications of the design of the online deliberative platforms. Freellibre
and open-source software are key to increase the accessibility of the knowledge
generated by the project, as well as the long-term sustainability and usability of the
participatory spaces and related technologies. Investments are required in the
technological literacy of the population, in the creation of adequate and accessible digital
infrastructures to bridge the digital divide, and in the development of more refined, reliable,
and automated spoken language translation systems.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS

The EuComMeet project aims at breaking new theoretical, empirical, and technological
grounds to design effective deliberative processes to strengthen liberal representative
democracy. To do so, EUComMeet experiments with ways of systematically embedding
deliberative practices and institutions in the multilevel system of governance and
representation of the European Union. This pragmatic approach is complemented by the
theoretical and empirical exploration of the conditions by which deliberation and participation
can help reduce polarisation, strengthen European identity, encourage inclusiveness and
citizens’ reflectivity, and narrow the representative gap between policymakers and citizens.
To address these goals, EUComMeet brings together a ten-partner consortium composed
of leading academic experts of democratic theory and organisations with expertise in the
development and sharing of participatory technologies and vast experience in the design,
management, and analysis of deliberative and participatory practices in Europe. The
research builds upon a three-stage proactive approach: Lessons Learned, to understand
the difficulties of participatory and deliberative approaches by combining insights from
theoretical and empirical research; Fill the gap, to improve deliberative practices based on
the lessons learned and to design innovative deliberative spaces; and Make it Happen,
which is the implementation of deliberative events based on the proposed design and the
methodological and theoretical approaches refined over the first two phases.
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