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Trying not to fall out: the importance of non-political social tiesin

online political conversation

This paper explores evidence from a large scale, mixed mathadsigation

into political conversation in various online niches, uncoveringpdel of
deliberation in which shared cultural or social ties - noiitipal ties - seem to
play an important role in holding a quorum together and engmg&xchange of
diverse opinion without breakdown of the community. A shared s#Ense
community identity is important within this model, but robust atable

individual identities- usually in the form of pseudonyms, but which sometimes
translate to offline identities among sub-sections of the contynuplay an
important role, too. These shared community spaces nferyde@fmocratic
benefits by facilitating the testing of balkanised perspesfisend within

personalised digital media structures against diverse counsgegtres.

Keywords: deliberation, community, online conversation, politiasital

methods, identity

Political deliberation in online spaces

Public participation in online political discussion is cutlga hot topic, with pundits
and scholars alike describing the impacts and affordancexc@i media, and their
implicit algorithms and structures, on important civic instemts such as journalistic
spaces and the public sphere. Modern digital media platfarensnportant parts of the
contemporary public sphere, providing popular, mainstreamatdstbf interpersonal
communication on a range of scales, from tmene to onde-millions. The mediation
of the public sphere, and the impact of this on civic and deatio ideals, are not,
however, new concepts and much has been written abowlatienship between
technologies, power brokers and publics and their impact oic puafoirmation,
understanding and debate.

Frameworks of deliberative democracy, set forth by schelark as Arendt

(1968), Habermas (1984) and Coleman (2004), provide an illustratfoowotliscussion



of public issues by citizens, amongst themselves, can enkdantocracy. Famously,
Habermas (1989) describée public’s ability to engage in rational critical debate, but
identified social forces that might infringe on thbiliy. Recognising the existence of
ideologies that could be used to control the social fonicty of a society, he described
how these must be challenged and deconstructed, allowing citivgas control of
their opinion and beliefs and remove the political andasodogma that can be used to
facilitate their domination by the ruling class. Modeatedlogies permeate the media-
dominated contemporary western societies and therefore Habermas’ assertions of the

need for rational thinking and decision making amongstecisZo enable democracy to
function fairly persist.

Debates surrounding these frameworks have followed theogewehts of
media technologies into the internet age, as schbkve put forth theories of online
public participation in deliberative models of democracy (Cale& Moss, 2012; Delli
Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004; Graham, 2010; Moss & Coleman, RdB& Gastil,
2006; Mutz, 2006; Torcal & Maldonado, 2014). The technological amirzmications
revolution of the last 20 years has given rise to nethoas of inter-personal
communication, from email and message boards to conterymbgéal and mobile
social networks. These technological platforms endid@dessembly of quorums from
across the world, facilitating very large-scale convessatihich may enable the kind
of discourse highlighted by Habermas to reappear amongst the aulsirge(Sack,
2001) Engaging the public in more deliberative activity can ti@ms political
involvement from preference assertion to preference tiwmand the rational
consideration of diverse perspectives can help to aveidalrower forms of preference
formation that result in antagonistic political dynan{Csleman & Gotze, 2001). By

providing diverse information and enabling very large-scafesersation, exchange of



views and deliberatigrdigital media has the potential to create more coresidgublic
political involvement.

Of course, despite these democratic potentials, we adlften see the more
maligned side of online participatienthe trolls and the bullying, the fake news and the
echo chambers. Too often are online spaces used to stilermre certain voices and
perspectives and to strengthen others. This expressive tiadhediscursive
participation is contrary to Habermassertion that the formation, and eventual
articulation of collective knowledge can be aided throinghetcts of interaction and
exchange of opinion through which citizens can gain a corapsie knowledge of
public issues. This cross-cutting exchange involving listening gomaisexe to opposing
views could be argued to be the basic essentials of deitbertdte minimum level of
rational-critical debate (Mutz, 20Q8hdeed, Mutz argues that it is the most important
part of deliberation, without which all the other deliberafa&ors are meaningless.
Mutz showed, however, that this cross-cutting debate is ifygrsgportional to the
closeness of relationships between individuals as peamedegroup along common
lines of belief. This well-knowrecho-chambéreffect is created as participants choose
not to consume content with which they disagree, or baxtent tailored to them by
algorithms designed to provide a pleasant, and therefobalplly conflict-free, digital
product.

Thus, in online spaces a tension exists between freederpodssion, in all
forms, including the most aggressive and abusive, andipatian in productive, civil
deliberation. This paper stems from a study which investighie tension and the
dynamics that exist within spaces and communities that maoagfectively deal with
it. With the use of one important case study, this péipstrates how community

identities and practices, as well as shared non-polg@aél ties, can help to bridge the



divides between politically diverse participants, and bind auqudogether strongly

enough to allow it to discuss politics rigorously, but in a enalnner.

Technology, identity and conversation

Identity, technology and the public sphere have long bakediin the literature,
including from the perspective of media practislemerous examples exist
innovative interface and platform design being utilisetthiw digital products to
encourage conversation that conforms to one or more gaiileeideals (Birchall &
Coleman, 2015)This focus on technological design is not always succkssiwever,
as while the interface can provide tools for participahise tools are not omnipotent
in the development of conversation. Human agency implaetdevelopment of
conversation in two ways. Firstly, participants maintgency over their actions and
are able to shape their own contributions and control thrair behaviour; scholars have
illustrated how appropriation of a technology by usersy dffte design phase, can shape
the outcomes of usage of technology in the same vedyhb design aa(Dix, 2007;
Mackay & Gillespie, 1992). Secondly, administrators retianability to intervene in
the processes through which conversation emerges, infhgeti@ result, such that, as
Wright and Street (2007) found, a technology may producerdiit effects upon
dialogue depending on the policies employed to shape it. Bfises are designed to
tackle the tension between freedom of expression and ihgitilis human agency
consists, therefore, as both behaviour that is contoaitye expected and acceptable
models of participation imagined by the designers of aesf@am as techniques to
counter this problematic behaviour. The balance and ne$dtip between these two
forms— or the social contract between contributors and adiratiss (De Cindio,
2012)- is a vital dimension of the success of deliberative epdacilitating

acountability and trust between all parties in the communhtgbiting the space. In



open, online spacatsis all too often the case that uncontrolled contrimuto
conversations fails to provide high levels of conformanamany of the deliberative
ideals, particularly rationality and interactivity (Solaie& Berry, 2011), due to
difficulties such as high volumes of contribution ggeessive interactions (Wright,
2006, 2009)Responding to this problem requirsscial as well as technological
approaches(Schuler, 2009, p. 300) and the agency exhibited by administratorder
to address this balance may be manifest as direct intemedesigned into spaces in
the form of moderation or facilitation, or authentioca systems that limit anonymity or
permit pseudonymity.

Identity in this context can be conceptualised as a raakabel through which
a contributor can be recognised and held accountadntel as performance or
expression of self by the contributor. The technologyitaies the latter through its
participatory nature (as will be discussed shortly) but catraidhe former through
systems of authentication. Authentication methodg waform: strong methods, such
as those used by banks and institutions may use formsifi¢atgon such as postal
confirmation of address; weaker methods may requireejuail confirmation and may
allow the use of semi-anonymity through pseudonyms. Therefiteeface design can
afford complete anonymity during participation, absolutenaityyin participation
through hard authentication, or semi-anonymity through pseudonywiih individuals
identifiable as an online persona, but one that is not linkéeal, offline identity.
Furthermore, the methods of expressing this identity aadycombine, including
textual labels and names, avatars and other images-aegbtin profiles. These methods
often overlap within the spectrum as they are implendeintéifferent ways. For
example, pseudonymity can easily be anonymity when usersaawamtultiple

accounts, or share or hijack names, but procedures exlkivoaa online presence



identifiable by a pseudonyrbut tied to a real identity in the system back end. Thes, th
participatory benefits of hiddeneal or offline identities can be combined with the
benefits to civility afforded by accountable identities (F&rStrauss, 2008).
Approaches to identity management have been used in varayssin different online
situations, with diverse effects. Bernstein et al (2@Ebcribe a spectrum of anonymity
that is present in recent digital media environmerfiacebook insisting on real names,
MySpace and Usenet allowing anonymous commenting, and vaniodsls in between
including the pseudonyms of Slashdot which allow users to protectéaeidentity
while building up an online profile to use in the space (Beimsteal., 2011, p. 51)
Research has shown that these authentication matelsave a real effect on
participation. Many have argued that anonymity is detriniémaroductive online
community participation due to the lack of accountabilityggmity, trust and
cooperation that is otherwise provided by the use of reaésand stable pseudonyms
(Hiltz, Johnson, & Turoff, 1986; Kilner & Hoadley, 2005; MillenRatterson, 2003;
Rains, 2007). Others, however, have argued that anonymous spacasually have
positive impacts on participation by enabling those who doemdtiat they can speak
up in other environments (Grudin, 2002; Kling, Lee, Teich, & Frardi@99; Lampe &
Resnick, 2004). In online environments these effects are noaltyuexclusive, of
course. Focussing on the popular website 4chan, Bernstin2911) described how
anti-social behaviour thrived in a very popular discustimead in which 90% of
participants contributed anonymously. However, the researatser®bserved that this
anonymity alloved participants to discuss sensitive topics with more confielenc
Furthermore, while some social bonds were missing due tantheymity, others were

maintained through alternative methods such as the inole$islang in messages,



which was used to indicate pexisting knowledge and experience of novel
communication techniques and therefore status within thencority.

Goffman’s theory of the presented self (1959) helps to explain why identity -
and therefore anonymity and pseudonymity - are important ptsdaring
conversatioras the ‘public self is acted out through social interaction. The perfozaan
of identity extends beyond textual contributions to riahedia which augment online
identities alongside the content of any contributiond,these more visual identities
can be a source of bias in group formation (Lea, Sp&ats,Groot, 2001). The profiles
and contributions of users are therefore all part of ilep@rformance which can
influence participation through the social bonding thauogthrough identity, rather
than conversation content alone. This performance kalbs contribution to
conversations as individuals construct the identity they wish to present, conforming
to or challenging identity-related concepts such as sact@ptance amongst pedrs.
online settings, these social forces can be relatecttyple of identity requirements
present within a space, afmcial acceptance concerns should be less salient in ...
anonymous settings since there is no puldalf’ that the individual has to mandge
(Chen & Berger, 2013, p. 582)nonymous participation may be important, therefore,
in political conversation, allowing participants to explalifficult issues without the
pressure of identity maintenance. When social acceptahess of a pressure
participants may be able to have conversations about gerdgial topics more
comfortably.

Within deliberative participatory initiatives issues @éitity, anonymity and
participation are drawn into sharp focus and the comfaahohymity does not
necessarily translate into successful deliberatscholars have linked some of the

problems identified within contributions to deliberative sgadirectly to the concepts



of authentication and anonymity, describing how perceived anoyganit remove

some of the moral and social cues that otherwise dSpgeeh (Wright, 2006, p. 553)
and release the contributor from responsibility for tierds (Coleman & Moss, 2012,
p. 8). Stable and reliable identities are important in omlelderation as they allow
participants to keep track of each other as they intenalcéxchange opinion and
information, maintaining relationships and strengtheniagtirAccurate identities are
important for the maintenance of Habermasian deliberateas, as they allow
participants to recognise, find and contact each other andufudigrstand the quorum
present at any particular moment, particularly importaisynchronous conversations,
occurring over an extended period of time (Coleman & M28%2, p. 8)

The spectrum of authentication described by Bernsteih €2011) is clearly an
important factor that needs to be considered in a studyliokegpolitical conversation.
While authentication methods may help to provide the adability that is required of
a deliberative space, the trade-off is in the introduatidvarriers to entry to
conversations. Designed as methods to increase the dilibepaality of conversation
by modifying or excluding contributions that do not meet theipeleliberative ideals
of an initiative, these techniques can have clear consegs®n democratic
participation through potential exclusion and curtailmentoade. The level of
authentication present in a system should be relatitreetduties being performed in an
online space. For instancemnverified identities are enough for writing a comment in a
blog, whereas strong authentication is required for ppétirig in a deliberative
consultation (De Cindio, 2012).

A more holistic and context-aware perspective on treabldentity in
conversation allows some of the more subjective, hurharacteristics of participation

to be included. Identity management extends beyond thafeechnological structures



provided within dgital spaces and plays out within content, communicafiod,

implicit connections between participants. The analysitnedt below allowed a model
of community identity management to be uncovered thatdwdmplications for
political conversation within a specific online niche. In #xsmple, technological
systems of pseudonymity played a part in individual and comynigi@ntity

management, but wider, real-world and offline factors wegaably more important.

Research Context and M ethods

The analysis featured in this paper was generated withinger lproject (Birchall,
2016) which investigated the characteristics of online poliioalersation in the UK,
generated in response to a range of political eventsablatplace in 2014 (including
television debates about the Scottish independence referemtuthe UK membership
of the EU). To study the online conversation that emergednasional public
responded to these political events, the study necessarikgdvat large scale, using
automated, digital methods to select, harvest and analise da

Keywords and search engines were used to discover relevaencand
bespoke screen scraping software was used to harvest enthersations, consisting of
hundreds, thousands and occasionally tens of thousandstabations. This software
also enabled automated processing of the collected datddh the building blocks of
social interactions and arguments within conversatiosisch as replies, quotes,
mentions - were identified through the HTML structures bedd themThis semantic
information was used to generate metrics which quantifiédedative features of the
conversation, including the creation of social netwasdps to represent the connections
and exchanges between participants.

To understand the human phenomena at the root of thesmpati@wvever,

more qualitative research was required, and an iteratieed methods approaeh



involving text analysis and coding, surveys aneiviews— was used to evaluate,
reappraise, and give meaning to the headline figures otitbenated analysis. The
specially designed methodology provided the specificity and deqadssary to analyse
human behaviour within unique niches on the web, alongsedaliifity to generalise
across the high number of data points. This approaamatiée to bridge the gap
between the small scale, qualitative methods of invegtigaf many studies of online
conversation, and the large scale, data-centric, #tgoid methods of big data studies
that have entered the debate more recently (Anderson, Ragdy, 2013; Bazeley,
2004; Boyd & Crawford, 2012; Gitelman & Jackson, 2013; MacMillaKk&enig,

2004; Manovich, 2011; Roberts & Wilson, 2002).

Using a coding schema based on that of Graham (2008) cim@&sabetween
participants within conversations were categorised to ideinbfportant deliberative
features such as rebuttals, refutations and countertiagseio identify instances where
disparate opinions were encountered. The schema alsdigkabuse, curbing and off-
topic contributions, allowing the context of interactido be illustrated within
argument maps to complement the social networks gedezatker. Through this
coding, three key metrics were generated. Firstly, connectednegsasure of the
proportion of contributions that included social interattichich was calculated as a
percentage figure and through social network analysis irothe df the mean number
of connections per message (average node degree). Setbadlyount of cross-
cutting exchange, representing the proportion of interactiowshich disparate opinion
was encountered. Thirdly, a quantitative dominance metric whickrdtes the relative
level of contribution by each member of the quorum priesdlowing investigation into

the roles of participants and the impacts of thesé@mrdmmunity.



This methodology providedoth a large and diverse set of case studies of
political conversations in online spaces and a set of bespel&s - designed to
measure specific characteristics of deliberative coatiers- by which to compare the
conversations (Birchall, 2016Ylost of the conversations analysed conformed to the
liberal individualist model of communication described by Frne¢P010)
characterised by personal expressions of opinion rataerdéliberative exchanges.
This model was most notable within the institutionally-linkedcegaof formal political
participation such as petitions and consultations (gpeéil) but was also present in
the majority of the case studid4owever, some conversations stood out in contrast to
this majority, consisting of highly connected and crossr@ittonversation. These
examples existed within the common interest forums;espathere political
conversation occurs, such as on political websiteieservativeHome or
LabourList, in the UK (see Figure 2). However, the most eotad and cross-cutting
examples were those in spaces where people had a partimrigpolitical common
interest and bond to tie them together, even when disgupolitics and it is the
analysis of these stand-out examples which is presanted ipaper. Qualitative
analysis in the form of interviews with site adminasbrs and contributors and online
focus groups with participants from the conversatiorsngaplace within the forum
itself) enabled investigation into how these spaces dacksts were involved in the
development of connected and cross-cutting online poltmaversation. Through this
research insight was gained into the existence and inmgert a shared group identity
and associated group practices which help to maintainuiheetationships that might
otherwise be put under strain by diverse political conversalt is this non-political
bond that is important in the model described in this paperhich this shared identity

and group practices work with a pseudonymous identity manageyséemsto help the



community to engage in diverscross-cutting, but civil and respectful political
conversation.

[Figures 1 and 2 near here]

Social ties, relationship maintenance and participant roles

The clearest examples of this dynamic between soesabhd deliberation were
political conversations within spaces in which particisanongregated due to a
common interest other than politics (such as rock chignloir motoring, both of which
featuredin case studies). These conversations were characterised by Freelon’s
deliberative model of participation (2010) and mapped diréatlize parapolitical
spaces described by Dahlgren (200%jis shared interest, separate from the political
topics being discussed seemed to be a crucial part of holdirgubrum together as
participants sought to maintain social bonds despite galliiifferences.

One case studythe political conversations between members of thedadk
climbing community on the UKClimbing.com forumillustrated this point most
clearly, scoring highly in metrics for connectedness andsscutting exchanges, and
also featuring practices of group identification and bogdsuch as the use of
climbing-specific vocabulary and reference to climbing witlinwersations. Studies
have shown that participant roles can be importantlibaetation - Graham and Wright
(2014) identify super posters, agenda setters and facilitatthris weliberative
conversations and some of these were observed within the data hecml 8etwork
analysis of conversations from this space discovereca#udt contained dominant
figures in terms of quantity of contribution, but the prdjon of contribution was
spread widely through the quorum. There were typically separétipants making
more than one contribution and even when there wasameibutor providing most of

the content, several others were highly active as welhigtthe less well-connected



contributors were often still connected directly or incliketo the core of the network.
The community may be dominated to an extent by an actireof contributors but
these contributors interact with all participants, peniog the roles of agenda-setter
and facilitator at the same time. This core of contrigitbat replied to participants was
noted by contributors who were well aware of participantsabively stoked

conversation, aghis-excerptfrom-an-interview-wibne UKCIlimbing forum user

(participant #27)shewsdescribed

| think [the popularity of the discussion about Scottish independenceho@es
by chance... the forum had one of the most passionate pro-Yes memarlthen
it... Had he been on fly fishing weekly you'd have [found that spestead]-.

Indeed, the presence of particularly active contributeesned to be acknowledged and

valued by theUKClimbing community, asinterview—execerpt—with—anether—user
Hustratesillustrated by a response from another forum (pseticipant #7)

“It's a community of which I've been a member for a long tingeh#td its ups and

down but there is a hard core of contributors whose views | réspect

Of course, connectedness is only part of this picture dfetative quality and
one of the interesting characteristics of the UKClimhiage studies was the fact that
this connectedness, influenced by a core of contributorsahealhed out to other
contributors, was maintained at the same time as a hagempere of diverse opinion and
cross-cutting exchange. The relatively highly cross-cuttaigne of these connections
was illustrated by the manual analysis of argumentativeagxes- the interactions in
which participants encountered opposing viewpoints this platform. For example,
the map shown in Figure 3, representing the contributmasconversation about EU
membership included high levels of interaction and opinionangé within the
conversation. As can be seen in the map, these étitera consisted of long, multi-

branched chains of messages with both agreement amgplesiszent present. Cross-



cutting exchanges were the most common example of intercbanemaking up 67%
of replies within the sample, though chains were oftaderof an assertion with
consecutive amicable messages of agreement, with ocddsiealks, or endings that
were cross-cutting.

According to models of Freelon (2010), this form of conw@eas to be
expected amongst participants that conform to the deliberdéimnocratic model of
participation as contributors seek reciprocal convensatiovhich inter-ideological
guestioning and response is present. These charactaesstepresent within the
UKCIlimbing contributors and some of the comments from wer questions relating
to individuals’ motivation for contributing suggest that participation was motivated by
desire to discover new perspectives and information andyerngigh others who have

opposing views. For exampl®rum user #20 stated that

“Debates for me normally progress into a two-way conversattbmvhe thread
with quite in-depth posts where we are both trying to address adbthts raised,
with evidence. These interactions are the experience. In a gbatedgou're
forced to examine your own view, modify it, find evidence to suppaanid to

satisfactorily deal with challenges. | might occasional change my’mind

and forum user #11 said

“The interactions make it more engaging: you're forced to consider vews,

and often have your own challenged. Makes you think, makes you look ditigposs

weaknesses in your own arguments as well as other péoples

Of course, such quotes represent only a subset of the waityrand the
conversationsand other responses showed that there were clearlyagikern

approaches that some participants felt needed to be dedlefi-or example forum

user #20 went on to say about his participation on the site




“Mainly it's for personal satisfaction of developing my own viewsh@cases
where I'm arguing with someone clever and reasonable from anotipowie).
But some people's views are so harmful and badly thought out thatbfepélled
to explain how reason proves their view to be nonsense. In those casasri¢ia

compulsion rather than for the enjoyment of the debate

andforum user #15 describes a similar motivation

£...and it's fun knocking down some of the more spurious, ill-informed or

irrational posters!

These confrontational approaches provide the potentidisbarmony amongst
the quorum as positions are challenged, often aggressively. ghitedthis potential for
disharmony, the quorums manage to maintain the overalkgigitid cohesiveness,
alongside connectedness and a cross-cutting natureefivegs the high deliberative
guality of these conversations. Perhaps one reasohisazduld be an interesting
feature of the argument map shown in Figure 3. This feasudentified by the chains
of connected grey nodeghe significant sub-conversations where contributions went
off-topic but maintained a level of connectedness. Indbiis/ersation about Scottish
independence, a sub-theme of UK-Australian migration emefdedthread was
initially sparked by an attempt at curbingilencing the voice of an Australian observer
— that initially led to an emotional exchange but moved drettome an amicable
conversation about the contributors’ personal circumstances. This kind of off-topic
exchange, wholly within a single conversation thread, gsidttne other contributions,
was common on this platform; indeed, off-topic conveosetinreads were present in
several the most connected and cross-cutting case stdibsps this feature of cordial
interaction, stemming from an altercation, is one efrmsons that this community can
maintain the productive conversation observed, despitéitbesity of opinion present.

Graham (2010) and Basu (1999) have both illustrated how social ¢mmgand



interconnections such as humour,loantef can act as the glue that bonds communities
together. These shared communicative practices help te gregonal bonds,
strengthen shared identity and opinion and repair soesathat have been frayed.
lllustrated in this study is an alternative form of ttosial glue, in the form of off-topic
sub-threads, existing within striking examples of trulyena¥e exchanges in which
disparate opinions were shared and reflected upon inkeedglve manner. These by no
means made up the bulk of the contributions of the fohwincertainly contributed to
building the community that existed in this space that starsly produced highly
connected and cross-cutting political discussion.

[Figure 3 near here]

Communities form for many different reasons; the camicative dynamics
discussed here are only part of the story and manifest witparticular environment
In this case study, the social bonds between climbergijfiglag collectively as a group
and seeking to maintain cordial relationships within thernanity, were a key factor.
These non-political social ties, maintained beyondothiical discussion, helped

participants to interact; as the forum manager stated intarview:

“Climbers define themselves as climbers and hence they ‘feel’ they relate to other
climbers better. They are mostly happier asking for advice on pigroin this
forum than on a specific plumbing forum, for example, since it isr@m
comfortable and less intimidating environment. This has been less sulcaiths
regardto /closely affiliated forum] UKHillwalking since hillwalkers don’t define

themselves so precisely as hillwalkers

This sentiment was echoed in responses from conversatiicigaants

themselvessuch as this statement from forum user #9

“We are generally climbers first, then keyboard warriors seddrade is a sense

of community, a bit like having the conversation in the pub aftayaon the hill.



This case study provides a prime example of Dahlgren’s parapolitical space, in
which shared cultural concepts are discussed and in whiklcgdwiews can emerge
through debate (2005, p. 153). Participation here conformswbat to the model of
deliberative participation put forth by Freelon (2010) ag¢eisite characteristics
such as inter-ideological questioning and response arenpréisalso conforms
somewhat to the communitarian model, with shared compgnlamguageard a general
environment whichupholds the cultivation of social cohesion and grouptitdeabove
the fulfilment of individual desirégFreelon, 2010, p. 1180owever, the ties that
bring these participants togethee aot ideological, there aren’t specific political values
or beliefs shared by the whole group, nor even frameworkanalysing and
contemplating political subject matter. Perspectivesdarerse and opinions likewise,
yet this community clearly form an important categorpalitical participation through
interactive discussion. Individual roles within the quorparticularly active
contributors- super-posters and agenda settessem very important, but these are not
distinct groups in this space. Individuals take on sombas roles at different times,
due to the requirement to maintain the shared, external] booids that are a
distinctive feature of this category of space. This ola&m augments the findings of
Graham and Wright (2014hile participatory roles exist, individuals don’t necessarily
perform them in any regular way, but rather possessapabilities to do so and choose

to perform them when deemed necessary.

Developing deliberative behaviours

It is not surprising that the most interactive and crosshagutbnversations had some
very active participants, as engaged debate requires repgabuations. Previous
research has highlighted how interactive groups of partitspzam facilitate

conversation in a forum (Albrecht, 2006; Graham & Wri@@l 4; Oldenburg, 1999;



Panyametheekul, 201Ihe evidence observed in this study illustrates all tbfele
different forms of dominance put forth by Graham and Wrighe super-posters,
agenda setters and facilitators (2014, p. 628). However, tmtitatise domination
metric used in this study describes particular participduatsstand out from the crowd.
Across the wider study these contributors arose frofardiit models of participation:
the inflammatorytrolls’ that post regularly to elicit numerous responses; the
moderators, facilitators or the expert voice that act tanmi@nd guide the discussion.
In the specific model presented hdfree super-contributors were those that speak a lot
and, crucially, engage with othefhis particular role played by influential participants
within a conversation, helped to facilitate productive uiston amongst the wider
quorum.

Facilitation and moderation are important features airev@rsation space and,
while they can sometimes emerge organically out of shamadhoaity norms and
practices as was seen in the UKClimbing forums, they &ee tlie product of decisions
by designers and administrators, implemented deliberaielgape conversation.
Across the wider study significant differences were idiedtin conversation structure
that were attributable to facilitation strategies. Stru¢tfalitation through platform
design, for example, by requiring participants to craftrioutions as replies to other
users, and facilitation through a central authority, sascthrough Q&A-style
conversations are two such examples. The first of thelped to create conversation
that was focussed, but ultimately not well connected or -@atsmg; the last helped to
create conversation that featured, amongst a strutiatrgvas highly facilitator-centric,
small pockets of interactions around the fringes of treversation. The facilitative role
observed in the most quantitatively dominant participanteeofnodel presented here

was different, in that it also reflected a level otnactive dominance where these



very active contributors connect acrolss quorum- perhaps as influential, or even
controlling participants. Research, such as that by Ldda¥on and Coddingtan
(2014) has shown that facilitation by journalists and authorsmtihe comments
section that accompanies their work can have a signifeféect upon the dynamics of
a conversation; the involvement of an influential jggrént seemingly providing order
and civility within a conversation. In the emergent ecasation of the shared interest
forum, the highly engaged participants, aided by the shaal sies and group
identity, provide this function. Moreover, this functismprovided without the shadow
of control that can exist within conversations that havmstitutional facilitator or
moderator, allowing the community itself to feel likeytlzee developing the
conversational dynamics that they desire.

These social ties and participant roles are importamgulating political
conversation in this one particular online niche, bubsthe internet political
conversation occurs regularly in less favourable candit with less productive results.
For example, when political institutions reach out to magastr digital media spaces
seeking to find citizens in their favoured places rathen to draw them in to
institutionally linked, or overtly political placesthey face a challenge to engage
citizens in participation outside of the action-orientemtlel of individual expression
described earlier, and free from flaming, trolling and otheatelirs common in these
spacesBased on the evidence discussed here, part of that chattengke in
encouraging participation in roles that help to facilifat@ductive conversation. Preece
and Schneiderman propose the Readdreader framework to describe how users first
encounter social media in the capacity of a readdrgeadually become more active in
the space by contributing small amounts before going ooltkzborate with others and

assume leadership roles (Preece & Shneiderman, 2009, & ®gllas quality content,



resources that encourage participation must be provided, surcstiraictional guides
and interactive interface features (Preece & Shneiderg@09, p. 18). Use of
mainstream spaces requires the ceding of control nienface and platform design
features to the commercial entities that create anttaldhe space, and their market-
driven policies. However, participatory practices withintsacspace are still open to
manipulation Exploitation of the agency that participants, includingli@tors and
super-contributors, command over their conversationa\betr may offer an
opportunity to create the conditions necessary for aade cross-cutting conversation
to take place, through policies of interactive dominance i to engage as many
participants as possible. Combining thoughtful facilitatiotinthe technical features of
contemporary digital mediasuch as notifications of contributions to content that
relevant to a user it may be possible to recreate some of the interactwid
engagement of social media in general in a politicaésp Technigues such as positive
feedback, encouragement and gratitude from facilitators meagase repeat
contributions and interactions through the provision efiind of gratification and
positive self-affirmation that has been so successfabmmercial services.

However, in mainstream digital spaces the jump fromrdaurtor to facilitator
may be difficult as it requires trusting dodrespectful relationships between
participants, which are all too often lacking (Jhaver, Gab&ruckman, & Gilbert,
2018; Wright, 2006)Increased engagement and repeat activity brought abougthro
skilled facilitation may help to build the kind of commurstie which participants
value their membership and thus seek to maintain the dmridk that membership
entails— but in mainstream spaces there is scant evidence abthof communities

seen in the niche environments of the tight-knit spediatést forums.



Third spacesin a networked public sphere

The evidence provided above highlights two important conditimnsrfline
political conversation: productive participant roles andeshaocial ties. The first could
possibly be engineered in some way by platform desigbetshe second is usually a
product of the community itself. Rather than trying taeate these conditions, an
alternative perspective might embrace these niche combies as part of a connected
public sphere. Acknowledging their existence, we can lookdanected spaces &
network through which political action is generated, to bedacut elsewhere. Benkler
Roberts, Faris, Solow-Niederman and Etling (2015) usedlmypanalysis to identify
connected online content related to a high profile casalofe activism. They revealed
a diverse network in which major organisations played aimalotivating citizens
from across society to act. Within such a network theipaliaction taking place in
consultations and similar initiativesay have been generated elsewharalternative
spaes, in which interactive discussion takes placenversation that emerges in non-
political forum spaces has been shown to play an impgadénin the facilitation of
political action (Graham, Jackson, & Wright, 2015a, p. @6#®) mobilization of
citizens (Graham, Jackson, & Wright, 2015b, p. 12). Muligplaces for participation
could be connected within a network, the overall participagaperience combined in a
multi-stage process that ends with individual statemerpslicy related space which
may be the result of different models of participaiioearlier rounds of discussion
where opinion is formed and action encouraged.

To take political action within this network, citizens mfisst be made aware of
formal participatory spaces and be motivated to visitpanticipate. This could happen
through various mechanisms, such as through a generalsinieian institutionally-
linked initiative; a personal interest in a policy beingdssed; through exposure to a

news story; or by the involvement of an advocate ovigtgroup. It is this



motivational force thamay link the action-oriented model of participation wather,
possibly more deliberative models occurring elsewhereoAdtorming chains of
individuals within the network may be long or short, perhaps rurframg an

institutional press-release, to a newspaper commentsrgectian advocacy group, to a
consultation, or perhaps jumping between parapoliticalespiscspecial interest forums
and ideologically congruent communities in advocate grpapes. Indeed, Dumas et
al. (2015) described how particular groups of activists caitadigp on this model to
spread messages of action through large networks. In thisnketivmodel, the
interactive discussion, or lack thereof, occurring witbirmal political spaces becomes
less important if that discussion is occurring elseehand the importance of
alternative spaces for political discussion is illastd. Activists seeking to mobilise and
foment action may target their efforts on communitieg converge around political
topics and issues, where political preferences are mtae pifedetermined and
expressed, rather than the non-political special isteg®ups where preferences may
be more dynamic. Non-political special interest groups ataytherefore, as an
important democratic safety check for their participants revtiee ideologies and
balkanised perspectives of the personalised digital nstdietures can be tested against

diverse counter-perspectives.
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Figure 1.Social network map of a conversation on the governmentReth Tape
Challenge consultation website (node size denotes gaiv@¢ontributor). This space
was characterized by personal expressions of opinion radnedeliberative
exchanges, illustrated by the low number of connected message

Figure 2. Argument map of a conversation on the Congseevidbme website (black
nodes represent disagreements, grey nodes off-topiamyes). This is one of the
unusual examples of a highly connected and cross-cutting caieer, which occurred

mainly in commone-interest forums.

Figure 3. An argument map of a conversation on the UKChignlarum (black dots
represent cross-cutting exchanges, grey dots off-topltagges). The most connected
and cross cutting of all case studies, conversatiorssirspace often featured off-topic
exchanges which helped participants to maintain the relatms#at were strained by
political difference.



