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Executive Summary

This report provides an overview of key findings from a 1200-person mail survey, funded by the Markle Foundation, and designed and conducted by Carnegie Mellon University's Community Connections Project.  Mail survey participants were selected to be representative of the Pittsburgh city community.  The survey was designed to provide data useful to Community Connections' objective of promoting constructive and informed political discussion in the Pittsburgh community, particularly via electronic means.  The survey provides key baselines against which Community Connections can judge the success of its efforts, such as the current quantity and quality of everyday political discussion.  

The survey also provides answers to many vital questions pertinent to how Community Connections directs its efforts:  How receptive is the public to improving the quantity and quality of political discussion?  What factors influence the quantity and quality of political discussion either generally or with regard to particular forms?  The nature of these factors will help Community Connections identify the types of persuasive appeals and other interventions that will be needed to stimulate public engagement
.  Finally, how are factors that impact political discussion distributed demographically?  If the factors are strongly determined by demographic characteristics, they may be based on strong social divisions that could be difficult to eradicate.  Moreover, if demographics play a substantial role, then the views of those who discuss politics may not be representative of the community as a whole.  Special efforts would then need to be undertaken to insure that public deliberations organized by Community Connections adequately represent the public as a whole.

Key findings discussed in this report include:

Discussion Quantity

· Only 12% of respondents discuss politics one hour or more a week.  An hour of political discussion per week may be vital for the uninformed majority of the public to pick up the cues they need to make political decisions reflecting their values and interests.

· Only 3% of respondents discuss politics three or more hours per week.  Three hours per week may be necessary for a person to be an active participant in determining what counts as the "common good"—a community function many political theorists consider essential to democracy.

· The quantity of political discussion is distributed very unequally.  The bottom 50% of the population account for 6% of all discussion and the top 20% account for 75% of all discussion.  Five people talk about politics 40 or more hours a month.

Discussion Quality

· Large percentages of those who do discuss politics do not appear to have good quality discussions.  Good quality was measured by the reported presence of certain behaviors (such as listening to other speakers or speaking oneself) and by the presence of certain deliberative norms, such as willingness to find common ground with others.  By one standard, using a summary measure of the behaviors and norms I call "deliberativeness," 72% of those who discuss politics have sub-standard discussion quality.

· Those who discuss politics less also tend to have lower discussion quality, though the relationship is not deterministic (correlation of .42).

Prospects for Improvement

· Respondents recognize the normative desirability of more discussion and higher discussion quality—the average person wants significantly higher levels of both.

· The level of quality improvements desired by people who already have acceptable levels of quality are quite modest.

· The level of quality improvements desired by people who have below standard levels of quality are substantially larger, though not enough to achieve "acceptable" levels.

· Similarly, people who engage in low amounts of discussion say they want amount improvements that are substantially greater than people who engage in average amounts of discussion.

· Nevertheless, the amount of discussion respondents in the bottom 80% of the population want to engage in falls well below a subjective minimum standard of one hour a week.

· All the findings above concern people's desire for more of the everyday discussions they already have.  But, would people be receptive to differently structured political discussion?  Also, to what extent will people do what they say?  The survey finds that 39% of respondents are willing to be contacted about a six-hour deliberative meeting or deliberative web site in which they could participate.

· Offering $50-$100 to participate in the six-hour meeting increases interest in being contacted from 32% (for the no pay condition) only to 33%.

· Persons who score high on the deliberativeness of their discussions are appreciably more likely to want to be contacted about the deliberative meetings or web site—irrespective of their actual and ideal amount of discussion.

· Factors influencing quantity and quality of discussion as well as amount of electronic engagement are not appreciably explained by demographic variables.  This offers hope that differences in these forms of engagement are not rooted in deep social differences.

Electronic Political Engagement

· About half of respondents go online occasionally for the news and a quarter go online once or more a week.

· About a sixth of respondents go online occasionally to express political opinions, and another sixth go online to contact public officials and political organizations.

Factors Influencing Discussion Quality and Quantity and Electronic Political Engagement

· The deliberative norms are relatively potent explanations for the quantity and quality of everyday political discussion as well as of electronic engagement.

· Deliberative norms remain important even after controlling for standard political attitudes such as political interest and efficacy.  In addition, political attitudes generally do poorly relative to the norms in explaining discussion quality.

· Apathy rationales also influence discussion quantity and quality as well as electronic engagement, though often to a lesser extent than the norms.  The rationales may help clarify what beliefs determine the norms.

· Social capital, measured as social trust, has both positive and negative effects on the outcomes of interest.  Refined measures of social trust may be needed for future research.

Factors Specifically Influencing Electronic Political Engagement

· Web access at home is appreciably less important than self-reported Internet skills in explaining news reading online.

· Internet skills prove important for news reading no matter how access to computers is controlled statistically.

· Deliberative norms and apathy rationales prove particularly important in explaining opinion expression and contacting officials online.

· Trust in web-based information and concerns about online privacy play no significant role in electronic engagement.

· Belief in the quality of online information and home access to the web play limited roles.

Prospects for Electronic Democracy:  A Survey Analysis

This paper reports on a program of survey research funded by the Markle Foundation and designed and implemented by Community Connections, a project of the Institute for the Study of Information Technology and Society (InSITeS) of Carnegie Mellon University’s H. J. Heinz III School of Public Policy and Management.
  We report on the success of the project and on key survey findings, which bear on a host of social and psychological factors that affect the prospects for electronic democracy.  The project was a great success by many measures.  The response rate to the survey was excellent—over 60% for an 11-page mail survey with only small gifts as incentives.  We anticipate that the survey data will sustain a continued agenda of research and analysis likely to involve at least eight other papers.  These papers should appreciably advance several areas of social science knowledge relevant to civic engagement and the use of new media in such engagement.  This initial report is thus not intended to address all survey-related issues in a comprehensive way.  Instead, it should be understood as a preliminary overview based on relatively simple statistical analyses that clarify some of the fundamental issues addressed by the survey.  Following this overview, we will suggest the further lines of analysis that we expect to follow based on our data.

The overriding objective of the survey was to elucidate the prospects for electronic democracy.  This objective is the focus of a larger project of which the survey is a component.  Community Connections seeks to bring about a more deliberative democracy, using a web site as one key vehicle for both outreach and research.  The survey contributes to this objective by providing information helpful for our larger project, especially the web site.  As the results below show, motivation, norms, and beliefs relevant to democratic engagement generally are also very pertinent to electronic democracy, in particular.  These factors often prove more important than factors specific to electronic democracy such as home Internet access.  Thus, our efforts to understand electronic democracy proceeds by assessing factors pertinent to democratic engagement generally, not just factors pertinent to electronic democracy.

Our interest lies primarily in intensive political engagement.  America faces complex dangers and opportunities created by ever more interconnected economic, social, and technical systems—globalization, economic cycles, environmental threats, proliferation of weapons, terrorism, the Internet, biotechnology and genomics, electronic surveillance, and so forth.  Consequently, America increasingly needs to be steered by highly competent and politically engaged citizens.  The public seems to be aware of and concerned about the current shortfall of such engagement, opening good opportunities for improvement.  Unfortunately, much of the public does not appear to know how to get its bearings when it comes to fundamentally political forms of engagement.  While many engage in the lives of their communities – participating, for example, in community volunteer work -- such engagement often does not involve learning about or addressing complex social and political issues.  Because intensive political engagement almost always rests on political speech and dialogue, our efforts are focused on such deliberative forms of engagement.

The scope of our efforts is Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, which is therefore also the scope of the survey.  Pittsburgh is an ethnically diverse community with a city population of 334,583, according to the 2000 Census.  Although Pittsburgh is known to have a moderately high quality of life for a city its size, people intimately involved with public life in the city do not believe this leads to either an especially high level of civic engagement or to an especially cordial public dialogue.  In fact, public meetings seem to be quite conflictual.  We are hopeful, therefore, that a nationwide study along similar lines would reveal that our findings in Pittsburgh generalize to other American cities.

The survey helps answer many important questions relevant to our electronic democracy efforts.  These questions help us establish various baselines against which to measure our electronic democracy efforts, and they help us better understand how these efforts can be directed.  The questions addressed by the survey include:  What is the quantity and quality of everyday political discussion?  To what extent do people want to increase this quantity and quality?  What beliefs, norms, and motives are responsible for the amount and quality of political discussion?  Specifically, what are the effects of political attitudes, apathy rationalizations, deliberative norms, social trust, and political agency?  What additional factors affect willingness to engage in electronic democracy?  In particular, how important are computer access, computer skills, trust in Internet information, perceived information value, and concerns about privacy?  To what extent do people already use electronic media for political engagement?  Are the people who are or who wish to become electronically or otherwise engaged representative of the rest of the population in terms of political values and demographics?  How are factors that impact  engagement distributed demographically?  This report will touch on these questions.

Method

Participants

One thousand two hundred Pittsburgh residents of voting age were selected from Cole Information Services' "Marketshare" directory of the Pittsburgh area.  Of all available directories, this directory comes closest to being an exhaustive list of adults 18 years or over living in the Pittsburgh area.  Data for the directory, which is updated biannually, comes from the Census, phone book, voting lists, obituaries, and other sources.  Because of its information sources, the directory likely overrepresents adults who have permanent residency, particularly those who own homes in the area.  Consequently, those who are economically disadvantaged, including ethnic minorities, are apt to be somewhat underrepresented.  Nevertheless, the Marketshare directory is superior to other available sources of names and addresses for a mail survey.  

To extract a stratified random sample, the Marketshare directory of Pittsburgh was ordered by geographic location (zip code, street, and house number) and a sample was drawn by selecting every n-th row of data to obtain 9,569 potential respondents.  This creates a geographically stratified sample that should be representative with respect to other characteristics.  This sample was then stratified by gender, age, estimated household income, and geographical location, in that order.  A random row from every group of eight rows in this list was then selected for a final survey sample of 1200 persons (four additional persons were chosen at random to get exactly 1200).  Because of stratification, this sample should be more representative of the general population in terms of gender, age, estimated household income, and geographical location than would be a purely random sample.

We were able to achieve a response rate of 61-65% from this sample.  The response rate is 61% if partially completed surveys are counted as no responses and 65% (524 respondents) if partially completed surveys are counted as responses.   Completed surveys do contain occasional missing data; partially competed surveys contain substantial blocks of missing data.  Non-respondents and those who explicitly declined participation are counted toward the denominator of the response rate.  Those not counted toward the denominator are the deceased, ineligible or incompetent survey recipients, and those not contactable because of bad addresses.  Death was determined by written or phone communications with people familiar with the respondent or from the Social Security Death Index.
  The ineligible include people who are younger than 18 years of age, not American citizens, no longer residents of Pittsburgh, or who are out of town for extended periods.  

Incompetence was determined from written or phone communications indicating the potential respondent was perpetually too ill or infirm, often by virtue of old age, to understand the survey or reply to it.  Because this study is about people who could potentially participate, people unable to do so are legitimately not counted in the response rate.  Respondents were counted as bad addresses if the person was a non-respondent (usually with mail returned by the Postal Service) and a valid phone number for the person could not be found in the Cole directory or through the local phone company's online, paper, and dial-up services.  To be counted as a bad address, the respondent must also not have appeared in the Allegheny County Real Estate assessment web site, a comprehensive database of property owners in the Pittsburgh area.  Given our extensive efforts to locate respondents, most of the bad addresses are probably for respondents no longer living in the Pittsburgh area.  It is also standard practice among survey researchers not to count bad addresses toward response rate.

Survey respondents were 54% male and 46% female; had a median age of 47; and were 88% Caucasian, 8% African-American, and 4% other.  Age-wise, the survey is representative of the population for the Pittsburgh area—the median age in the 2000 Census for Pittsburgh residents 20 years old and above was also 47.  Responses somewhat overrepresent males
.  Responses also overrepresent Caucasians, who make up 88% of the sample, but only 68% of the population according to the Census.  Most of the difference is due to underrepresentation of African-Americans.  This probably reflects underrepresentation of this group in the Marketshare data, for reasons already discussed.  Alternatively, it may be that members of this group are disinterested in politics or distrustful of how the survey data would be used.  Survey findings are therefore most safely interpreted as generalizing primarily to Caucasian Pittsburgh residents.  Additional research focused on minority Pittsburghers would thus be a useful follow-up to this survey.

Materials and Procedures

Respondents were first sent a one-page pre-notification letter indicating they had been selected for a Pittsburgh-wide mail survey being conducted by Community Connections, a non-profit and non-partisan community engagement project housed at Carnegie Mellon University.  They were told the confidential questionnaire would arrive shortly with a small monetary gift and a coupon for a free Blockbuster video.  They were also told that if they returned the questionnaire they would be entered into three lotteries in which they could win up to $300.  All correspondence was sent on Carnegie Mellon University stationery.  The second mailing consisted of a similar explanatory letter, the gifts, and an 11-page questionnaire booklet, which we estimated would take about 20 minutes to complete.  The third mailing provided another explanatory letter and a replacement copy of the questionnaire, in case the first copy had been lost.  The fourth mailing consisted of a reminder postcard.  And, the fifth mailing, which was sent via priority mail, included another replacement copy.  All letters stressed that we were interested in responses from everyone, not just from those who are interested in politics.

During the period prior to the third mailing, we had research assistants phone all participants who had not yet returned the questionnaire, provided we had or could find a phone number for these participants.  Up to five calls were made, with answering machine messages left on the first and last calls.  If respondents returned a questionnaire with more than a few missing responses, they received another copy of the questionnaire marked to indicate which questions needed completing.

Measures

An accompanying copy of the survey shows all questions used in the current study.  The measures will be introduced informally and as needed in the results sections below.  Computer and Internet-related questions were borrowed from or styled after questions on the computer use surveys funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts and the HomeNet study of computer use at Carnegie Mellon University.  We would like to thank Sara Kiesler and Robert Kraut, principal investigators for the HomeNet research, for providing us with these questions.  Political attitude questions were borrowed from the National Election Surveys, a continuing series of surveys executed by the Center for Political Studies at the University of Michigan.  Questions about the quantity and quality of political discussion, deliberative norms, and apathy rationales were created and piloted by Community Connections—all, that is, except for the fear of conflict question which was derived from recent research by Funk (2001).

Results

The Quantity and Quality of Everyday Political Discussion

Quantity and Inequality

How much do people discuss politics?  This author knows of no standard survey instruments that have been devised to measure the precise level and quality of existing political speech.  Our survey instrument was designed with a set of cognitive psychological techniques to help people do their best to recall how much they discuss politics.  Respondents were given examples of political topics and a definition of such topics.  They were first asked to recall what topics they discuss and where they discuss them.  They were next asked how long ago their most recent discussion was and how many minutes it lasted.  Finally, they were asked the key question:  how often on average they discuss politics and how many minutes discussions last on average.  

According to these reports, the median person discusses politics 43 minutes a month, 10% of the sample never discusses politics at all, and every person in the top 10% discusses politics 5 hours a month or more.  Five persons claim to discuss politics an average of 41 hours a month, with only one of these persons indicating that he discusses politics as an important part of his employment.  The distribution of political discussion in the sample is extremely skewed—among the most skewed social statistics this author has ever seen.  Diagram 1 below shows reported minutes of political discussion per month by percentile of sample.  For example, the diagram shows that the person at the 80th percentile of the sample spoke about 150 minutes a month.  Diagram 1 shows how many minutes the person at a given percentile of the sample spends speaking.  Note that the average amount of time spent speaking by people up to a given percentile is substantially less.  For example, although the person at the 50th percentile speaks about politics 43 minutes a month, the average amount of time spent speaking for people in the bottom half of the sample was 16 minutes a month.

Diagram 1—Distribution of Time Spent Discussing Politics,

Bottom 0 to 90th Percentile

[image: image1..pict]
Diagram 1 does not cover the top 10% of the sample because their reported discussion times are so large that including them would make much of the rest of the distribution seem largely flat.  Diagram 2 shows the remaining observations—except for the top five, which stretch out to 5000 minutes a month.  Diagram 2 shows that the top 90th to 99th percentile speak about politics between five and 16 hours a month.  The remaining five persons speak an average of 41 hours a month.

Diagram 2—Distribution of Time Spent Discussing Politics, 

Top 91st to 99th Percentile
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Diagram 3 clarifies the level of inequality in political discussion.  It shows the proportion of total political discussion time (y-axis) accounted for by all persons up to a given percentile of the sample.  For example, the bottom 50% of the population accounts for only 6% of all political discussion time, and the top 20% accounts for 75% of all political discussion time.

Diagram 3—Inequality in Political Discussion

Percent of Total Discussion Time Accounted for by Percentile of Sample (N=512)
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Implications—Quantity and Inequality

Political scientists have suggested that discussion is the key means through which a public that is largely politically uninformed learns how to make wise political choices (Downs 1957; Lupia and McCubbins 1998).  By discussing politics with those who are better informed and whose values are similar, people presumably learn which leaders and policies are in their interests.  But, the data here suggest that half the population of Pittsburgh speaks about politics 11 minutes a week or less (the median person speaks about 11 minutes a week; the average amount of speech for the bottom half of the population is 4 minutes a week).  Eleven minutes a week hardly seems a sufficient time to learn through conversation even the elementary bits of knowledge needed to make wise political choices.  Indeed, it seems a reasonable intuition that at least an hour of political discussion a week with an informed person is minimally necessary for an otherwise uninformed person to make reasonable political choices.  Yet, less than 12% of this sample reports discussing politics for one hour a week or more.  Of course, people may get political information directly from the news rather than through discussion.  Still, only a small percentage of Americans are well informed , and those who are informed are generally more active in a full spectrum of political activity (Neuman 1986; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995), most likely including political discussion.
Political discussion also constitutes a critical form of political engagement.  Political theorists (Barber 1984; Chambers 1996; Gutmann and Thompson 1996; Habermas 1989) suggest that the common good can be defined only by a community of people actively discussing political and social issues.  What is the minimum amount of political discussion needed to count someone as a member of such an active deliberative community?  I will arbitrarily hazard a figure of three hours a week.  Only 3% of the survey respondents discuss politics to this extent—a figure that is the same as the percent of the population political scientists believe are actively engaged in public interest groups at any one time (Hardin 1982).

The survey reveals severe inequality in the amount of political discussion, with 20% of the sample accounting for 75% of the total time the sample discusses politics.  Such discussion constitutes a key avenue by which people learn about politics, reason about political issues and candidates, and exercise political influence.  Severe inequality in political speech therefore indicates similar inequality in these other domains.

The results here also provide a useful baseline against which to measure the success of interventions by Community Connections.  For example, our organization intends to organize deliberative projects in which participants will be asked to devote a minimum of one hour a week to discussion of the political topic of choice.  Even an hour a week would constitute a dramatic increase in the amount of political discussion of an average member of the public.

The Quality of Political Discussion

Simply because people spend time discussing politics does not mean they are having meaningful conversations.  For example, while many people say they discuss politics, such discussion may not involve either genuinely listening to another person or giving one's own view.  Questions that tap listening and giving views are rare, but the Dutch Election Study of 1970-1973 found that 68% of respondents reported never or rarely giving their own opinions or listening during political discussions (Brady 1999, p. 772).

Theorists of deliberative democracy have a number of specific ideas regarding what constitutes meaningful political speech.  This is an extensive literature, but in earlier work, I synthesized several theorists' definitions of democratic deliberation, introduced questions to measure such deliberation, and presented pilot results from 168 Pittsburgh residents showing the validity and reliability of the measures (Muhlberger 2000; Muhlberger 2001a; Muhlberger 2001b).  As explained in those papers, political deliberation can be operationalized as occurring when the following conditions are met, bearing in mind that the conditions are ideal and any real-life conversation will likely be deliberative only to a degree:

•Focusing on conflict or poor coordination:  The discussion is oriented to addressing politically-relevant conflict or a lack of coordination within or between people.  This includes within-person lack of coordination with respect to politically-relevant values and community responsibilities.  Addressing internal sources of poor coordination results in self-development and a better and more considered connection to the community.

•Universality: The reasons offered attempt to appeal to anyone.

•Sincerity:  Participants seek greater coordination through reason alone.  This includes a willingness to listen, to give reasons, and to shift positions in response to good reasons.

•Equal standing:  Anyone has a right to enter discussion on an equal basis.

The survey contained a number of self-report measures of behavior and norms relevant to determining whether people are engaged in deliberative discussion.  It is important to measure norms as well as behavior because so much of what constitutes deliberation are the attitudes that guide how people discuss—particularly attitudes underlying deliberative sincerity.

Table 1 provides a glimpse of the quality of political discussion in terms of behavior.  The table provides information relative to an intuitive "unacceptable" level of each behavior.  This level is obviously a value judgment.  But such judgments are necessary to clarify further what the data indicate about the state of political discussion without overburdening the reader with details.  The judgments are based on the importance of each behavior in deliberative democratic theory as well as pragmatic considerations.  For example, people who indicate that they actually want the discussions they are having 60% or less of the time are probably dissatisfied with their existing conversations.  Moreover, without a higher proportion of satisfying conversations, such people will probably not seek out more such conversations and may well start to avoid political discussion.  Also, discussing personal political values is crucial to deliberative theory both because doing so is central to working out a person's relationship to the community and because discussion of values should be a key component of political decision making.  In deliberative theory, the public is not called on to make technical judgments but to identify a normatively defensible course of action.  This naturally involves discussing values.

Table 1—Quality of Political Discussion, Self-Reported Deliberative Behavior (N Approx. 480—Only People Who Discussed Politics in Last 3 Years Included)

Variable
Mean (Std. Error of Mean)
Intuitive

"Unacceptable" Level
% of Sample Talkers at

Or Below Unacc. Lvl

Want Talk—Portion of Total Time Spent Discussing Politics In Which Respondent Actually Wanted To Be In Discussion
66.8% (1.2%)
60%
43%

Listening—Portion of Time Spent Hearing Someone With Opposing Views In Which Respondent Actually Listened
68.1% (1.2%)
60%
41%

Responsibility—

Portion of Total Discussion Time Spent Discussing Respondent's Community Responsibilities
39.4% (1.2%)
20%
31%

Values—

Portion of Total Discussion Time Spent Discussing Respondent's Values
52.8% (1.0%)
40%
28%

Opposition—Portion of Total Discussion Time Spent Discussing With People Who Disagree With Self
44.2% (1.0%)
30%
36%

Talking—Portion of Total Discussion Time Spent Speaking
47.7 (0.8%)
30%
19%




Unacc. in 1 or more:

Listening + Talking


51%

Listening + Talking + Opposition


68%

Listening + Talking +Opposition +Want Tk


78%

All


85%

Table 1 delivers both good and bad news.  It shows that, among people who discuss politics, the average levels of various deliberative behaviors is fairly good.  The averages are all at intuitively "acceptable" levels.  On the other hand, anywhere from a fifth to two-fifths of discussants fall below acceptable levels for each of these deliberative behaviors.  Moreover, many people fall into the unacceptable range on at least one behavior when behaviors are considered two or more at a time.  The bottom of the table shows that half the discussants report unacceptable levels of listening or talking, and the numbers get worse as behaviors are added.  Fully 85% of discussants do not live up to the "acceptable" standard of deliberative behaviors on one or more of such behaviors.

Deliberation consists as much in the norms people bring into discussion as specific behaviors in which they engage.  The following list describes the deliberative norms discovered in the pilot data.

Deliberative Norms Found in Pilot Study

“Values Talk” Norm:  The speaker is willing to bring up personal values when discussing politics.

Community Responsibilities Norm:  The speaker is willing to discuss his or community responsibilities when discussing politics.

Engagement Norm:  The speaker is willing to reveal and justify his or her political beliefs to someone who disagrees.

Openness Norm:  The speaker is willing to talk with those who disagree on political issues.

Listening Norm:  The speaker is willing to listen to someone defend opposing political beliefs.

Accommodation Norm:  The speaker is willing to understand those who disagree and to find common ground with them.

Persuasion Norm:  The speaker is willing to try to give reasons that those who disagree can understand.

Changeability Norm:  The speaker is willing to change political position in light of good arguments.

A social scientist likely would, upon examining the deliberative norm questions, identify even more norms than those listed above.  But there is no reason to believe that the public at large would make distinctions so fine.  In particular, to the extent that much of the public does not participate politically in any intensive way, the distinctions it is likely to make should be relatively coarse and the public many not have certain norms at all.  Thus, it was something of a surprise that as many factors emerged as did appear in the pilot data.  This was particularly surprising given that respondents received questions in random order, not grouped together by similarity.  The fact that meaningful patterns of correlation emerged at all indicates strongly the existence of deliberative norms in the pilot sample.

The mail survey saw a further collapsing of distinctions between deliberative norms.  The list below show the norms that emerge from the mail survey using exploratory factor analysis (the data now await confirmatory analysis).  The top three norms remain unchanged.  The accommodation norm collapses three of the norms observed in the pilot—talking with, listening to, and accommodation of those who disagree with oneself on political issues.  This seems to incorporate a variety of tasks involved in actively finding accommodation with those who disagree.  The engagement norm differs from accommodation in that it simply seems to indicate a willingness to mention differences with those with whom one is discussing politics, not necessarily to seek out people who disagree and to find accommodation with them.  The pilot's convincing and changeable norms disappear because no consistent patterns of correlation are found among questions that tap these norms.

Deliberative Norms Found in Mail Survey

“Values Talk” Norm:  The speaker is willing to bring up personal values when discussing politics.

“Community Responsibilities” Norm:  The speaker is willing to discuss his or community responsibilities when discussing politics.

Engagement Norm:  The speaker is willing to reveal and justify his or her political beliefs to someone who disagrees. 

Accommodation Norm:  The speaker is willing to talk with, listen to, understand, and accommodate those who disagree on political issues.

Table 2 clarifies the degree to which the public subscribes to the identified deliberative norms on a scale where a five is strongly agree and a zero is neither agree nor disagree.  The public does not strongly subscribe to these norms, though in general the averages are in the acceptable range.  The one exception is the norm of discussing community responsibilities which, unsurprisingly for individualistic Americans, is not a favorite norm.  The percent of respondents who fall below the "acceptable" value is notably higher for norms than for behaviors.  Once again, the number of respondents who show unacceptable values for one of several norms is quite high.  Notably, 71% of respondents have unacceptable levels for one or more of:  listening, talking, engagement, and accommodation.

Table 2—Quality of Political Discussion, Deliberative Norms  

(N Approx. 521)

Variable
Mean (Std. Error of Mean)
Intuitive

"Unacceptable" Level

(-5 to 5 scale where 0 is 'neither' and 5 is 'strongly agree')
% of Sample Talkers at

Or Below Unacc. Lvl

Values Talk Norm 
1.59 (.10)
1
44%

Responsibility Norm
.97 (.10)
1
58%

Engagement
1.75 (.12)
1
40%

Accommodation
1.68 (.08)
1
37%




Unacc. in 1 or more:

Engagement + Accommodation


54%

All Norms


78%

Engagement + Accommodation + Listening + Talking


71%

In order to get a general sense of how deliberative everyday political discussion is, I will now introduce a summary measure of deliberativeness.  This summary measure involves identifying what values of the behavioral and normative factors constitute an "ideal deliberator."  For example, an ideal deliberator would listen 100% of the time, talk half the time, and strongly agree with the engagement and accommodation norms.  I also propose that an ideal deliberator would talk about community responsibilities at least 30% of the time, values at least 50% of the time, and with people with whom the deliberator disagrees at least 50% of the time.  The summary measure involves determining the Euclidean distance from where a given respondent is on all of these measures to the ideal deliberator point (allowance being made for "at least x%").  Euclidean distance has a number of nice properties:  Unlike interactions, it does not blow up error in measurement and become heteroskedastic; it allows high values on some dimensions to make up to a degree for lower values on others, even though a very low value on one dimension will continue to reflect markedly on overall scores.  Finally, this "deliberativeness" measure can be placed on a zero to 1 scale, by dividing the Euclidean distance of a particular person's score by the total possible distance from the ideal point to the least deliberative person possible on these measures.  The measure is also reversed so a 1 indicates a perfectly deliberative person.  Naturally, there are some issues connected with placing question responses based on Likert and percent scales on the same footing, but something like this must be done to create a summary measure.

Diagram 4—Deliberativeness Unified Indicator (N=467)

[image: image5..pict]
Diagram 4 shows how the unified deliberativeness indicator is distributed in the mail survey respondents.  The line near the middle is the minimal "acceptable" level, as implied in earlier tables.  These criteria were translated onto the unified deliberativeness scale.  Seventy-two percent of respondents fall below this mark—a number quite similar to the Dutch study.

Implications—Quality

With respect to single indicators of discussion quality, the respondents were on average above an intuitive minimum "acceptable" level.  Nevertheless, substantial portions of the sample fell below this level.  And, well over half of respondents had unacceptable levels on one or more indicators.  A single combined indicator of discussion quality, deliberativeness, shows that 72% of respondents fall below the acceptable level on this indicator.  This indicator allows high levels of some underlying indicators to make up for lower levels of others.  Thus, it does not represent a very high standard.

The acceptable levels were picked to be reasonable—levels that would be a plausible minimum for good discussion and that many people could conceivably attain.  Thus, the fact that many people fall below the acceptable levels suggests there is considerable room for improvement in discussion quality.  Also, the low discussion quality scores of the respondents darkens an already dark picture of low discussion quantity.  Relatedly, low discussion quality also worsens the inequality between members of the public because those who talk more also have higher quality discussions.  The correlation between deliberativeness and discussion quantity stands at .42 (p<.001, the natural log of quantity was used to correct for extreme skewness).  This is not a particularly large correlation, but it is plainly visible to the naked eye in a scatterplot
.

Prospects for Improving the Level of Political Discussion

Given the results thus far, there appears to be considerable room for improvement in the quantity and quality of political discussion.  But, what are the prospects for improving such discussion?  I will consider at least three issues bearing on these prospects:  whether respondents recognize the normative desirability of improving discussion, how much of an improvement they say they want, and their actual willingness to engage in more deliberation.  

If respondents recognize the normative desirability of improving discussion, then the prospects for this are improved.  If they would like to see substantial increases, this would increase such prospects even more.  Respondents were asked to indicate what, under ideal conditions, they would like to do in terms of discussion quantity and quality for a number of indicators.  The questions focused on total discussion time, percent of total discussion time spent on discussing values and community responsibilities, and percent of time spent discussing with people who disagree with the respondent.  These issues reflect the core attributes of deliberation.  

The findings indicate that people do recognize the normative desirability of these attributes, and the size of the improvements they want depend on their current levels of these attributes.  Table 3 shows actual versus ideal levels of deliberative quantity and quality.  The top portion of the table shows that on average people want improvements in discussion quantity, the portion of discussion regarding responsibility, and the portion of time spent discussing with those who disagree on political beliefs.  Only portion of time spent discussing values remains unchanged, but this could be because the average amount of time spent discussing values is already acceptably high.  Given these results, respondents clearly recognize the normative desirability of improvements in the quantity and quality of discussion.  This bodes well for efforts to improve the level of discussion.  

Table 3—Amount of Discussion Improvement Desired by Respondents  

Variable
Avg. Actual Level
Avg. Self-Reported

Ideal Level
Ideal-Actual (t-test p-value, one-sided)

Political Discussion per Month
124 min.
143 min.
18 min. (p=.06)

Values—Portion of Total Discuss. Time Discussing Values
53%
52%
-1% (p=.21)

Responsibility—

Portion Discussing

Commun. Resp.
39%
47%
8% (p<.001)

Opposition—Portion Discussing with Those Who Disagree
44%
48%
4% (p<.001)


Bottom 80% of Population in Discussion Time:

Political Discussion per Month
38 min.
67 min.
29 min. (p<.001)


People Below "Acceptable" Level on Each Attribute:

Values
26%
39%
12% (p<.001)

Responsibility
11%
30%
20% (p<.001)

Opposition
22%
39%
18% (p<.001)

On the other hand, however, the amount of improvements desired by the average respondent proves modest.  This, however, could be because most of these attributes are already acceptably high.  Only the total amount of time spent discussing politics, which averages to 30 minutes a week, seems too low.  Still, even to speak of an "average respondent" could be quite deceptive because very few people are in the neighborhood of the average for discussion time.  Near the middle of Table 3, I show the average amount of discussion time for the bottom 80% of the population.  This group wants a substantial percentage-wise increase in their total monthly discussion time—from 38 to 67 minutes, a 76% increase.  Even so, the amount of increase desired would not seem sufficient to produce especially high quality conversation, given the intuition that an hour a week is the minimal standard for an adequate volume of political talk.  Looking, however, at people who fall below the minimum "acceptable" level for values, responsibility, and opposition, turns up a pleasant surprise.  These people say they want quite substantial improvements in discussion quality.  All told, these results are encouraging, though it seems people may need some persuading to increase the amount of their political discussion to more than the most barely "acceptable" levels.

The results so far have a couple of plain shortcomings in terms of predicting behavior.  First, the data depend on what people say they want, not on their actual behavior.  Second, the survey asked people to think about increasing their levels of political speech in more or less the same contexts as those in which they currently discuss politics.  Quite possibly, people's ideals will not meet their behavior and, also, improved discussion contexts could fundamentally change how much and how well they discuss politics.  The survey does contain three measures of "behavior"—three questions asking people if they want to be contacted, by phone a) to be informed when our deliberative web site will be running, b) to learn about a six hour deliberative meeting, and c) to learn about the same meeting under the condition that they would be paid $50-$100 to come to the meeting.  In saying yes to any of these questions, people are agreeing to allow an intrusive phone call into their homes, they are implicitly agreeing to talk politely with whomever calls, and they are implying there is a good chance they could be persuaded to act.  These are real commitments with behavioral implications.

We were quite pleased to learn that substantial percentages of our respondents said "yes" to these questions—23% for the website, 32% for the deliberative meeting, and 33% for the deliberative meeting with pay.  Thirty-nine percent of respondents said "yes" to one or more of the questions.  Moreover, the data clearly show a significant relationship between these behavioral indicators and people's stated ideals for discussion time.  The difference between ideal discussion time and actual discussion time significantly predicts these behaviors (p<.001 in all three cases, probit analysis), even after controlling for actual discussion time.  In fact, actual discussion time does not have a significant positive effect.  Thus, people's reported desire to improve their discussion quantity do seem to influence behavior.  Also of interest, the deliberativeness scale substantially predicts these three behaviors, controlling for actual and ideal discussion time (p<.001).  This helps substantiate the validity of this scale.  It also supports a conclusion that it is possible to improve the quantity of deliberation even among people who do not currently engage in much political discussion—if they are sufficiently deliberative.

The Extent of Electronic Engagement
People can use the Internet to acquire politically relevant information, to discuss politics, and to participate politically.  The mail survey measured these corresponding forms of electronic involvement as questions about the extent to which the respondent went online (1) to get news and information about current events, public issues, and politics; (2) to express opinions about political or social issues on bulletin boards, newsgroups, or via email; and (3) to contact organizations and public officials about political or policy issues.  Respondents indicated levels of electronic engagement by checking boxes marked "Hardly Ever," "Every Couple Months," and so forth.

Table 4 indicates the level of three types of electronic engagement, among all respondents, including those who do not have web access from home or indicate no computer skills.  Even taking "Hardly Ever" as equivalent to "never," a surprising number of people go online for news, at least occasionally.  Thirty-seven percent go online once a week or more for news, and 53% go online at least occasionally.  

Fifteen percent of respondents used electronic means to express opinions and contact officials and organizations.  While no precisely comparable data exists for non-electronic participation, existing political research leaves the impression that only small fractions of the population express their opinions publicly or contact officials every couple months or more (Verba and Nie 1972; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).  Thus, the 15% of respondents who engage in such activities electronically may represent an appreciable portion of the population who engage in such activities whether electronically or not.  It should not be surprising that electronic engagement may represent an appreciable portion of all participation, given the great convenience of electronic engagement.  Additional research would be needed to determine with certainty the degree to which opinion expression and contacting of officials is now electronic.  

Table 4—Use of Internet for Political Engagement

Frequency
Read News On Internet
Express Opinions On Internet
Contact Official / Org's About Political Issues

Hardly Ever
47.2
84.8
84.8

Every Couple Months
8.1
7.7
9.8

Every Couple Weeks
9.1
4.2
3.5

1-2 Days/Week
11.7
2.3
1.4

3-5 Days/Week
11.1
0.8
0.4

Every Day
13.8
0.2
0.2

Total
100
100
100

Factors Influencing the Quantity and Quality of Political Discussion and Electronic Engagement

Findings reported above indicate there is considerable room for improvement in the quantity and quality of everyday political discussion as well as electronic engagement.  There are positive indications that people may be receptive to efforts to improve their political engagement.  In order to create intelligent interventions to improve political discussion, it is first necessary to clarify the factors that influence the quantity and quality of discussion and level of electronic engagement.  This section looks at a number of factors:  deliberative norms, apathy rationales, social trust, and political attitudes.  

Several of these groups of factors are likely related to each other in the "funnel of causality" that stretches from remote causes to causes very close to the outcome behavior.  In particular, the pilot data indicate that social trust influences the apathy rationales, which in turn influence deliberative norms, and these norms affect deliberative behavior.  The data indicate that part of the effect of the rationales on behavior occurs through the norms, and part is direct.  Political attitudes are factors discussed by the political science literature.  They are included in part to determine whether the novel factors under consideration here, such as deliberative norms and apathy rationales, do well relative to these more standard factors in predicting behavior.  

The purpose of this section is not to clarify the complex path relationships between the various factors.  Instead, this report will be limited to a simple correlation analysis—to establish that the factors under consideration are relevant and to flag which factors directly influence participatory behavior.  Future papers derived from these data will explore the more complex relationships.  In particular, factors that have weak or non-significant direct relationships with participation may prove to be highly important in indirect relationships. 

Another important caveat is that even if the correlations are meaningful, they will probably not be very large.  Unlike much other survey research, questions in our survey that were designed to tap common underlying constructs such as deliberative norms or apathy rationales were given to respondents in haphazard order—with an effort to separate like questions maximally.  Similar questions were often in completely different sections from each other.  Also, the norm, apathy rationales, and political attitudes questions did not occur in simple juxtaposition to the questions for behavior.  Again, questions tapping behaviorally important factors were scattered in sections throughout the survey.  As a result, correlations between determining factors and participation behavior will be much less inflated by respondent efforts to appear consistent.  On the other hand, the results should give a more accurate picture of the relationships between these variables.  Correlations will also be lower than the relationships they depict because all variables are measured with error.

A final caveat is that, this being merely a survey, there is no way of knowing what the direction of causality is between variables—though it seems plausible that reported behaviors are more likely to be outcomes of underlying attitudes than the reverse.  Experimental research will be necessary to firmly establish causal relationships.  In the meanwhile, however, I will write as if underlying attitudes cause behavior because this simplified exposition.

Deliberative Norms

Table 5 shows the simple correlations between the deliberative norms and discussion quantity and quality as well as electronic engagement.  Most relationships are highly significant.  The sizes of the correlations are not very large, but this was expected.  In a multivariate analysis, a respectable percentage of behavior variable variance is explained by combinations of the variables.  The following features of Table 5 are noteworthy:  The “values talk” norm has the largest influence on percent of time spent discussing values, as expected.  Similarly, the community responsibilities norm has the largest effect on percent of time discussing responsibilities.  But, given how far separated the relevant questions were in the survey, the mere presence of expected relationships suggests the measures are valid indicators.  

Another feature of the data is that the "accommodating those who disagree" norm has the largest impact on discussion time and one of the largest impacts on various quality measures.  This is interesting in part because several of these measures, including discussion time, are not focused especially on contexts in which people have opposing political views.  Perhaps a willingness to accommodate those who disagree indicates a deeper involvement with politics that spills over to a variety of political acts.  Also, the portion of time spent discussing politics with those who disagree has the weakest relationship with norms of any behavioral variable.  The pilot study found something similar.  This might mean that people may not have much control over whether they discuss politics with people who disagree.  In other words, although a willingness to accommodate those who disagree appears to be related to the quantity and quality of political discussion, it does not assure that a willing discussant will in fact spend a substantial portion of his or her discussion time with those who disagree.

Table 5—Correlations Between Outcomes and Deliberative Norms


Norms

Outcomes
Values Talk Norm

Correl. (p-value)
Responsibility Nrm

Correl. (p-value)
Engagement

Correl. (p-value)
Accommodation

Correl. (p-value)

ln(Total Discussion Time)
.25 (<.001)
.26 (<.001)
.31 (<.001)
.38 (<.001)

Values Talk
.30 (<.001)
.21 (<.001)
.20 (<.001)
.23 (<.001)

Responsibility
.19 (<.001)
.37 (<.001)
.17 (.001)
.21 (<.001)

Opposition
.07 (.058)
.06 (.114)
.14 (.001)
.15 (<.001)

Want Talk
.30 (<.001)
.27 (<.001)
.37 (<.001)
.36 (<.001)

Talking
.26 (<.001)
.17 (<.001)
.28 (<.001)
.28 (<.001)

Listening
.11 (.006)
.10 (.018)
.19 (<.001)
.28 (<.001)

Read News on Internet
-.01 (.839)
.14 (.003)
.02 (.342)
.10  (.023)

Express Opinions on Internet
.02 (.386)
.08 (.057)
.09 (.05)
.09 (.039)

Contact Officials on Internet
-.002 (.975)
.07 (.087)
.14 (.005)
.13 (.007)

Note:  For descriptions of the outcome variables, see Tables 1 and 4.  Discussion of Table 2 describes the norm variables.  All relationships are expected to be positive.  Consequently, all positive correlations are reported with one-sided p-values, but all negative correlations are reported with two-sided p-values.  

Finally the deliberative norms have a significant, albeit small, impact on level of electronic engagement.  Only people who say they have been on the Internet in the last three years were included in these correlations—366 respondents.  The norms cannot be expected to affect electronic engagement among people who have no access of any kind to the Internet.  The presence of significant correlations establishes that the factors that influence political speech more generally are also important for electronic engagement.  The presence of significant correlations, for expressing opinions and contacting officials electronically, is also remarkable because of the small number of respondents who engaged in these activities.  For these two forms of electronic engagement, non-significant coefficients could easily occur not because there is no relationship, but because of insufficient variance in the variables.

Apathy Rationales

In addition to deliberative norms, the survey also measured a number of "apathy rationales"—rationales for why a person should be politically apathetic.  These rationales were suggested in part by prior research and theory, specifically Habermas (Braaten 1991; Habermas 1984) and Eliasoph (1998), an anthropologist who examined political involvement in a small American town.

These rationales include:

Sensitivity to Personal Attack:  The inclination to interpret other discussants’ explicit disagreement with one’s political views as a personal attack. 

Belief in Politics as Irrational:  The belief that it is impossible to have a rational discussion about politics.

Instrumentalism:  The belief that political action is justified only if one’s individual contributions are likely to bring about success.  This "instrumentalism" is a keystone of the rational choice model of human behavior.  As research has shown, people who fit the rational choice model are unlikely to participate in community and altruistic endeavors (Abelson 1995).

Desire for Privacy:  The belief that political views are private matters, and consequently not open to public discussion.

Conflict Avoidance:  The inclination to avoid political discussion because such discussion appears conflictual.

Opportunity Cost:  The inclination to avoid political discussion because of a sense that one is too busy with other and more pressing things.

Table 6 shows the relationship between the apathy rationales and discussion quantity and quality.  The negative signs indicate that as, for example, belief in the privacy of one's political views rises, the amount of political discussion in which a person engages declines.  Thus, the negative signs are as expected.  Both the quantity and quality of political discussions are lowered by taking political arguments personally, viewing political discussion as necessarily irrational, and believing political views are private.  The relatively large negative effects for instrumentalism help support Habermas's assertion that economic rationality can be destructive to the community (Braaten 1991; Habermas 1984).  Cost is not depicted in the table because it has significant positive effects—those who are busier discuss politics more.  Possibly, people indicated that they were busy because they spend a lot of time discussing politics.  Alternatively, it may be that busy people are simply more engaged.  In general, many of the correlations in Table 6 are lower than for Table 5, consistent with the view that apathy rationales may exercise some of their influence on political discussion via the deliberative norms.

Table 6—Correlations Between Outcomes and Rationales That Induce Apathy


Apathy Rationales

Outcomes
Personal

Correl. (p-value)
Irrationality

Correl. (p-value)
Instrumentalism

Correl. (p-value)
Privacy

Correl. (p-value)
Conflict

Correl. (p-value)

ln Total Discussion Time
-.10 (.010)
-.17 (<.001)
-.27 (<.001)
-.30 (<.001)
-.20  (<.001)

Values Talk
-.10  (.016)
-.11 (.010)
-.11 (.006)
-.22 (<.001)
-.16  (<.001)

Responsibility
-.05  (.145)
-.10 (.012)
-.15 (<.001)
-.08 (.037)
-.13  (.002)

Opposition
-.07  (.059)
-.14 (<.001)
-.06 (.082)
-.10 (.013)
-.07  (.064)

Want Talk
-.07  (.061)
-.19 (<.001)
-.27 (<.001)
-.25 (<.001)
-.25  (<.001)

Talking
-.08  (.047)
-.13 (.003)
-.16 (<.001)
-.22 (<.001)
-.21  (<.001)

Listening
-.11  (.007)
-.24 (<.001)
-.23 (<.001)
-.13 (.003)
-.15  (<.001)

Read News on Internet
.01   (.924)
-.08 (.060)
-.08 (.070)
.13  (.014)
-.003 (.478)

Express Opinions on Internet
-.001 (.491)
-.01 (.422)
-.05 (.151)
-.02 (.375)
-.15  (.002)

Contact Officials on Internet
-.02  (.355)
.04  (.422)
-.10 (.030)
-.08 (.058)
-.11  (.019)

Note:  For descriptions of the outcome variables, see Tables 1 and 4.  All relationships are expected to be negative.  Consequently, all negative correlations are reported with one-sided p-values, but all positive correlations are reported with two-sided p-values.

As for electronic engagement, expressing opinions and contacting officials over the Internet is significantly and negatively associated with perceptions that political discussions are conflictual.  Also, instrumentalism negatively affects contacting officials.

Social Trust

Social trust, a key concept of the social capital literature, is measured here as believing others are honest and tell the truth.  In the pilot, social trust was an important influence on apathy rationales and not a direct influence on political discussion.  Higher levels of social trust were associated with lower levels of rationales for apathy.  In the mail survey, higher levels of trust meant lower levels of the belief that politics cannot be rationally discussed (p=.002, two-sided).  Believing others are honest may be essential to believing that politics can be rationally discussed with them.  On the other hand, trust had a positive relationship with dislike of discussing politics because of the conflictual nature of these discussions.  This effect was significant at the .06 level, two-sided.  Perhaps believing that others are honest reduces the perceived need to discuss politics.

Trust has adverse effects on percent of time spent discussing values (p=.08, two-sided) and responsibilities to the community (p=.05), but a positive effect on wanting to talk about politics (p=.03).  Such double-edged effects are consistent with a literature suggesting that social capital can have negative consequences, particularly inertia (Garguilo and Bernassi 1999; Waldinger 1995).  Social trust has no significant direct impact on electronic engagement.

Political Attitudes

Political attitudes include such standard political science variables as following politics, expressed political interest, internal efficacy (people's belief in their own ability to act politically), and external efficacy (people's belief that public officials would be responsive to their efforts).  Table 7 shows that these attitudes have an impact on deliberative behavior as well as electronic engagement.  The effects overall are not especially larger than the effects of deliberative norms—providing reassurance that deliberative norms will prove to be important factors even once standard variables such as political attitudes are controlled.  The effects of political attitudes are most pronounced on the deliberative behaviors that would logically be most related to political interest and efficacy—total discussion time and percent of discussion time the respondent wants to be in discussion (Want Talk).  In a multivariate regression (not displayed), the accommodation and engagement norms prove to be as significant and powerful explanations of total discussion time as following politics and political interest.  Multivariate regressions also show that the deliberative norms do well in explaining Want Talk.  More generally, deliberative norms do as well or better than standard political attitudes in explaining the discussion quality and electronic engagement measures.

Table 7—Correlations Between Outcomes and Standard Political Attitudes


Political Attitudes

Outcomes
Follows Politics

Correl. (p-value)
Political Interest

Correl. (p-value)
Internal Efficacy

Correl. (p-value)
External Efficacy

Correl. (p-value)

ln Total Discussion Time
.37 (<.001)
.38 (<.001)
.29 (<.001)
.01  (.437)

Values Talk
.12 (.004)
.10 (.016)
.13 (.002)
-.08 (.096)

Responsibility
.16 (<.001)
.11 (.009)
.09 (.023)
.02  (.333)

Opposition
.11 (.006)
.07 (.064)
.18 (<.001)
-.06 (.199)

Want Talk
.30 (<.001)
.39 (<.001)
.26 (<.001)
.04  (.190)

Talking
.21 (<.001)
.22 (<.001)
.21 (<.001)
-.02 (.654)

Listening
.11 (.009)
.14 (.001)
.14 (.002)
.03  (.232)

Read News on Internet
.18 (<.001)
.10 (.025)
.21 (<.001)
-.05 (.354)

Express Opinions on Internet
.05 (.149)
.11 (.022)
.02 (.367)
.06  (.144)

Contact Officials on Internet
.13 (.006)
.13 (.007)
.01 (.380)
-.02 (.746)

Note:  For descriptions of the outcome variables, see Tables 1 and 4.  All relationships are expected to be positive.  Consequently, all positive correlations are reported with one-sided p-values, but all negative correlations are reported with two-sided p-values.  

Implications

Even after controlling for standard political attitudes such as political interest and efficacy, deliberative norms remain among the most important and powerful explanations of discussion quantity and quality as well as electronic engagement.  Apathy rationales also influence these outcomes, but their effects are partially mediated through deliberative norms.  Knowing what motivates deliberation generally and electronic engagement in particular will help Community Connections develop approaches to stimulating public participation.  Knowing, for instance, that participation is inhibited by belief in the inability of people to discuss politics rationally suggests the value of creating persuasive appeals targeted against this belief.  Such an appeal might provide examples of successful and reasonable public discussion.  Indications that lack of a particular norm inhibits participation might be cause to explicitly evoke this norm and mention its importance in an appeal.

Social trust appears to have both positive and negative effects in the current data—enhancing perceptions that politics can be rationally discussed but apparently reducing the perceived need to discuss politics.  This suggests a need to develop more refined measures of social trust that clarify who is being trusted to do what.  Trust that public officials generally will do a good job might reduce political involvement.  Trust that other citizens can be involved in political discussion might improve the prospects for deliberation and other forms of involvement.

 Factors Specifically Influencing Electronic Political Engagement

A number of factors could be of special concern to whether people become politically engaged over the Internet.  These include home web access, skill at using the Internet, trust in information available via the Internet, the perceived quality of this information, and concerns about personal privacy on the Internet.  The survey included measures of all these factors.  Table 8 presents multivariate regression analyses that clarify which of these factors are most important.  The analyses present standardized regression (beta) coefficients so the reader can easily judge which effects are strongest.  

The first column of results in Table 8 show that skill using the Internet, expectations of quality information on the Internet, total political discussion time (logged), belief in the privacy of political views, and a couple of the deliberative norms are most powerfully related to how frequently the respondent gets news over the Internet.  Skill using the Internet looms as by far the single most potent factor.  In fact, with skill present, having web access from home proves non-significant.  Perhaps this is because skill captures web access and amount of web use at home on top of access.  Restricting analysis just to people who do not have web access from home, skill still proves to be the single most power variable.  This strongly suggests that skill does much more than capture home web access and use.  

Skill may prove as important as it does because it captures access and use via all avenues, not simply at home.  The survey contained questions regarding amount of time the respondent spends using a computer and using the Internet.  No matter how these variables are controlled (as is, logged, or dichotomous), skill remains the most significant and powerful variable—in all cases but one.  The exception is when controlling for the log of web use.  In this case, skill remains one of the three most important variables, though web use becomes the most prominent.  Log of web use might, however, be construed as a proxy for skill, as much as evidence of degree of access to the web.  In any event, skill is always one of the most important variables.  This suggests that the current emphasis on access in the digital divide debate may only be capturing part of the problem—skills, not just access, appear to be important.  The importance of skills is, fortunately, seeing increased attention (Hargittay, 2001).

Table 8—Regression of Internet Political Engagement Outcomes on Factors


Internet Political Engagement


Read News

Beta Coef. (p-value)
Express Opinions

Beta Coef. (p-value)
Contact Official / Org's Abt Pol. Issues

Beta Coef. (p-value)

Trust Web Info.
-.03 (.461)
-.04 (.442)
.07 (.066)

Web Privacy Worries
.02 (.326)
.03 (.238)
.01 (.373)

Perceived Quality of Web Information
.11 (.009)**
.03 (.234)
-.01 (.690)

Web Skills
.42 (<.001)***
.07 (.105)
.03 (.230)

Home Web Access
 .04 (.200)
.04 (.053)
.09 (.010)**

Values Talk Norm
-.01 (.858)
-.05 (.318)
-.09 (.138)

Responsibility Norm
.08 (.034)*
.05 (.078)
.002 (.483)

Engagement Norm
 .03 (.262)
.03 (.183)
.07 (.008)**

Accommodation Norm
.09 (.040)*
.10 (.028)*
 .09 (.064)

ln Total Discussion Time
.12 (.004)**
.07 (.010)**
 .08 (.070)

Personal
.03 (.509)
.08 (.067)
-.02 (.321)

Irrationality
-.01 (.439)
 .03 (.538)
.11 (.107)

Instrumentalism
.01 (.761)
.01 (.851)
-.04 (.154)


Privacy
.20 (<.001)***
.11 (.043)*
-.002 (.472)

Conflict
-.01 (.409)
-.18 (.005)**
-.06 (.107)

Note:  All coefficients for Internet-specific and norm independent variables as well as total discussion time are expected to be positive.  All coefficients for apathy rationales are expected to be negative.  Coefficients with signs meeting expectations are reported with one-sided p-values.  Coefficients not meeting expectations are reported with two-sided p-values.

*=p-value at .05 or below; **=p-value at .01 or below; ***=p-value at .001 or below  

Another fascinating result is that belief in the privacy of political views seems to increase both Internet news gathering and expression of opinions.  Belief in privacy, as the last section shows, generally decreases discussion quantity and quality.  Perhaps people who are especially concerned with privacy feel more comfortable expressing their views electronically.  They may also be more comfortable reading the news electronically because being in front of a computer may be more isolated than viewing the news in front of the TV or reading a paper.  This intriguing result deserves further research.

Because of low variation in the dependent variables, the results for expressing opinions and contacting officials electronically will generally have low p-values that may miss real relationships.  Also, because of the low levels of these behaviors relative to reading Internet news, the factors that constrain these behaviors may not be so much web relevant factors such as skills and web information quality, but the more politically-relevant variables.  Indeed, accommodation, engagement, privacy of political views, perceived irrationality of political discussion, and fear of conflict play the most prominent roles in these behaviors.  Note that many of these variables are nearly significant at the .05 level in the case of contacting officials via the Internet.

Concerns about privacy on the web or the trustworthiness of web information do not significantly influence any of the three forms of political engagement on the Internet.  The expected quality of information on the web influences news reading on the web, as does web skill.  Web access from home proves important only in the case of contacting officials and political organizations—probably an indication that convenience lowers the barriers to such contacts.  The more intensive forms of political participation—expressing opinions and contacting officials—are dominated not so much by web-specific factors as factors that generally influence intensive political engagement.  These factors include deliberative norms and apathy rationalizations.

  The Demographic Distribution of Factors Influencing Electronic Political Engagement

A number of additional analyses were performed to determine whether demographics account for the most prominent factors that influence electronic political engagement—web skill, total discussion time, engagement and accommodation in political discussion, privacy of political views, fear of conflict, and the perceived irrationality of political discussion.  At least in this sample, demographics explain rather little of the variation in these factors—from 1.7% to 5% of variance, except for skill which has 10.4% explained variance.  Perhaps results would have turned out differently in a sample that more heavily represented minorities and people of low income.  Nevertheless, the current results indicate that much of the variation in these important variables are not the result of deep social cleavages.  Also, within the set of demographic factors, the factor that most consistently plays a strong and significant role in predicting the factors is education.  Perhaps, then, educational interventions could help improve the levels of these factors.

 Future Analysis and research

The data from our recent survey and from the pilot study that preceded it could profitably be used to support a variety of more detailed analyses:  Possible future papers to be based on such data include:

· A paper on the factors that impact electronic political engagement, along the lines outlined in this report.

· A paper on how representative those willing to deliberate and to deliberate on the Internet are in terms of political values.  This addresses a critique in the literature to the effect that those who would deliberate about politics would be highly unrepresentative of the population.

· A paper describing the quantity and quality of everyday political discussion in an American city, Pittsburgh, and the prospects for improving such discussion.  The paper would in particular target arguments being made by University of Nebraska political scientists John R. Hibbing and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse who are writing a book titled Stealth Democracy, which claims that Americans reasonably prefer not to get political involved.

· A paper clarifying the types of deliberators that exist.  This paper would use model-based clustering to identify distinct political discussion types.  It would also clarify the impact of these types on a variety of outcome variables.  Identifying deliberation types will help us better understand how to structure political discussion for the benefit of various types.  It can also be used to identify persons who might help or hinder discussion.

· A paper examining the effect of deliberative norms on discussion quantity and quality.  Willingness to be contacted regarding the deliberative web site and meetings would also be examined.  Knowledge of which norms have strong effects will help us develop attempts to inculcate these norms in citizens who participate in our future deliberation projects.

· A paper examining the effect of apathy rationales on discussion quantity and quality.  The relationship between the rationales and deliberative norms would also be examined.  Knowledge of the effects of apathy rationales will help us develop persuasive appeals to attract deliberators.

· A paper on the effects of political agency on discussion quantity and quality.  Political agency is the one measure from the survey not examined in this report because of the statistical complexity of creating an indicator of such agency from the related questions.  Political agency is a new construct that attempts to capture not simply people's level of motivation to engage politically but the type of such motivation.  The type of motivation may be very important for determining such things as effort in preparing for political discussion and persistence in these discussions.

· A paper on the effects of agency on deliberative norms and apathy rationalizations.  This paper will clarify how agency has its effects.

· A paper on how representative deliberators are both demographically and in terms of political values.  This paper would attempt to address an argument made by critics of deliberation (Macedo 1999) that those willing to discuss politics are highly atypical of the population.

· A paper examining the relationship between social capital, measured as trust, and political discussion.  The paper would propose improved measures of social trust that may be helpful for our future work.

Summary and Discussion

Political scientists and theorists credit political discussion with two important functions:  1) as a key means by which the uninformed majority of the public can learn to make reasonable political decisions and 2) helping the community define the common good.  Results here raise questions about whether appreciable percentages of the public talk enough about politics to make either of these important functions viable.  Also, the quantity of political discussion is very unequally distributed among survey respondents.  To the extent that political discussion serves command and control purposes—such as directing public opinion or officials—some people have appreciably more power than others in this respect.  Even beyond quantity, the quality of the discussion of 72% of the respondents is below a reasonable threshold of acceptability, and quality positively correlates with quantity
.

Thus, much room exists for improving the political dialogue of the public.  But, would the public be receptive to efforts to improve such dialogue?  The results here show that the average respondent recognizes the normative desirability of more and higher quality political dialogue.  People say they want improvements, particularly those who have low discussion quality and quantity.  Nevertheless, respondents generally do not embrace improvements in everyday discussion substantial enough as to drive quantity and quality to more than barely acceptable levels, if that, for large portions of the population.  This suggests an alternate strategy—to develop forms of structured political deliberation that entice the public to a higher level of dialogue.  Indeed, 39% of respondents indicated an interest in structured deliberation either over the web or in meetings.  Getting participants to commit to even an hour of political discussion a week would appreciably increase the average level of political discourse.  

Over half of respondents already use the Internet for one or more of three forms of political engagement—obtaining news, expressing opinions, and contacting officials.  This indicates many people have access to the Internet and have some interest in political uses.  Survey results suggest that convenient web access at home plays a far less important role than good Internet skills in the most prominent of these forms of engagement, obtaining news.  Skills play the largest role in news reading, but Internet-specific factors play less of a role in the other forms of engagement.  Expressing opinions and contacting officials are appreciably lower-frequency behaviors than news reading.  Consequently, the limiting factors influencing these forms of engagement are less likely to be Internet specific factors—otherwise news reading would occur much less frequently.  Indeed, deliberative norms and apathy rationales play a larger role than Internet-specific factors.  The same factors that limit political engagement more broadly appear to be responsible for limiting the more intensive forms of electronic engagement.  Any approach to electronic forums that seeks to design around only those Internet-specific factors that limit the use of new media will likely give insufficient attention to the importance of more everyday factors that limit political discussion and prove a challenge for building deliberative democracy in any forum.
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�
People Below "Acceptable" Level on Deliberativeness:�
�
Political Discussion per Month�



100 min.�



89 min.�



-11 min. (p=.16)�
�



Values�



49%�



48%�



-1% (p=.18)�
�



Responsibility�



36%�



43%�



7% (p<.001)�
�



Disagree�



42%�



44%�



2% (p=.12)�
�
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The data here suggest that only a fraction of the population, estimated here at 12%, discusses politics sufficiently that they might be able to make good political decisions from discussion alone.  An even smaller percentage, perhaps only 3%, discuss politics sufficiently that they might be construed as active members of a political community that can define a common good.  Naturally, more research is needed to determine with precision what good a particular level of discussion does for participants and the community.  Pittsburgh residents appear to discuss politics in extremely unequal amounts, with the bottom 50% of the population accounting for 6% of all discussion and the top 20% accounting for 75% of all discussion.








