ABSTRACT
PROSSEDA, KATHLEEN GAYE. Synchronous Online Citizen
Panels: Effects of Process, Deliberation, Consensus, and
Decision Confidence on Panelist Satisfaction. (Under the
direction of James H. Svara and Patrick W. Hamlett.)

This study explores citizen satisfaction with using
computer-mediated communication as a means of coming to
consensus about a complex policy issue. There is little
research on computer-supported collaborative work related
to the online deliberation of public policy issues.
Features of online communication have the potential to
either enhance or detract from deliberation and consensus-
building.

Six volunteer citizen panels comprising the 2003
North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum were examined.
Panels were entirely Web-based and modeled after the
Danish-style consensus conference. Discussions were
informed and goal-directed using primarily synchronous
communication.

A mixed-method approach was used. Citizens reported
mildly favorable impressions of their online experiences;
however the regression equation did not show any

significant linear relationships between overall

satisfaction and the independent variables of



deliberation, consensus, decision confidence, changes in
trust, and changes in efficacy. Those with prior chat room
experience tended to have higher satisfaction than their
fellow group members. As a group, panelists did gain trust
with group efficacy improving to a significant degree. The
qualitative analysis, though, revealed some concerns about
the credibility of the citizen forum with regard to having
an impact on decision-makers.

Overall, the merits of computer-mediated
communication for policy discussions seemed to outweigh
the challenges for this group of participants. The
task/technology fit was adequate. This study shows that
policy deliberations by citizens are feasible in a
strictly online environment thus opening up a new public

space.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Three relatively recent trends are influencing the way

we think about how citizens participate in public

decisions:

A movement toward more deliberative approaches in
citizen engagement has the support by such
organizations as the Kettering Foundation and Pew
Charitable Trusts (Barber, 1984; Delli Carpini, Cook,

& Jacobs, 2003; Dryzek, 2000; Saward, 2000),

A greater level of experimentation with citizen
consultation in policy debates with the recent
evolution of the early participatory methods begun in

the sixties (Mayer, 1997), and

The use of the Internet to improve communications
among citizens and between citizens and government
with increasing numbers of citizens visiting
government Web sites and emailing officials, €e.g-,
77% of Internet users in 2003 up from 47% in 2000

(Horrigan, 2004).



e The merging of deliberative practices and electronic
communication has led to consideration of the
Internet as a unique tool to facilitate public input
into policy debate. In fact, notice and comment on
federal rulemaking can now take place online
(Shulman, 2005). The Pew Internet and American Life
Project (Horrigan, 2004) reported that 30% of
Internet users claimed they had attempted to change
government policy or affect a vote on a law in 2003.
If the Internet is to be used for deliberation,
participants must be satisfied with the process and feel
that the exchanges mediated by the online environment are
deliberative in nature. The purpose of this dissertation
is to determine whether these conditions have been met in
a trial with six citizen panels that used the Web to
discuss approaches to and develop final recommendations on
a public policy issue. This research examines participant
assessments of deliberation, consensus, changes in trust
and efficacy, and overall satisfaction.

Advocates of deliberative democracy seek to involve
citizens in prominent and novel ways. Democratic

deliberation has been described in various ways by



different authors (Bohman, 1996; Burkhalter, Gastil, &
Kelshaw, 2002; Dryzek, 1990, 2000; Fishkin, 1995; Gutmann
& Thompson, 1996). Most definitions of the process involve
what Mathews (1999) describe as a careful weighing of the
consequences of various options for action along with the
views of others (p. 111).

Democratic deliberative discussions differ from other
types of communication in that groups of people with
different backgrounds and potentially conflicting opinions
come together to discuss an issue central to the public
good. In some deliberative forums, they attempt to reach
consensus on potential solutions. Citizens in a
deliberative role are supposed to be open to changing
their opinions and views on an issue as they discuss
information about it.

One view of democratic deliberation relies on the
forming of public judgment (Yankelovich, 1991) rather than
public opinion. Public opinion is most often ill-informed,
impulsive, and easily subject to change. It is rarely
based on a deep engagement with the issues. Public
judgment, in contrast, rests on information and careful
consideration of the various facets of an issue, making it

less subject to change.



Ideally, democratic deliberative groups (a) engage in
thorough discussions using knowledge that is accurate and
relevant (Gouran & Hirokawa, 1996), (b) consider a range
of solutions (Fishkin, 1995), (c) seek to understand the
goals and values of persons unlike themselves (Burkhalter
et al., 2002), (d) use evaluative criteria that
incorporates the values of other stakeholders (Burkhalter
et al., 2002), and (e) apply these criteria equally to all
solutions they consider (Burkhalter et al., 2002).

While many types of deliberative formats have been
tried over the last few decades in which citizens meet
face-to-face to address policy issues, most have proven
costly and time-consuming (Irwin & Stansbury, 2004; Mayer,
1997). Public consultation methods range from the
unstructured to the highly structured (Mayer, 1997). First
generation policy-analytic forums, such as the decision
seminar and the science court, were introduced in the
sixties and seventies. Other techniques were similarly
modeled after ideas borrowed from the judicial system,
group psychology, military science, and strategic
planning. Hybrid approaches developed using the best

practices of other methods.



Most of these methods require extensive planning and
coordination. To overcome some of the limitations of time,
space, and expense, one alternative is the use of

information systems to structure such citizen discussions.

Research Problem

Using the Internet for public deliberation and
consultation in policy issues is still in its infancy.
Although there are numerous political electronic mailing
lists, polling opportunities, and bulletin boards on the
Web, the nature and quality of the discussion and
deliberation that exists often times falls short of the
ideal (Dahlberg, 2001).

Proponents of digital democracy predict that online
systems can ultimately enhance public debate,
deliberation, and community cohesiveness (Bryan,
Tsagarousianou, & Tambini, 1998). These claims are not
fully supported by a review of empirical research on
electronic interactions of a political nature by both
Hacker and van Dijk (2000) and Witschge (2004).

The focus of this study is understanding the

consequences of informed, goal-directed, citizen-to-



citizen discussion conducted entirely online. This type of
structured democratic deliberative group differs from

other online political discussion groups in key ways:

e Members have some knowledge about the topic under
discussion due to group study of the issue, 1.e.,

they provide informed opinions,

e Panel interactions take place primarily in a
synchronous time frame (all members of the group are

present online simultaneously), and

e Interactions are goal-directed with consensus of
members concerning policy approaches the desired
outcome.

Only three such consensus-building synchronous forums

have occurred in the United States, all funded by the

National Science Foundation (NSF).l In 2001, researchers
at North Carolina State University sponsored an online
citizen panel to debate policy approaches to the
proliferation of genetically modified foods in the
nation’s food supply (Hamlett, 2002a). Two years later,
researchers convened a series of six online panels to
address global warming and climate change. These six

panels are the topic of the present research project. One



year later in 2005, a citizens’ forum was held on the
topic of nanotechnology.

Scant research has been done to address the question
of whether true deliberation on public issues can occur
among members who problem-solve online (Adam & Gastil,
1997). Most scholars are skeptical about political
deliberations that are restricted to online interactions
(Adam & Gastil).

There are gaps in our understanding of how citizens
view Internet technology as a tool for connecting with
fellow citizens in public debate on policy. More study is
needed because findings from one context of computer-
mediated communication (CMC) are not necessarily
applicable to others (Savicki, Lingenfelter, & Kelley,
199e6) .

Synchronous informed online citizen forums are
designed for fewer numbers of participants than are larger
scale deliberative exercises. To supporters of
deliberative democratic practices, such forums may have
limited appeal since they are too narrow in scope to be
usefully applied to large numbers of citizens, €.g0-., at a
national level. Those who promote e-democracy may also be

skeptical of the ability of small citizen forums to boost



citizen feedback and input into government policy. While
these types of forums are not the purist example of either
approach to enhancing citizen input into government
policy, they are worth examining as a potential addition
to the technigques already available to public
administrators.

As opportunities to engage in public debate over the
Internet evolve, it is important to probe citizens’
perceptions of the usefulness and credibility of
electronic forums for issues of a public nature. Under
what circumstances does interaction conducted solely over
the Internet represent genuine discourse to the
participants?

How satisfied are citizens with using CMC as the
means of coming to consensus on a complex policy issue? If
participants come away from the process feeling unrewarded
and unconvinced that their online comments will have any
real impact on the solutions considered by policy-makers,
then the forum will be perceived as nothing more than a
feel-good exercise devoid of any real impact. In fact,
negative reactions may reinforce citizen cynicism about
participative opportunities. Answering questions about the

depth of discourse and the nature of consensus-building



online from the citizens’ perspective will provide
information on the use of the Internet as a potential tool
for deliberative democracy.

Although the current study is limited to a series of
small-scale citizen forums, the findings here will help
identify strengths and weakness of the electronic
environment in general, giving insight into the array of

deliberative experiments now offered online.

Contextual Background

A traditional view of deliberation implies face-to-
face spoken communication. Some theorists propose,
however, that CMC has given rise to a new kind of language
or discourse (Ferrara, Brunner & Whittemore, 1991, p. 26).
Digital interactions can result in a sort of hybrid of
spoken and written language (Davis & Brewer, 1997; Ferrara
et al., 1991; Murray, 1995; Yates, 1996). As such, it
contains the advantages and disadvantages of both forms.
Lanham (1993) suggests that electronic discourse should be
considered a distinct conceptual category.

The present study will focus primarily on aspects of

task-related satisfaction and citizen perceptions about



10

the fit between task (policy analysis) and the
technologies used to support it (the computer and computer
conferencing software). Within the confines of an online
environment, citizens must make recommendations to address
the issue of global warming and climate change, a policy
task that is: (a) complex - a number of issues and
alternatives to be considered, (b) equivocal -
multiple/conflicting interpretations of the information or
framework (Nunamaker, Dennis, Valacich, Vogel & George,
1993, p. 142), and (c) ambiguous - no clear framework for
interpreting information (Nunamaker et al., 1993, p. 141)
allowing for more than one possible solution (Fiedler,
1967, p. 28).

Teamwork by members of groups in general presents its
own challenges. These are magnified when members with no
history of working together form a group and must work to
find successful approaches to troublesome issues. Each
citizen brings a set of values and perspectives to the
problem as well as a preferred problem-solving style. The
process of diverse citizens coming to agreement on how to
address a public problem has the potential to trigger
group pathologies, including polarization (Sunstein,

2000) . Deliberative forums which have consensus as a goal
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(as opposed to those which merely seek to air opinions)

pose numerous hurdles citizens must overcome.

Features of CMC can either hamper or facilitate the

deliberative task facing the citizens. Some potential

hindrances include the following:

1.

In

enhance

decreased audio-visual cues that help portray

meaning,

. disrupted turn-taking in message postings in the

synchronous (chat) mode (Herring, 1999),

. topic decay with frequent turns of the discussion

(Herring, 1999),

. frequency of short, perhaps superficial, comments,

. high interactivity without adequate time for

reflection, and

. increased anonymity of contributors, leading to

lower group rapport.
contrast, the synchronous online format may

the policy process in the following ways:

. decreased visual cues that lessen the effects of

status, authority, and power relationships,

. less pressure exerted on dissenting individuals by

visual feedback,
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3. increased focus on the task with fewer
interactions of a purely social nature,
4. anonymity that may increase the number of
contributions, and
5. simultaneous expression of ideas because more than
one person can post at the same time.
Investigating whether citizens view these features in
an overall positive or negative light is the primary goal
of this study. If the online environment is perceived to
be an unfavorable one for citizen-to-citizen interaction,
citizens, public managers, and policy-makers will not
likely endorse its use as a venue for true deliberation.
Satisfaction with CMC, the dependent variable in this
study, 1s not an easy concept to describe in the context
of public talk. Peterson and Wilson (1992) argue that the
concept of user satisfaction in general is elusive and
poorly defined. Satisfaction can be simply defined as the
“sum of one’s feelings or attitudes toward a variety of
factors that affect that situation” (Bailey & Pearson,
1983, p. 531).
Assessment of satisfaction in work groups can be
applied to two broad aspects of a given situation

(Olaniran, 1996): process concerns and outcome concerns.
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Both are addressed in this study. Deliberation is the main
process through which citizens consider the scope of the
problem and its implications for society. Citizens must
also work through the process of coming to consensus using
CMC.

Consensus also contains elements of outcome
satisfaction as members gauge their individual support of
the recommendations agreed on by the group as a whole.
Confidence in the decisions made to address a particular
problem is an outcome measure as well.

It is possible that citizens experience overall
satisfaction with the CMC environment due to factors not
directly related to the mechanics of the decision-making
process. Deliberation of a policy issue over multiple
sessions may influence individual citizen perceptions in
ways that promote general support through increases in
efficacy and trust. Enhancement of these types of positive
feelings may be an indirect benefit of deliberative
forums.

Participation in the online panel has the potential
to affect feelings of self-efficacy in the citizens
involved. Two general types of efficacy are discussed in

the literature: internal and external. Internal efficacy
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refers to “beliefs about one’s competence to understand
and effectively participate in politics” (Craig, Niemi, &
Silver, 1990, p. 290) External efficacy, on the other
hand, is the “belief about the responsiveness of
government and institutions to citizen demands” (Balch,
1974) .

Citizens who participate in online deliberative
panels may, as a result of this process, come to feel more
confident in their ability to understand an issue and make
a contribution to its resolution. Participation in the
citizen panel process may also strengthen beliefs in the
willingness of government policy-makers to listen and act
on the voiced concerns of citizens like themselves.

A second potential factor in overall satisfaction
with the online panels is a gain in trust of the multiple
policy actors and stakeholders. As a result of interacting
with the panel of experts and deliberation of the issue
among themselves, citizens may come to view policy-makers
and other stakeholders in a more positive light and this
could serve as a source of satisfaction with the online

citizen panel process.
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Research Questions

One underlying assumption of this study is the belief
that the process has to be intrinsically rewarding to
citizens in some ways in order for the online deliberative
forum to be accepted and adopted into practice by
planners.

Three main research questions guide this inquiry:

1. How satisfied are citizens with deliberation that

takes place in a strictly online environment?

2. What is the strength of the relationship between
citizens’ overall satisfaction and the variables
thought to affect it, such as perceptions of the
occurrence of deliberation, achievement of
consensus, confidence in the decisions reached,
and feelings of efficacy and trust?

3. How do citizens perceive that Internet technology
affects their ability to deliberate a policy

issue?
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Interdisciplinary Research Findings

Public administrators can benefit from the
contributions of researchers in other fields who study the
details of small group and online interaction. There are
numerous factors to consider in group decision-making.
Contextual variables affect the group process, which in
turn affects task-related and group-related outcomes
(Kraemer & Pinsonneault, 1990). The use of technology is
an obvious contextual variable but there are many others:
personal factors, situational factors, group structure,
and task characteristics. Researchers do not agree on the
predictive value of any of these factors on individual
satisfaction with group processes across contexts.

There are mixed research findings with regard to the
more commonly studied variables of user satisfaction,
consensus-building, level of participation, and decision
confidence in online group decision-making exercises. Some
trends have emerged through meta-analyses and published
literature summaries, but McGrath and Hollingshead (1994,
p. 80) urge “great caution” in making generalizations due
to the non-comparable settings from which the various

studies are drawn.
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While computer-assisted decision-making generally
seems to increase group members’ levels of participation
(Benbasat & Lim, 1993; Bordia, 1997; Kraemer &
Pinsonneault, 1990; McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994; McLleod,
1992; Scott, 1999), the process also tends to decrease
consensus on problem resolution (Benbasat & Lim, 1993;
Kraemer & Pinsonneault, 1990; McGrath & Hollingshead,
1994; McLeod, 1992), increase the time needed to reach a
decision or complete a task (Baltes, Dickson, Sherman,
Bauer, & LaGanke, 2002; Benbasat & Lim, 1993; Bordia,
1997; McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994; McLeod, 1992), and
decrease decision confidence (Kraemer & Pinsonneault,
1990) . Findings on satisfaction are inconsistent (McGrath
& Hollingshead, 1994; Scott, 1999). Among the variables
McLeod studied (satisfaction, consensus, time to task
completion, and participation), the relationship between
computer-mediated decision-making and satisfaction is the
least clear.

The concepts of political efficacy and trust as they
relate to public policy actors have not been studied by
other disciplines in the context of synchronous computer-
mediated decision-making. These concepts are specific to

interactions of a civic or political nature, and complex
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issues like these are rarely chosen by researchers
designing simple decision-making exercises.

The multiple authors listed in this section have
attempted to synthesize findings from the literature
across several disciplines. The majority of empirical
studies on computer-supported collaborative work (CSCW)
are conducted in laboratories with small groups of
students as subjects solving hypothetical problems of
limited complexity, most often in a single session (Baltes
et al., 2002; Bordia, 1997; Kramer & Pinsonneault, 1990;
McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994; McLeod, 1992; Scott, 1999).
Given these artificial conditions, results regarding
satisfaction, consensus, participation, and decision
confidence might not likely transfer to citizens facing
the challenges of deliberating real-world public policy
issues.

Prosseda (2002) found that panel members in the 2001
North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum gave high
satisfaction ratings to their online experiences in a
small group deliberative format similar to the current
study. Citizen panelists in this pilot project, for
example, responded to the evaluation by providing a mean

satisfaction score of 7.9 (1 = extremely difficult and
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frustrating, 10 = very easy and rewarding). Citizens who
volunteered for the study were probably more
technologically sophisticated than members of the general
population, however, and this may have biased responses

toward a favorable assessment.

Hypotheses

To increase understanding of how the nature of CMC
may affect citizens’ satisfaction with the policy task,

three major hypotheses are explored:

Hypothesis 1: Citizens’ overall satisfaction and

perceptions of the individual components of satisfaction
(1.e., deliberation, consensus, decision confidence,
participation, learning, and ease-of-use) will vary by
participant demographic characteristics, prior experience,
skill level, political interest, and degree of
professional facilitation.

Because individuals with prior computer experience
and a comfortable skill level are more likely to volunteer
for an online citizen panel, ratings of satisfaction are

expected to be in the positive range despite the potential



hindrances of the “chat room” format. It is hypothesized
that panelists will learn how to adjust to electronic
conferencing over the series of sessions and be able to
complete their task without major difficulties. Another
factor that may lend satisfaction is the opportunity for
citizens to voice their opinion to lawmakers. This may
help balance any perceived difficulty in working online.

While satisfaction is predicted to be generally
positive, differences in participant characteristics,
experience, skill and interest are expected to affect
levels of satisfaction. Therefore, the following
hypotheses will be examined:

Hypothesis la: Younger panelists will be more

satisfied and have more favorable assessments of
deliberation, consensus, decision confidence,
participation, learning, and ease-of-use than older

panelists.
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Hypothesis 1b: There will be little difference in the

satisfaction and assessments of male and female panelists.

Hypothesis 1lc: More educated panelists will be better

satisfied and have more favorable assessments of

deliberation, consensus, decision confidence,
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participation, learning, and ease-of-use than those with
less education.

Hypothesis 1d: There will be little difference in the

satisfaction and assessments of panelists in terms of race
or ethnicity.

Hypothesis le: Panelists with greater experience in

computer conferencing will be more satisfied and have more
favorable assessments of deliberation, consensus, decision
confidence, participation, learning, and ease-of-use than
those with less experience.

Hypothesis 1f: Panelists with greater experience in

chat rooms will be more satisfied and have more favorable
assessments of deliberation, consensus, decision
confidence, participation, learning, and ease-of-use than
those with less experience.

Hypothesis 1g: Panelists with greater experience in

group decision-making will be more satisfied and have more
favorable assessments of deliberation, consensus, decision
confidence, participation, learning, and ease-of-use than
those with less experience.

Hypothesis 1h: Panelists with no prior membership on

a citizens’ advisory committee will be more satisfied and

have more favorable assessments of online deliberation,
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consensus, decision confidence, participation, learning,
and ease-of-use than those with experience in face-to-face
settings.

Hypothesis 1i: Panelists who type faster will be more

satisfied and have more favorable assessments of
deliberation, consensus, decision confidence,
participation, learning, and ease-of-use than those who
type more slowly.

Hypothesis 1j: Panelists with greater Internet

navigation skill will be more satisfied and have more
favorable assessments of deliberation, consensus, decision
confidence, participation, learning, and ease-of-use than
those with less skill.

Hypothesis 1k: Panelists who are fast readers in

English will be more satisfied and have more favorable
assessments of deliberation, consensus, decision
confidence, participation, learning, and ease-of-use than
those who read more slowly.

Hypothesis 11. Panelists with a greater interest in

politics will be more satisfied and have more favorable
assessments of deliberation, consensus, decision
confidence, participation, learning, and ease-of-use than

those with less interest.
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Hypothesis 1lm: Panelists of groups that receive full

facilitation by the independent moderator will be more
satisfied and have more favorable assessments of
deliberation, consensus, decision confidence,
participation, learning, and ease-of-use than those in
groups with greater peer facilitation.

Some individuals can find synchronous CMC challenging
with respect to the speed and sometimes illogical
sequencing of posted messages. So, members of those groups
with less facilitation by the independent moderator may
feel less oriented to the online process than members of
those panels with more moderator involvement. Previous
research indicates that online groups generally take
longer to reach a decision and have decreased consensus
compared to face-to-face groups (Baltes et al., 2002;
Benbasat & Lim, 1993; Bordia, 1997; Kramer & Pinsonneault,
1990; McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994; McLeod, 1992). Less
facilitator guidance could have a strong effect on the
already fragile process and, ultimately, the satisfaction

of participants.
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Hypothesis 2: Citizens’ perceptions of the occurrence

of deliberation will make the greatest contribution to
overall satisfaction.

One essential element in deliberative forums is, of
course, deliberation by citizens. Participants deliberate
not face-to-face, but in a chat room environment over the
Internet. If coverage of the topic seems inadequate in
detail or scope, it may lead some to question the wvalidity
of a deliberative forum that takes place entirely in
writing. Because of its central role, it is expected that

deliberation will be a major component of satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3: Citizen satisfaction with the online

citizen panels is dependent on attaining increased trust
and efficacy.

Citizen satisfaction is strengthened by the intrinsic
rewards of feeling more personally efficacious as a
citizen participating in the process as well as feeling
more trusting about the various other groups involved in
the policy process. Panelists may be satisfied not only by
what happens in the process (i.e., deliberation,
consensus) but also by what benefit they personally

receive.
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Study Sample

This study evaluates the satisfaction of individuals
participating in the 2003 North Carolina Citizens’
Technology Forum. The Forum was comprised of six panels
conducted entirely over the Internet that address a policy
issue of current scientific importance - global warming
and climate change. Each group was composed of up to 13
non-expert citizen volunteers and a neutral professional
facilitator who guided each group to consensual agreement
on policy recommendations. The same facilitator
coordinated all six groups, with half the groups receiving
full facilitation and the other half encouraged to develop
more peer-initiated strategies to reach consensus. At the
conclusion of each panel, recommendations were written by
the citizens in the form of a final written report to be
presented to various government officials and agency
managers.

Each panel was structured in the manner of the
Danish-style consensus conference, a well-established
model for citizen involvement in scientific and

technological policy issues (Einseidel, Jelsde, & Breck,
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2001; Loka Institute, 2004; Mayer, 1997). The traditional
face-to-face consensus conference format was adapted for
an online environment following the example of the first
North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum convened in 2001
(Hamlett, Miller, & Macoubrie, 2001).

A mixed methodology is employed to elicit citizen
perceptions after panel completion. The researcher-
developed instrument includes both indicator statements
with Likert-scaled responses and open-ended questions.
Other major data sources are a pre- and post-test
questionnaire designed by Dr. Michael Cobb, a Co-
Investigator of the 2003 forum; transcripts of the panel
proceedings; citizen applications for selection to the
panels; and interviews with those who did not complete all
panel sessions or chose not to respond to the

questionnaire.

Theoretical and Policy Relevance

The more traditional methods of obtaining citizen
input, e.g., public hearings and surveys, don’t typically
tap informed opinions of the citizenry and this weakness

can be overcome by the use of informed citizen forums. On
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the surface, fewer numbers of citizens are involved;
however, the quality of the input may ultimately be more
useful to public administrators. Forum participants serve
as representatives of the “average” person on the street.
The advantage with this model is that more informed and
reflective citizen input is elicited when individuals are
able to learn about an issue (beyond what is provided by
media coverage) and deliberate with their fellow citizens
about the implications.

The online citizen forums can offer a relatively
efficient means of obtaining citizen input into policy.
Because interactions take place online there are no travel
or lodging costs involved and no need to arrange a central
meeting place with access to meals. One potential
negative, though, is the type of person attracted to
participate in this type of a forum, §.€., one who is
computer literate. This challenges the representativeness
of the citizen panel which takes place online.

Results from the present study will shed light on
whether discourse can occur from the perspective of
citizens without face-to-face interaction. The credibility
of online deliberative panels for both participants and

end-users of the reports is related in large part to the
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feasibility of informed debate over the Internet. Online
citizen panels that are satisfying, truly deliberative,
and seen as authentic opportunities for input may boost
the number of ways in which technology can offer more two-
way and upward communication between citizens and
government officials or agencies.

Knowing the nature and level of citizen satisfaction
with this process will be useful to public administrators
deciding whether to plan online policy forums in the
future. This study will expand knowledge of the range of
options available for officials soliciting and organizing
citizen participation in the policy process and help
identify the conditions necessary for success. For persons
involved in coordinating online forums, citizens’
perceptions of the fairness and credibility of electronic
panels will be beneficial to facilitators in developing
techniques they will use to lead such panels to consensus.

This exploratory study is a first step in
understanding the satisfaction of citizens as they
deliberate policy issues and build consensus online about
approaches they would recommend. Results will help in the
development and refining of models for digital

participation.
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Organization of Chapters

The remaining chapters are organized as follows:

Chapter Two presents a general review of the
literature dealing with deliberative models, computer-
mediated communication, and computer-supported
collaborative work groups from a multidisciplinary
perspective. Individual variables are examined in depth.

Chapter Three offers details on the format of the
2003 North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum, instrument
design, methodological apprcocach to data acquisition, data
sources, and plan for data analysis.

Chapter Four describes the results of the univariate
analysis and explores themes from qualitative data
sources.

Chapter Five examines the multivariate findings.

Chapter Six, the final chapter, provides a summary of
findings and implications for the field of public

administration.



CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter opens with a section on the
underpinnings of the deliberative forum movement from the
perspective of deliberative democracy, participatory
policy analysis (Mayer, 1997), and digital democracy. It
explores why citizen satisfaction with the Internet venue
is an important element in the potential adoption of the
technology as an avenue for public participation in the
policy process. The particular type of deliberative model
used in this study is explained.

General characteristics of computer-mediated
communication (CMC) are discussed as well as the specific
process and outcome variables that may contribute to
citizens’ perceptions of satisfaction with the online
experience. Findings from empirical research on computer-
assisted decision-making groups from several disciplines
are reported. Finally, a summary of electronic features
and characteristics that can either enhance or inhibit
deliberative discussions and consensus-building are

listed.

30
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Intellectual Traditions

The concept of an online deliberative forum for lay
citizens is rooted in three schools of thought:
deliberative democracy, participatory policy analysis, and
digital democracy. These movements actively promote
citizen involvement in the policy process in sometimes new
and creative ways. A natural outgrowth of attempts to
broaden the political process 1is an exploration of the
Internet and its potential to connect citizens to each
other and to their representatives. A brief discussion of
these three areas will provide a background for
understanding the genesis of the online deliberative
forum.

First, a look at public participation in general will
provide a context. Political participation includes
“activities by private citizens that are..aimed at
influencing the selection of governmental personnel and/or
the actions they take” (Verba & Nie, 1972, p. 2).
According to Verba and Nie, there are four broad ways to
participate in the political process: (a) voting, (b)

campaign activity, (c) communal acts, and (d) personalized
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contacts (pp. 64, 66, 71). The present study looks at
communal actions aimed at influencing officials.

Traditionally, information flow in the political
process is more downward than upward. Elected policy-
makers shared information with public administrators who
then shared it with the public. There were few mechanisms
available to allow information to flow from the public to
the policy-makers.

There was resistance to enlarging the circle of
participation because some believed there was not much
benefit to doing so. Officials feared that citizens, when
given greater opportunity to have a voice, would insist on
pursuing their own self-interest over the common good of
the community. The process would become inefficient.
Elected representatives were thought to have a better
sense of what was good for society than the public did.

In a now classic article, Arnstein (1969) calls this
approach into question. She describes a ladder of citizen
participation that outlined eight rungs (or levels) of
involvement. Rungs of manipulation and therapy were at the
bottom of the ladder and constituted non-participation, in
her words. Her categories of informing, consultation, and

placation represented little more than token attempts by
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officials to include the public in decisions. Continuing
up the ladder are partnership and delegated power, each
possessing degrees of citizen power. The top rung was
labeled citizen control.

Arnstein makes the point that participation without a
redistribution of power was a pointless, frustrating
experience for citizens and it only reinforced the status
quo. Authentic participation in the political process, on
the other hand, is participation that works for all
stakeholders and stimulates interest and investment in
both citizens and administrators (King, Feltey, & Susel,
1998, p. 317). It requires managers to focus on both
process and outcome (King et al., 1998).

Replacing the traditional approach are newer models
designed to empower citizens by ensuring their
participation has the potential to impact policy
decisions, to include voices from a range of
representative citizens, and to produce more visible
outcomes (King et al., 1998). This allows public disputes
and conflicts of interests to be discussed and resolved in
a more open manner.

Greater access to the process allows members of the

public to choose their scope of involvement in an issue.



34

Citizens have different thresholds for involvement and use
differing communication strategies when dealing with
matters of a public nature (Kasperson, 1986). Not all who
want to offer input, though, are comfortable with the
channels of communication provided by policy-makers. For
this reason, the more literate and articulate members of
society in general tend to be the most politically
involved. Special efforts are needed to ensure
inclusiveness so that all can benefit from an increased

number of opportunities to influence policy decisions.

Deliberative Democracy

Deliberative democracy is a specialized form of
participation. The term is used as an umbrella for a set
of assumptions about optimal ways to renew democracy at
all levels of government and within the populace. The
deliberative movement calls for not just more public
participation and input but a specific type of interaction
within a wider policy debate. Quality is as important, or
more important, than quantity in this view (London, 1995).
Deliberative forums are characterized by the involvement

of citizens of diverse backgrounds with differing opinions
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and potentially differing values (Schudson, 1997;
Witschge, 2004). Citizens are brought together in order to
make informed decisions in the public interest and
recommend potential courses of action for policy-makers.

Public administrators involved in the design and
implementation of citizen forums are in a unique position.
Such forums allow new contributors to the policy process,
ones who might not normally be asked for detailed input.
Although administrators may be wary of encouraging debate
and stimulating potential conflict, the process of
deliberation assists in the formation of public wvalues
(Reich, 1985). In this sense, bureaucrats serve in the
role of civic educators.

One key distinction between deliberation and other
types of dialogue is that citizens who participate are
open to changing their initial preferences and views (Adam
& Gastil, 1997; Dryzek, 2000). The nature of the
discussion relies on persuasion among equals to reach
consensus. In Miller’s (1992) view, the point of the
deliberative process is to allow people to form opinions,
not just express them (p. 62).

Information is another essential component of

deliberation. Yankelovich (1991) uses the term public
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judgment to describe the outcome of careful deliberation
by individuals who have knowledge of the issues. Citizens
need relevant detailed information about the policy issue
to make choices about the potential tradeoffs they would
be willing to make or recommend.

A truly deliberative approach is broad,
representative, and informed (Weeks, 2000). The process
must be credible to the participants. The dilemma facing
organizers of citizen deliberative groups, though, is that
larger numbers of people (broad participation) are not
necessarily more representative or more informed.

Translating the theoretical ideals of deliberative
democracy into practical applications in mass society is
not easy. There are a growing number of examples in the
literature of citizen participation described as
deliberative in nature (Eiseidel et al., 2001; Fishkin &
Luskin, 1999; Guston, 1999; Weeks, 2000; Yankelovich,
1991) . Methods of engagement range from face-to-face
groups, group Delphi technigques (Renn, Webler, Rakel,
Dienel, & Johnson, 1993), to a series of phone interviews,
in-home interviews, and mail surveys (Kathlene & Martin,
1991). The number of citizens included in these

deliberative exercises and final decision-making is as low



37

as 13 (Prosseda, 2002) and as high as 147 (Kathlene &
Martin) . A variety of policy topics have been addressed
through citizen deliberation: transportation (Kathlene &
Martin), waste management (Renn et al., 1993), genetically
modified foods (Hamlett et al., 2001), municipal budgeting
(Weeks, 2000), and telecommunications (Guston, 1999).

Not everyone agrees, however, that deliberation can
have a significant impact on the decision-making process.
Delli Carpini and colleagues (2003) note that some find it
too infrequent, unrepresentative, and disconnected from
the actual decision-making process to be of much value.
Decisions in our complex society often require technical
and administrative expertise. Average citizens don’t have
the ability to understand public affairs and the
management of big institutions (DeSario & Langton, 1987;
Fishkin, 1991). When they do get involved, decision-making
tends to become protracted and sometimes contentious
contributing to inefficiency (Roberts, 2004).

Relatively few people actually take advantage of
opportunities to participate (Almond & Verba, 1989; Dahl,
1989) which points to a lack of time or interest to
deliberate. Despite these potential shortcomings, the

deliberative movement has gathered attention and support
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over the past few decades. Deliberative trials continue to

explore new ways of engaging citizens in a broader role in

governance.

Participatory Policy Analysis

The trend toward increased lay participation in
policy analysis started in the late sixties and early
seventies according to Mayer (1997). Growing discontent
with the public hearing format, which is often dominated
by special interests, promoted the development of new
methods of public consultation. Public hearings did not
offer the best approach for dealing with complex or more
long-term issues affecting society as a whole.

Prior to the advent of an opening of the policy
process, a more traditional view prevailed. Traditional
policy analysis was most often the domain of experts and
neutral scientists with little inclusion of stakeholders
and citizens. Rationality was valued above all else in

making policy decisions with consideration of values and

societal goals given a minor role in the process. Fischer

(1990) and DeLeon (1992) describe policy analysis as an
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activity “of experts for other experts” (Mayer, 1997, p.
32).

In the sixties, it became evident, though, that
science may not provide the best solutions for all policy
problems (Mayer, 1997). For one thing, not all scientists
could agree on the “facts.” Expert knowledge is sometimes
limited to one specific subject. Secondly, there is an
implicit value-base to science and politics (Fischer,
1990). While scientists are able to offer technical
advice, they are in no better position to inform policy-
makers about what citizens want or need than are the
citizens themselves. Technocrats gradually came to
acknowledge the value of other types of knowledge, such as
knowledge based on lay experience, values, and insights.

Experimentation with lay participation in the policy
process for science and technology issues first took place
in the seventies and eighties (Mayer, 1997). Not all were
successful. Over the years, hybrid methods appeared. Mayer
identified 14 types of participatory forums in practice by
the late nineties.

Mayer labels this overall trend as “participatory
policy analysis” (1997, p. 4). Citizens and laypersons act

as temporary policy analysts, expanding the range of
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policy actors. They do not displace the role of scientists
in the policy process but do supplement that advice with
insights and personal judgments about what might be best
for society. Greater involvement by citizens and
stakeholders helps focus public attention on issues and

widens debate.

Digital Democracy

The advent of Internet technology has expanded
opportunities for citizen input into the political
process. The opening of government processes and citizen
participation goes by many names: the electronic
commonwealth (Abramson, Arterton, & Orren, 1988), e-
democracy, teledemocracy (London, 1995), and
cyberdemocracy, to name a few. Haugue and Loader (1999)
prefer the term “digital democracy” because it alludes to
the role of communication technologies and digital data
transfer in fulfilling information needs.

Tsagarousianou (1999) identifies three core claims of
digital democracy: (a) obtaining information, (b) engaging
in deliberation, and (c) participating in decision-making.

Most current government Web sites just provide information
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to the public or basic services (Leigh & Atkinson, 2001).
There are few opportunities, though, for meaningful
interaction like deliberation and input into decision-
making.

Proponents of deliberative practices are naturally
attracted to the Internet because of its wide range of
technological applications. It helps overcome four
limitations to participation: time, knowledge, proximity,
and access (Street, 1997). Because electronic
communication masks bodily identity, the influences of
gender, race, age, and appearance are diminished. The
Internet offers a more equal footing for those citizens
logged 1in.

While increased access to governmental services and
information has been touted as a positive development, it
can work against members of those groups who don’t
typically log in. The most obvious restriction is that
citizens must own a computer or be near one and have a
minimal level of computer literacy to navigate the
screens. This can create barriers for those less well
educated or with limited financial resources. As Thimbleby
(1998) puts it - “serfs don’t surf” (section “Scale has

”

Consequences,” para. 13).
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In addition to basic computer skills, language may be
a problem for some. For those citizens, participation in
Web-based deliberative groups could be challenging.
Because most material online is text-based, individuals
need language proficiency to communicate in an electronic
environment for “we are stripped of everything but our
words” (Horn, 1998, p. 81).

Although one aim of both deliberative and digital
supporters is broadening representativeness, use of
Internet technology falls short. Users are apt to be the
more technologically sophisticated members of society.
These drawbacks to universal access and use limit the
Internet as a tool for public deliberation. Even if access
could be markedly improved, not all individuals are open
to the use of the technology. Recent figures show that 42%
of Americans do not currently use the Internet, and 56% of
this group don’t plan to ever go online (Lenhart et al.,
2003, p. 4). It seems that 24% of Americans are “net-
evaders” (Lenhart et al., p. 3).

Although the use of electronic avenues for citizen
participation has been discussed for some time (Etzioni,
1972), Web-based forums are still in the early stages of

development. One use of the technology in the federal
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government is the development of electronic docket rooms
to assist with agency rule-making. Brandon and Carlitz
(2001) provide a description of the innovative approaches
offered by three specific federal agencies: the Federal
Communication Commission, Nuclear Regulatory Commission,
and the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration. In
the case of the Federal Communication Commission, the
asynchronous electronic docket room seemed to fall short
of its objective of making the commenting process more
accessible. The particular rule in question had attracted
comments from 95% of the industry groups with a stake in
the outcome but only 0.01% of the school districts with a
potential stake in the issue. The process did succeed,
though, in eliciting input from more than the usual
Washington-based interest groups.

To promote even broader participation with more
deliberative elements, the city of Bristol in the UK has
developed some fascinating online projects (Hilton, 2006).
For example, there is an electronic version of the TV show
“Survivor” in which city councilors must argue for policy
positions. Citizens vote them “off the island” until one
policy position is chosen to remain. E-panels are standing

consultation groups composed of citizens who participate
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in online and offline debates. These novel experiments
have boosted citizen engagement at the local level.
Although such examples of innovative practices are
gaining attention, instances of citizens who use online
options for deliberative communication are still
relatively rare. In a survey of a random sample of 1000
American citizens, Delli Carpini, Cook, and Jacobs (2003)

only 4% of respondents indicated that they had discussed

public issues online.?2

Deliberative Models

This study examines deliberation within small groups
of informed citizens tasked with building consensus and
producing a written report of policy recommendations. All
interactions take place in an electronic environment,
using primarily synchronous (i.€., live) communication.

To place this specific type of forum within the
context of other deliberative experiments, it is helpful
to look at the classifications provided by Delli Carpini
and colleagues (2003). Four primary types of deliberative

models are identified: (a) civic, (b) interest group
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intermediation, (c) civic republican, and (d) public
advocacy.

Two dimensions characterize their models: the
composition and extent (or size) of citizen involvement
and organizational features. Five organizational features
are relevant: (a) the purpose of the forum, (b) the
principle that guides forum formation, €.g-., building
consensus, airing conflict; (c) the role of the
facilitator; (d) the mode of interaction, €.g., rational
argument, expression of emotional attachments; and (e)
norms of interaction, such as toleration and accommodation
of alternative views.

The 2003 North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum
examined in this study falls within the civic model of
public deliberation. This type of forum promotes consensus
building with narrower citizen involvement. According to
Delli Carpini’s research team (2003), participants
basically assume the role of students. Independent experts
provide testimony or materials to ensure the group
understands the various aspects of the issue, and a
neutral facilitator guides the interactions. Discussion is

based on evidence, reason, and the airing of opposing
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views. Members are persuaded by rational arguments among
themselves to agree on measures to resolve the issue.

This model involves fewer numbers of citizens but
they are, in theory, representatives of the general
population. Studies by Tetlock (1983) have shown that
individuals who know in advance that their judgments will
become public are less likely to allow their personal
biases to interfere with treating evidence objectively.

Ideally, deliberative forums should meet the
following seven criteria laid out by Hé6rning (1999, p.
350):

e the organizing institution should have no

specific interest in the outcome,
e the results of the process should be open,

e the composition of the participants should be

heterogeneous,
e Dbalanced information should be available,

e there must be time for discussion and

reflection,

e there must be adequate opportunity to consult

experts, and

e facilitation should be neutral.
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The Citizens’ Technology Forum that is the topic of
this study is based specifically on the consensus
conference format, a model of citizen participation in
science and technology policy. In an article comparing
various methods of participatory policy analysis, Rowe and
Frewer (2000) provide high marks for this method in terms
of its capacity to facilitate optimal citizen
participation.

The standard agenda of a consensus conference ensures
that citizens have the opportunity to address the
essential stages of problem analysis as outlined by
Horning (1999, p. 352):

1. defining the problem,

2. describing the issue and its context,

3. determining viewpoints that should be considered

in assessing various options,

4. presenting the topic,

5. considering various opportunities for action and

possible solutions set forth by experts,

6. discussing and reflecting on these options, and

7. developing proposals for action.

This study focuses on a version of the consensus

conference adapted to the Internet. Many of the same
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features that promote democratic deliberation in the
traditional face-to-face version are retained in the
online adaptation: panelists are selected to be
representative of the local population and its
demographics, a facilitator guides the discussions,
members have access to subject-matter experts, and the

process of building consensus is structured.

Research Warrant

It is important to understand citizens’ assessments,
capabilities, and preferences in the use of technology in
governance. There is little systematic empirical study on
online deliberation by citizens on matters of public
policy (Adam & Gastil, 1997). One difficulty in
investigating online deliberation is the lack of agreement
on an operational definition of what online deliberation
entails in public groups (Adam & Gastil; Witschge, 2004).

Studies of user satisfaction with computer-mediated
decision-making have been conducted but results may not be
transferable across contexts. There has been mixed
findings with regard to user satisfaction, consensus-

building, level of participation, and decision confidence



in online decision-making exercises (Baltes et al., 2002;
Benbasat & Lim, 1993; Bordia, 1997; Kraemer &
Pinsonneault, 1990; McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994; McLleod,
1992; Scott, 1999).

While productivity and decision quality have been
commonly examined, satisfaction with the process is less
often considered as an independent variable. Kramer and
Pinsonneault (1990) examined 21 studies of computer-
supported group decision-making. One shortcoming, among
others, was the failure to elicit users’ perceptions of
the process. Burkhalter and colleagues (2002) in their
paper on public deliberation recommend that self-report
measures reflecting participants’ subjective experiences
are needed to supplement more objective observational

measures.
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Research involving online work groups should include

not only assessments of task performance but satisfaction

as well (DeSanctis & Gallupe, 1987; McGrath &

Hollingshead, 1994). Participants should be asked to

evaluate the difficulty, complexity, and importance of the

task as well as their interest in it (McGrath &

Hollingshead, 1994).
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Joss (1995) sees qualitative methods as being
essential to the evaluation of consensus conference
programs as they are more informative to sponsors and
conference organizers than quantitative assessments.

This study assesses satisfaction with the online
deliberative forum from the perspective of the
participants, not the organizers or the end-users of the
information. Satisfaction is just one factor in the
evaluation of such groups and it may not be the most
important factor in judging the merits of these types of
forums. Advocates of a deliberative approach to citizen
participation predict it will increase understanding and
tolerance of the many perspectives comprising the public
interest, leading to a more inclusive public identity.
Participation in successful group processes can help build
community and citizenship (Abramson, Arteron, & Orren,
1988; Barber, 1984; Pateman, 1970).

More opportunities for citizen input, while
important, do not guarantee influence in decision-making
about public matters. Both citizens and the end users of
the policy recommendations should agree on the usefulness

of the process.
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Research Framework for Satisfaction

There is general agreement in the literature that
satisfaction in a specific situation is the sum of one’s
positive and negative feelings toward numerous factors
that affect the situation (Bailey & Pearson, 1983). It can
be viewed as the aggregate of a user’s weighted reactions
to a set of situational variables (Wanous & Lawler, 1972).
Edwardson (1998) proposes that the concept embodies an
almost neutral quality, though, and may not capture
emotional extremes. Academics in the field of marketing
research are not clear if the concept of satisfaction
embodies an emotion, a judgment, or an evaluation (Oliver,
1997) . Therefore, there is little agreement on how it is
best measured.

Satisfaction can be personal, group-related, task-
related, organization-related, or system-related (Zigurs,
1993) . Studies of satisfaction tend to concentrate on one
or several of these aspects. The present study will focus
primarily on task-related satisfaction. The
task/technology fit will be discussed in greater detail in

a later section of this chapter.
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Satisfaction with CMC in the context of public talk
is not an easy concept to define. Perceptions about a
communication medium or a new use of a familiar medium are
related to many factors (Contractor, Seibold, & Heller,
1996) . Certainly, there are numerous factors to consider
in the research of small group decision-making. Contextual
variables affect the group process, which in turn affect
task-related and group-related outcomes (Kraemer &
Pinsonneault, 1990). Potential influences include the
following: (a) personal factors, such as attitude,
ability, and motivation of individual members; (b)
situational factors, such as reason for the formation of
the group and stage of group development (€.g., ad hoc or
well-established); (c) group structure, such as group
size, cohesiveness, and power relationships; (d)
technological support, such as the degree of support, type
of media used, and amount of facilitation available; and
(e) task characteristics, such as its nature and
complexity (€.g-., planning, decision-making). Researchers
are divided on the predictive value of the individual
variables above for personal satisfaction with group

processes across contexts. Contractor and colleagues
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(1996) found that interactional influences were a better
predictor than characteristics of the media.

Assessments of satisfaction in work groups can be
applied to two broad aspects of the situation: process and
outcome (Olaniran, 1996). Process satisfaction refers to
one’s feelings towards interactions during the problem-
solving phase, and outcome satisfaction refers to one’s
reaction to the end product (€.g., the decision agreed on
by the group). Examples of process variables include
equality of influence, satisfaction with the system,
decision speed, and thoroughness of analysis. Examples of
outcome variables that have been tested in group settings
are perceived quality of the decision, decision
confidence, and level of consensus (Benbasat & Lim, 1993;
Kraemer & Pinsonneault, 1990; McGrath & Hollingshead,
1994; McLeod, 1992). It is quite possible for citizens in
the online forum to be lukewarm towards the decisions made
but still be satisfied with the process used to reach
them.

Despite the many articles published on computer-
supported collaborative work (CSCW), the few that mention
an assessment of satisfaction fail to give details on the

instruments used to measure it (Zigurs, 1993). Thatcher
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and de la Cour (2003) comment that “no scale exists for
measurement of either satisfaction with the process or
decisions made” (p. 208).

Olaniran (1996) offers a model of group satisfaction
in computer-mediated meetings. He studied group decision-
making using a number of the dimensions listed above.
Reviewing earlier work by Bailey and Pearson (1983), he
selected three variables for study from their list of 39
potential influences on CMC: ease-of-use of the medium,
participation, and decision confidence. These wvariables
were the focus because they deal with more than just
satisfaction with the information provided by the system
in meeting user needs, but also performance and
communication interaction as contributors to satisfaction.

Olaniran assigned an ambiguous decision-making task
(with no single correct solution) to both face-to-face
groups and computer-mediated groups to assess how these
three variables might differ in their contributions to
satisfaction.

In the computer-mediated groups, each variable was
significantly correlated with member satisfaction. Ease-
of-use of the technology had the largest influence on

individual satisfaction while level of participation



55

showed the least contribution (although still
statistically significant).

The present study incorporates these three variables
as potential influences on citizen satisfaction with the
online experience: ease-of-use, participation, and
decision confidence.

Ease-of-use is, simply put, the “degree to which the

prospective user expects the target system to be free of
effort” (Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989, p. 985). It is
the fit between the medium (in this case, the technology)
and the process. The system should facilitate the
attainment of group goals with minimal difficulty.
Perception is important here; even if the system is
relatively easy to learn and use, if the individual
believes it to be otherwise it will have a negative effect
on satisfaction.

Participation refers to the individual’s level of

contribution to group interaction. Gouran (1973) found
that satisfaction with the group process in face-to-face
settings was related not only to one’s contribution but to
the contribution of other members as well.

Decision confidence is another component of

satisfaction with computer-mediated decision-making. This
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is the degree to which one believes the decision reached
will solve the problem under scrutiny. Group members are
more likely to feel support for the decision if they have
had opportunities to thoroughly evaluate opinions and
incorporate them into the final decision (Olaniran, 1996).

Olaniran found that individuals were more satisfied
with face-to-face interactions compared to the computer-
mediated process (each group member participated in both
conditions). The difference in satisfaction ratings,
though, was not statistically significant.

Olaniran’s findings were selected as part of the
research framework for this study because online subjects
in his study worked primarily in a synchronous mode, as do
the Citizens’ Technology Forum members. The decision-

making tasks chosen to study satisfaction were ambiguous

(.., no single solution existed) in much the same way as
public policy choices.

Limitations of his study were its use of
undergraduate students who reported little computer
experience, and both the face-to-face and computer-
mediated groups had as much time as they needed to

complete their tasks. In contrast, citizen volunteers for

forum participation will more likely be computer literate.
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And public processes rarely enjoy the luxury of no time
restrictions.

The task of participatory policy analysis online
involves several subtasks that may affect satisfaction of
forum members. Therefore, the present research framework
includes other variables in addition to the three listed
above: learning, deliberation, and consensus-building.

Before citizens can make recommendations, they must
learn about the issue so their opinions are informed, they
must deliberate and reflect on the opinions offered by
others, and they must build consensus among themselves.
Whether these steps are accomplished and how they are
accomplished will influence an individual’s level of
satisfaction with the process.

Other possible contributors to satisfaction not
directly related to the details of the online policy task
are facilitation, trust, and efficacy. Because the forum
panels were divided into two different conditions of
facilitation, the degree of professional facilitation may
influence citizen satisfaction with the process. Two
potential benefits of deliberation, increased trust and a
greater sense of self-efficacy, may also be contributors

to satisfaction.
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In the next section, a general examination of the
nature of computer-mediated communication will provide a
foundation for understanding the online environment in
which these policy processes take place and will set the
stage for a more detailed discussion of the nine
independent variables listed above: deliberation,
consensus-building, participation, facilitation, learning,
decision confidence, general ease-of-use, trust, and

efficacy.

Computer-Mediated Communication

Papacharissi (2002, p. 21) praises the Internet and
cyberspace for extending channels for citizen
communication without radically altering the nature of the
communication itself. A closer examination of computer-
mediated communication will reveal details of how it
differs from our daily face-to-face conversations. Three
general influences on the satisfaction of citizen panel
members will be discussed in the next sections: the nature
of synchronous text-based communication, the level of
technological support for the collaborative efforts, and

the task/technology fit.
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Synchronous Text-Based Communication

Synchronous text-based communication (#.€., chat) is
one type of computer-mediated communication. Lanham (1993)
considers electronic discourse to be in a unique
conceptual category, sharing similarities with both the
written word and spoken word but also differing in
significant ways. Synchronous communication is typed like
the written word but the interaction is often fast and
informal as if it were spoken. Some authors (Davis &
Brewer, 1997; Ferrara et al., 1991) suggest that it is a
hybrid of sorts.

Herring (1999) identifies two attributes of
synchronous text-based CMC that provide challenges to the
communication process: (a) disrupted turn adjacency due to
the posting of messages in the order the server receives
them, and (b) lack of simultaneous feedback from visual
and audio cues.

Turn adjacency in synchronous computer-mediated
interactions is not as straightforward as in face-to-face
interactions. Computer conferencing software allows

participants who are often in separate locations to post
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messages simultaneously. Because no one knows beforehand
what others are responding to, the conversation may take
sudden shifts as new topics are introduced in what
appears, at times, to be a random fashion. Over time the
conversational thread becomes unclear. For example, if a
member asks a question of the group, three people may give
answers that are posted by the server over the next five
minutes. By then the conversation may have moved on and
the responding messages seem oddly out-of-place.

Members have trouble deciding which messages
correspond to what earlier comment. A single message may
respond to more than one initiating comment. Just as in
face-to-face conversations, individuals may make
irrelevant remarks and stray off the topic.

Shank and Cunningham (1996) agree with the hybrid
characterization of synchronous CMC and describe it this
way:

From the oral side, it is as 1f everyone who is
interested in talking can all jump in at once,
but still their individual voices can be clearly
heard. From the written side, it is as if
someone had started to write a piece, but before
he/she gets too far, people are there magically

in print to add to, connect, challenge, or
extend the piece. (p. 30)
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The text appears as a “written gquasi-discussion,” to use
their words.

Management of online chat is challenging for the
group facilitator who must guard against topic decay and
ensure that members stay focused. Structuring a process
that flirts with potential chaos becomes difficult in a
synchronous mode.

Can deliberation of policy issues take place in the
online environment with obstacles such as these? Because
exchanges tend to be rapid, there may be little time to
reflect on the content or implications of fellow members’
remarks. A written record does remain of the conversation
for reference, though, at least until the new messages
posted replace the older ones that scroll off the computer
screen.

Messages offered by group members tend to be short
with a minimum of words used to express meaning. Comments
entered at high speed may contribute little substantial
information, lending superficiality to the discussion.
Details of a policy problem may not get covered. While the
spontaneity of posting and its simultaneity can be
beneficial to idea generation (Postmes & Lea, 2000;

Valacich, Paranka, George, & Nunamaker, 1993), those
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qualities may actually work against discussion of those
ideas (in this case, policy recommendations).

Because participation in chat requires quick
response, users are somewhat constrained by their typing
speed and skill. The participant with good typing skills
can “speak” often and in this way dominate the
conversation. Others with marginal skills may feel too
embarrassed to participate because of misspellings or slow
response times. Those for whom English is a second
language are also at a disadvantage.

Because synchronous chat is text-based, it favors
those who are comfortable using the written word to
express themselves. For individuals who typically
punctuate their speech with facial expressions, body
language, and intonation to get their message across, the
medium is less helpful.

Citizens who have trouble keeping up with the amount,
quantity, or speed of the information presented in the
“chat” format will be less satisfied than those who adjust

to this mode of interaction.
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Computer-Supported Collaborative Work

Another potential influence on the ability of
citizens to analyze policy problems online is the level of
technological support available. Citizens may find that
text-based communication is inadequate without the use of
organizing tools to facilitate meaning.

Computers were initially designed to be used for data
display and computation, not as machines to manage human-
to-human social interaction (Rheingold, 1994). The
purpose, however, has evolved over the years as they were
adapted for use in verbal communication across companies
and between households. New terminology has come into use
as a result of technological advances. This section will
introduce the reader to some of these new terms.

Greif and Cashman coined the term computer-supported
collaborative work (CSCW) in the mid-eighties to refer to
research activities related to computerized support for
group interactions (Greif, 1988). CSCW can be classified
into three general categories: (a) collaboration and
problem-solving for team members located in the same place
and same time, (b) real-time collaboration among group

members who are geographically dispersed, and (c)
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asynchronous collaboration among team members who are
geographically distributed (€.g., through the use of
email) (Khoshafian & Buckiewicz, 1995). This present study
involves primarily category 2 and some category 3
interactions.

“Groupware” is the general term for computer-based
systems that provide various supports for group meetings
and the interface to a shared environment. More
specifically, Ellis, Gibbs & Rein (1991) write that

AN

groupware refers to “..computer-based systems that support
groups of people engaged in a common task (or goal) and
that provide an interface to a shared environment” (p.
40) .

There are numerous acronyms for the technologies
associated with CSCW. Some terms in the literature, not
always clearly defined, are GCT (group communication
technology), GDSS (group decision support systems), GSS
(group support systems), EMS (electronic meeting systems),
CC (computer conferencing), GCSS (group communication
support systems), GISS (group information support
systems), GXSS (group external communication support

systems), and GPSS (group performance support systems)

(McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994; Scott, 1999). As McGrath &
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Hollingshead point out, types of systems are often
“intermeshed” (p. 10). As new groupware capabilities are
developed, labels and categories expand and evolve and new
terms come into use. Often, researchers do not use terms
consistently across disciplines, which makes comparison
among studies difficult.

To study small group interaction and facilitate
comparison among research studies of CSCW, it is important
to understand some basic distinctions among the terms. The
four relevant to the discussion of research later in this
chapter are GCT, GSS, GCSS, and GDSS.

GCT, group communication technology, is a broad
umbrella term that refers to “any communication technology
used by a group/team, but especially those technologies
designed with a group use in mind” (Scott, 1999, p.437).
According to Scott, both a pencil and the Internet can be
considered a form of GCT.

GSS, group support system, has a somewhat more
specific meaning (Scott, 1999). A GSS “combines
communication, decision, and computer technologies to
assist teams in..varied group activities” (p. 437).

GSS are designed to work with several dimensions of

computer-supported teamwork. They can manage interaction
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among members who are dispersed or co-located in the same
room, users who are all present online simultaneously or
who contribute asynchronously at different times, and
decision-making tasks that last one meeting or take a
series of meetings to complete.

Kraemer and Pinsonneault (1990) divide the technology
into two main groups: GCSS, group communication support
system, and GDSS, group decision support system. GCSS
basically help control information exchange and keep
workflow organized. They provide storage of data, aid its
retrieval, and support idea generation. GCSS can serve
either synchronous or asynchronous activities.

GDSS, on the other hand, provide more sophisticated
features for group problem solving. These can include
decision models, PERT, budget allocation models, analysis
and reasoning methods, and automated Delphi techniques.

Much of the early research literature used the term
GDSS to refer to many different types of groupware. No
consensus existed, however, on an exact definition
(Kraemer & Pinsonneault, 1990). Over the years, the term
GDSS has come to be delineated as a support system
typically used in an electronic meeting room that offers

networked computers to group members who participate at
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the same time and in the same place (Johansen, 1990). A
professional facilitator is used to guide the group’s work
and face-to-face conversation is usually allowed among
participants.

Khoshafian and Buckiewicz (1995) claim that groupware
technologies are, in some respects, still in their
infancy. The first computer messaging systems were
developed in the 1970s with early attempts to study the
use of groupware for group problem-solving efforts
(compared to face-to-face decision-making) taking place in
the mid- to late eighties (Dennis & Gallupe, 1993). Field
studies on the use and adoption of groupware in
organizations began in the late eighties. During the past
20 years, there has been continual evolution of GSS with
new software and capabilities expanding the range of
research possibilities.

The Web-based groupware used in the present study is
Facilitate.com®, a GCSS providing support for mixed
synchronous and asynchronous interaction among citizens
dispersed in different locations. Each of the six citizen
panels is comprised of 10 online synchronous meetings. No

higher order decision-making techniques are used, €.9-,
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decision modeling, risk analysis. A neutral professional

facilitator coordinates the group interaction.

Task/Technology Fit

A third general consideration in the online work of
the citizen panels is that of the fit between the task
(policy analysis) and the technologies used to structure
it. Tasks facing groups can range from the relatively
simple to the complex and, similarly, technologies can
offer simple to more complex support. How group work lines
up on these two dimensions is the subject of this section.
Citizens who assess the task as too difficult to achieve
online will have lower satisfaction.

Several theoretical perspectives have been offered to
explain how different communication media may affect task
performance: social presence (Short, Williams, & Christie,
1976), social information processing (Fulk, Schmitz, and
Steinfield, 1990) and media/information richness (Daft &
Lengel, 1984). Of these, the one most frequently cited in
the research literature is media-richness theory (Suh,

1999) .
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Communication media differ in their ability to convey
social, symbolic, and non-verbal cues, to promote
immediate feedback, and to emulate natural face-to-face
communication. Daft and Lengel (1984) refer to this as
information richness - the potential of data to carry
information along with additional emotional and
attitudinal meanings. Richer media facilitate shared
meaning and rapid understanding among communicators. Face-
to-face is considered the richest medium; it allows the
simultaneous communication of verbal and non-verbal cues,
conveys the emotion of the speaker, and provides rapid
feedback during interaction.

Daft and Lengel postulate that some media are better
than others in handling the equivocality of a situation or
task. In other words, situations with many and potentially
conflicting viewpoints are better addressed through
information-rich media.

CMC, they argue, 1is too “lean” for many task-related
activities. Richer media (such as face-to-face interaction
or videoconferencing) are more appropriate choices for
equivocal and interpersonally demanding work, which aptly
describes policy analysis, because multiple cues help

people analyze, interpret, and resolve complicated and
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conflictual issues. For instance, members of face-to-face
teams negotiating among various proposals to reach
consensus can see the facial expressions and hand gestures
of the speaker and hear the intonation of the voice and
rate of speech, which all help to transmit subtle meaning.
Through these cues, one can judge the commitment of the
speaker to the point being expressed. Leaner media unable
to convey this information, such as the computer or
telephone, are better suited for more routine
communication.

McGrath (1984) makes a distinction between the types
of tasks group members address. He proposes four basic
processes that involve problem-solving groups: generation
of ideas, choosing between options, negotiating, and
execution of a task. Some types of online tasks can be
completed successfully with the transmission of basic
information (€.g., brainstorming). Other types, like
negotiation, require not only information but also the
transmission of values and attitudes attached to that
information by participants. Problem-solving tasks
dependent on this supplemental information are not handled

as effectively online.
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Some tasks may be more suited to CMC than others.
Intellective tasks, defined as those that have correct
answers, may not need much coordination of discussion or
collaboration because, in theory, one person could solve
the problem instead of the group in concert. Idea
generation, likewise, may be successful without much
coordination.

Judgment tasks are more ambiguous and, as the name
implies, lack a single solution. The group gains consensus
by choosing among alternatives. This type of
interpersonally demanding task approaches the conflict-
resolution area of McGrath’s model. Building consensus
involves more than just the communication of facts; team
members often must negotiate among conflicting views or
interests. Group members must find a way to adequately
express differing perspectives, values, attitudes,
expectations, and commitment. This is generally easier to
do in face-to-face communication than in text-based
computer chat.

The work of negotiation is especially sensitive to
the characteristics of the medium used (Suh, 1999). Hiltz

and colleagues (1991) argue that certain tasks involving
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conflict or extensive ambiguity may be “very difficult”
for dispersed groups to handle (p. 139).

Task complexity refers to the “number of issues and
alternatives that must be considered” as well as the time
required to identify and address them (Dennis, George,
Jessup, Nunamaker, & Vogel, 1988, p. 596). The policy
analysis task faced by the citizen panels, 1.e., global
warming and climate change, is both cognitively and
socially complex. Geurts and Joldersma (2001) claim that
policy issues with the highest degree of cognitive
complexity are those with many variables to be considered
that have uncertain or unknown relationships among them.
The policy topic of global warming and climate change is
also one of social complexity as there are a number of
stakeholders involved with differing interests and values.

Citizens must deal with equivocality as well.
Equivocality exists when there are “multiple (and possibly
conflicting) interpretations for the information or the
framework” (Nunamaker et al., 1993, p. 142). Citizens may
not only have different preferences for policy solutions
but different preference structures - what one considers
relevant information, how one interprets the available

information, how one judges the weight of wvarious
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dimensions of the problem, and so on. Process complexity
with a difficult task may also increase as the number of
members in the group grows (Wood, 1993).

Straus and McGrath (1994) found that the online
groups engaged in highly interdependent tasks were
substantially less productive and responded more
negatively to both the medium and the task compared to
face-to-face groups. They cite potential sources of the
decreased satisfaction as feelings of depersonalization,
less focus on expressive ideas, greater time pressure due

7

to the writing and reading of the “chat,” and problems in
understanding others’ comments and having one’s
contributions understood by others.

There are some situations and tasks for which the
more impersonal CMC is useful. Walther (1996) proposes
that lean media are more appropriate for those situations
calling for equal democratic participation, more anonymous
interaction, criticism without regard to status, limited
time for discussion, brainstorming of ideas, and for ad
hoc groups with no plan of a continuing relationship. In

these cases, CMC may assist with a stronger task focus

leading to potentially more productive interactions.



74

Citizens who find that the policy task lacks online
coordination may have decreased satisfaction with the
citizen panel experience leading to potential frustration
with participation in the policy process in general.
Dissatisfaction with the process and outcomes may lead
organizers to question the wisdom of an online
deliberative forum compared to a traditional face-to-face

meeting.

Independent Variables

More specific influences on citizen satisfaction are
related to the actual work involved. As mentioned above,
the format of the citizen panel is based on the consensus
conference model, a structured approach to formulating
policy recommendations. Citizens are faced with three
major sub-tasks: they must learn about the science of
global warming and climate change and potential societal
consequences, deliberate about various aspects of the
issue, and come to consensus about recommendations they
would offer to policy-makers.

The questionnaire developed to assess citizens’

perceptions of their online experiences will also include
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the three areas deemed by Olaniran’s study (1996) to be
important predictors of user satisfaction: participation,
decision confidence, and ease-of-use. Items allow citizen
assessments of both process and outcome satisfaction.
Unrelated to the written instrument is an assessment
of the degree of facilitation used to guide panels to
consensus. Because the amount of involvement by the
moderator can affect the process satisfaction of citizens,
it is considered an additional independent variable.
Potential influences on satisfaction will now be
examined. Of those directly related to the task, the
variables of deliberation, consensus-building, and
participation will be explored first in more detail
because of their particular relevance to public
administration followed by facilitation of the
participatory process, learning, decision confidence, and
ease-of-use of the medium. Finally, efficacy and trust as

they relate to small group deliberation will be discussed.

Deliberation

Deliberation is not an easy term to define

(Burkhalter et al., 2002). It has been used to refer to
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both an interpersonal process at the group level and a
larger societal process (Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Bohman
(1996) also suggests use of the term to refer to an
intrapersonal process whereby an individual reflects on
new ideas and incorporates them into his or her thinking.

Because many political theorists have used the term
in an abstract way, a precise definition has never been
agreed on. In an effort to propose conceptual boundaries,
Burkhalter and colleagues (2002) considered the many
elements of public and democratic deliberation. Their
definition covers deliberative groups whose participants
have little history of interaction prior to formation of
the group, who meet formally to discuss public issues, and
whose projects are time-limited. Their exploration of the
concept is limited to small groups meeting face-to-face.

In their view, two elements are essential: (a) all
participants must have adequate opportunities to speak and
listen, and (b) individual participants must cognitively
integrate others’ views into their own thinking. Ideally,
this results in a blending of potentially diverse opinions
allowing compromise on a course of action.

Simply put, deliberation is communication that

supports a thorough group discussion (Gastil, 2000).
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Features of this discussion include (a) analyzing the
nature of the present problem, (b) carefully evaluating
information and perspectives on that information, (c)
formulating a range of solutions, and (d) assessing the
merits of each solution. Through deliberation citizens
learn about the policy preferences of their fellow
citizens as they weigh the consequences of various courses
of action. Citizens decide together what they want for
themselves and for society as a whole.

Burkhalter and colleagues (2002) recommend that
deliberation be treated as a multidimensional concept for
empirical study rather than a dichotomous concept. They
suggest that participants in small groups provide a self-
report of their experiences about the depth of
deliberation.

Whether deliberation can occur in Internet settings
is problematic for researchers due to its imprecise
definition. This is complicated by the lack of measurement
standards (Adam & Gastil, 1997). One component of
deliberation, choice shift or attitude change, can be
aided by CMC. The lack of social cues online increases

focus on the information and arguments presented rather
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than on the merits and status of the speaker (a normative
influence associated with face-to-face interaction).

The fast pace of synchronous online communication,
though, may inhibit deliberation. There is little time to
reflect on the ideas expressed by others; likewise, there
is little time to prepare one’s own comments and express
them clearly in writing. Reflection is a critical
component of deliberation (Goodin & Niemeyer, 2003).
Integrating perspectives requires skill in multi-tasking.
The flow of the discussion is such that respectful
listening is hard to determine. Information overload can

also be a problem in synchronous CSCW.

Consensus-Building

Citizen panels working on consensual agreement on
issues use information, expression of ideas, and
persuasion to convince fellow members of the worth of
various proposals. Citizens first must agree on a commonly
shared representation of the problem and basic criteria
for evaluating the proposals set forth. In the case of
global warming and climate change, citizens must assess

scientific claims about the nature of the problem, agree
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that it is a valid problem warranting timely attention by
policy-makers, and then decide how to judge the merits of
possible approaches, €.g., cost-effectiveness of the
measures and political feasibility.

Auvine and colleagues (1977) offer this description
of consensus:

A decision-making process in which all parties
involved explicitly agree to the final decision.
Consensus decision-making does not mean that

all parties are completely satisfied with the
final outcome, but that the decision is
acceptable to all because no one feels that his
or her vital interests or values are violated by
it. (p. xii)

Group members support the recommendations made
collectively even though they may not have been the
individual member’s first choice. Conflict and argument
are not unusual during deliberations. These can have
positive effects, though, in sharpening thinking and
promoting creativity in trying to accommodate everyone’s
views.

In the consensus conference format, citizens must
reach consensus in two areas: the choice of questions that
will be posed to the group of topic experts, and the

selection of policy recommendations to be included in the

final written report. It is not necessary that the citizen
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panels reach consensus with the expert panel on the
approaches under discussion. In fact, it is quite likely
that the citizens will have a different view of the
problem apart from the scientific community, industry
leaders, and members of interest groups. That is the
potential value of asking a group of average citizens to
offer their perspective on the issue.

Like other types of public deliberative forums, the
consensus conference format imposes time limits on the
work of citizens. It is important that citizens reach some
sort of consensus on solutions within the timeframe
available. Restrictive time limits to complex tasks can
create problems (Karau & Kelly, 1992). Participants find
that they may not be able to process all the information
needed to offer and agree on solutions. This can lead to a
selective focus on material that will allow the group the
greatest chance of successfully completing the task. If
deadlines seem unrealistic to participants, it can
discourage systematic evaluation of alternative proposals
and solutions.

In their study of synchronous decision-making by
participant pairs, Reid and Hards (1998) found that strict

time limits influenced consensus-building in negative
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ways. Members perceived that the discussions were
difficult to conduct with little time to express
themselves or resolve disagreements. Those pairs who
reached agreement were more likely to do so by
acquiescence of one person than by persuasion of argument.
This is not the ideal in democratic deliberation.

Online deliberation can either produce movement
toward consensus or reinforce conflict and differences
among opinions. Similarly, the communication medium can
facilitate some aspects of decision-making and limit
others. The lack of non-verbal cues can work both for and
against consensus. For example, text displayed on a
computer screen provides no information about non-verbal
expressions like nodding in agreement, frowning, rolling
of the eyes, mumbling, and puzzled expressions that would
indicate whether individuals strongly agree or disagree
with one’s comments. This presents a challenge to members
as they attempt to integrate perspectives, sort through
policy recommendations, and select some for endorsement.
It can be hard to judge how committed one is to the points
being raised.

The lack of body language can facilitate consensus in

some circumstances. In face-to-face groups, dissenters are
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sometimes subject to subtle social pressure to conform.
Remarks may be interrupted by many voices; there can be
raised eyebrows, stares, and the initiation of side
conversations. In CMC, one may feel less inclined to give
up a position in order to conform and avoid in-person
disapproval. The persuasive effects of status, position,
power, and authority are lessened online. The final
decision is more likely based on a consensus of ideas
rather than in the possibility of deferral to win

approval.

Participation

There is no agreed-on definition of online
participation in the research literature of CSCW. It can
be operationalized in several ways, such as number of
postings, length of comments, and level of influence. In
general it refers to a “turn at talk” (Bonito &
Hollingshead, 1997, p. 230). To Smith and Vanacek (1988),
it is the perceived freedom to participate that engenders
satisfaction and not necessarily an individual member’s

degree of participation. Freedom to contribute is “the
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opportunity to speak when a relevant idea comes to mind”
(Heslin & Dunphy, 1964, p. 107).

Olaniran’s work (1996) on a model of group
satisfaction in CMC identified participation as a
significant correlate of user satisfaction. He defines
participation as the extent to which users are able to
express their opinions freely without feeling as if they
have to hold back to give others the chance to participate
(p. 27) .

Online groups have several advantages in regard to
participation. In instances where group members are not
familiar with each other and have little background
information, online participation offers a sense of
anonymity. Status cues are limited because one’s gender,
race, social class, age, and physical appearance are not
immediately apparent and may remain hidden throughout the
course of interactions. This has an equalization effect
(McGrath & Hollingshead, 1993) with participation more
evenly distributed among group members and less open to
domination by a few.

This potential for equality of participation is
particularly attractive to public administrators. Baron

(1984) sees this egalitarianism as particularly positive
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for those who may be less assertive in having their voices
heard in face-to-face discussions, such as women and
minorities. Everyone can contribute an opinion without
interruption because turn taking is not controlled as in
face-to-face discussion. There is less competition for
floor time. Because participation tends to be equalized
and the perspectives of all members are aired, better
quality decisions are possible, at least in theory (Bonito
& Hollingshead, 1997, p. 245). Members of anonymous groups
typically engage in less socio-emotional conversation and
tend to focus more on the task at hand (Walther, 1996).

The nature of online interactions can also impact
CSCW in negative ways. For example, members of anonymous
ad hoc groups may not feel the need to measure their
words. Heated discussions and flaming (i.e., insults and
profanity) may erupt, especially if team members don'’t
expect to continue as a group.

Participants play several roles in synchronous
communication: message composer, reader of others’
messages, and worker in researching sources of
information. One troublesome aspect of online interaction
is how to interpret “silence” from members who are logged

in.
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There are a number of reasons why someone may not be
contributing to the conversation. The absent one could be
typing a message, editing it, reading, pausing and
reflecting, refusing to contribute because of anger,
taking a bathroom break, having an interruption in
Internet service, or experiencing an equipment breakdown.
Communication is not always as straightforward as in face-
to-face conversation. When several members don’t
contribute for a block of time, it can have a chilling
effect on the discussion.

Sometimes individuals become overwhelmed by the fast
pace of the chat. This is referred to as “fizzling”
(Spitzer, 1986, p. 20), a form of withdrawal that occurs
from information overload or a fast-paced series of
messages. Members become confused. Is it better to read
and digest posted messages or concentrate on developing
and entering one’s own thoughts?

Speed of typing is another potential influence on the
amount and degree of participation. Nunamaker and
colleagues (1995) state that research shows those with
little keyboard experience often contribute as much as do
those who type faster. Faster typists, though, are more

likely to submit lengthier postings than those with less
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experience, whose offerings are more concise but not
necessarily informative.

The inability to convert ideas quickly into writing
is another possible impediment in CSCW. Members who write
clearly have an advantage over those in the group with
fewer verbal skills. If other team members are unsure of a
writer’s meaning, they may ignore the message posted. The
idea contributed by the author will not be further
developed if other group members can’t understand the
point being expressed.

Poor coherence of the conversational thread can lead
to coordination problems, fragmentation, and incomplete
task analysis. The logic of one’s argument can be diluted
with the introduction of multiple issues by other
contributors. Sometimes, CMC can be dominated by
individual reasoning as opposed to collective reasoning.
This is not the preferred approach in debating policy
issues and coming to consensus.

Finally, because the entire communication process is
technology dependent, if the system is down or certain
software features aren’t working properly, participation

is not possible for anyone, or it may be possible for some
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and not others. This is one potential liability of
meetings scheduled online.

CMC offers a mix of influences on those collaborating
online. While the computer creates anonymity and an
equalization of participation, the multiple opinions and
perspectives offered may actually hamper resolution of
issues. The length of time from the development of an idea
to i1its subsequent posting varies for each individual
member. Fragmentation may result from the screen display

of ideas that seem out of order.

Facilitation

A group facilitator manages relationships “between
people, tasks, and technology” (Bostrom, Anson, & Clawson;
1993, p. 147). He or she performs several concrete tasks
such chairing the meeting or meetings, planning and
managing the agenda, and ensuring tasks are covered in the
time allotted.

More importantly, the facilitator supports fair,
inclusive, and open processes that balance participation
and productivity while creating a safe psychological space

so that all group members can fully participate (Kaner,



88

Lind, Toldi, Fisk, & Berger, 1996, p. x). Kaner and
colleagues refer to group facilitators as process
advocates.

In participatory decision-making groups, the
facilitator is content neutral, §.€., not taking a
position on the issues at hand, and is neither a true
member of the group nor its leader. The facilitator is
guided by four core values of participatory decision-
making (Kaner et al., 1996, p. 24):

1. full participation of group members,

2. mutual understanding (members accept the

legitimacy of one another’s needs and goals),

3. inclusive solutions that emerge from the
integration of everyone’s perspectives and needs,
and

4. shared responsibility (all group members own the
outcome) .

Basically, facilitators help make group collaboration more
efficient and effective.

The present research study employs two facilitation
conditions. Three panels receive full facilitation by the
professional moderator and the remaining three panels have

decreased facilitator involvement, which encourages
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citizens to assume a more active role in coordinating
group efforts.

On the plus side, decreased facilitation could lead
to feelings of more ownership of the process among
panelists. Some citizens may find it empowering, which
could lead to fuller engagement with the issues and
movement toward consensus.

Because the interactions take place in an online
environment, though, the discussion may be difficult to
follow. Online collaboration may require an even greater
degree of structure than face-to-face settings since there
is not always a clear thread of ideas in CMC.

Citizens may find it distracting to attend to group
dynamics and content at the same time. If the citizen
panel becomes polarized, it would be hard to prioritize
finding common ground and defending one’s position. Group
members would need to have a basic understanding of
decision-making mechanics in participatory groups in order

to apply consensus-building techniques skillfully.
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Learning

To participate in informed deliberations about global
warming and climate change, citizens must first learn
about the issue, both individually and collectively.
Collaborative learning takes place in a group setting.
Roschelle and Teasley (1995) refer to it as “the mutual
engagement of participants in a coordinated effort to

”

solve the problem together.” There is a focus on the
cooperative pursuit of knowledge rather than competitive
pursuit, as in some academic settings (p. 70).

According to Kaye (1992), collaborative learning
involves peer exchange, interaction among equals, and
changing roles. Citizens can assume the roles of learner,
teacher, information seeker, resource person, and
facilitator at different times, depending on the needs of
the group.

The Citizens’ Technology Forum that is the subject of
this study hosts informed discussions. Participants learn
about the policy topic in several ways. One is the use of
written material provided by forum organizers. Another way

is the use of a panel of technical experts to answer

questions and clarify issues on which panelists request
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help. Individuals can also seek out information in their
personal time between forum meetings, either by pursuing
recommended readings in the original materials, searching
for Web sites devoted to the topic area, listening to or
reading stories in the general media, or talking with
knowledgeable friends and acguaintances. Panelists must
sort out what is legitimate factual information and what
is biased or partial information.

Forum organizers are responsible for presenting
information that is objective, accurate, comprehensive,
and current. Information from an industry or advocacy
point-of-view is be identified as such. Panelists commit
to learning about the issue so that the resulting
discussion is informed and the best possible
recommendations are offered.

Making effective decisions requires learning about
the issues involved. Four elements enable a thorough
approach (Hirokawa, 1988): (a) appropriate understanding
of the problematic situation, (b) appropriate
understanding of the requirements for an effective choice,
(c) appropriate assessment of the positive qualities of
alternative choices, and (d) appropriate assessment of the

negative qualities of alternative choices (pp. 489-490).
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Citizens must do more than just read the written
background material in order to comprehend the many
aspects of global warming and climate change.

To enhance understanding of the issues, the consensus
conference format includes interaction with content
experts who serve as guest panelists to answer citizen
panelists’ inquiries. In the first North Carolina
Citizens’ Forum on Genetically Modified Foods (Hamlett et
al., 2001), the expert panel joined the citizen group in
an online synchronous discussion. Answers to scientific
questions were posted online before the start of the
session so that citizens had the opportunity to review
them before the meeting. During the synchronous session,
citizens were free to ask the expert panelists for
clarification about the details of their answers and
possible implications for policy. In this way,
collaborative learning plays an important part in the
process.

In computer-assisted learning the transmission of
information that is sometimes complex and unstructured
takes place online. Relying solely on text-based
communication presents some challenges to learners. There

is a tendency to oversimplify the material leading to
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potential misrepresentations and misconceptions of the
issue at hand. Gouran and Hirokawa (1996) assert that
discussions are more deliberative i1f they include
information that is accurate and relevant. Thorough
discussion of the issues and related learning is
contingent upon clear communication in the posted
messages.

There can be a steep learning curve in trying to
cognitively manage and integrate a lot of material and
formulate written responses. In synchronous online
meetings, participants can type messages simultaneously
resulting in a large amount of information, relevant or
not, contributed to the discussion. In contrast, only one
speaker at a time can take a turn at talk in face-to-face
meetings.

Messages often appear at a fast rate, forcing group
members to read and process a lot of information gquickly.
There may not be enough time to evaluate and reflect on
this information and type a thoughtful response before the
conversation takes a different turn. Participants in a
deliberative forum ideally integrate new factual

information into their personal decision-making framework
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but this may not happen due to the speed of the
interactions.

On the plus side, online learning can be assisted by
use of groupware that structures the categories of a topic
to help participants focus on just one aspect at a time.
Groupware supports interaction with the other learners.
Citizens separate different aspects of the issue into
categories (with the help of the facilitator) and each
category 1s discussed in a distinct chat room.
Participants are “moved” in cyberspace by the facilitator
to the different rooms as meeting topics are covered. The
groupware used in this study is Web-based so all panel
participants had equal access to the Internet, which
offers numerous additional sources of information related
to global warming and climate change beyond that offered

by panel organizers.

Decision Confidence

Decision confidence is another component of group member
satisfaction in Olaniran’s model (1996). He defines this
as “the degree to which one believes that the decision

reached would help solve a problem or accomplish a
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specific goal” (p. 27). In evaluating the outcome of their
policy deliberations, citizens will have reactions to
their final report of recommendations. Because these
recommendations are reached by consensus, individuals will
have varying degrees of support for the report as a whole.
If the panel ended with weak consensus, citizens may not
be fully committed to the final report they composed.

What engenders confidence in the decisions made will
be different for each citizen. Although not specifically
related to this outcome variable, Leathers (1972) used the
term “communication productivity” to describe the
ideational quality of a decision or solution to a problem.
Solutions generated by groups can be rated on how closely
they are based on ideas that are effective, feasible,
creative, significant, and comprehensive.

Leathers (1972, p. 170) provides definitions for
potential ways that citizens could judge their own
efforts:

1. Are the recommendations effective? Do the
ideas help the group achieve their objective

of a realistic solution?
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2. Are they feasible? Do the recommendations
reflect social reality consistent with public
attitudes?

3. Are they creative? Do they reflect original
ideas not previously used to address the
problem?

4. Are they significant? Are the solutions based

on significant information rather than
irrelevant or insignificant aspects of the
problem? Finally,

5. Are the recommendations comprehensive? Do they

reflect a response to all dimensions of the
problem?

Obviously, these qualities are characteristic of
ideal decisions and solutions. When the task before the
group is complex and equivocal, as in sorting out issues
related to global warming and climate change,
recommendations are likely to fall short of the above
criteria. In fact, decision quality is almost impossible
to define for equivocal tasks. User perceptions are often
used as substitutes for assessments of task performance

(Suh, 1999).
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their decisions based on internal criteria. It is unlikely

that citizens have given much thought before the citizen
panel began about what constitutes an adequate
recommendation when it comes to policy analysis. While
group members may individually or collectively believe
that a set of recommendations are appropriate approaches
to the problem, confidence in how well those
recommendations will be received by government officials
is yet another aspect to consider. Positive feelings of
satisfaction will result if citizens feel policy-makers
will listen and sincerely consider the measures they
propose.

On the other hand, confidence can decline when
citizens perceive cognitive constraints on the task.
Examples of such constraints are time pressure to
formulate solutions, little information available to
resolve issues, and a matter that is complex beyond the
level group members normally face. If citizens are not

satisfied with the process of deliberation and consensus

building online, these feelings may negatively affect the

confidence they place in the recommendations reached

during this process.
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General Ease-of-Use of the Medium

Ease-of-use is another variable shown by Olaniran
(1996) to be significantly correlated with satisfaction.
FEase-of-use implies freedom from physical and mental
effort (Davis et al., 1989). Olaniran (1993, online)
offers a similar description - “the degree to which a
communicating medium helps accomplish a task with minimal
difficulty.”

Ease-of-use depends on the fit between four factors:
system, user, environment, and task (Pittard, 1990).
System considerations include both the hardware used
(é.g-., modem and computer speed, size of screen display)
and the software used to structure the interactions (e€.g.,
organization of the messages on the screen, layout of
screen displays, logical structure of the procedures to
accomplish the task).

The environment plays a role in perceptions of ease-
of-use. There are physical aspects such as the comfort of
the desk and keyboard, lighting, noise, as well as
psychological aspects of the environment, such as

motivation, stress, time pressure, and interruptions.
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Users vary in their training, skills, memory,
experience, and attitudes toward technology. Regular users
of CMC are more likely to have favorable impressions of
the ease-of-use of the medium than first-time users
(Olaniran, 1993). Perceptions of the ease-of-use of a
technology application do not remain fixed but shift over
contexts (Olaniran).

(Task was discussed earlier in “Task/Technology
Fit.”)

Peterson and Wilson (1992) propose that the concept
of user satisfaction is elusive and poorly defined. Ease-
of-use is a complex interplay of many factors, a
subjective judgment of interactive experience. Evaluating
the use of groupware magnifies this interplay because
multi-user applications manage the interface between one
user and many. The groupware must meet the needs of all
parties. First-time users of electronic meeting software,
especially those with lower levels of computer experience,
will have different needs and expectations than more

sophisticated users.
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Efficacy

Political efficacy is an individual’s perceived
ability to influence the political process (Lee, 2005, p.
297) . According to Abramson (1983), it may be one of the
most widely studied concepts in political science. Most
researchers support the notion that efficacy has at least
two dimensions: (a) internal efficacy, which refers to
one’s feeling of personal competence “to understand and to
participate effectively in politics” (Craig, Niemi, &
Silver, 1990, p. 290), and (b) external efficacy, which
refers to one’s overall perception of the responsiveness
of the political system to citizen demands (Balch, 1974;
Coleman & Davis, 1976). These two types of efficacy are
not strictly separate concepts because successful
political action takes both capable citizens and a
responsive government.

Internal efficacy is related to ego-strength. The
self-perception of competence to understand and
effectively participate in politics is not a measure of

the skills one possesses, but what one might be able to do



101

under different sets of circumstances with the skills one
has (Bandura, 1997, p. 37).

The present study examines internal efficacy as well
as two unique hybrids of internal and external efficacy,
group efficacy and citizen efficacy, related to attitudes
potentially affected by small group deliberation. Group
efficacy is concerned with citizen perceptions of how
well-qualified to participate in politics was the group to
which they belonged. It is the extent to which the actions
of the group as a whole are likely to be successful
(Lubell, 2000, p. 433). Group efficacy is related to self-
efficacy in that one’s assessment of personal efficacy in
a group setting is not separate from the group interaction
and coordinated efforts of its members (Bandura, 1997, p.
480) .

Citizen efficacy, on the other hand, refers to
estimations of how political effective ordinary citizens
might be. It is the belief that other citizens are
trustworthy and will engage in behavior that can influence
collective outcomes (Lubell, p. 436). This is similar to
what Lee (2005) proposed as a third dimension of political
efficacy. He called this component collective efficacy and

defined it as “a citizen’s belief in the capabilities of
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the public as a collective actor to achieve social and
political outcomes” (p. 297).

Political efficacy is important because, without this
sense of internal, group, or citizen efficacy, citizens
may become disinterested in and alienated from the
democratic process. A judgment of self-efficacy in a given
situation requires being familiarity with the demands of
the task. In the case of participation in an online
citizen panel, citizens cannot realistically assess their
level of self-efficacy if they do not know what
participation entails. Ambiguity at the start of the
panels about what is required of them creates some
uncertainty about what constitutes an acceptable level of
comprehension of issue at hand: global warming and climate
change. The citizen panel experience requires effective
communication in a perhaps unfamiliar synchronous online
environment as well as close coordination among panel
members with regard to interpreting scientific research,
evaluating its relevance to policy, and choosing among
recommendations to submit to policy-makers.

Appraisals of political efficacy (internal, group,
and citizen) may be faulty due to misinformation about

what one is supposed to do, a lack of feedback on one’s
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style of interacting with other panelists, impediments of
technology in completing the task, uncertainty about the
effectiveness of the group’s recommendations, and
questions about the nature of citizen panels and the types
of fellow citizens who participate. All panelists must
engage in political thought, judge the information shared
by the experts or uncovered by panelist research, express
opinions that may conflict, and seek compromise to fashion
a document of recommendations that all panel members can
support.

The idea that political efficacy is a potential
benefit of deliberation has been discussed frequently in
the literature (Bohman, 1996; Fishkin, 1995; Gastil, 2000;
Gutmann & Thompson, 1996). Pateman (1970, p. 29) proposes
that “the more the individual citizen participates, the
better able he is to do so.”

There are no empirical studies that examine the
relationship between internal political efficacy and
feelings of satisfaction with a participation experience.
Morrell (2005) reviewed results from prior studies on
deliberation and internal political efficacy. He concluded
that evidence of a relationship between the two is “mixed

at best” (p. 54) and cites two general problems with the
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nature of the research to date: (a) there are very few
studies that specifically and systematically address the
relationship, and (b) none of the research examined used
reliable and valid measures of internal political
efficacy.

Morrell (2005) then conducted a short deliberative
decision-making exercise to examine the relationship
between deliberation and feelings of internal political
efficacy. Students were recruited to participate in a
discussion of a topic over two days (for a total of one
and a half hours) in order to decide what policy to adopt.
Three groups interacting under different rules were
formed. One group used parliamentary procedures to
structure their interactions, another group was allowed an
open agenda, and a third relied on individual internal
deliberation and only voted in the group setting. He found
that there was no substantial or statistically significant
effect on post-test measures of internal political
efficacy scores, controlling for pre-test scores, for any
of the three groups.

Luskin and Fishkin (2002), though, had positive
findings with regard to their qualitative assessment of an

unspecified number of Deliberative Polling participants.
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They discovered that the more citizens deliberated, the
more informed, trusting, and efficacious they became (p.
10) . Likewise, Gastil and Dillard (1999) looked at several
qualitative studies and reported that citizens who
deliberated in National Issues Forums (NIF) claimed they
were more confident in their abilities to participate in
politics as a result of their experiences. Gastil (1994)
found, however, that participation in a NIF forum had a
negative effect on assessments of group efficacy for a
sample of adult literacy students. There was an increase
in internal efficacy (belief in their individual
abilities), but the experience made them less confident
about the capabilities of any citizen groups they might
join.

The mere act of participating in the political
process is thought to enhance political efficacy
regardless of the outcome of that participation
(Ainsworth, 2000). On an individual basis, the fully
engaged panelist at the completion of the panel may feel
more capable of dealing with another similar participation
opportunity.

Overall satisfaction with the online citizen panel

experience may be related not only to increases in
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internal political efficacy but perceptions of group and
citizen efficacy as well. Although panelists may be
dissatisfied with certain aspects of the online citizen
process, participation is likely to have a positive effect
on how one views the overall capabilities of fellow group
members and citizens as a whole. The experience of working
with others to integrate individual problem-solving
approaches and produce a document designed to influence
decision-makers is an accomplishment in itself, no matter
how difficult the process. This will most likely will
affirm and reinforce feelings of efficacy and

satisfaction.

Trust

Trust by citizens measures whether government is
functioning in a way that citizens prefer (Bouckaert & Van
de Walle, 2003). It may or may not be related to the
performance of government or the strength of leadership.
Therefore, trust in a set of political actors or in
political institutions is often subjective rather than
objective. This subjective nature of trust makes it

difficult to determine how it might be influenced.
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Nisbet (2003) asserts that research shows a close
relationship between knowledge, trust, efficacy, and
deliberation. He reasons that deliberation or even
discussion of politics enhances knowledge which leads to
increased trust in political institutions. The informed
and trusting individual is more likely to feel efficacious
and to get involved.

Craig (1979) makes a distinction between the
political trust discussed here and external efficacy.
External efficacy is the perception by an individual that
his actions will potentially yield success. The concept of
trust, on the other hand, is more diffuse and not linked
to individual influence. Political trust is “the
anticipated quality of government outputs” apart from
one’s attempt to act on the system (p. 229).

Trust, though, may simply reflect a general level of
optimism in society. In positive times, citizens may be
more forgiving if their high trust is abused. In a less
positive social climate, people are more skeptical of
investing trust in institutions.

The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press
(1998) found that the majority of Americans distrust the

federal government. When a sample of 1,762 persons was



108

asked how much of the time they expect the government in
Washington to do what is right, 61% replied “only

7

sometimes” or “never.” The Center points out that this
figure was relatively consistent across differences in
gender, ethnicity, age, education, and household income.
Trust was much higher 30 years ago when 75% of the people
trusted the government to do the right thing (Denhardt,
1999).

In the setting of online deliberation, trust of
government, industry leaders, environmental scientists,
and interest group leaders could be affected as a result
of the information exchanged among panelists or between
members of the expert panel and citizen panel. Citizens
and experts discuss the short-term and long-term effects
of global warming and climate change. Renn and Levine
(1991) define trust within this context of risk
communication. “Trust in communication refers to the
generalized expectancy that a message received is true and
reliable and that the communicator demonstrated competence
and honesty by conveying accurate, objective, and complete
information” (p. 179).

Citizens who deliberate online do not have the

benefit of visual cues to help them judge the credibility
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of expert witnesses. Unfortunately, in times of heightened
distrust of institutions, citizens expect that speakers
are trying to deceive them, and this becomes what Renn and
Levine refer to as the default option. Credibility of
information sources is particularly important in
listeners’ minds.

Most lay citizens today simply cannot keep up with
the latest technical and scientific information and so
must rely on experts to stay informed. There is an implied
trust here as citizens cannot judge the validity of
scientific claims themselves. Public perceptions of
probabilities and risks, though, are often at odds with
professional analysis of an issue (Covello, 1983; Slovic,
1987) .

People do tend to place more trust in those working
in the field of science and technology than in most other
professional institutions (Renn & Levine, 1991). There are
trends, though, however, which may be influencing people
to take a more skeptical view. Among these are the
alignment of science to big business and government,
anxiety about the ethical implications of further
technological advances, and concern over institutions’

ability to control associated risks (Renn & Levine).
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Assessing scientific information can be confusing to
citizens engaging in participatory policy analysis because
there is often the assumption that scientific knowledge 1is
politically neutral, objective, and unambiguous (Haight &
Ginger, 2000). Panelists may learn for the first time,
though, that the facts don’t speak for themselves. The
information provided may satisfy citizen concerns or it
may amplify them. Panelists often find themselves
deliberating about vested interests, the distribution of
risks and benefits, and the proposed solution in terms of
economic and social compatibility (Renn & Levine, 1991).

Research is mixed with regard to the relationship
between deliberation and trust in various groups. There is
at least one study to confirm that deliberation may
promote trust in general. Price and Cappella (2002)
studied the Electronic Dialogue 2000 Project. The project
involved moderated group discussions over the Internet
that occurred in real time. The design and topics were
intended to produce useful citizen deliberation. Online
participants were recruited from a broadly representative
sample of Americans, not a convenience sample. The
researchers found that discussion attendance was linked to

increases in generalized social trust, with significant
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increases for those who attended half or more of the
scheduled events.

According to Hunold & Peters (2004), deliberation may
foster trust in government. In some types of participatory
analysis, citizens interact with government officials who
explain their proposals to citizens and the reasons behind
the approaches they have taken. Government decisions
justified with fairness and equity enjoy greater
legitimacy. During deliberation citizens may come to
appreciate the constraints, competing demands, and trade-
offs confronting policy-makers.

In the case of the citizen panels on global warming
and climate change, panelists review or acquire new
information about current government policy. If members
feel policy-makers are not managing the risks well, trust
could be affected in a negative way. Those who join the
panels with low trust in general may not be receptive to
information that would change their views.

Although there is some evidence that deliberation is
favorable to the development of trust, studies by Cobb and
Macoubrie (2004, 2006) of citizens’ perceptions of the
potential handling of nanotechnology risks seem to

contradict this premise. To assess general knowledge and
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trust of citizens in regard to emerging nanotechnology, a
national phone survey of 1,536 representative citizens was
completed in 2004. Participants were asked, among other
things, about their trust in industry leaders’ ability or
willingness to minimize risks to humans. Close to 95% of
respondents expressed a lack of trust related to
industry’s uncovering of and managing risks related to
nanotechnology (Macoubrie, 2005).

A follow-up study was conducted the following year
(Macoubrie, 2006). The guasi-experimental design involwved
152 individuals in three cities who were given briefing
materials to read and then had the opportunity in small
groups to discuss individual concerns, expected benefits,
and scenarios about the potential applications of
nanotechnology. This time citizens were asked about their
level of trust in government agencies rather than in
industry. Ninety-five percent reported little to no trust
in the government to manage potential risks that may
manifest with its development.

There was little difference between these two general
measures of trust (both were in the 90% range of
mistrust), although one study involved informed citizens

who engaged in deliberation and the other did not. It is



unclear what role deliberation plays in the formation of
trust.

Deliberation may or may not affect trust in policy
actors in a positive way. If the online panel process of
listening, questioning, and interaction just increases
participant’s concerns and suspicions, there will be
decreased satisfaction with the overall experience of
panel participation. If the online process, on the other
hand, demonstrates to citizens that agency officials,
industry leaders, scientists, and interest group members
are open in their communication and are credible

participants in the debate, this will promote trust by
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citizens. This trust will boost overall satisfaction with

the online panel experience.

Research on Computer-Assisted Decision-Making Groups

The field of CSCW is interdisciplinary, drawing on
such disciplines as computer science, psychology,
sociology, artificial intelligence, and management. It i
clear from the discussion of the variables listed above

that public administrators will need to be familiar with

S
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research from some of these fields in order to determine
if online groups are a viable form of public consultation.

Research on CSCW is, in some respects, still in its
infancy (Briggs, Nunamaker, & Sprague, 1997-98; Lubich,
1995; Nunamaker et al., 1993). The vast majority of
studies use ad hoc teams of students in laboratory
settings working on hypothetical tasks for a single
meeting (Baltes et al., 2002; Kline & Gardiner, 1997;
McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994). Those studies that are
conducted in organizational settings tend to use larger
teams (7-10 or higher) engaged in more complex tasks
compared to student teams of three or four faced with less
complex tasks (Dennis et al., 1988). Much of the research
follows group members who have no experience with each
other, the task, or the computer technology and process
involved (Hollingshead, McGrath, & O’Connor, 1993).

It is difficult to compare and summarize findings
from research studies of CSCW due to the many contextual
variables involved. Designs can include differences in the
characteristics of the group members, location of the
online group members (€.g-, same room or distributed),
type of groupware used, nature of the problem-solving

task, and temporal structure, 1.€., synchronous or
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asynchronous, single meeting versus a series of meetings.
In addition, researchers have used different outcome
criteria as dependent variables.

Results about the impact of technology on small
groups tend to be mixed and inconclusive. In their
comprehensive review of the literature, McGrath and
Hollingshead (1994) portray CSCW research as “a scattered
picture of noncomparable findings” rather than a body of
cumulative information (p. 121).

Given these limitations and to avoid drawing
inappropriate conclusions from comparisons of studies, it
may be best to rely on authors who have devoted time and
attention to analyzing and compiling such findings. Table
1 shows summaries of seven published works between 1992
and 2002 that involve literature reviews with conclusions
and meta-analyses of CSCW research. Four articles, two
book chapters, and one book are outlined.

The most comprehensive survey of the CSCW studies was
that of McGrath and Hollingshead (1994) who examined the
effects of technology on the flow of work in groups.
During their two-year NSF-funded project, they cataloged
more than 250 studies. Fifty-one empirical studies were

ultimately included in their summary.



116

Only some of the independent variables selected in
this present study have been commonly studied: consensus,
participation, and decision confidence. Less research
attention has been given to the others: satisfaction,
facilitation, deliberation, ease-of-use, and learning. No
studies were located on the development of political
efficacy and trust for policy stakeholders within the
context of synchronous CSCW. Therefore, they are not
listed in Table 1 or discussed in this section on
research.

The most commonly studied variables will be discussed
first. Despite the difficulty of comparing and contrasting
the details of various research designs, the research
seems fairly consistent. Because the studies and summaries
listed in Table 1 are a compilation of designs, the
independent and dependent variables the authors
investigate are not well defined.

Satisfaction - Six of the publications addressed

satisfaction as a dependent variable. Group member
satisfaction tends to be low or somewhat mixed when
compared to the use of other media. Scott’s conclusion
(1999) of equal or increased satisfaction was based on

studies of wvarious GCT, an unusually broad inclusion
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criteria. Of all the dependent variables assessed, McLeod
(1992) reports that the relationship between GSS use and

satisfaction is the least clear. None of the studies she

examined reported effect size.

As discussed earlier, the construct of satisfaction
is nebulous. Thompson and Coovert (2003) observe that it
is not entirely clear what computer-mediated teams are
more or less satisfied with.

McGrath and Hollingshead (1994) found that high
satisfaction with task and GCSS use was more consistent
when no comparison groups were used. They assert that
researchers almost always find high user-rated
effectiveness and satisfaction when no face-to-face
comparison is made. Participants in small group research
without the use of electronic technology tend to report
attitudes toward their groups (which McGrath and
Hollingshead equate with satisfaction) that are closer to
the positive end of rating scales. This phenomenon, they
speculate, may hold true for technology-assisted groups
who are making no comparisons. They warn that the positive
satisfaction reported by some groups may say more about
the systematic biases of individuals asked to use rating

scales than it does about the online group process.
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consensus - Six authors reached similar conclusions.
There were four overall findings of decreased consensus
and six of increased time for GSS groups to complete a
task or reach a decision.

Participation - The authors were in general agreement

on group member participation. The six studies that
addressed this variable credit online processes with
increasing participation or, in some cases, the equality
of participation.

Decision Confidence - Only one group of authors,

Kraemer and Pinsonneault (1990), looked at decision
confidence. The results from 10 GCSS studies showed that
confidence in their decisions was decreased for online
members.

In synthesizing these findings, it could be that the
decreased consensus and increased time to reach a decision
results in less satisfaction and less confidence in the
decision/solution chosen. However, less satisfaction seems
inconsistent with the greater equality in participation.

Gaining an understanding of the remaining wvariables
considered in this study (deliberation, ease-of-use, and
learning) also presents challenges since little relevant

empirical research has been done.
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Deliberation - Because there are few attempts in the

literature to define online deliberation and therefore no
agreement on how to operationalize the concept, no studies
have been done to date on assessing the satisfaction of
participants engaged in synchronous, informed, goal-
directed public deliberation.

Ease-of-Use - Ease-of-use of a system is highly

dependent on the task/technology fit and is intertwined
with other contextual elements, such as the computer skill
level of the users. It is generally not viewed as a
separate variable for small group research in the social
psychology field and, if addressed at all, is generally
subsumed under other measures of process satisfaction.
Ease-of-use was found by Olaniran (1996) to be one of
three variables contributing to satisfaction of online
decision-makers and so was included in the present study
as a separate measure.

Learning - Learning is most often studied in academic
settings. Most online courses depend primarily on
asynchronous communication to take advantage of the
benefit of “my place, my pace.” Many instructors avoid the
inclusion of synchronous interaction because it requires

students to meet online at pre-arranged times, and this
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lowers the flexibility and appeal of the online
experience. There are few in-depth examinations of the
contribution of the synchronous learning component to
learning.

From the perspective of instructors, there are
barriers to the online learning process. Educating
citizens about scientific processes was challenging for
some content experts in the electronic 2001 North Carolina
Citizens’ Technology Forum on genetically modified foods
(Prosseda, 2002). Among the points the experts cited were
the fast pace of the exchanges, difficulty in writing
enough information about the points being covered, and a
misplaced focus on grammar and spelling versus content.
Several experts commented that it was harder to educate
online since there were no visual cues to inform them
whether panelists understood.

Despite these drawbacks, panelists in the 2001 Forum
did learn as evidenced by the change in pre- to post-test
scores on basic knowledge (Hamlett, 2002b). How much
learning, though, is enough to become “informed” and lend
a voice in policy directions? While panelists may feel
they have learned about the issue, scientists and other

experts may judge this to be a superficial rather than a
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deep understanding of the underlying issues. This was not
the case, though, in the first online Citizens’ Technology
Forum. All content experts who interacted with the
panelists in 2001 felt that the citizens were well
informed and fully engaged with the issues (Hamlett,
2002a) .

Studies involving citizen Jjuries and deliberative
polls can shed light on the importance of learning as a
component of attitude change. Goodin and Niemeyer (2003)
found that learning was rated more important to attitude
change by participants in a citizens’ jury group than
subsequent discussion of the issues. Three-quarters of the
Jury members thought that learning more about the issue
and listening to witnesses were the most important factors
in changing attitudes, while group discussion was rated
the least influential by three-quarters of the group.
Similarly, Luskin and colleagues (2002) discovered that
the effects of information on the opinion change expressed
in deliberative polling were greater than the effects of
their small group discussions.

Note that these studies focused on two deliberative
formats with citizen involvement that are quite different

from the consensus conference model. Neither involved
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online interaction or assessed the satisfaction of the
participants with regard to learning issues.

Secondary variables - Relationships between CSCW and

factors such as gender, task experience, length of
membership in the group, computer skills, or experience
with the system being used are not well covered in the
literature, according to McGrath and Hollingshead (1994).
They point out that CSCW research designs have paid little
attention to any group or member characteristics, except
for a few studies covering the effects of group size on
idea generation.

Returning to Table 1 findings on the first four
variables of satisfaction, participation, consensus, and
decision confidence, there are a few things to keep in
mind. Meta-analyses have been criticized as comparing
apples to oranges. These concerns are magnified when one
attempts to aggregate the findings from meta-analyses.

The analyses listed include a wide range of studies
with varying scope and quality. Laboratory studies lack
generalizability to real-world situations. Field settings
offer different challenges, such as a bias towards
positive results. Most of the organizations selected for

study had already made a financial investment in the
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technology. Participants are often part of motivated and
established teams who want the computer-assisted decision-
making process to work well.

This approach of synthesizing findings from reviews
of the literature and meta-analyses does not resolve the
persistent problem of the wide range of contexts from
which the studies are drawn. There appears to be no
unifying theory for GDSS research (Lubich, 1995; Tan, Wei,
& Raman, 1991). In fact, McLeod (1992) questions whether
the construct of GSS is homogenous enough for a meaningful
meta-analysis with such a list of differences among
inputs.

McGrath and Hollingshead (1994) suggest that
synthesis and interpretation of CSCW findings be
approached with “great caution” (p. 80). While other
authors may describe empirical findings as mixed or
inconclusive, they offer a different picture:

The problem is not that those sets of
facts disagree; rather, it is that they
cannot be compared..The body of literature
as a whole is burdened with a triple or
quadruple confounding of communication
system, task type, and research strategy..
(pp. 91-2)

They emphasize that empirical findings of CSCW groups

are probably an interactive, joint consequence of a number
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of group, task, and technology factors rather than the
main effects of the difference in just one - the presence
or absence of computer-mediated communication. Baym (1995)
advises that it is an oversimplification to view patterns
in CMC as the direct effects of just the computer medium.
To complicate matters further, the specific software
used to coordinate online interactions are not easily
compared as they sometimes differ in the functions and
capabilities offered. With the advent of Web-based and
Internet-supported conferencing tools, Scott (1999)
speculates that these products may be sufficiently
different from the GCTs of the 1990s to warrant a
reexamination of the research findings from the use of

earlier software.

Summary of CMC Features

Assessing the effects of informed, deliberative
online interaction on the satisfaction of citizen panel
participants is a complicated matter. Measurement of the
perceptions of panelists in regard to task related ease-
of-use, deliberation, participation, consensus, decision

confidence, and learning will provide a picture of the
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contributions each makes to satisfaction with the
experience. This study will be a first step in
understanding the relationships between this public policy
task and the technology citizens use to engage in problem
solving.

Research over the last several decades indicates that
decision-making through CMC is not the most effective way
for groups to resolve problems (Baltes et al., 2002).
Cornelius and Boos (2003, p. 156) assert that traditional
face-to-face communication provides the advantages of
fostering coherence and understanding, reducing
equivocality, and smoothing the path toward consensus. In
their view, face-to-face interaction appears to be the
better fitting medium for tough tasks.

It is not clear under what decision-making and group
conditions the use of GCSS would be most appropriate or
beneficial. A review of the potential effects of CMC on
group interaction and decision-making will be helpful. As
discussed above, certain characteristics of synchronous
communication can enhance or inhibit deliberative
discussions and consensus-building. The summary below
categorizes these features. In some cases, the mechanisms

and relationships are not well understood and distinctions
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blurred. When a feature can have both beneficial and

detrimental aspects, €.g-., anonymity of participants, the

potentially mixed effects are pointed out.

Building on the earlier discussion of CMC, potential

hindrances to deliberative tasks include the following:

1.

10.

decreased audio-visual cues that may be a
barrier to effective negotiation and, in
turn, consensus,

disrupted turn adjacency of message postings,
overlapping exchanges of comments,

topic decay,

spontaneous superficial comments leading to
fewer insightful remarks,

more brief exchanges due to pace of the

conversation,

ambiguity of the written word without

adequate time to probe the meanings,
anonymity that lowers group cohesiveness and

rapport,

high interactivity without adequate time for

reflection,

high number of exchanges leading to increased

time to decision, and
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the additive effect of a number of CMC
characteristics that may lessen confidence in

the decision reached.

On the other hand, the synchronous online format may

enhance the policy process in these ways:

1.

simultaneous expression of ideas as more than
one person can post at the same time,
anonymity that may increase the number of

contributions,

the appeal of chat for some users who find it

easy to adapt and enjoy the challenges of

rapid discussion,

less pressure exerted on dissenting

individuals by visual feedback, and

decreased visual cues that lessen the effects

of status, authority, and power relationships

leading to more equality of participation and

increased task focus.

Individuals will perceive these pluses and minuses in

different ways with varying levels of satisfaction.

Likewise, groups with heterogeneous composition also will

not respond in the same way to computer-assisted decision-

making. The literature shows that online groups typically
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take longer to reach a decision, have lower consensus
among members when compared to face-to-face group work,
and decreased confidence in the decision they did reach.
Equality of participation is generally enhanced. Overall,
satisfaction tends toward the positive for group members
who have no experience in a face-to-face comparison group.

Technology will impact groups differently as they
work on tasks under different spatial and temporal
conditions. As McGrath and Hollingshead (1994) predict,
“few effects are likely to hold across all possible

systems and uses” (p. 94) A plethora of factors come into

play.

Chapter Summary

This study focuses on the satisfaction of the citizen
panelists as they explore new ways of discussing policy
issues in an online environment. Findings may help answer
a larger question within public administration and
political science - Can the Internet be used as a new type
of public space?

There has been limited study of how synchronous

communication can be used to advance democratic
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deliberation (Dahlberg, 2001) and how these might affect
citizens’ views on trust and efficacy. Presently, current
political chat on the Internet falls short of the
requirements for deliberation. Some researchers are not
optimistic about the transformation of cyberspace into a
new public sphere as it is currently implemented
(Dahlberg, 2001; Kakabadse, Kakabadse, & Kouzmin, 2003;
Papacharissi, 2002; Tsagarousianou, 1999). Some of the
hindrances to informed, respectful interactions that
citizens currently face can be addressed through increased
access to the Internet and the creation of structured
processes that support deliberative discussions. This
study of the 2003 North Carolina Citizens’ Technology
Forum will gather information about the satisfaction of
participants when the tasks are structured, the process is

guided, and the citizens are informed.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

The purpose of this study is to assess citizen panel
members’ satisfaction with their participation in an
online deliberative forum. Three primary research
questions are posed:

1. How satisfied are citizens with deliberation
that takes place in a strictly online
environment?

2. What is the strength of the relationship
between citizens’ overall satisfaction and
the variables thought to affect it, such as
perceptions of the occurrence of
deliberation, achievement of consensus,
confidence in the decisions reached, and
feelings of trust and efficacy?

3. How do citizens perceive that Internet
technology affects their ability to
deliberate a policy issue?

Three specific hypotheses are formulated:
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Hypothesis 1: Citizens’ overall satisfaction and

perceptions of the individual components of satisfaction
(1.e., deliberation, consensus, decision confidence,
participation, learning, and ease-of-use) will vary by
participant demographic characteristics, prior experience,
skill level, political interest, and degree of
professional facilitation.

Hypothesis 2: Citizens’ perceptions of the occurrence

of deliberation will make the greatest contribution to
overall satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3: Citizens’ satisfaction with the online

citizen panels is dependent on attaining increased trust
and efficacy.

Levels of satisfaction will also be explored with
regard to the following secondary variables: (a) age; (b)
gender; (c) education; (d) race and ethnicity; (e)
experience in chat rooms, with computer conferencing, and
with group decision-making; (f) membership on a citizens’
advisory committee; (g) skill in typing, Internet
navigation, and reading in English; (h) interest in
politics; and (i) degree of professional facilitation.

This chapter provides details on the data sources

used for this study, the dependent and independent
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variables examined and hypotheses explored, the
development and administration of the written instrument,
validity issues, other data acquisition approaches, and
the methods of gquantitative and qualitative analysis. The
first section will outline the format used to structure

the 2003 North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum.

2003 North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum

The online deliberative citizen panels under study
are loosely based on the Danish-style consensus
conference. Although relatively unknown in the United
States, the method is popular in Europe as a vehicle for
soliciting citizen input into scientific and technological
policy decisions (Loka Institute, 2004). Compared to other
more experimental formats for citizen-to-citizen
interaction, Rowe and Frewer (2000) report that it
provides a moderately high structure for decision-making
and task definition.

The consensus conference has an international history
of being a useful tool for citizen input into science and
technology policy. According to the most recent figures,

at least 48 consensus conferences have been held
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throughout the world since the original lay panel was
formed in Denmark in 1987 (Loka Institute, 2004). The
model has only been recently implemented in the United
States; the first face-to-face consensus conference was
held in Boston in 1997 (Guston, 1999).

Because the 2003 Citizens’ Technology Forum was held
online, the schedule of deliberative sessions for
traditional face-to-face interactions had to be adapted to
accommodate a virtual environment for discussions.
Appendix A outlines the traditional face-to-face agenda
(Grundahl, 1995) and its translation into an online
agenda, specifically the one guiding the Citizens’
Technology Forum panels that are the focus of this study.

As originally conceived by the Danes, citizens spend
three weekends (over the course of three months) in face-
to-face interaction. This interaction time is shortened
for the electronic version. Because of the difficulty of
sitting in front of a computer for two eight-hour days,
the group work of one weekend is more realistically
separated into several shorter virtual meetings.

A second adaptation was needed with regard to
attendance of the conference. The European design extends

an invitation to the general public to attend the actual
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consensus conference occurring during the third weekend.
Citizens-at-large and other parties such as elected
officials, public managers, and representatives of
interest groups are invited to observe the proceedings
involving testimony of the expert panel and subsequent
questioning by members of the citizen panel.

One advantage of the inclusion of an audience to the
conference is the possibility of the process influencing
the larger public debate, rather than restricting the
session to content experts and citizen panel members only.
This opening of the process to the scrutiny of the public
does not have a counterpart, however, in the Internet
panel proceedings.

Six independent Internet citizen panels composed of
between 8 to 13 members each were conducted from April
through December 2003, funded in part by a grant from the
National Science Foundation (NSF). Participants in each
panel were asked to consider policy approaches to the
issues of global warming and climate change.

The panels consisted entirely of lay citizens;
scientific experts on the subject were prohibited from
participating. Although the Citizens’ Technology Forum was

structured as a research study, the process did produce
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actual outcomes in the form of policy recommendations
formulated by the citizens for distribution to elected
bodies and government agencies. Citizens who applied and
were selected to participate in the Forum received a
stipend of $350 for their efforts at the conclusion of the
project.

A professional moderator was present during the
synchronous online interactions to help guide each group
of citizens to consensus about how to address the current
or potential effects of global warming and climate change.
To avoid bias in the proceedings, the facilitator was not
a member of the research team. Like the lay citizens, he
had no special knowledge on the topic other than that
offered by general media coverage. He received the same
briefing documents presented to panel members.

The facilitator, like the panel members, held no
vested financial interest in the substance of the final
recommendations. He was “content neutral,” 1.€e., did not
express or argue a particular point of view (Kaner et al.,
199¢6) .

An independent steering committee worked with the
research team to ensure balance in the choice of materials

and consulting experts. A rhetorician reviewed and edited
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the preparatory materials written by the team to screen
for any subtle bias before they were provided to panel
participants. To allow for the airing of opposing
viewpoints and professional conflicts, a mix of experts
from industry, academia, and interest groups was chosen to
participate in the citizen-to-expert question-and-answer
session. A range of viewpoints was represented.

A Web site served as the portal of entry for forum
members and each citizen received a unique password. From
this home page one could access an orientation screen to
both the forum itself and the Web site. Links were present
for the virtual conference room, a library of background
reading materials, the forum agenda and calendar, special
announcements and instructions, email to the facilitator,
and a text archive of the group’s earlier discussions.
Facilitate.com®, a Web-based tool, was used to structure
the interactions. Simple GCSS features enabled the panels
to do their work; no decision modeling or higher order
decision-making methods were applied.

The study Web site provided brief information on the
basics: how to log in, what to do at the agenda page, what
to do in a topic area, how to follow changes in a topic,

how to handle facilitator messages, how to vote, and how
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Synchronous meetings are those in which the facilitator
and all panelists are logged in at the same time and can
interact in the manner of a chat room.

During the synchronous mode, the basic process is
this: (a) a panel member composes a message for the group
in a text box, visible only on his or her screen, (b) when
completed, the message is sent and added to the transcript
of conversation viewed by all, (c) messages are displayed
in the order sent with the identity of the composer added
automatically by the system, (d) the newest entries are
posted at the top of the transcript, and (e) panelists can
access earlier messages by scrolling down the screen.

Panel members had a trial session to familiarize
themselves with the software before the forum actually
started. Each citizen was asked to log in, post a simple
personal biography, and list several preliminary concerns
about global warming and climate change. Before the first
sessions, panelists returned online to read the
introductions offered by their fellow members.

The first three panels ran concurrently from April to
September of 2003, with the second set beginning in July

and December of the same year. FEach panel lasted two
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months and was divided into three sessions. The online
meetings were scheduled to last two hours.

The final session had four synchronous meetings over
two weeks. The extra meeting in this third session was
needed to finalize the written report of policy
recommendations.

Participants had access to the Web site between pre-
arranged synchronous times and could log on individually
and contribute comments to the discussion during the
asynchronous mode. Panelists were not allowed to contact
each other by email for the duration of the citizen panel.
This prevented fragmentation of the group which easily
could have blocked consensus.

Panelists could contact the facilitator between
sessions with any concerns about the operation of the
group. A contact number was made available to all
participants during online sessions so that individuals
could reach the research team if they were unable to log
on or had other technological problems.

Participants were asked to read the background
materials prior to their first meeting to prepare for an
informed discussion. Members who posted concerns about

certain aspects of global warming and climate change
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provided the basic topical agenda for the initial meeting.
This ensured citizen input into setting the agenda for
discussion.

The only part of the agenda in the first session
initiated by the facilitator and researchers was that of
discussing criteria for evaluating policy proposals.
Panelists read a short article on the distinction between
facts and values and were then given the opportunity to
qgquestion a guest panelist about how to use such criteria
in assessing arguments for or against policy
recommendations.

Often panelists’ explorations of a policy topic go
beyond information provided in background readings.
Session Two offered panelists the opportunity to formulate
questions for scientific and technical experts in the
field. Questions were posed to the experts who wrote
answers offline and then posted them to the Web site for
group review before the start of Session Two.

The expert panel joined the forum online for a
meeting at the beginning of Session Three. During this
meeting, citizens interacted directly with the guest
panelists and could ask clarification or follow-up

questions to the written responses. The last three
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meetings of this final session were spent reaching
consensus on specific policy recommendations and writing a
report online. The reports generated by each of the six
panels were compiled by forum organizers for distribution
to government officials and agencies involved in policy
formation on issues of global warming and climate change.
The main research design proposed to the NSF included
a study of the amount and type of facilitation provided to
the Internet groups. Panels 1, 2, and 3 were fully
facilitated by the independent moderator, while Panels 4,
5, and 6 relied more heavily on peer facilitation with
less intervention by the moderator. This allowed citizens
even greater ownership of the process. Because the type of
facilitation, full or peer, is a potential influence on
panelists’ online experiences, it is included as a

secondary variable in this study of citizen satisfaction.

Composition of Citizen Panels

Panel members for the 2003 Citizens’ Technology Forum
were recruited mainly from the Research Triangle area of
North Carolina, consisting of the cities of Raleigh,

Durham, and Chapel Hill and their surrounding counties. An
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advertisement for research participation was placed in the
major daily newspaper for the capital city of Raleigh and
in a free weekly paper with local distribution (Appendix
B) . The resulting sample is restricted to readers of these
newspapers.

Interested citizens were asked to complete an
application online. This allowed for effective screening
of those with a scientific background related to the
subject or of those who may have had a personal stake in
the policy recommendations. For example, financial
investment in an affected industry or prior political
activity with regard to this issue would have excluded one
from involvement in any of the panels.

From this pool of volunteers, a representative sample
of participants was selected that closely matched the
demographic makeup of the Triangle area in terms of
gender, race/ethnicity, age, education, and political
affiliation. An attempt was made to stratify each panel in
terms of the characteristics above. The last three panels,
however, were not well mixed in terms of political party
due to the fewer numbers of applicants who reported

Republican affiliation.
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This study is designed to assess the perceptions and
level of satisfaction of all online citizen panel members.
The population includes those who completed the entire
series of sessions as well as those who chose not to
continue with their group’s work and dropped out before

the last session.

Data Acquisition

This inquiry uses a mixed methodology to address the
research question of how satisfied citizens are with their
ability to engage in policy deliberation online and how
constrained they felt by Internet technology in performing
their tasks. Used together, quantitative and qualitative
methods offer deeper insight into the phenomenon of
computer-mediated communication (CMC) in the context of
public policy debate. A pragmatic approach, such as that
supported by Howe (1988) and Patton (1990) contends that
the two research paradigms can be compatible.

The overall design has several elements. First, it is
a parallel/simultaneous design (Cresswell, 1994) with the
administration of Likert-scaled items and open-ended

questions in the same written instrument. Secondly, it
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gives equivalent status to both the guantitative and
qualitative components in understanding the topic.
Finally, it seeks expansion (Greene, Caracelli, & Graham,
1989) by bringing more depth and scope to different facets
of CMC. Combining approaches has the potential to expose
the complexity of the issue. Inclusion of a qualitative
element is particularly valuable in exploratory research.

The study includes members of all six panels.
Citizens who volunteered and were selected signed an
informed consent offered by the main researchers outlining
the potential risks, benefits, and protections for
confidentiality of identity and any data generated by
their participation. Because the study described here was
part of a larger NSF-funded research project, a separate
IRB application was not required. Access to panelists was
open through the author’s role as research assistant to
the primary study team.

Eight sources of data collection were available,
three quantitative and five more qualitative in nature:

1. Administration of a written instrument to all

completed panelists that included Likert-scaled
items assessing perceptions of the forum, single-

response questions about personal characteristics,
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and open-ended questions to elicit reactions to
the policy process,

Administration of a written instrument containing
the same open-ended questions to panelists who
withdrew from the study prior to completion,
Administration of a pre- and post-test
questionnaire designed by a Co-Investigator of the
2003 Citizens’ Technology Forum, subsequently
referred to here as the “supplemental
questionnaire,”

Non-participant observation of the online process,
Analysis of the transcripts of the online
proceedings,

Examination of citizens’ online applications for
participation,

Evaluation of email correspondence and phone
communication from panelists to facilitator,
Principal Investigator, and pre-study coordinator,
and, lastly,

Interviews by phone with those who withdrew from
their panel before completion, as well as with
those who chose not to complete the online

qguestionnaire on satisfaction.
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The first two sources are described in the sections
“Research Instrument” and “Instrument Administration,” the
third in “Supplemental Questionnaire”, and the following

7

five in the section “Qualitative Data Sources.” First,
though, basic operational definitions of the variables

will be offered.

Dependent and Independent Variables

The dependent variable in this study is overall
satisfaction. It is loosely defined as the “sum of one’s
feelings or attitudes toward a variety of factors
affecting that situation” (Bailey & Pearson, 1983, p.
531). In this case, some of the major factors affecting
the citizen panel experience are the independent
variables.

There are nine independent variables included in this
exploratory study potentially associated with online
citizen panel satisfaction: deliberation, consensus,
participation, learning, decision confidence, ease-of-use,
trust, efficacy, and degree of facilitation. Several of

these constructs are only broadly defined below as there
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is no agreement on definitions in the literature or no
precedence exists for their use.

1. Deliberation — A search of the literature produced

no operational definition for online deliberation. Online
deliberation, for purposes of this study, is thought to
contain many of the elements of face-to-face deliberation.
It is a process in which an issue is thoroughly discussed
and thoughtfully reviewed with consideration and cognitive
integration of others’ views. There is opportunity to
express one’s views and respectful acknowledgment of
others’ contributions.

2. Consensus — Consensus refers to a “decision-making
process in which all parties involved explicitly agree to
the final decision” (Auvine et al., 1977, p. xii).
Reaching online consensus involves the process of building
agreement through open attitudes and the outcome of final
agreement to a set of recommendations that is most likely
forged through compromise.

3. Participation - There is no clear definition of

online participation in the CSCW literature. It contains
elements of the freedom to participate when one wants to

express an idea and the feeling that one has made a
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contribution to the process or outcome and has had a
measure of influence.

4., Learning - Learning online is simply the ability
to access sufficient information about a topic to be able
to develop informed opinions. Collaborative learning in a
group setting is “the mutual engagement of participants in
a coordinated effort to solve the problem together”
(Roschelle & Teasley, 1995, p. 70).

5. Decision Confidence - Decision confidence is “the

degree to which one believes that the decision reached
would help solve a problem or accomplish a specific goal”
(Olaniran, 1996, p. 27). Individuals assess decisions by
different criteria, some criteria more explicit than
others which are more internal standards about what
constitutes a good decision in a given context. One
desirable outcome of the citizen panel process is to
provide informed recommendations to policy-makers to
influence the decisions they ultimately will make.

6. Ease-0f-Use - General ease-of-use of the medium is

“the degree to which a communication medium helps
accomplish a task with minimal difficulty” (Olaniran,

1993, online).
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7. Trust - This construct was measured in a

supplemental questionnaire whose validity was confirmed by
factor analysis and so will not be discussed here.

8. Efficacy — This construct was also measured in a
supplemental questionnaire whose validity was confirmed.

9. Degree of professional facilitation - One variable

under consideration not assessed by the written instrument
is degree of facilitation which, unlike demographic
characteristics, skill and interest, needs further
explanation. Panels 4-6 did not receive full facilitation
as did the first three panels. Instead, they were advised
to rely on more peer facilitation. Specifically, the
involvement of the professional facilitator was reduced in
order to provoke more peer leadership.

Panelists were encouraged to assume more control of
the process throughout each session. They were given
instructions to gather the information needed by the
group, summarize information and spell out where the group
seems to be heading, evaluate progress and suggest
directions, and integrate perspectives to resolve conflict
by making suggestions that form a group perspective.

The quantitative scales associated with the dependent

variable and first six independent variables listed above
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will be discussed under “Instrument Validation” in the

7

following section “Research Instrument.” Specific
descriptions of the measurements of efficacy and trust are

found in the section “Supplemental Questionnaire.”

Research Instrument

A Web-based instrument was developed consisting of 40
indicator statements with Likert-scale response options,
eight single-response questions, and seven open-ended
questions (Appendix C). Approximately half of the
indicator statements were positively worded and the rest
were negatively worded. The gquestionnaire was designed so
that responses were required for all items before the data
could be submitted and accepted electronically.

The statements in Section I of the gquestionnaire
cover relevant aspects of CMC in the context of policy
debate. The quantitative responses measure panelists’
overall satisfaction, the dependent variable in this
study. These items were developed to test the three
hypotheses and to help answer two main Research Questions:
First, how satisfied are citizens with the process of

coming to consensus about a complex policy issue in a
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strictly online environment, and secondly, what is the
strength of the relationships between citizens’ overall
satisfaction and perceptions of deliberation, learning,
participation, consensus, decision confidence, and ease-
of-use of the supportive technology?

A six-point Likert scale offers the following choices
in drop-down menus: strongly agree, moderately agree,
slightly agree, slightly disagree, moderately disagree,
and strongly disagree. Subjects were not given the options
of either a neutral response or “don’t know.” One
assumption of the scale created is that panelists will
have formed some opinions over their two-month involvement
with the project.

In Section II of the questionnaire, single-response
questions request information such as prior experience
with computer conferencing, chat rooms, group decision-
making, and citizen advisory groups. Other factors that
may influence satisfaction with the online policy process
are addressed: keyboarding skills, Internet navigation
skills, reading speed in English, and level of interest in
politics. These, along with degree of facilitation, are

secondary variables in this study.
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Finally, in Section III of the research instrument,
open-ended questions are included to address Research
Question #3: In what ways does Internet technology affect
citizens’ ability to deliberate a policy issue? Subjects
were given the opportunity to provide clarification or
explanation for any Likert-scaled item they wanted to
expound on. The inclusion of open-ended questions offers
the opportunity for emic (non-researcher) issues to
emerge. Responses could illustrate unanticipated patterns
or relationships.

Citizens had adequate room to provide lengthy
responses in the Web-based instrument. The text box
accompanying each question could accommodate responses

well over 3,000 characters.

Instrument Validation

To assess face validity of the written instrument, a
draft questionnaire was given to two members of the
research team, two independent NC State faculty members,
and the facilitator of the 2003 Citizens’ Technology Forum
(and prior facilitator of the 2001 Forum). Another NC

State faculty member served as auditor to help ensure



152

translation fidelity (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998, p. 69)
from conceptual framework into elements of the instrument
construction.

The gquestionnaire was tested for clarity, logical
ordering of items, and adequate instructions by three
former panel members of the 2001 North Carolina Citizens’
Technology Forum. Feedback from all individuals was
incorporated into the final version. Due to the
specificity of the online experience being measured, this
instrument was not administered to any test subjects prior
to its use in this study.

Because of the abstract nature of most of the
constructs the instrument attempts to measure and the
absence of concrete definitions in the literature, content
validity is suspect. This is a real pitfall of exploratory
research.

Three of the six independent variables measured above
.60 for Cronbach’s alpha. These are decision confidence
(.810), consensus (.6095), and deliberation (.622). The
dependent variable, overall satisfaction, had
a Cronbach’s alpha of .829. The questionnaire items

comprising these scales are shown in Appendix D.
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The .60 level is a barely adequate measure of the
internal consistency of the items. It is considered
acceptable for exploratory research (Garson, n. d.) in
view of this first attempt at measuring the concepts of
online deliberation and consensus-building.

The following independent variables did not scale
above the minimal .60 level even after dropping the least
useful item response: ease-of-use, participation, and
learning.

Neither convergent or discriminant validity, however,
is supported. A principal component analysis with a
Varimax rotation was conducted on the 40 Likert-scaled
qguestionnaire items. The factor analysis was run prior to
re-coding the negatively worded questions. The analysis
yielded 11 principal components with eigenvalues greater
than 1, which accounted for 74.7% of the wvariance (Table
2) . The component matrix i1s presented in Table 3 and the
resulting scree plot in Figure 1. The rotation converged
within 18 iterations.

Seven constructs were hypothesized and approximately
eight components were reported in the matrix output and
scree plot. Eight of the 40 questionnaire items load on

the first component with greater than 0.5 correlations.
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Factor two had five items meeting this criteria, factor
three had four, factors four through six having only three
items, and the final two factors having merely two
questionnaire items correlating above 0.5.

The matrix description of factor one reveals that of
the six independent variables thought to be measured by
the written questionnaire (i.e., deliberation, consensus,
decision confidence, participation, learning, and ease-of-
use), decision confidence is highly correlated with the
dependent variable of overall satisfaction. Of the eight
correlated questionnaire items, four were associated with
decision confidence and three with overall satisfaction.
Interpretations of the other factors are similarly
blurred. Because these two constructs are so closely
related, decision confidence will not be entered into the
multiple regression equation but will be included in the
other analyses.

Since the boundaries between concepts tend to be
unclear, it is entirely possible that questionnaire
respondents may not make fine distinctions when reacting

to general Likert-scaled statements. For example, positive
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perceptions of deliberation may influence perceptions of
the process of consensus-building. This would lessen
variance in the ratings for the different elements.

Further refinement of the scaled hypothesized
variables and subsequent principal component analysis
failed to produce satisfactory factor loadings. Structural
equation modeling was also performed on the data that
scaled above a Cronbach’s alpha of .60 (i.e., overall
satisfaction, deliberation, consensus, and decision
confidence); however, the solution was inadmissible. This
also indicates a lack of wvalidity for the variables as
originally conceptualized.

Instead of grouped items, single questionnaire items
were selected to represent the independent and dependent
variables (Appendix E). Items were chosen on the basis of
face validity.

Predictive ability of this written instrument is
extremely low given the fact that small group decision-
making is highly dependent on a multitude of contextual
factors. No attempt is made to establish criterion
validity for this preliminary study on citizens involved

in online interactions.
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Internal Validity

This study and the instrument designed are a first
attempt at measuring various factors that influence
satisfaction of policy discussions held online. There are
several challenges to the internal wvalidity of the study.
The biggest danger, of course, is that the instrument is
not measuring what it was designed to measure.

Self-reports of satisfaction are often positively
skewed (Peterson & Wilson, 1992). This tends to hold true
despite differences in the subject matter of the
evaluation.

General satisfaction with an event or a series of
events (in this case, a series of online meetings) is not
stable over time. Satisfaction can be affected by a form
of maturation with more satisfaction developing as the
group establishes rapport and becomes more cohesive over
time.

Strong reactions to the process at the beginning of
the study may diminish over time. Positive feelings may
lessen as the novelty of the experience wears off, and
largely negative reactions may soften as one becomes more

familiar with the format and fellow panelists. Finally,
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self-reports of satisfaction sometimes are subject to the
influence of social desirability in response choices. With
all these factors in play, it can be hard to determine
what social construct is actually being measured.

Perceptions of satisfaction often change over time
depending on when individuals provide their evaluations.
This study is also subject to the influence of historical
events. Because the experience of citizen panelists is in
large part technology dependent, there could be events
beyond the control of the researcher, such as connectivity
issues or weather interference, which could influence
perceptions of the ease-of-use of the medium. One cannot
rule out the possibility of a learning effect as panelists
adapt to conferencing online with gains in satisfaction as
citizens become more comfortable with the process.

All these factors are considerations in judging
internal validity. The use of multiple methods to assess
satisfaction will enhance validity and ensure coverage of

several different aspects of panelists’ experiences.
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External Validity

The use of a self-selected sample introduces bias in
the findings. The volunteers responding to the newspaper
recruitment ad are to some extent technologically savvy or
participating in an online study would not have attracted
them. Selection, though, does mimic the process in other
public settings because citizen panels are composed
largely, if not exclusively, of volunteers.

The goal of this study is not prediction or
generalization of findings to all groups of citizens.
Results of this study are tied to this particular group of
citizens interacting under specific conditions.
Nonetheless, testing of secondary variables may provide
clues on how the composition of the panels may have
predisposed citizens to a certain response set. The
qualitative component of this study is an important
addition to the use of the written instrument in order to
boost the transferability of findings to other individuals

interested in citizen forum opportunities.
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Instrument Administration

All panelists who completed serving on any of the six
citizen panels were contacted by email and were extended
the invitation to participate in the study. A financial
incentive was offered for participation. Amounts wvaried
based on the elapsed time since panel termination.

Citizens in the later panels (Panels 5 and 6) were
contacted within one month of their last panel session
while those in the earlier panels had a longer time lapse
(up to five months) between panel completion and release
of the questionnaire. Because the questionnaire was made
available in early December 2003, it was posted on the
Internet for 11 weeks to give panelists extended access
during and after the holidays.

All researcher-initiated study correspondence by
email was sent with a read-receipt attached. Those who did
not return the receipt indicating they had opened the
email within three weeks of transmission were contacted a
second time electronically. Those who failed to respond
were contacted by phone. In the case of failed email
transmission and no phone service, letters were sent

through the U.S. Post Office to the last known address.
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Citizens who chose not to or could not finish their
work on their panels were contacted by phone to determine
the nature of their decision. Each was asked to complete
the open-ended section of the instrument. Former panelists
were also asked to rate their overall satisfaction with
their online experiences on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 = not at

all satisfying, 10 = extremely satisfying) .

Supplemental Questionnaire

A pre- and post-test gquestionnaire was administered
by the main research team to assess, among other things,
changes in feelings of trust and efficacy as a result of
participating in the online citizen panel process.
Panelists took the pre-test prior to their first
synchronous discussion and then immediately after their
individual panel ended. The difference between these two
assessments represents a change in perception over the
course of the online process.

Additive scales for item responses were created for
both variables of trust and efficacy. The developer of the
instrument conducted a factor analysis which supported its

validity (Cobb, 2004). Questionnaire items designed to
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measure the four types of efficacy loaded on their
predicted dimensions.

Trust was measured with regard to four stakeholder
groups; however, factor analysis revealed that attitudes
were closely aligned depending on the group targeted by
the questionnaire statement. Citizens tended to respond in
a similar manner with regard to government and business
and then to environmental scientists and interest groups
as a whole. As a result, the original four groups were
reduced to two, one combining government officials and
industry executives and one combining environmental
scientists and interest groups. Appendix F contains the
supplemental questionnaire items relating to the wvariables

of efficacy and trust.

Qualitative Data Sources

There are five other sources of qualitative data
besides the responses to open-ended questionnaire items:
(a) non-participant observation, (b) transcripts of the
proceedings, (c) online applications for participation,
(d) email and phone communication, and (e) unstructured

phone interviews. These will be discussed in turn.
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Non-participant observation - The first step in

data production is observation of the actual
online panel proceedings. As a non-participant,
the author logged on to the panel Web site as a
visitor during Sessions 1 and 2 for each panel
but did not contribute to any online discussion.
Panelists were not aware of the presence of an
observer. Field notes recorded any technology
glitches associated with the software,
navigational problems on the Web site as
identified by the participants, and online access
issues which could potentially influence
citizens’ reactions to the process as a whole.
In the final sessions, though, the author

A\Y

acted as “scribe” in the synchronous meetings to
combine online comments for the final report and
provide ongoing editing of the document as
instructed by the group. The scribe made no
substantive contributions to the work of each

group.

Transcripts of the proceedings - Reviewing the

transcripts of the online interaction among

citizens helps identify spontaneous comments
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about the ease or complexity of the online
process.

Online applications for participation -

Citizens’ online applications in response to the
recruitment advertisement supplies demographic
and other personal information, such as gender,
age, race/ethnicity, educational achievement,
income, employment status, occupation, and
political affiliation.

Fmail and phone communication - Individuals may

share information with study personnel by email
or phone which could indicate dissatisfaction
with the process, confusion about aspects of
participation, poor adjustment to the technology,
or reasons for withdrawal from the assigned
panel.

Unstructured phone interviews - Subjects who

withdrew from the study before all panel work was
finished were contacted by phone to discuss
reasons for their departure from the group. Non-
responders to the questionnaire were also
contacted by phone to confirm that they have not

had extremely negative experiences that dissuaded



164

them from providing any response to the
instrument. Panelists were asked to rate overall
satisfaction with their online experiences on a
scale of 1 to 10 (1 = not at all satisfying, 10 =

extremely satisfying) .

Data Management

Both raw data and process data were filed
systematically with indexes, cross-references, and dates.
Raw data includes field notes from online observations and
impressions, electronic files of online session
transcripts, a spreadsheet of questionnaire responses,
responses to open-ended questions from panelists who
withdrew, a spreadsheet of citizen volunteer applications,
a log of phone contacts and notes on conversations and
interviews, emails from panelists who dropped out, and
miscellaneous notes and electronic correspondence among
members of the research team about the study.

The following types of process data were preserved:
dates of data collection tasks and notes on each, coding

directions for the study instruments, information about
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the main study design, original composition of the panels,
panelist substitutions, and forum scheduling and agendas.
An audit trail of the study can be used to confirm
research decisions and findings. A peer reviewer was asked
to confirm inductive analysis results. A separate file for
data reduction and data reconstruction was maintained to
assist in verifying the logic of the study. Condensed
notes, interpretations, and any data displays document
data reduction, working hypotheses over time, notes on
evolving category structures or themes, and proposed

tentative relationships between concepts and categories.

Data Screening

No blanks were allowed by the Internet survey tool
when participants completed the questionnaire and
submitted it through the commercial site. Therefore, the
data contained no missing values. Responses to open-ended
questions were reviewed within a day or two of submission.
Subjects were contacted if any answer was unclear and
needed clarification.

First, the responses to the Likert-scaled items were

reversed for the negative questions. For example, a
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response of 5 (strongly agree) to a negative indicator
item is actually strong disagreement to a positively
worded statement of satisfaction. New variables were then
created based on the items used to measure the different
constructs.

Exploratory analysis helped determine the underlying
structure of the data and to confirm the assumptions of
the statistical tests used. Variables were tested for
bivariate and multivariate normality. Bivariate
correlations were run on the independent variables to

check for issues of multicollinearity.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data analysis plan.

Questionnaire results were downloaded from the
commercial Web site and responses stored in a spreadsheet.
Data was imported into SPSS® Version 14.0 and AMOS 6.0
program software for screening and manipulation. Simple
frequencies, counts, and measures of central tendencies

were then performed.
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The univariate analysis includes calculation of mean
scores on the dependent and the three scalable independent
variables by individual panel, degree of facilitation, and
by the secondary variables. The overall analysis includes
participants from all six panels. Responses to individual
questionnaire items were analyzed and are presented in bar
graphs with key items discussed in the text. To address
presumed variables that did not scale, responses to
representative items are highlighted in the text.

The multivariate analysis includes correlations
between all primary and secondary independent variables
and the dependent variable. Another correlation matrix
identifies associations between the questionnaire items
and the secondary variables. Multiple regression was
chosen to illustrate the relationships between the
independent variables and the dependent variable of
satisfaction.

A one-way analysis of variance was run on the
dependent and the task-specific independent variables to
determine if there are significant differences among the
panels with regard to satisfaction, decision confidence,
perceptions of consensus, and deliberation. T-tests were

conducted between all secondary groupings of demographic
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characteristics, experience, skill level, and political

interest.

Qualitative data analysis plan.

The gqualitative responses downloaded from the Web
site were formatted for importation into a Microsoft®
Excel spreadsheet for coding. Qualitative findings were
listed, coded, and aggregated to form fairly discrete
categories of factors that seem to support or hamper
computer-mediated policy discussion. Responses to the
open-ended questions were coded according to item and then
by overall categories across items.

Patterns and themes surrounding citizen satisfaction
and dissatisfaction with aspects of CMC were then
identified as they relate to policy deliberation. Quotes
that illustrate themes were selected for discussion in the
narrative. Data from guestionnaire non-responders and
those who withdrew from the study were also reviewed for
relevancy.

Quantitative and qualitative data are contrasted and

compared in the univariate section with qualitative
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results being displayed in the form of word tables. To
assist with an evaluation of the transferability of study
findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), some description of the
time and context in which the citizen panels occur is
provided.

Because the analysis of qualitative data may be
subject to a unique influence - that of potential
researcher bias - Appendix G contains a statement of

latent issues with regard to this study.

Chapter Summary

This chapter outlines the structure and details of
the 2003 North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum that is
the focus of this study. A written instrument was
developed to address three main research questions.
Responses to a supplemental questionnaire provide data on
trust and efficacy.

Because the study is exploratory, there are wvalidity
concerns regarding measurement of some of the proposed
variables related in part to the lack of good operational
definition for several constructs. Validity is enhanced,

however, through the use of triangulation. The data
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analysis plan documents both the statistical approach to
the quantitative measures and the steps to data reduction
for the gqualitative components. Potential sources of

researcher bias are made explicit.
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CHAPTER FOUR

DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE AND RESPONSE TO EXPERIENCE OF ONLINE
CITIZEN PANELS

This chapter presents details of the composition of
the citizen panels and the overall reaction of panelists
to the online process. In addition to satisfaction,
measures are provided for the subscales of deliberation,
consensus, and decision confidence.

Responses to individual questionnaire items allow a
deeper look at the perceptions of the panelists. For
variables that did not scale (i.e., participation,
learning, and ease-of-use), several representative items
are included to gauge participant impressions of these
components.

Information about the questionnaire non-responders 1is
presented so that potential bias in the sample can be
ruled out. To help interpret satisfaction levels of the
six individual panels, historical events and other non-
participant observations by the author are outlined to
provide a context for the forum interactions.

Information solicited from those who dropped out of

the panels is offered. An analysis of responses to the
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open-ended questionnaire items completes the qualitative

section of this chapter.

Sample Description

The 2003 North Carolina Citizens’ Technology Forum
was comprised of six online panels whose members discussed
the public policy implications of global warming and
climate change. Members were recruited from the Raleigh-
Durham-Chapel Hill area by local newspaper advertisements.
One panelist who participated was from Virginia. Panels
were originally selected to have between 11 and 15 total
members; however, some volunteers notified of their
selection for panel participation did not ever log in.

Eighty panelists were selected and assigned although
17 did not log in. In all but one instance, it was too
late for the research team to name a replacement.
Therefore, some panels were smaller than planned. The
final composition of each panel is shown in Tables 4-9.
“No shows” are not listed. In forming the panels, the pre-
study coordinator attempted to mirror the demographic

characteristics of the local area.
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Sixty-three individuals attended the first online
sessions. The six panels were staggered throughout the
year: Panel 1 ran from April 27 to June 29, Panel 2 from
May 7 to July 16, Panel 3 from July 20 to September 14,
Panel 4 from July 30 to September 28, Panel 5 from October
1 to November 23, and Panel 6 from October 12 to December
14, 2003. Of those who started the six panels, three
dropped out and did not complete the process.

The 60 panelists who engaged in deliberation,
consensus-building, and decision-making about the policy
issues were contacted and asked to respond to an online
questionnaire of Likert-scaled items and open-ended
questions. Fifty-three panel members chose to participate
for a response rate of 88%, indicating high interest in
providing feedback about the forum. Tables 10-12 show
frequencies for demographic characteristics, experience
with group work, computer/reading/typing skills, and level
of political interest of the questionnaire respondents.
Not all of the 53 panel members who responded to the
questionnaire responded to the supplemental post-test. So
they contributed no data for attitudinal change in

efficacy and trust.
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Respondents were almost evenly split between male and
female. Most were between the ages of 36 and 55 with an
average age of 42. Participants were relatively well-
educated compared to the general population with slightly
more than 60% holding 4-year degrees or higher. Although
several racial and ethnic groups were represented, the
majority (74%) were Caucasian.

Many respondents reported no prior experience with
computer conferencing (60%) or chat rooms (47%). Most had
some (47%) or quite a bit (43%) of exposure to group
decision-making. Close to one-quarter of respondents
acknowledged prior membership in a citizens’ advisory
group, although most (76%) were naive to the role of
advisory group member.

With regard to skill level upon entering the study,
most rated their typing skills as good or excellent (76%),
their Internet navigation skills as fully capable of
search strategies (60%), and English reading skills as
fast or very fast (91%). The questionnaire also assessed
interest level in politics. Sixty-six percent admitted a
moderate interest with the rest of participants almost
equally split between low interest (15%) and high interest

(19%) .
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This research study attracted citizens who were well
above average in most respects compared to their fellow
citizens. Overall, those interested in the online project
were generally well-educated (over half had four-year
degrees or higher) and computer savvy (close to half had
chat room and computer conferencing experience). A quarter
of respondents had prior experience with citizen advisory
groups and 90% reported involvement with group decision-
making in the past. This pattern of attracting the “elite”
to citizen participation exercises designed to be

representative is not unique to this study.

Means of Overall Satisfaction and Components

This section will explore how satisfied citizens are
with the process of coming to consensus about a complex
policy issue in a strictly online environment.

Some of the constructs proposed earlier as possible
components of satisfaction did not adequately scale and so
were not included in the subsequent analysis. The
discussion below will not address mean values for

participation, learning, or ease-of-use.
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Table 13 offers mean responses for satisfaction,
deliberation, consensus, and decision confidence for the
entire sample. As discussed in the previous chapter’s

7

section “Instrument Validation,” these variables were
assessed using single questionnaire items as indicators.
Higher values represent more of the measured concept.
Overall satisfaction is measured by the following
statement: “Being a member of this online citizen panel

”

was a rewarding experience.” The mean rating of overall
satisfaction for all participants is 5.15. On the six-
point Likert-scale used with this questionnaire, the
average response fell between the moderately agree and
strongly agree categories. There were no responses in the
strongly disagree category.

Perceptions of the occurrence of online deliberation
were measured by the statement that “the online format
allowed a thorough discussion of the issues of climate

7

change and global warming.” Perceptions were mildly
positive. The mean score for respondents is 4.55 between
the slightly and moderately agree categories.

Consensus 1is assessed by the following statement:

“I'm not sure that all panel members were able to buy into

our group’s final policy recommendations.” Responses were
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reverse-coded in order to show that disagreement with the
statement indicates a more favorable view of consensus.
The mathematical mean and values for Minimum and Maximum
listed in Table 13 reflect this change in coding in order
to facilitate comparisons among variables.

Compared to overall satisfaction and deliberation,
consensus-building online was viewed less favorably by
participants. The mean score is 2.75 which shows slight to
moderate disagreement with the notion of consensus in
terms of buy-in to their groups’ final policy
recommendations. In terms of minimum and maximum value, no
one reported strong agreement with the perception of full
buy-in.

Decision confidence was evaluated by the statement
that “I have confidence in the policy recommendations we

7

formulated as a group.” The average response was 4.60
which falls in the range of slightly to moderately agree.
In summary, overall satisfaction with the online
citizen panels was quite high in terms of it being a

rewarding experience for most. Attitudes toward
thoroughness of deliberation were also favorable. The

online process did not pose an insurmountable challenge

for most respondents. Confidence in their policy
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recommendations was in the positive range, however, there
was questionable consensus according to many participants.

Looking at individual panel scores for overall
satisfaction (Table 14), the range of responses is fairly
narrow from 4.56 (slightly agree) to 5.45 (moderately
agree) . Of the six, Panel 3 lags behind the other groups
with the lowest mean value. There are no outstanding
historical events that occurred during the time that Panel
3 met that would account for this generally lower
satisfaction.

The range for mean deliberation values among the
panels (Table 15) is slightly wider from 3.56 (slightly
disagree) to 5.27 (moderately agree). Panel 5 reports the
lowest average score for perception of deliberation.

With regard to consensus, Panel 4 rated the process
most unfavorably (Table 16). Values were all in the
negative range of slightly disagree to moderately disagree
(2.43-3.29). Although evaluations of consensus were
generally low, members of Panel 4 reported the second
highest average score for overall satisfaction.

Panelists expressed a good amount of confidence in
their policy recommendations (Table 17). Average responses

for each group ranged from 4.00 to 5.00 (slight to
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moderate agreement). As with satisfaction, Panel 3 had the
lowest average values. Because the variables of overall
satisfaction and decision confidence were found by
preliminary analysis to be highly correlated, it is not
surprising that the same panel would express similar
attitudes.

Numbers can only provide limited insight into the
perceptions of citizen panelists. Responses to individual
questionnaire items will shed more light on the perception
of citizens with regard to specific aspects of the online

experience.

Individual Item Responses

Figures 2-41 summarize response frequencies for
individual gquestionnaire items. Highlights are discussed
here.

An overwhelming majority enjoyed working on the task
with 45% of participants strongly agreeing. Only 2%
expressed any disagreement (Figure 18). Close to 40%
strongly agreed that the panel was a rewarding experience

with just 6% disagreeing to some degree (Figure 24).
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With regard to deliberation, more than half (57%)
agreed or strongly agreed that the online format allowed a
thorough discussion of the issues of climate change and
global warming (Figure 2). Close to two thirds of the
panelists, though, felt there was not enough time to
discuss the most important issues surrounding the topic.

Very few respondents (4%) admitted they did not come
to understand the perspectives of other panel members
(Figure 5). A strong majority (96%) reported that they
incorporated the information provided by their fellow
panel members into their decisions (Figure 32), an
important element of deliberation. Even so, one quarter of
the respondents felt their individual group needed to do
better job in considering the perspectives and values of
citizens outside the panel who might not share their views
(Figure 15). Almost half (47%) strongly or moderately
agreed that the final report produced by their individual
panel contained only a limited range of perspectives
(Figure 29).

Other general elements of deliberation are respect
and the opportunity to reflect. Most respondents disagreed
(69.9%) that their fellow panelists were disrespectful of

others’ points of view but 6% strongly agreed with this
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statement (Figure 37). Almost three quarters of the
respondents (74%) disagreed (with 17% strongly
disagreeing) that they could not make thoughtful
contributions to the discussion because of its fast pace
(Figure 8). Apparently speed of the synchronous
interactions was not an issue for most. A little over 21%
felt that the comments of the professional facilitator
might not have been totally objective (Figure 36).
Perceptions regarding consensus were mixed. Fifteen
percent (15%) were not pleased with the quality of the
written report produced (Figure 17). Just over one third
(34%) agreed to some degree that they felt pressured to
agree with others’ opinions or to change their own (Figure
21). Almost three quarters of panelists (72%) questioned
the amount of consensus reached and expressed uncertainty
about all panel members being able to buy into their
group’s final recommendations (Figure 30). This doubt
about actual consensus is similar to results from other
studies of CSCW that found lowered consensus in computer-
supported groups (when compared to face-to-face groups).
Questionnaire items also assessed confidence in the
decisions reached. Fifty-eight percent (58%) strongly or

moderately agreed that their panel made comprehensive
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recommendations despite the limitations of time (Figure
41). Only a few (6%) felt that their panel’s
recommendations failed to include effective measures to
reduce climate change and global warming (Figure 38).
Despite general support for the measures present in
the reports, most were skeptical (with 21% expressing
strong doubt) that the recommendations they made would
influence the general debate among policy-makers although
40% were more hopeful (Figure 16). Thirty-eight percent
agreed or strongly agreed that the report they worked on
was too superficial to be useful to policy-makers (Figure
39) . Respondents were almost evenly divided about having
sufficient time to write the report with 55% believing
there was adequate time and 45% disagreeing (Figure 28).
Another component of the electronic citizen panel
process is learning about the issues online. Panelists
who were selected to participate had no more knowledge of
the topic area than the average citizen. Although over 95%
claimed to have used the time between meetings to learn
more about the issues (Figure 4), some respondents were
more active than others. Thirty-eight percent disagreed
that the time between meetings was an important part of

their learning (Figure 33).
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A majority wanted more time with the content experts
but 17% disagreed to some extent (Figure 14). Almost 10%
believed the content experts did not contribute much to
their understanding of the issues (Figure 35). A little
over half (58%) felt the online format prevented the
content experts from presenting important details (Figure
22) .

Over two thirds (68%) rejected the statement that it
was difficult to fully grasp the implications of what the
content experts presented (Figure 23). Almost 70%
disagreed that interacting with the expert panel online
was too awkward (Figure 34).

Several questionnaire items gauged participation.
Respondents were almost evenly divided about experiencing
technical difficulties that prevented full participation
in one or more meetings (Figure 13). A large majority felt
they made a personal contribution to the shaping of the
final report with only 10% expressing some disagreement
(Figure 40).

The final area covered by the questionnaire was the
ease-of-use of the online process for policy discussions.
Twenty-eight percent strongly or moderately agreed that

decision-making about policy is difficult to do online
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(Figure 3). Twenty-three percent strongly agreed that the
process was frustrating at times (Figure 7). This is not
surprising given the nature of deliberation and consensus,
which is difficult regardless of whether it occurs face-
to-face or in online settings.

No one strongly agreed that they had difficulty
following the online discussion topic flow with most (83%)
disagreeing to some extent (Figure 12). Although the
majority felt it was easier to generate ideas online than
it was to discuss them, 19% felt it was just as easy to
discuss (Figure 31). Forty-two percent strongly or
moderately agreed that group decision-making online is no
more complex online than it is in person (Figure 26).

Of the citizens who volunteered and were selected for
panel participation, over half (55%) placed more faith in
their writing abilities than speaking abilities (Figure
20) . Only 5% admitted slight trouble adapting to group
writing online (Figure 27).

In summary, a large majority of panelists felt the
task was enjoyable and rewarding and that the online
format did allow a thorough and respectful discussion of
the issues, though close to half wanted more time for

discussion and/or report writing. A little over half felt
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the online format might have prevented the content experts
from giving important details.

The majority of respondents had doubts about the
amount of actual consensus reached but perceived that the
recommendations they made were effective and relatively
comprehensive measures. Close to a fifth, though, assessed
their final reports as superficial and were not convinced
that they would influence debate among policy-makers.

The fast pace of the interactions online did not
prevent the majority from following the topic flow or
contributing what they considered to be thoughtful
additions to the discussion.

Despite frustrations and technology challenges, most
felt they made a personal contribution to the shaping of
the final report although some would have liked a report
more inclusive of other citizens’ perspectives and values.

There were mixed reactions to the overall process.
Close to a third agreed or strongly agreed that decision-
making about policy is difficult to do online, although
19% strongly agreed that it seemed no more complex online
than it would be in person.

There was not clear endorsement of the online

process. It is not possible to determine if respondents
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were reacting primarily to the degree of difficulty of the
policy task or the medium because the effects of each

cannot be isolated.

Questionnaire Non-Responders

It is important to address the question of potential
bias in guestionnaire responses. It is possible that only
those favorably disposed toward the online process took
the time to answer, therefore skewing the general
assessment in a more positive direction.

Seven individuals did not respond to the online
questionnaire after completing participation in their
panels. Each was contacted by email and by phone and asked
to provide a simple numerical rating of their online
citizen panel experience. Data was obtained from three of
the seven. Three other persons (from Panels 1, 3, and 4)
did not respond to the request. One member from the first
panel was lost to follow up (email messages were returned
as undeliverable and phone service was disconnected). A
letter was sent to the panelist’s last known address but
there was no reply. The remaining three panel members

agreed to a brief phone interview.
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Each was asked to provide a general rating of the
online experience on a scale of 1 - 10 (1 = not at all
satisfying, 10 = extremely satisfying). C. Y. of Panel 1
rated her experience an 8. She was surprised to learn that
there was a questionnaire she hadn’t responded to. A
computer virus damaged her hard drive a month prior to the
phone call. She said she would be interested in
participating in another forum.

B. B. of Panel 5 offered two ratings: 6 for the
overall experience and 8 for the technical format and its
efficiency. D. J. of Panel 2 also gave two ratings: 6.5 -
7 for the panel interaction and 7 for the technical
component.

Non-responders were spread throughout the panels with
the exception of Panel 6 (all responded) so there is not a
particular panel that predisposed an individual not to
respond. The ratings noted above are mildly positive so
obvious bias in the mean satisfaction for the
questionnaire respondents is not a major concern.

Three panel members withdrew before their work was
finished. Because an extremely negative perception could
have affected their willingness to continue participation,

the stated reasons for withdrawing were evaluated. Each
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panel member was contacted by phone and asked to complete
an abbreviated questionnaire consisting of items related
to experience and skill levels, open-ended questions
identical to the full questionnaire, and a general rating
tool. Two of the three offered responses.

B. R., a 70-year-old white male, left Panel 6 after
three online sessions. B. R. has a four-year degree and is
currently retired. He reported that he had a lot of prior
experience with computer conferencing and team decision-
making as well as some experience with chat rooms. On a
scale of 1 to 10, he rated the online panel experience a 1
(not at all satisfying). His primary objection was
technological. He was frustrated with having to hit the
refresh icon constantly in order to see new input and the
subsequent lag time in seeing other participants’
contributions. He expected that the facilitator would have
more command of the scientific content that was covered.
When asked if the online citizen panel could be a useful
tool for involving average citizens in policy issues, he
disagreed.

M. P., a 67-year-old white male, left Panel 4 after
one online session. M. P. has a degree beyond bachelors

and is currently retired. He reported no experience with
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computer conferencing, chat rooms, or membership in a
citizen advisory group. M.P. is familiar with making
decisions in a group setting. He rated his online
experience a 1 (not at all satisfying). He wrote that the
process was not effective in that it accomplished very
little in the time spent online and seemed to him to have
no sense of direction. He also cited other panelists’
limited knowledge of the subject as part of his decision
to drop from the panel. He admitted that the citizens’
forum idea could be a wonderful mechanism if it was held
in person and with an established leader, not someone who
was appointed.

M. P. was clearly against the concept of global
warming and climate change in the first online session and
did not see the need for government controls to be in
place. Although his email to the facilitator identified
personal reasons for dropping from the panel, disagreement
with the group’s desire to make at least some
recommendations to the government may have been another
factor in his choice.

The third person to withdraw from the Forum was W. C.
who dropped from Panel 6 after three online sessions. She

is a 57-year-old white female with a four-year degree who
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is semi-retired. W. C. did not respond to an email and
later phone message to see i1if she was available to answer
a few questions. In an email sent to the facilitator
during the study, W. C. described the process as a “waste
of time” and “not well managed.”

The three individuals who withdrew from their panels
had strong reactions to one or more aspects of the online
process. Perceptions of those who did complete their panel
work will be covered in detail in the qualitative section

later in this chapter.

Non-Participant Observations

Are there historical events or other factors that
could account for the variation in the dependent variable
of overall satisfaction among the panels? Non-participant
observations from the author and a review of the
transcripts for each panel revealed several potential
sources of dissatisfaction.

The forum began in the spring of 2003. The first
session for Panel 2 was problematic in that not all
panelists could log on. Three of the 12 who comprised

Panel 2 did not attend the initial meeting and
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orientation. During their weeks online, Panel 2 was also
subject to frequent thunderstorms, forcing some
participants to log off temporarily and then return when
conditions were safer.

The second session for Panel 4 was canceled because
no one, including the facilitator, could log into the
system. Five panelists were able to attend a makeup
session scheduled for the following Thursday. The other
three group members could not be present online but had
the opportunity to post comments in the asynchronous mode.
This option was always available to panelists between
synchronous meeting times.

Panel 5 also faced a unique obstacle. Team members
worked diligently to reach consensus during their final
session online. Even so, their Sunday evening meeting
continued three hours past the time allotted. Participants
finally finished writing their report close to midnight.

Panels 1 and 6 experienced a few minor problems such
as confusion over which Refresh button to use, comments
being posted in duplicate, and facilitator remarks not
showing up in color (this feature was used to distinguish

facilitator comments from panel participants). These
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problems were temporary and were addressed within the
first session.

Despite the challenges discussed above, these events
did not seem to be a source of particular dissatisfaction
to the panel members involved as evidenced by mean panel
scores for satisfaction that do not vary widely. Likewise,
there were no uniquely positive events identified that had
any apparent influence on how participants viewed their

panel experiences.

Analysis of Responses to Open-Ended Questionnaire Items

Item-Specific Analysis

One question this study addresses is how citizens
perceive that Internet technology affects their ability to
deliberate a policy issue. Citizens were asked to answer
some open-ended questions about what did and did not
appeal to them, what they missed most in an online
environment, and whether they considered the online panel
process a useful tool for involving citizens in policy

issues.
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All comments were coded and categories formulated for
each type of response. The results are presented in Tables
18-24. They provide a breakdown of categories by
questionnaire item.

Table 18 shows that the majority of comments about
what citizens liked most referred to the convenience and
accessibility of the online process. Other aspects
frequently noted were the anonymity of the process, the
lack of pressure and intimidation, and the expression of
views without oral interruption. Several panelists
mentioned they found the format easy and efficient. Others
commented that the diversity of views presented and the
process of building consensus appealed to them.

With regard to what panelists liked the least (Table
19), respondents most often identified features of the
software and technology used, time limitations, and an
impaired ability to follow the online discussion. A lack
of participation by some fellow panel members was
mentioned as frequently as was technical and weather
difficulties.

The perception of time limits restricting the task in
some ways 1is a finding typical of other studies listed in

the meta-analyses and summaries in Table 1. Because typing



194

takes more time than speaking, many online groups take
longer than face-to-face groups to reach decisions.

Digression from the topic, lulls in the discussion,
and stalled movement toward consensus also warranted
comments by respondents. The reference to lulls in the
discussion seems somewhat inconsistent with some
participants’ mention of inability to follow due to the
fast pace. Since typing takes longer than saying the same
thing, some participants listed this as a liability.
Taking a bread in order to read and type interrupts the
rhythm of the discussion.

Three panelists were dissatisfied with the general
nature of the discussions. Examples cited were a
perception that a political nature was introduced into the
discussion, a belief that it is hard to chat online about
some types of issues, and a feeling by one panelist that
the group basically reworded the experts.

When asked if the online citizen panel is a useful
tool for involving average citizens in most policy issues,

a majority agreed (Table 20). Nine individuals, though,

A)Y ”

gave a “maybe” or “no” response. One person pointed out
that the “quality and pace seemed to yield inconsequential

results” (I. K., Panel 1), and another gquestioned whether
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the citizens’ forum would have much power or weight.
Another objection was that not everyone on the panel
seemed dedicated to the process or outcome.

Table 21 presents what citizens missed most during
the online panel process. Not surprisingly, responses fell
most often in the general category of body language. Also
commonly reported were the lack of interactivity and
immediacy of live conversation and the synergy that seemed
to be missing without these things. Nine individuals
indicated that they missed nothing during online
interactions.

Citizens provided 72 suggestions for panel
improvements (Table 22). About a third of these dealt with
software features and technical modifications. Many felt a
change was needed to prevent future panelists from having
to repeatedly key in a “refresh” function to prompt the
display of new postings to their computer screen. Eleven
panelists proposed adding more time overall or to various
sessions. Eight respondents had no recommendations at all.

Panelists were given the opportunity to provide
comments on any aspect of the Citizens’ Technology Forum
(Tables 23 and 24). Eleven respondents praised the Forum

with four indicating they would like to participate in
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another. One individual, however, wrote that she would not
want to participate again.

Specific areas for improvement and general
observations of concern to public administrators will Dbe

highlighted in the next section.

Overall Analysis

The most frequent positive characteristic mentioned
by citizens among all comments was the accessibility and
convenience of the online format. As one panelist put it,
“it can include people who might not have participated
otherwise due to time or location restraints” (B. N.,
Panel 1). Another remarked, “I felt comfortable in my own
environment and did not hesitate to add my thoughts like I
would have in a public setting” (R.C., Panel 2).

Some observed that the anonymity offered online
enhanced deliberations. “Opinions were accepted/rejected
on content..not on racial biases or pre-judgments. In the
Internet community, everyone is the same” (J. S., Panel
3) . Another noted that there were “no social boundaries to

cross” (C. C., Panel 5).
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One person shared that “it is sometimes easier to
debate controversial issues when you’re not face to face.
I felt there was less tension than being in a room
debating” (S. K., Panel 2). Another appreciated that there
were “no raised voices or folks talking over each other”
(C. G., Panel 5).

Several assessments pointed to the ease and
efficiency of the online format. “Several people could
speak (type) at once and if they stayed focused, it
produced a very efficient conversation stream” (C. C.,
Panel 5). According to some, the online process allowed
more focus on the topic “unhindered by visual
distractions, visual bias” in the words of H. N. (Panel
3) . Another participant wrote, “people have to pay
attention to read. They are less likely to be thinking of
what they’re going to say next than they do when you are
speaking” (S. C, Panel 4). A few panelists specifically
mentioned the archive feature as a plus. Panelists were
“able to go back and review discussion between meetings;
didn’t have to take notes on paper of what was said, could
devote full attention to following and contributing to

live discussions” (M. J., Panel 2).
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In terms of the total number of comments offered by
respondents, most were negative in the sense that they
referred to aspects of the online format which seemed to
hamper deliberations, consensus-building, or affect
outcomes. Lack of face-to-face interaction was mentioned
numerous times by panelists, as was certain features of
the software that panel members found distracting to the
process. Time limitations were another major area of
concern.

The greater part of this discussion will focus on
potential impediments to the citizens performing their
tasks. Individuals who operate in an online setting
experience social cues differently. Some are relatively
adaptable. One person claimed, “I didn’t miss a thing. The
panel members were as real to me as if they were in the
room with me” (S. D., Panel 5). In the same vein, panelist
S. E. missed “nothing. Face-to-face interaction is blown
out of perspective” (Panel 4).

Others were sensitive to the absence of visual
feedback from body language. Panelist L. R. wrote, “It'’s
all so sterile. I need to see people roll their eyes. I
need to ‘bond’ during breaks. I need to draw on the white

board. I need to see who people sit next to, I need to
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have the commitment of people who show up prepared” (Panel
3).

Some admitted that the lack of social cues may have
made deliberation and consensus building a bit harder for
them. “I find that I can discern whether or not people
really mean what they are saying when I can observe them
communicating” (S. C., Panel 4). “I believe a lot on an
individual’s convictions and true sense of honesty is read
through the eyes. This format does not allow for that to
happen” (F. P., Panel 2). Panelist C. D. missed “body
language and understanding more where others are going
from in their views and towards the topic” (Panel 4).

There were several instances where the online
postings may have been misconstrued. As one participant
put it, “It was hard to judge the manner in which some
comments were made. At times, it would appear someone was
being sarcastic or overbearing but then that is hard to
judge with the written word..” (C. S., Panel 2). I. K. from
Panel 4 mentioned that one person came across online as
“sarcastic and sharp” and yet admitted herself that she
may have inadvertently offended a fellow participant. “I
thought I was carrying on a good-natured debate until the

other person seemed to feel defensive. If I’'d seen her,
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I'd have known that earlier and would have changed
directions.” These pitfalls in communication are potential
roadblocks to open deliberation and consensus.

Participants weighed in on various aspects of
participation. “Keeping to a schedule when the technical
difficulties did not permit full participation I feel
skewed the results of the forum,” M. C. (Panel 2).

It seemed to S. D. (Panel 5) that “half of our members
were either uninterested, alienated, or lost. The group
did not have full participation.” S. K. observed, “.people
were late or just didn’t show up at all. I feel if you
don’t show up all the time, the process wasn’t complete
because not every opinion was recognized” (Panel 2).

P. G. remarked that she “thought there were too many
participants who did not carry their load, this happens
somewhat in any group, maybe face-to-face would shame them
into participating more and picking up the
research/writing load” (Panel 4). B. L. from Panel 1
expressed the same opinion that “there might be more
responsibility” with face-to-face interaction.

Although participation online is often believed to be
on a more equal footing compared to face-to-face

interaction because ethnicity and social class lines are
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less evident, other characteristics become important. G.
E. brings up the point that logging on to the panel does
not guarantee that one’s “woice” will be heard. “At times
I felt my expression of ideas was ignored. It seemed that
certain people because of their background and/or ability
to express themselves in writing were consistently
acknowledged” (Panel 1). How one expresses oneself in
writing can become a barrier to open communication online.
Deliberation is impaired when not all views are
considered.

Although online access allows one to participate in a
more anonymous manner, one’s identity is not totally
protected. One panelist commented about panel selection,
stating “our group was not as culturally diverse as I
would have liked” (C. C., Panel 5). This observation was
probably not based entirely on the synchronous
interaction, though. Each panelist posted a personal
profile prior to the first meeting which other members
could access.

The online process presented challenges to
deliberation for some. Most had to do with the effects of
topic adjacency in posting. C. D. described it as a “sort

of chaos that occurs when many people try to respond at
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once” (Panel 4). M. K. of Panel 3 identified “the ability
to answer a point directly without another thought being
thrown in” as her least favorite aspect of the online
panel format. T. F. believed it was “impossible to follow
the discussion, especially if you took time to
thoughtfully contribute. By the time you posted your
comments, the group had moved on to other issues” (Panel
3) .

The time lag between entering a comment and its
posting on the screen was not only a problem in allowing a
timely response but in getting clarification for an
original post. L. H. found that he “could not follow up
effectively on questions or get clarification. Too much
waiting for responses - wasted time” (Panel 5). “You
didn’t get the thoughts that were being shared a good deal
of the time because you couldn’t follow up” (M. G., Panel
1).

Having time to reflect on the discussion and being
able to make thoughtful contributions are both essential
to public deliberation. H. N. (Panel 3) was frustrated at
times by the speed of discussion, particularly when she
had more to add and the group had moved on, but didn’t

perceive this as being unique to the online setting.
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Conditions favorable to deliberation are not necessarily
present just because one is engaged in face-to-face
interactions.

The disjointed discussion may have impacted learning
from the experts. To M. G. (Panel 1), “the sessions with
the experts were not optimum due to the pace. They tried
to give thoughtful answers, but by the time they posted,
we were long gone. Couldn’t get a lot of questions
answered.”

Some citizens questioned the choice of experts. M. J.
of Panel 2 wrote, “The experts who actually showed up
didn’t really address the important questions, rather it
seemed like they were the experts who were ‘available’ at
the time so the facilitators went with them.” L. R. of
Panel 3 was uncomfortable with the fact that the experts
were pre-selected and suggested that future groups be
allowed to choose at least one at-large expert to give
citizens more control over the process. “The selection of
experts all but pre-determines the results,” he wrote.

Citizens in every panel mentioned time limitations
but they were particularly troublesome for some. “I found
it frustrating at times,” commented J. J. of Panel 5.

“Especially when I spent several hours on a report and my
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version was not really addressed because we ran out of
time. The final session..was entirely toooo long (7 p.m. -
11:30 p.m.). It felt haphazard and rushed at the end.we

7

approved some very unreasonable verbage.” Panel 2 also
experienced difficulties in reaching consensus. C. S.
observed, “.we fell behind and did not have sufficient
time to formulate our final recommendation. That session
ran so late that I think most members of the group would
have agreed to anything just to have it end!”

Delays in movement toward consensus can occur in both
online and face-to-face settings. Online citizen panels
that are restricted in time and not able to be extended
run the risk of not promoting a true consensus and
allowing all recommendations and report language equal
consideration.

The majority of citizens affirmed that the online
forum was a useful tool for involving non-experts in
policy issues. Several, though, were not convinced. Y. M.
of Panel 6 felt that “the complexity and scope of the
issue at hand was more than our limited group time would
afford us towards arriving at real and meaningful

4

recommendations.” In the opinion of one panelist (E. M.,

Panel 6), the “format is very superficial in terms of
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specific recommendations, like a lot of committee work. It
has value because it represents a consensus — a common
view.”

Finally, citizens raised several issues not directly
related to the online process but that are included here
to highlight how citizens’ perceptions of the
participatory process can be influenced.

Several citizens raised the fact that the Citizens’
Technology Forum was also a research project. “It was
harmful to tell us that we were not REALLY working on
global warming..once we learned that the study was actually
on how we all worked at conferencing regardless of the
topic, I personally felt sort of cheated, like any effort
we made at global warming strategies were just a minor by-
product” (S. L., Panel 3). She added, “You have to know
that you will be taken seriously.”

L. R. (Panel 3) describes it this way. “I asked at
the first session “who are we trying to influence?..the
answer was essentially..'we’ll send some copies to some
people who will very likely not look at it.’” So to improve
the process, first give the participants a REAL goal.
Don’t do this unless someone is really looking for

answers/opinions.” One citizen (S. D. of Panel 5) referred
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to the “damage done” to his panel by explanations of the
purpose of the panel.

One panelist who did not respond to the questionnaire
discussed his concerns in a phone interview. D. J. of
Panel 2 said the project was initially described as a
public policy debate but when the forum began it was
presented as more of an “educational project.” The
recommendations and policy-makers responsible for the
decisions “took a secondary backseat” for him. He said he
sought clarification about which government entity would
be reviewing the final product but didn’t receive a
specific answer. As a result, he “lost interest in the
work and the product.”

Citizen perceptions of the online experience were
also colored by the lack of feedback from the reports they
formulated for the public decision-makers. L. H. of Panel
5 was unclear, as were several other panelists, about when
the report would be presented, to whom it would be
presented, and whether panelists would be informed of any
responses from those receiving the report.

The non-specific destinations of the six final
reports and the lack of follow-up on the recommendations

offered were unsettling to some. Citizen confidence in the
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decisions they reach and the final outcome of their work
are one component of satisfaction. When organizers
communicate doubt about the future influence of the forum
on public decision-makers, it compounds any skepticism
citizens may already bring to the process. Panelists’
satisfaction with and investment in deliberation,
consensus, and providing quality recommendations can be
negatively affected.

Citizens asked to devote a significant amount of
personal time to researching a policy topic and serving in
an advisory role need to know their work is valued.
Otherwise, credibility is undermined. Clear and unbiased
explanations about the nature of the work that don’t
disparage citizen efforts before they get underway should
be offered. This is critical to the success of
participatory policy analysis.

Although citizens participating in these online
forums faced challenges to deliberation and consensus,
each panel was able to reach a degree of consensus and
formulate a report of recommendations for policy-makers.
Some of the hurdles mentioned above are those faced by any
decision-making team. Full participation requires a

serious commitment of time and emotional energy. Reaching
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consensus on recommendations addressing a controversial
topic like global warming and climate change is hard work.
Despite the list of drawbacks discussed above, the
potential merits of the online panel format seem to
outweigh the challenges in the minds of most citizen
panelists. The majority agreed that online panels such as

7

these are a useful tool. “The better question,” in the
view of S. D. of Panel 5, “is ‘can online citizen panels

clear the personalities away from the issue such that most

will come to the topic..with clarity.’ The answer is yes.”

Chapter Summary

Mean overall satisfaction with the online citizen
panel process and perceptions of deliberation and decision
confidence lie in the mildly positive range with the
widest variation in ratings occurring in the deliberation.
Consensus-building was the one variable with an average
score indicating mildly to moderately disagreement. These
middle-of-the-road assessments show that the online
citizen panel process was a manageable one for most

participants and that the majority came to believe that
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deliberation and consensus-building in an online
environment are feasible, although perhaps not easy.

Citizens offered a mix of comments with regard to
the shortcomings of the online process as well as its
potential to facilitate citizen input into policy issues.
Most had no severe objections to its use as a policy tool.
The most frequently cited caveat was that it excluded some
segments of the population. Some features of the software
were identified as inefficient in facilitating task
completion. Citizens frequently alluded to time
restrictions impinging on the process. When asked to look
at the big picture, half the participants agreed to some
degree that group decision-making online is no more
complex than in person.

Although much of the discussion here focused on the
helps and hindrances of specific online features, citizens
raised other relevant issues. Some of these were diversity
of the panels, choice of experts, possible bias by project
coordinators who seemed to discount the forum’s potential
influence, and the lack of follow-up on the impact of the
reports of recommendations. These concerns are not unique
to the online environment but are critical considerations

in any democratic deliberative forum.
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CHAPTER FIVE

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS

In this chapter Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 are tested. It
will explore how citizen satisfaction and evaluations of
deliberation, consensus, and decision confidence relate to
demographics, prior experience, skill level, political
interest, and degree of panel facilitation. Then the
strength of relationships between citizens’ overall
satisfaction and their perceptions of these components
will be examined in addition to trust and efficacy. The
multivariate analyses presented here are exploratory in
nature and will build on the findings discussed in the

previous chapter.
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Hypothesis 1: Relationships Between Variable Means and

Citizen Characteristics

Hypothesis 1 relates to the dependent variable
satisfaction. It is revised here to include only those
variables that scaled above a minimal level.

Hypothesis 1: Citizens’ overall satisfaction and

perceptions of the individual components of satisfaction
(1.e., deliberation, consensus, and decision confidence)
will vary by participant demographic characteristics,
prior experience, skill level, political interest, and
degree of professional facilitation.

Means were calculated for overall satisfaction,
deliberation, consensus, and decision confidence by
demographic groupings (Tables 25-28), prior experience
(Tables 29-32), skill level (Tables 33-35), political
interest (Table 36), and degree of facilitation (Table

37) . Each sub-hypothesis will now be discussed.

Hypothesis la: Younger panelists will be more

satisfied and have more favorable assessments of
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deliberation, consensus, and decision confidence than
older panelists.

Younger participants are slightly more satisfied with
the process than older panelists by mean response (Table
25) . Both age groups express moderate agreement with the
variable indicator statement “Being a member of this
online citizen panel was a rewarding experience.” A T-
test, however, reveals no significant difference (p =
.135) between those 45 or younger and older participants.

Compared to consensus, there was higher confidence in
the policy recommendations. Younger panelists placed more
confidence in the decisions made with a mean of 4.87
compared to 4.26 for older panelists who were more
cautious in their assessments. A t-test did not reveal a
significant difference for consensus, deliberation, or
decision confidence, which were all in the positive range
for both groups.

Older panel participants apparently perceive
consensus-building in their groups in a less favorable
light than the younger members. The give-and-take of
negotiation is particularly challenging online because of
fewer visual clues as to one’s position on the policy

issues. Those 46 and older have had more limited exposure
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to the online medium throughout their lifetimes compared
to younger respondents who possibly have been using
computers since their formative years. Older members may
have more trouble interpreting online messages leading to
differing perceptions of the presence of consensus.
Younger members generally are more familiar with this type
of lean communication.

Decision confidence may also be related to life
experience. Having followed public policy to some degree
throughout the years, older participants may place less
faith in the willingness of policy-makers to act on panel
recommendations, however beneficial the measures may
ultimately be. Younger respondents, on the other hand,
could be reacting more to the face value of the
recommendations without considering the political

ramifications of the policy changes they suggest.

Hypothesis 1b: There will be little difference in the

satisfaction and assessments of male and female panelists.

As expected, there are no significant differences
between the genders in overall satisfaction, perceptions
of deliberation and consensus, and decision confidence

(Table 26).
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Hypothesis 1lc: More educated panelists will be better

satisfied and have more favorable assessments of
deliberation, consensus, and decision confidence than
those with less education.

Contrary to expectations, those with less education
had evaluations of the online process similar to those
with more education (Table 27). There were no trends in
the mean responses across the groups. A t-test was
performed on responses from those with less than a four-
year degree and those with a baccalaureate or higher
degree. There were no significant differences between
these two groups.

Education seems not to influence one’s perception of
computer conferencing and adaption to participation in

political discussions in an online environment.

Hypothesis 1d: There will be little difference in the

satisfaction and assessments of panelists in terms of race
or ethnicity.

African Americans led other racial and ethnic groups
in overall satisfaction with a mean score of 5.43 compared

to Caucasians, Hispanics, and Asians (Table 28). The
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difference in satisfaction between African Americans and
whites was not significant, nor was it significant for a
grouping of all minorities compared to whites.

There was a significant difference (p = .001),
however, in decision confidence between African Americans
(n = 7) and whites (n = 39) with the former expressing
more. The disparity in numbers of the panelists in each
group and the non-random nature of those participating
make it difficult to make assertions about the potential
appeal of the online process to minorities as a whole.

Because the indicator item was designed to measure
general confidence in the recommendations, it is hard to
speculate on the exact nature of the confidence African

American panelists feel.

Hypothesis le: Panelists with greater experience in

computer conferencing will be more satisfied and have more
favorable assessments of deliberation, consensus, and
decision confidence than those with less experience.

Prior exposure to computer conferencing did not
influence overall satisfaction or other assessments to any
significant degree (Table 29) contrary to predictions.

Respondents who had quite a bit of computer conferencing
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experience had average scores similar to those with no
experience. With respect to consensus, those with quite a
bit of experience were more skeptical than those with
none. T-tests showed no significant differences in mean
responses for any of the variables when those with no
experience were compared to those with some or quite a

bit.

Hypothesis 1f: Panelists with greater experience in

chat rooms will be more satisfied and have more favorable
assessments of deliberation, consensus, and decision
confidence than those with less experience.

Groups were similar in their perceptions of the
online forum being a rewarding experience and in their
assessments of deliberation, consensus, and confidence in
the decisions made (Table 30). There was a significant
difference (P = .048) only with regard to overall
satisfaction between those with no experience and those
with some or quite a lot, those with no experience being
less satisfied overall. It could be that a period of
adjustment is needed for those who have never participated

in a chat room before the experience is deemed rewarding.
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Hypothesis 1g: Panelists with greater experience in

group decision-making will be more satisfied and have more
favorable assessments of deliberation, consensus, and
decision confidence than those with less experience.

Those who are used to compromising within groups were
expected to adapt more easily to decision-making in an
online setting. No significant differences, however, were
found between the assessments of those respondents with no
prior group decision-making activity and those with some

or quite a bit (Table 31).

Hypothesis 1lh: Panelists with no prior membership on

a citizens’ advisory committee will be more satisfied and
have more favorable assessments of online deliberation,
consensus, and decision confidence than those with
experience in face-to-face settings.

Those with quite a bit of experience on citizens’
advisory committees had lower average responses on
measures of satisfaction and decision confidence (Table
32). In contrast, assessments of thoroughness of
deliberation online and consensus were higher. Contrary to

predictions, there no significant differences between
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groupings of those with previous membership in a citizens’

advisory group with respect to any of the variables.

Hypothesis 1i: Panelists who type faster will be more

satisfied and have more favorable assessments of
deliberation, consensus, and decision confidence than
those who type more slowly.

Table 33 shows only modest differences based on
reported typing skill. A t-test was conducted to compare
responses for those with excellent typing skill to those
with moderate skills. No significant differences were
determined. With regard to perceptions of deliberation,
there was little difference between the two skill levels
indicating that participation and discussion was perceived
as adequate by those who typed their contributions at a

slower rate.

Hypothesis 1j: Panelists with greater Internet

navigation skill will be more satisfied and have more
favorable assessments of deliberation, consensus, and
decision confidence than those with less.

Skill in Internet navigation was predicted to have an

influence on one’s ability to research the topic online
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and access possible policy options. While it may have had
some effect on learning, familiarity with the Internet had
no significant influence on panelists’ satisfaction or
perceptions of deliberation, consensus, and decision

confidence (Table 34).

Hypothesis 1k: Panelists who are fast readers in

English will be more satisfied and have more favorable
assessments of deliberation, consensus, and decision
confidence than those who read more slowly.

It was hypothesized that faster readers of English
would have an advantage in following the written
conversation among panelists online. Slower readers did
have a slightly more negative experience concerning
overall satisfaction, deliberation, and consensus (Table

35) but not to a significant degree.

Hypothesis 11. Panelists with a greater interest in

politics will be more satisfied and have more favorable
assessments of deliberation, consensus, and decision
confidence than those with less interest.

Those who express a moderate interest in politics

expressed the most satisfaction in terms of the experience


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































