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The deliberative theory of the public sphere demands a 
free, equal, rational, coherent and respectful discussion on 
matters of public interest. The target variables are the for-
mation of individual and public opinion. The former should 
enable citizens to form their own opinions. Ideally, the 
latter should lead to a rational and legitimate consensus 
based on the unconstrained persuasiveness of more sub-
stantiated arguments that all participants can agree upon.1

The communicative participation of citizens, as facilitated by the Internet, now also calls for 
criteria for the quality of discourse, i. e. the exchange of arguments in public debates. Here, 
it may be worth mentioning the deliberative quality of the above-cited criteria. The commu-
nicative opportunities for participation have raised hopes that the Internet will lead to higher 
quality discourse. From a purely technical perspective, the network offers excellent conditions 
for this. However, in practice communication often deviates from this ideal.2 The negative con-
sequences of extended participation have become apparent in recent years (shitstorms, hate-
speech3), so that the pessimistic view now prevails.

Factors Reducing the Quality of Discourse

There have been many case studies on the deliberative quality of public communication in Inter-
net forums.4 Nonetheless, the question of how to create optimal conditions for deliberative 
quality on the Internet is difficult to answer because of the lack of comparative studies where 
the influence of different parameters (moderation, regulation, anonymity, topic, etc.) has been 
systematically recorded.5 

Yet, it is possible to identify a number of factors affecting the quality of discourse and rational 
opinion formation on the Internet. In his research, Wolfgang Schweiger sums them up as fol-
lows: “The consequences of anonymity and the limits of socio-emotional information are obvi-
ous: anyone who breaches rules of conduct in an online group has little to fear. He or she can 
disappear immediately, remaining unrecognised, and there will be no long-term consequences. 
Above all, you don’t have to look the other person in the eye when raving or lying”6. This leads 
to a disinhibition of behaviour online.7

The lack of socio-emotional references also brings group identity to the fore as opposed to 
individual identity: other participants are “perceived less as individuals, and more as part of 
the group and its identity”.8 Groups are distinguished from one another by “dismissive stereo-
types”9. As a result, “the siege mentality, frequently lamented in social media, is intensified in 
various ideological camps”10. This radicalises such groups.

IN SHORT The Internet offers excellent conditions for public 
discourse – from a purely technical perspective. 
But even this potential is still scarcely exploited. 
The dark sides of participation and the many 
deviations from the deliberative ideal are now 
clear: the special context of the Internet pro-
motes disinhibition of behaviour, an emphasis 
on group identities, pressure to adapt to the per-
ceived climate of opinion and reinforcement and 
polarisation of opinion. There is little opposition 
to populist and propagandistic strategies of 
political actors. In future, social bots could have  
a lasting impact on public communication.
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According to the theory of the spiral of silence, recipients adapt their willingness to speak to the 
perceived distribution of opinion: if they feel in the minority, they fall silent and no longer take 
part in the discourse.11 The findings to date, although not entirely clear, suggest that the pres-
sure to adapt to the perceived climate of opinion also has a corresponding effect online, too.12

Instead of a convergence of positions in public discourse and consensus-building, as would 
ideally be the case, Schweiger13 assumes a reinforcement of existing opinion and polarisation 
when alternative media and public citizen communication are added to the Internet´s media 
menu. This results in Internet users primarily coming into contact with opinions consonant 
with their own. The more they turn away from journalistic offers, the less are they confronted 
with diverse, even dissonant opinions. This makes it more likely that – due to a distorted per-
ception of the climate of opinion – “there will be a strengthening of opinions and polarisation 
of ideological camps”14. Above all, he perceives major effects on the “politicised school leav-
ers”, a group with low to average formal education that largely obtains its information on the 
Internet and also takes part in discussions there. “Many members of this group – and not only 
them – have turned their backs on the mainstream news media. They glean their information 
from private television and, in addition, predominantly online in social and alternative media. 
Due to their perceived oppression by political elites, they prefer online exchange with persons 
in the same positions and with similar views.”15 These and other factors lead to a “strange mix-
ture of political upsurge, a lack of media competence, an almost supernatural political self-con-
fidence and simultaneous misinformedness” in the group of the politicised school leavers, 
argues Schweiger.16 Given that they have a false impression of the distribution of opinions, they 
see themselves in the majority and are more willing to speak, “even outside their ideological 
camp”17, without feeling bound by the rules of discourse.

Communication strategies of political actors such as populism and propaganda are also detri-
mental to the quality of discourse. Without journalistic gatekeeping, they can be adopted on 
the Internet without restraint. According to Jan-Werner Müller,18 populism poses a moral claim 
to sole representation for the true people, whose will populists purport to know and represent. 
So it is directed against the elite, against institutions and against pluralism. Populism does not 
engage in an open-ended discourse. According to Klaus Arnold, propaganda emerges in a simi-
lar way from an ideology, i. e. from a “universalist construction of reality with an exclusive claim 
to truth”19. Here, too, there is no willingness to engage in discourse. 

By using social bots, which simulate human communication behaviour and automatically dis-
tribute identical messages on a massive scale, it is also possible to influence opinion formation. 
Although empirical evidence on their deployment and effect is still largely absent, according 
to Simon Hegelich,20 various negative consequences can still be assumed as a working hypoth-
esis: social bots can change the climate of opinion if responded to in an unbalanced manner. 
Their deployment for this purpose was demonstrated in the US presidential election campaign 
of 2016.21 Aggressive messages can escalate conflict and lead to the withdrawal of moderate 
voices. Opponents will be denounced and false information widely disseminated. In addition, 
social bots could artificially increase the prominence of profiles by, for example, inflating fol-
lower numbers on Twitter. Due to these risks, the use of social bots should be closely moni-
tored and the public informed.22
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1 To determine and justify criteria of deliberative quality 
see Habermas (2006: 413); Wessler (2018: 86–88).

2 According to Sunstein (2006: 75–102), possible 
weaknesses of discourses include the amplification 
of errors due to heuristics, cascade effects due to 
mutual orientation and polarisation. 

3 Garton Ash (2016: 129–151).

4 Graham/Witschge (2003); Westholm (2003); Janssen/
Kiess/Gravel (2005); Wright/Street (2007); Strandberg 
(2008); Zhou/Chan/Peng (2008); Jakobs (2014); Rowe 
(2015); Rußmann (2015).

5 Dahlberg (2004). As a review of online deliberation 
research see Friess/Eilders (2015).

6 Schweiger (2017: 62). Translated from German.

7 The rough tone on the Internet leads to frustration 
and resignation among many users of social media 
(Duggan/Smith 2016).

8 Schweiger (2017: 62). Translated from German.

9 Schweiger (2017: 62). Translated from German.

10 Schweiger (2017: 63). Translated from German.

11 Noelle-Neumann (1993).

12 Yun/Park (2011); Hampton et al. (2014); Lee/Kim (2014). 
As an overview see Schulz/Rössler (2013: 171–179); 
Schweiger (2017: 119–128).

13 Schweiger (2017: 128–153).

14 Schweiger (2017: 137). Translated from German.

15 Schweiger (2017: 182). Translated from German. 
Hagen/In der Au/Wieland (2017) also note that a low 
level of education promotes polarisation in the use of 
social media.

16 Schweiger (2017: 183).

17 Schweiger (2017: 186). Translated from German.

18 Müller (2016). On the concept of populism see also 
Alvares/Dahlgren (2016).

19 Arnold (2003: 78–79). Translated from German. 

20 Hegelich (2016).

21 Guilbeault/Woolley (2016).

22 Schmidt et al. (2017: 28).

Does the Internet Deliver?   7. High or Low Discourse Quality?

3Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e. V.



Literature

A Alvares, C., & Dahlgren, P. (2016). Populism, extremism and media: Mapping an uncertain 
terrain. European Journal of Communication, 31(1), 46–57.

 Arnold, K. (2003). Propaganda als ideologische Kommunikation. Publizistik, 48(1), 63–82.

D Dahlberg, L. (2004). Net-public sphere research: Beyond the „first phase“. Javnost – The 
Public, 11(1), 27–44.

 Duggan, M., & Smith, A. (2016). The political environment on social media. Some users enjoy 
the opportunities for political debate and engagement that social media facilitates, but many 
more express resignation, frustration over the tone and content of social platforms. Washing-
ton, D.C.: Pew Research Center. Retrieved from http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/
uploads/sites/14/2016/10/24160747/PI_2016.10.25_Politics-and-Social-Media_FINAL.pdf

F Friess, D., & Eilders, C. (2015). A systematic review of online deliberation research. Policy 
and Internet, 7(3), 319–339. 

G Garton Ash, T. (2017). Free speech: Ten principles for a connected world. London: Atlantic Books. 

 Graham, T., & Witschge, T. (2003). In search of online deliberation: Towards a new method 
for examining the quality of online discussions. Communications, 28(2), 173–204.

 Guilbeault, D., & Woolley, S. (2016, November 1). How Twitter bots are shaping 
the election. The Atlantic. Retrieved from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/
archive/2016/11/election-bots/506072/

H Habermas, J. (2006). Political Communication in Media Society: Does Democracy Still Enjoy 
an Epistemic Dimension? The Impact of Normative Theory on Empirical Research. Commu-
nication Theory, 16 (4), 411–426.

 Hagen, L.M., In der Au, A.-M., & Wieland, M. (2017). Polarisierung im Social Web und der 
intervenierende Effekt von Bildung: eine Untersuchung zu den Folgen algorithmischer 
Medien am Beispiel der Zustimmung zu Merkels „Wir schaffen das!“. kommunikation@
gesellschaft, 18. Retrieved from http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-51503-4

 Hampton, K., Rainie, L., Lu, W., Dwyer, M., Shin, I., & Purcell, K. (2014). Social media and the 
‘spiral of silence’. Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center. Retrieved from http://www.pew-
internet.org/2014/08/26/social-media-and-the-spiral-of-silence/

 Hegelich, S. (2016). Invasion der Meinungs-Roboter. Berlin: Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung. 
Retrieved from http://www.kas.de/wf/doc/kas_46486-544-1-30.pdf?161222122757

J Jakobs, I. (2014). Diskutieren für mehr Demokratie? Zum deliberativen Potenzial von 
Leserkommentaren zu journalistischen Texten im Internet. In W. Loosen & M. Dohle (Eds.), 
Journalismus und (sein) Publikum. Schnittstellen zwischen Journalismusforschung und Rezep-
tions- und Wirkungsforschung (pp. 191–210). Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

Does the Internet Deliver?   7. High or Low Discourse Quality?

4Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e. V.

http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2016/10/24160747/PI_2016.10.25_Politics-and-Social-Media_FINAL.pdf
http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2016/10/24160747/PI_2016.10.25_Politics-and-Social-Media_FINAL.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2016/11/election-bots/506072/
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2016/11/election-bots/506072/
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn
http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/08/26/social-media-and-the-spiral-of-silence/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/08/26/social-media-and-the-spiral-of-silence/
http://www.kas.de/wf/doc/kas_46486-544-1-30.pdf?161222122757


 Janssen, D., & Kies, R. (2005). Online forums and deliberative democracy. Acta Politica, 
40(3), 317–335.

L Lee, N.Y., & Kim, Y. (2014). The spiral of silence and journalists’ outspokenness on Twitter. 
Asian Journal of Communication, 24(3), 262–278.

M Müller, J.-W. (2016). What is populism? Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania. 

N Noelle-Neumann, E. (1993). Spiral of silence: Public opinion – or social skin (2nd ed.).  
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

R Rowe, I. (2015). Deliberation 2.0: Comparing the deliberative quality of online news user 
comments across platforms. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 59(4), 539–555.

 Rußmann, U. (2015). Die Qualität politischer Online-Diskussionen. Empirische Befunde zur 
verständigungsorientierten Kommunikation auf Facebook. In K. Imhof, R. Blum, H. Roger, 
H. Bonfadelli, O. Jarren, & V. Wyss (Eds.), Demokratisierung durch Social Media? Mediensym-
posium 2012 (177–195). Wiesbaden: Springer.

S Schmidt, J.-H., Merten, L., Hasebrink, U., Petrich, I., & Rolfs, A. (2017). Zur Relevanz von 
Online-Intermediären für die Meinungsbildung. Hamburg: Verlag Hans-Bredow-Institut. 
Retrieved from http://www.hans-bredow-institut.de/webfm_send/1172

 Schulz, A., & Rössler, P. (2013). Schweigespirale Online. Die Theorie der öffentlichen Meinung 
und das Internet. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

 Schweiger, W. (2017). Der (des)informierte Bürger im Netz. Wie soziale Medien die Meinungs-
bildung verändern. Wiesbaden: Springer.

 Strandberg, K. (2008). Public deliberation goes on-line? An analysis of citizens’ political dis-
cussions on the internet prior to the Finnish parliamentary elections in 2007. Javnost – The 
Public, 15(5), 71–90.

 Sunstein, C.R. (2006). Infotopia: How many minds produce knowledge. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press. 

W Wessler, H. (2018). Habermas and the media. Cambridge: polity.

 Westholm, H. (2003). “Adaptability“ in online democratic engagement: A multi-channel 
strategy to enhance deliberative policies. Communications, 28(2), 205–227.

 Wright, S., & Street, J. (2007). Democracy, deliberation and design: The case of online dis-
cussion forums. New Media & Society, 9(5), 849–869.

Y Yun, G.W., & Park, S.-Y. (2011). Selective posting: Willingness to post a message online. 
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 16(2), 201–227.

Z Zhou, X., Chan, Y.-Y., & Peng, Z.-M. (2008). Deliberativeness of online political discussion:  
A content analysis of the Guangzhou Daily website. Journalism Studies, 9(5), 759–770.

Does the Internet Deliver?   7. High or Low Discourse Quality?

5Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e. V.

http://www.hans-bredow-institut.de/webfm_send/1172


Imprint

Contact:
Anna Hoffmann 
International Media Programmes
European and International Cooperation 
T +49 30 / 26 996-3388 
anna.hoffmann@kas.de 

Published by:
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e. V. 2020, Berlin
Editor: Philippa Carr (MA), Freelance German into English Translator and Proofreader 
Cover page image: © shutterstock/raigvi 
Design and typesetting: yellow too Pasiek Horntrich GbR

This publication is published under a Creative Commons license:  
“Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 international”  
(CC BY-SA 4.0), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/legalcode

ISBN 978-3-95721-699-1

www.kas.de

The Author

Christoph Neuberger is a full professor for communication science at the Institute for Media 
and Communication Studies at the Freie Universität Berlin and the executive director of the 
Weizenbaum Institute for the Networked Society (‘The German Internet Institute’), Berlin, which 
is funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF). Previously, he was a pro-
fessor at the Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München (2011–2019) and the Westfälische Wil-
helms-Universität Münster (2002–2011). After his dissertation and habilitation at the Katholi-
sche Universität Eichstätt, he held a visiting professorship at the Universität Leipzig (2001/02). 
He is a regular member of the Bavarian Academy of Sciences and Humanities (BAdW) and the 
National Academy of Science and Engineering (acatech). He was awarded with several prizes, 
such as the Schelling Prize of the BAdW for outstanding scientific achievements (2016). His 
fields of research include the Internet public sphere, online journalism, activities of the press 
and broadcasting media on the Internet, search engines, social media, journalism theory, media 
quality, as well as media regulation.

Dr. Sören Soika 
International Media Programmes 
European and International Cooperation 
T +49 30 / 26 996-3388
soeren.soika@kas.de

Does the Internet Deliver?   7. High or Low Discourse Quality?

6Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e. V.

mailto:anna.hoffmann@kas.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/legalcode
http://www.kas.de
mailto:soeren.soika@kas.de



