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More than news! Mapping the deliberative
potential of a political online ecosystem with digital
trace data
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Does the internet facilitate everyday public deliberation? Previous research on this question

has largely focused on specific aspects, such as online news media diets or political dis-

cussions on social media. However, increasingly complex media environments are composed

of different arenas with different respective potential for democracy. While previous work

extensively dealt with the quality of political discussion online, it is a necessary but overlooked

step, to consider the upstream features of digital infrastructure and usage. Using digital trace

data from Germany, this study maps out which websites are relevant for online public

discourse, introduces a measure of deliberative potential along six dimensions (information,

communication, participation, connectivity, inclusivity and heterogeneity), and explores dif-

ferent types of websites alongside high level usage patterns. Besides a class of mainstream

informational hubs, a class of quality information providers that includes most established

public broadcasting sites was found. A third class of niche online forums hosts political

discussions among more tightly-knit online communities, supporting previous findings of

incidental exposure to political content online. While the mainstream information hubs in the

sample attract a much larger volume of clicks, users spend relatively more time consuming

political information on quality information sites as well as on niche online forums to engage

with politics online. This project takes a more holistic perspective of the diverse ecosystem of

online deliberation, while presenting a first quantitative exploration of a deliberative system.
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Introduction

The question as to what extent the internet enables (or
hinders) public deliberation is a much disputed issue that
has, so far, only partially been addressed and from rather

specific angles. Researchers with a focus on social media plat-
forms have considered active user communication by analyzing
online discussion threads (e.g., Esau et al. 2021; Halpern and
Gibbs 2013), whereas researchers with an interest in online news
media diets, for example, have examined web browsing histories
with a distinct news media frame (Guess 2021).

This study takes a step back and focuses on the concept of
deliberative potential, examining the infrastructural affordances
and audiences of different politically relevant websites in the
German political online ecosystem. In order to allow claims about
the well researched deliberative quality and the substance of
discussions, a much more indepth analysis of the communicative
acts would be necessary and is nothing this paper speak to (e.g.,
Steenbergen et al. 2003; Esau et al. 2021). The infrastructural
elements of a website, such as the provision of political infor-
mation, comment sections, petitions, etc. as well as the empirical
mapping of political usage are features necessary to examine
upstream. For example, a discrepancy between the deliberative
potential given affordances and usage and the actual quality of
discussions may eventually indicate a form of unused potential of
online environments for public deliberation – directly implying
the next question of why this is.

In other words, an exclusive focus on deliberative quality and
relatedly, toxicity in online public discourse, overlooks important
selection effects resulting in skewed participation that is central to
public discourse in online environments (Kim et al. 2021). While
the communicative acts available for analysis on social media or
the comment sections of news outlets are predominantly pro-
duced by a highly active minority of users, the majority of those
reading along while also forming political opinion remains invi-
sible to the researcher and the public (Bright et al. 2019). An
exclusive focus on digital traces of communication also risks
overemphasizing policies to limit the impact of a skewed highly
active minority while overlooking the unused potential of the
silent majority for public discourse online. For a comprehensive
understanding of the structural transformation of the public
sphere in the digital age, one must go beyond the apparent usage
behavior of few, but consider the largely invisible behavior of the
majority of the public (Habermas 2021). Instead, the examination
of web browsing histories across the broader public offers new
perspectives to address these methodological challenges.

Furthermore, the academic discourse concerning the extent of
homophily and selective exposure in so-called online ‘echo
chambers’ considerably diverges between disciplines and metho-
dological approaches (Pariser 2011; Sunstein 2002). Studies
examining data within one specific platform find robust evidence
for homophily in social networks (Cinelli et al., 2021; Cota et al.
2019; Guerrero-Solé and Lopez-Gonzalez 2019; Koiranen et al.
2019; Rivero 2019). However, studies considering data across
multiple platforms and media types find evidence of a diversity of
exposure (Fletcher and Nielsen 2018; Guess 2021; Lelkes 2020;
Strauss et al. 2020; Yang et al. 2020). Facing this dispute, a more
holistic and data-driven systematic consideration of online arenas
for public discourse can help avoid the underestimation of
exposure while, at the same time, avoiding the overestimation of
siloed information. In line with theorists of deliberative democ-
racy (e.g., Bächtiger and Parkinson 2019), this study demonstrates
that the political usage of the internet or the engagement with
political topics online goes far beyond the categories of news
media consumption and social media discussion but should be
measured more holistically, by mapping the diverse ecosystem of
online deliberation.

This project links and expands upon existing streams of
research on online communication and information, and focuses
on the deliberative potential of websites as the structural basis for
a constructive online public discourse. Bridging those streams of
research are a necessary condition for a systematic and systemic
assessment of the online public sphere (Bächtiger and Parkinson
2019). The following three research questions are addressed:

1. Which websites hold potential for online public discourse,
including political information consumption and discussion
online?

2. How is the political online ecosystem structured along
infrastructural and usage characteristics?

3. How does the interplay between user demographics and
different classes of websites look like?

Using digital trace data from Germany in combination with
survey data and manual content coding to characterize a wide
range of politically relevant websites, this study empirically
tackles various questions of the online public sphere for the first
time. With passive web tracking, the data collection is not geared
towards one specific platform or website type (e.g. news media),
but provides a more complete picture of online behavior, which is
crucial for gaining a more holistic and realistic perspective of the
online public sphere. The deliberative potential of websites is
considered as a latent construct which is in line with an under-
standing of deliberation as the summative quality of a deliberative
system in which different sites fulfill different democratic func-
tions (Bächtiger and Parkinson 2019; Elstub et al. 2019; Esau et al.
2021). Furthermore, a latent classification of websites goes beyond
a xylographic distinction between news sites and social media
platforms. Using a broad initial scope together with a latent
approach, one does not risk overlooking important, potentially
overlapping arenas in which political communication is taking
place and where people receive their information online.

Overall, this study shows that only a small proportion of online
activity (1%) is concerned with politics. To the disappointment of
social scientists, the majority of people spend most of their time
accessing various forms of entertainment, shopping and work-
related URLs. However, the vast majority of users in the sample
(1190 out of 1282 individuals) engaged with some political con-
tent during the six-month observation period that included the
2017 national elections in Germany. Originally starting with a
web tracking dataset of more than 56 million website visits,
without setting a predefined exclusion frame for the type of
website and using automated approaches together with manual
cross validation, the analysis is narrowed down to a set of 69
central domains featuring content on a wide range of political
topics relevant to the German public discourse.

Besides a cluster of highly-popular ‘mainstream’ sites that are
visited by a broad range of users to read and discuss political
information, a cluster of public broadcasting and journalistic
news outlets was found, the ‘quality information providers’ that
cover the highest density of political information. However, they
are not characterized by a diverse user base. A third cluster of
niche online forums was identified, often dedicated to specific
topics or communities, that are mostly neglected in current
analyses of the online public sphere. Manual cross checking
confirmed that they host in-depth political discussions among
sometimes tightly knit online communities such as fan forums.
While the mainstream sites in the sample attract a much larger
volume of clicks, users spend relatively more time consuming
political information via public broadcasting and online news
outlets as well as on niche online forums to discuss politics online.

In other words, while the German deliberative system seems to
be a rather small fraction of the wider online environment, the
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consumption of political content is not as exclusive as the visible
discussion patterns of few very active users on social media may
imply. While mainstream platforms are most central to the
topical flow of political information consumption within the
system, the latent structure of deliberative potential highlights
the persisting relevance of high quality public broadcasting as the
backbone for democratic deliberation in Germany. Niche online
forums provide particular potential for interpersonal trust
building through prior exchanges about shared a-political inter-
ests as potential basis for the deliberation of conflicting political
views among citizens.

Deliberation in online environments
Online communication has often been connected to an increase
in affective political polarization, the spread of misinformation
and the rise of radical counter publics (Bail 2021; Rathje et al.
2021; Bright 2018; Douglas et al. 2017; LorenzSpreen et al. 2021;
Vosoughi et al. 2018).

However, in theory, constructive discussions among informed
citizens should help to identify the best arguments for complex
societal questions and therefore mitigate opinion polarization
(Grönlund et al. 2015; Habermas 1984; Ugarriza and Caluwaerts
2014). While more and more deliberation researchers are con-
centrating their research efforts in the area of online discussions
(Strandberg and Grönlund 2018), contradicting evidence is
emerging on the quality of online discussions. While this evidence
appears negative in many regards (Anderson et al. 2014; Coe et al.
2014; Sunstein 2002; Ziegele et al. 2020), there are positive
exceptions, for example when it comes to discussions in the
comments section of online newspapers (Manosevitch and
Walker 2009; Rowe 2015).

There is a nuanced empirical discourse around the measure-
ment of deliberative quality, including some widely-established
coding schemes and the development of novel, more inclusive
criteria of deliberative quality (Steenbergen et al. 2003; Graham,
2008, 2012). Additional concepts discussed in the field are for
example story-telling, humor, emotions, power, and the role of
non-verbal communication for deliberative democracy (Esau
et al. 2021; Gerber et al. 2018; Basu, 1999; Coleman and Moss,
2012; Krause, 2008; Follesdal, 2010; Mendonça et al. 2020).
However, there is little empirical investigation of the infra-
structural foundation of online deliberation—the potential for
deliberation supplied online by websites providing political
information and discussion spaces.

A promising but today mostly theoretical development in the
field are systemic perspectives on deliberation. Deliberative sys-
tems theory, that appears particularly applicable in the digital
domain, argues that different arenas fulfill different functions for
democracy (Bächtiger and Parkinson, 2019; Ercan et al. 2017;
Mansbridge et al. 2012). However, the empirical conceptualiza-
tion of the deliberative potential of websites as the basis for a
constructive public discourse remains largely unresolved. Even
though online political deliberation might be a niche phenom-
enon rather than mainstream behavior, it is crucial to understand
its structural foundation. Beauchamp (2020) describes the delib-
erativeness of discussions in online environments as a function of
membership and structure. This project empirically maps these
structures, an ecosystem of politically relevant websites, as the
foundation of a deliberative system and the necessary condition
for deliberation to occur in online environments.

Deliberative potential of websites
While the theoretical term ‘deliberative potential’ is not a novel
concept in the field, the deliberative potential of websites has, so
far, only been explored theoretically or with regard to specific

domains (Conover et al. 2002; Mendonça and Ercan 2015). For
example, Wiklund (2005) analyzed different municipal websites
in Sweden with a focus on two dimensions, information services
and communication services provided by the websites. In con-
trast, Richardson and Stanyer (2011) examined British online
news outlets. They consider manifest characteristics of websites
while still keeping a focus on communicative features such as
online forums and the deliberative quality of communication.

In this study, the assessment of deliberative potential is rooted
in the theory of deliberative democracy; the six dimensions of the
concept are described in detail below. The notion that ‘different
types of public deliberation online can be expected to display
different characteristics and fulfill different functions in demo-
cratic opinion and will formation, as well as in decision making.’
(Esau et al. 2021, p. 2) has especially influenced the definition of
deliberative potential used throughout this project. While differ-
ent types of deliberation, ranging from intimate personal dis-
cussion to anonymous public communication fulfil different
functions, they are also likely to occur in entirely different arenas
that come with distinct infrastructural setups and user con-
stellations. In turn, these arenas are not just the playing field for
political discussion but shape discussions with their respective
potential (Beauchamp 2020).

The dimensions of deliberative potential are structured along
three core functional dimensions that are determined by the
infrastructure of the website as the basis for deliberation (see
Table 1). Three additional higher-level dimensions are defined by
the respective usage patterns or demand-side characteristics. For
example, a forum that enables reciprocity in communication is
regarded as necessary basis for online deliberation. However, in
line with theories of deliberative democracy (Bächtiger and
Parkinson 2019; Habermas et al. 1974) only the consideration of
heterogeneous arguments within an inclusive debate that is
accessible for a diverse citizenship can make a discussion truly
deliberative. This conception is not particular to the online
sphere. Already in face-to-face citizen assemblies, the deliberative
quality as well as the outcomes of deliberation depended on who
is deliberating, regardless of the venue’s infrastructure (Warren
2021). While from a normative point of view, the combination of
certain characteristics is favored, the systemic notion of delib-
eration does not require all arenas to fulfill all characteristics at
the same time (Bächtiger and Parkinson 2019).

Therefore, in this project maps different structural precondi-
tions for deliberative discourse, including both infrastructural
aspects and patterns of how this infrastructure is used. In doing
so, this project focuses on the description of the deliberative
potential of online environments, rather than assessing the quality
or issues of the discourse.

Information. The first dimension in the assessment of the
deliberative potential of websites is the provision of relevant
information. In 1789, Thomas Jefferson had already concluded
that well informed citizens are the key to a healthy democracy
(Jefferson 1789), a notion that still constitutes a core feature of
deliberative democracy (Bächtiger and Parkinson 2019; Fishkin
2018). Information on parties, policies, institutions and proce-
dures are the building blocks of political knowledge and are
extensively researched concepts in the social sciences for good
reason (Carpini and Keeter 1993; Prior 2005). Civic knowledge
about institutions and processes can help citizens to better
understand their interests as individuals and members of a group,
it increases the consistency of views across issues and over time,
and it increases trust, political participation and support for
democratic values, such as tolerance for the needs of minorities
(e.g. Galston 2001). Moving the perspective to the digital era, in
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the context of online deliberation, websites on which users find
political information can serve as a resource for opinion and will
formation (Esau et al. 2021). While information on political
parties and issues potentially influence political opinions and
inform vote choices, administrative information help citizens to
understand democratic structures and procedures (Döring 2021).

Drawing upon both empirical findings on political and civic
knowledge (Carpini and Keeter 1993; Munzert and Selb 2017) as
well as previous research on the role of political information for
deliberation (Wiklund 2005), three distinct criteria are included
for the assessment to what extent a site provides relevant political
information. This study assesses whether the site provides (1)
information on political actors, institutions and political issues,
(2) information on administrative procedures and local informa-
tion, and (3) whether information provided by the site is
journalistically curated or has, at least, undergone some other
form of fact checking (such as e.g. on Wikipedia). Local
information, for example on local initiatives and regulations is
integrated into the category with administrative information,
because they have the similarly enabling potential for civic
engagement and political participation. The third information
criterion serves as a basic manifest proxy for information quality.

Measuring the exposure to diverse news media is one
important component to assess the informative potential of
the online sphere for a functioning democracy. Previous
projects focused on news access through social media sites
which, however, risks neglecting less mainstream media outlets
(Bakshy et al. 2015; Barberá et al. 2015; Eady et al. 2019). Other
studies that collect data from the user perspective risk biased
self-reports in surveys (Boxell et al. 2017; Lelkes, 2016). Facing
these methodological challenges, web tracking data provide
unique insights into real-life media diets. While Guess (2021)

illuminates important aspects of online news media diets, for
example, this study aims to capture the overall deliberative
potential of the complex online public sphere using an even
more inclusive scope.

Communication. It is important to note that this project does
not consider the deliberative quality or the content of discus-
sions taking place on a certain website, when looking at the
communication dimension of deliberative potential. Instead,
this study assesses whether the website provides users with the
possibility to express and/or exchange political opinions with
other users (Wiklund 2005). Such sites can serve as commu-
nicative spaces for interactional opinion and will formation
(Esau et al. 2021). The dimension splits into two levels of
communication. First, it is measured whether the website
enables the expression of political opinions through the provi-
sion of comment sections, for example. In a second step, it is
assessed whether the site fulfills the deliberative core criterion of
potential reciprocity (Steenbergen et al. 2003). Communicative
situations can only be characterized by reciprocity, if users have
the option to reply to each other. Therefore, websites only fulfill
the second criterion if a reference to previous comments is
enabled, for example in online forums and on social media
platforms, but also in comment sections of online news papers
where ‘reply’ functions are enabled. The sole possibility to up-
vote or down-vote comments, or to react to comments through
‘likes’ is not regarded as reciprocity. Following this approach,
this study does not assess actual communication or specific
elements such as listening to the arguments of others (Kriplean
et al. 2012; Scudder 2020), but it assesses the structural foun-
dation as preconditions for deliberative communication.

Table 1 Deliberative Potential Criteria.

Dimension Operational Definition Criteria Measurement

Information Users can find political information on this website.
Such sites serve as a resource for opinion and will
formation.

1. Information on political issues,
actors, and institutions

2. Administrative or local information
3. Primary or (journalistically) curated

source of information

Human rating (binary 0/1) for each
criterion

Communication The website provides users with the possibility to
express and/or exchange political opinions with
other users. Such sites serve as communicative
spaces for (interactional) opinion and will formation.

1. Enables commenting / political
expression (and potential rating of

comments)
2. Enables reciprocity / replies to

comments of other users (open
replies, not only ratings)

Human rating (binary 0/1) for each
criterion

Participation The website provides users with the possibility of
online political participation or organization, implying
a potential (direct) impact on political decision-
making.

1. Enables contact to political actors
2. Enables political participation

(petitions, polls, etc.)
3. Enables political organization

(events, groups, etc.)

Human rating (binary 0/1) for each
criterion

Connectivity The website is connected to other relevant websites.
This facilitates further research on political issues or
the implementation of intentions of political
participation.

1. From this website, users move to
other relevant websites

2. Users land on this website after
visiting other relevant websites

Network centrality, in/outgoing
relevant traffic

Inclusivity The website is used by a comparably diverse set of
individuals. This dimension serves as an indicator for
low barriers of access.

1. Education
2. Gender
3. Age

Quantitative assessment using
webtracking data in combination
with survey information

Heterogeneity The website connects people holding a comparably
wide range of political opinions. This stands in
contrast to the notion of ideological online ‘echo
chambers’.

1. Political orientation
2. Party preferences

Quantitative assessment using
webtracking data in combination
with survey information

Note. Curation represents a basic form of fact checking taking place (no obvious misinformation or strongly opinionated statements presented as factual statements). Connectivity, inclusivity and
heterogeneity are optional categories, as only possible to assess with digital trace data + survey information. Criteria developed with reference to Wiklund (2005); Esau et al. (2021); Richardson and
Stanyer (2011); Mansbridge et al. (2012).
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Participation. Websites that provide users with the possibility of
online political participation can have a more or less direct
impact on political decision-making or, at least, serve as a plat-
form for the aggregation of interests (Esau et al. 2021).

It is a disputed issue, whether a link to decision-making is
necessary to consider political communication as deliberation.
While Thompson (2008) insists on the link to decision-making,
the idea of deliberative polls (Fishkin et al. 2018), the
Habermasian idea of diffuse communication in the public sphere
as well as the deliberative systems approach adopt a broader
definition of deliberation. By mapping the deliberative potential
of the online ecosystem, this study includes opportunities for
online political participation as desirable features of online
political ecosystems without making a judgment about the
definition of deliberation itself.

To assess the structural foundation of the link to decision-
making, three distinct criteria are examined: (1) whether the
website hosts petitions and/or opinion polls to collect, aggregate
or organize public opinion (Richardson and Stanyer 2011), (2)
whether the website enables citizens to get in contact with
political actors (Wiklund, 2005), and (3) whether the website
enables the political organization of citizens, for example by the
formation of political interest groups or events such as discussion
forums, demonstrations and other forms of political protest.
Wiklund (2005) considered some of these criteria under the
framework of the communicative services of a website. However,
it might be worth distinguishing between forums for discussions
among citizens and communicative acts that can have a more
direct influence on political decision-making.

While this study considers the first three dimensions:
information, communication and participation, as core dimen-
sions of the deliberative potential of a platform, three additional
criteria are assessed: connectivity, inclusiveness and heterogeneity
that are defined through usage patterns and user characteristics.

Connectivity. The dimension of connectivity considers whether
the website is connected to other politically relevant websites.
These connections can, for example, enable further research by
citizens on political issues or facilitate the implementation of
intention to participate in the political process. Following the
conceptualization of deliberative systems, an understanding of the
links and flows between different sites is crucial for a systemic
understanding of online public discourse (Dryzek 2012; Esau
et al. 2021; Fleuß et al. 2018). For example, Fleuß et al. (2018)
emphasized the transmissions between different loci as being an
important aspect to measure deliberation in a systemic way. They
proposed tracking the transmission of topics as they evolve within
the system as well as tracking individuals who transmit ideas
from one locus to another. While the analysis mainly operates
within the arena of informal deliberation, the approach to oper-
ationalize connectivity, by tracking users’ subsequent visits to
different websites featuring the same topics, gets very close to
their theoretical idea of formalizing transmissions.

A body of literature outside the field of deliberation research
that examines those links and flows between different online
sites can be found in the field of inter-media agendasetting
research. For example, media researchers have analyzed to
what extent certain online publics are able to stimulate mass
media publics, others have examined news diffusion processes
from a temporal perspective or the Twitter networks of
journalists as important nodes between digital and mass media
(Messner and Distaso 2008; Wallsten 2007; Buhl et al. 2018;
Neuberger et al. 2019).

In this course, digital trace data provides a unique opportunity
to explore linkages between websites through the observation of

real-life online behavior with network-analytical quantities. At
the time of writing, this project is the first to formalize the
connectivity of the different arenas of an online deliberative
system empirically.

Inclusivity. The dimension of inclusivity appears to be an
increasingly prominent aspect in the scientific discourse on
deliberation. Mansbridge et al. (2012) describe three overall
functions of a deliberative system: (1) an epistemic function to
produce appropriately informed preferences and opinions, in this
study, considered under the dimension of information, (2) an
ethical function that creates respect between experts and citizens
– these aspects could, for example, be a consequence of com-
munication among citizens and contact between citizens and
political actors, both captured in the dimensions of commu-
nication and participation –, and (3) a democratic function.
Mansbridge et al. (2012) conceptualize the democratic function as
promoting ‘an inclusive political process in terms of equality’ (p.
12), which implies the inclusion of multiple and plural voices.

This study explicitly considers the demographic variables of
gender, age and educational1 background in the assessment of
inclusivity, to answer the question whether a website is used by a
diverse set of individuals. This dimension, with a focus on
demographic aspects, features of social groups, corresponds to
Young’s (2002) concept of diverse perspectives for democratic
representation. In the digital context, this dimension can further
serve as indicator for low barriers of access. The unique
combination of digital trace data with high-quality survey data
allows a precise measurement of this dimension of deliberative
potential.

Heterogeneity. One final important aspect, also implied in the
conceptualization of the democratic functions of a deliberative
system by Parkinson and Mansbridge (2012) is the inclusion of a
variety of interests, concerns and claims. Furthermore, Young
(2002) emphasizes the representation of diverse opinions, “any
judgements or belief about how things are or ought to be” (p. 135)
for a pluralistic democracy. This aspect is considered under the
dimension of heterogeneity and assesses whether the website
connects people holding diverse political opinions. This concept
stands in contrast to the notion of ideological online ‘echo
chambers’ in which users are argued to be mainly surrounded by
similar others, holding opinion-reinforcing views (Pariser 2011;
Sunstein 2002). In contrast to other researchers, who focused on
the heterogeneity of information diets in online environments,
this study considers the composition of users that visit a website
(Bright et al. 2020; Dubois and Blank 2018; Guess 2021). More
specifically, the approach taken in this study captures the het-
erogeneity of political orientations of users within a website
through their explicit indication of political orientation on a left-
to-right scale and their expressed party preferences in the context
of the German federal election in 2017.

Both dimensions, inclusivity and heterogeneity are rooted in
representation literature (Warren 2021). Random sampling
would, under ideal experimental conditions with high compli-
ance, ensure inclusivity and heterogeneity. Under natural
conditions in online environments, the issues of inclusivity and
heterogeneity as basis for discursive representation are more
complex. This study considers the concepts of inclusivity and
heterogeneity as theoretically distinct, as inclusivity builds on
manifest demographic variables of the user whereas heterogeneity
is a more latent construct of political attitudes and party
preferences that possibly links more closely to political content
featured online.
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Methodological challenges
Around the beginning of the millennium, Steyaert (2000) had
already emphasized the need for analytical tools that enable a
systematic empirical analysis of digital democracy. However,
most research in the field is still being conducted as explorative
case studies, mostly with a focus on the content or the deliberative
quality of communicative acts online (Felicetti et al. 2016; Jensen
2003; Jonsson 2015; Pedrini 2014). Also the rooting theorist of
deliberative democracy and the concept of the public sphere,
Jürgen Habermas, explicitly emphasized the methodological
challenge of empirically examining online deliberation in a recent
piece on the restructuring of the public sphere in the digital age
(Habermas 2021). The conceptualization of deliberation as the
emergent property of a system, involving the dynamics of con-
texts and platform design elements with different functions for
democracy, comes with serious questions for empirical research
(Esau et al. 2017; Boswell and Corbett 2017; Fleuß et al. 2018;
Niemeyer et al. 2015).

Based on the current state of the empirical literature, this study
identifies two key method-ological challenges in the analysis of
online deliberation. First, given the ever-growing online land-
scape, it is crucial to know where on the web different branches of
public discourse are taking place in order to make assumptions
about their content and quality. The question as to which web-
sites are used for political issues is not trivial as deliberation in
online environments is getting increasingly pluralistic and inci-
dental news exposure occurs regularly (Esau et al. 2017; Janssen
and Kies 2005; Feezell 2018; Kim et al. 2013; Tewksbury et al.
2001; Yadamsuren and Erdelez 2010).

Second, most empirical research in the field of online delib-
eration, especially the assessment of the deliberative quality of
communication, is researched on individual (active) behavior.
However, most people on the web are passive consumers of
content, also called ‘lurkers’ (Nonnecke and Preece 1999; Sun
et al. 2014). This passive majority does not leave obvious digital
traces in online forums and comment sections but they certainly
do obtain political information from the web that shape their
political opinions and actions. In the context of social media
platforms, for example, passive users also experience social
learning and constantly adapt their understandings of social
norms by observing other people’s communication, while a highly
active minority, also called ‘power users’, creates the majority of
content online (Bright et al. 2019). This distinction between
passive and active engagement in online public discourse has,
with a slightly different angle, already been reflected in Habermas’
notion of a ‘two-track model’ of deliberation, emphasizing that
most political deliberation happens in institutionalized form with
the majority of citizens taking a pure spectator role (Habermas
1996).

In consequence, it remains largely unclear how this silent
majority uses the web for political issues facing a heavy focus on
communication data. It would be important to also examine
passive exposure instead, to meaningfully define the boundaries
of the public arena online. The question as to what extent web-
sites enable public deliberation, under the further consideration of
a systemic perspective, is what this study aims to answer with the
assessment of the deliberative potential of websites.

Of course, deliberative potential does not directly imply
deliberation. Online environments may provide accurate political
information but also misinformation, they may enable delib-
erative discussion but also host toxic exchanges, they may provide
platforms for civic engagement but also hostile participation
(Freudenthaler and Wessler 2022; Quandt 2018). However, if the
fundamental conditions of deliberative potential are not met in
the infrastructure and usage of online environments, deliberation
itself is impossible.

Methodology
The analysis is based on web tracking data that was collected
within a six-month period in Germany, including the national
elections in September 2017. The data is linked to rich survey
data, including users’ demographics, political attitudes and other
relevant political variables. This unique combination of two data
sources allows the assessment of the deliberative potential of
websites enriched by components that only become measurable in
the interaction of user characteristics and usage behavior (con-
nectivity and especially, inclusivity and heterogeneity).

Data. The survey data was collected via the German YouGov
Pulse panel with survey questions originally fielded to 1500
respondents in five waves. Using a quota-sampling procedure on
the basis of the marginals from Best for Planning (2017), the
sample mirrors the German online population with respect to
gender, age and, to some degree, education. Respondents were
asked to install a URL tracking software that uses passive
metering technology to record detailed browser histories on an
opt-in basis. Tracking could be paused for 15 min and respon-
dents could end their participation at any time. This digital trace
data includes more than 56 million website visits to almost
200,000 different domains by 1282 different individuals between
July 2017 and December 2017. As this paper draws on data
collected in a prior research project, details on the sampling
procedure, the deployment of the passive metering software as
well as privacy and ethical considerations can be found in part B
of the supplementary information.

In a first step, the top 1000 domains were manually classified
into categories (see Table C12). Those 1000 domains account for
about 83% of website visits. This distribution is characteristic for
web browsing data, in which central websites accumulate most
activity while the majority of sites are only visited by very few
users. The pre-labelled web tracking data was then merged with
the survey data to allow for the description of the demographic
profile of the sample2.

Measures. To develop a measurement for the deliberative
potential of websites, the set of websites in scope had to be
identified first. Considering the context of deliberative democ-
racy, a focus on websites that, in the wider sense, play a role in the
German online public discourse or feature political content
appeared the most appropriate. Through this empirical approach,
the notion of deliberation underlying the concept of deliberative
potential is focused on political topics and set apart from every-
day conversation or everyday deliberation that may only impli-
citly regard political issues (e.g., Maia 2017). The approach to be
particularly inclusive in the first step sets this project apart from
previous research, for example on online news media diets (Guess
2021), that also uses web tracking data but focuses exclusively on
news websites. In order to gain a realistic picture of the online
public sphere, it is important to consider all possible channels
through which political information, communication and parti-
cipation is enabled, especially because the exposure to political
information makes up only a small proportion of users’ total
online engagement.

Exploiting the fact that the data almost mirror the German
online public demographically and include individuals’ browser
histories for a period of about six months around the federal
elections in Germany, websites accessed in a ‘political context’
were selected with a combination of automated keyword search,
matching political keywords to the URL strings of tracked website
visits, and manual cross checking by browsing the websites for
instances of clearly political content (see Fig. 1). The relevance of
these websites for the online public discourse in Germany in 2017
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was then approximated using the number of website visits on the
respective domain, aggregated across the sample, as a measure of
engagement. The process of political website identification is
described in detail in SI A.

In a second step, the deliberative potential of those politically
relevant websites was determined. To this end, the outlined six
dimensions of deliberative potential were assessed: information,
communication, participation, connectivity, inclusivity and
heterogeneity (see Table 1). While the first three dimensions
were evaluated with manual content coding only, the latter three
were determined through a consideration of digital trace data in
combination with linked survey data.

Content coding. In order to assess the first three core dimensions
of the concept of deliberative potential, the full sample of relevant
websites was assessed using quantitative content analysis on the
websites’ infrastructure. The theoretical definitions of the
dimensions were translated into operational definitions including
concrete criteria that could be assessed using a binary rating
system (0 representing ‘not present’, 1 representing ‘present’).
The unit of analysis were website domains and the coding was
conducted after manually visiting the website and assessing the
overall structure of the page, posts, articles, and comment sec-
tions. A standardized code book (see Table 1), including all
dimensions and sub-criteria was used to streamline the coding
process.

Digital trace data. The availability of web tracking data in com-
bination with survey data allows the enrichment of the manual
assessment of deliberative potential with granular quantitative
measures of online behavior. This micro-level behavioral data was
used to assess criteria on a more macro level, the unit being
websites rather than single users. The connectivity measure was
constructed through network analytical measures of in-going and
out-going traffic (Csardi et al., 2006). The measure of inclusivity
was added based on demographic variables; heterogeneity based
on the political preferences of users.

More specifically, in order to exploit the benefits of digital trace
data to build the connectivity measure, a network of website visits

was constructed with websites represented as nodes, and
temporally subsequent website visits for one user, featuring the
same topic, represented as edges. For example, if a user reads an
online newspaper article featuring the name ‘Merkel’ in the URL
and, following this, visits a social media discussion featuring
‘Merkel’, an edge was created between the nodes of the online
newpaper and the social media platform. Only subsequent visits
to different websites were counted, while self-loops were excluded
from the network. This way, instead of considering the ‘dead’
hyperlink-infrastructure from the html text of the websites, a
measure of actual in-going and out-going politically-relevant
traffic was created for each website. These traffic flows can be
quantified using the network analytical measures of in-degrees
(in-going traffic) and out-degrees (out-going traffic) (see Fig. C4
in the SI).

To assess the degree of inclusivity of a website, three distinct
diversity indicators were calculated for each website for the
variables age, gender and education. The widely-used entropy-
based Shannon-Wiener diversity index was used as it is
implemented in R (see SI A; Dixon 2003; Grafton et al. 2012;
Kiernan 2014; Oksanen 2013). A high inclusivity means that a
website is accessed by individuals from different age groups,
education levels or genders. The more different categories (for
example age groups) and the more similar the engagement levels
across those different groups, the higher the estimated inclusivity
value of a particular website.

For the construction of heterogeneity criteria, a similar
approach was used. The diversity assessment was applied to a
variable measuring the political orientation of participants on a
left-to-right scale and to their reported first votes in the 2017
federal election in Germany. According to the Shannon-Wiener
diversity index, the heterogeneity of a website is comparably high
if it is visited equally by individuals with different political
orientation.

The dataset of individual websites, labeled with regard to the
six criteria of deliberative potential, is one outcome of this study
which is published along this manuscript. However, this dataset
needs to be structured and summarised to be digestible and
informative. The reduction of complexity by structuring data is

Fig. 1 Topic-driven selection process of websites in scope. Top: Manual construction of dictionary consisting of political topics in the Germany public
discourse of 2017. Center: Mapping topic dictionary onto full URLs of website visits as automated selection step. Bottom: Manual cross-validation of
automated selection and refinement of dictionary for systematic mismatches.
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the core purpose of clustering approaches, including latent class
analysis, which is why it was used in this manuscript in a second
step, after the rich classification of each website along six
deliberative criteria.

Clustering websites with latent class analysis. After the assessment
of all six dimensions of deliberative potential of websites, patterns
of commonalities and differences were considered between web-
sites to explore different ‘profiles’ of deliberative potential. In line
with the latent understanding of deliberative potential, a latent
class approach was used to identify groups of websites according
to their deliberative potential. Besides this theoretical reason, an
examination of the empirical relationships between different
criteria, suggests the use of a latent composite measure as there
are both, correlations within, but also between different dimen-
sions of deliberative potential (see Fig. C5). More details on the
latent class modeling approach can be found in SI A. Finally, after
the identification of classes, an individual class membership
prediction value was assigned to each website, allowing the
categorization of websites into latent classes.

Results
Politically relevant sites in Germany in 2017. Applying the two-
stage process of website selection, consisting of the automated
dictionary-based classification of websites as ‘politically relevant’
and the following manual cross validation, 69 central domains
were identified in the sample that have played a role in the online
public discourse in Germany in the second half of 2017. Those
websites were visited by 1190 unique users, which included a large
proportion of the original sample (N= 1282). It is important to
note that this does not mean that, for example because highly
frequented websites such as ‘Google’ and ‘Facebook’ are part of
this set of 69 websites, those 1190 individuals simply used those
platforms at least once in the six-month period. Instead, it means
that they ‘googled’ some political keyword or visited political
content on Facebook because the political filtering step took place
before the compression of website visits into domains.

Starting from the original sample of more than 56 million
tracked website visits, less than 1% (493,714 clicks) were
politically relevant visits to those 69 domains. Table C12
summarizes the big picture of the overall online activity of the
sample, illustrating that the engagement with political issues is
not the dominant motive for many users to use the web. In

contrast, the most frequented websites were social media
platforms and search engines (mostly for apolitical content),
email providers, online shopping, gaming, streaming, porn and
online banking.

Furthermore, only slightly more than half of the politically
relevant websites (52%) in the sample are explicitly labeled as
news websites, and only 12% of the websites featuring political
discussions are social media platforms.

Figure 2 summarizes the descriptives on the prevalence of
deliberative potential criteria across the sample of politically
relevant websites. While the majority of websites fulfills two out of
three information criteria (most provide political information that
underlie some form of journalistic curation or fact checking), only
very few websites fulfill the criteria of participation. When it comes
to the potential to host political discussions, about half of the
platforms provide the possibility to express and discuss political
opinions online while the other half neither enables expression nor
reciprocity in communication. Only very few platforms enable the
expression of political opinions in the form of comment sections
without the possibility to reply to other comments. Considering
the ‘demand side’ characteristics of demographic inclusivity and
political opinion heterogeneity within websites’ user bases, both
measured with the entropy-based Shannon-Wiener diversity index
(more details see SI A), there is a considerable overlap of density
distributions. Websites attracting users of diverse age groups,
genders and education levels appear to also attract users of diverse
political orientations and party preferences. The distributions of
both measures, though highly correlated with the overall
engagement on a website, does not mirror the rather leftskewed
metric of connectivity that reflects engagement links and flows
between politically relevant platforms.

To structure the political online environment along the
complex set of deliberative potential criteria, a latent class
analysis was conducted. Considering various model fit criteria
and rounds of validation, a model with three latent classes was
selected (see Fig. C6, Table C2 and more description in the SI).

Latent class structure of the online ecosystem. Figure 3 sum-
marizes the conditional probabilities of websites belonging to
each of the three latent classes dependent on their fulfillment of
each of the deliberative potential criteria. It also present exemp-
lary sets of websites that were previously identified as politically
relevant and sorted into the three estimated latent classes based

Fig. 2 Deliberative feature descriptives. Left: How many of the 69 websites fulfill criteria? Center: How does the cumulative feature presence look like for
the three infrastructural criteria? E.g. most websites fulfill 0 out of 4 participation criteria, 2 out of 3 information criteria and either 2/2 or 0/2
communication criteria. Right: How does the cumulative feature presence look like for the three usage-based criteria? Metrics scaled for better
comparability.
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on their respective predicted probabilities of class membership
(See SI Table C1 for the full lists).

In summary, websites in class 1, from now on referred to as the
‘mainstream hubs’, show especially high class-conditional prob-
abilities of fulfilling the dimensions of connectivity, inclusivity
and heterogeneity, while websites assigned to class 2, the ‘quality
information providers’ appear strong with regard to information
criteria. Websites assigned to class 3, the ‘niche forums’ show
rather low class-conditional probabilities for most criteria of
deliberative potential, except for the communication dimension
and political organization.

More specifically, the class of mainstream hubs (class 1) is
composed of a diverse set of websites that fulfill the core criteria
of information, communication and participation to some extent
but which are especially characterized by a high degree of
connectivity, demographic inclusivity and political opinion
heterogeneity. Overall, those websites have the highest level of
engagement measured by the number of website visits in the
sample. Such sites are, for example, prominent high quality

national newspapers like ‘Zeit’ and ‘Spiegel’, more tabloid outlets
like ‘Bild’, social media platforms like ‘Facebook’ or ‘Twitter’, but
also sites with particular functions, such as the online petitioning
platform ‘Change’ or the voting advice application ‘Wahl-O-Mat’.
What most of the websites in this class have in common is that
they are highly-frequented websites that are nationally well
known and relevant for political content across diverse German-
speaking audiences.

The quality information providers (class 2) include almost
exclusively established local, regional and national online news
outlets and informative TV channels hosted by public service
broadcasting with the exception of ‘RTL’ and ‘Sat1’, two private
TV channels with broad online news sections. While ‘ARD’ is the
leading national public service broadcasting channel in Germany,
‘MDR’, ‘WDR’, ‘SWR’ and ‘NDR’ are their regional channels.
Websites like ‘Südkurier’ and ‘KStA’ (Kölner Stadtanzeiger) are
examples of large regional and local news outlets, while ‘Berlin’ is
the information platform hosted by the Berlin municipal
government. All of those sites provide high quality,

Fig. 3 Conditional response probabilities, by deliberative potential criterion, of belonging to each latent class. Based on response probability patterns
and class membership, class 1 was named ‘mainstream hubs’, class 2 was named ‘quality information providers’ and class 3 was named ‘niche forums’. Full
list of domains provided in SI Table C1.
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journalistically-curated information, often with specific local
focus, but apparently, neither do they offer extensive possibilities
for political discussion, nor do they attract attention from diverse
audiences.

Finally, the class of niche forums (class 3) contains websites
with rather low conditional probabilities of fulfilling explicit
criteria of deliberative potential, except for the potential of
political expression and reciprocity in communication, and
potential for political organization. In this class, rather niche
online forums for specific communities, as well as forums that are
dedicated to specific topics like gaming, cooking or anime content
were found. While many domains in this class do not appear
politically relevant at first glance, it is important to note that a
manual validation step was taken to establish whether political
discussion were indeed taking place on those websites. Examples
of websites in class 3 are an esoteric forum that vividly discussed
the upcoming federal elections, computer forums in which
discussions on the military intervention in Afghanistan were
found, a forum for children’s second hand clothing (‘Mamikrei-
sel’) and a forum dealing with issues of unemployment
(‘Eloforum’) that hosted, partly in-depth, political discussions in
niches of the forum.

In total, 34 websites were assigned to the mainstream hubs
(class 1), 20 belong to the quality information providers (class 2)
and 25 to the class of niche forums (class 3)3. The estimated
mixing proportions corresponding to the share of observations
belonging to each latent class are 49% for the mainstream hubs,
22% for the information providers and 29% for the niche forums.

The input criteria of deliberative potential form two natural
groups: information, communication and participation are
criteria that were coded manually and belong to the supply side
of a website whereas connectivity, inclusivity and heterogeneity
are coded computationally based on usage characteristics. This
fundamental distinction is also reflected in the correlation-matrix
between criteria. Therefore, the clustering process was repeated
separately for the two groups of criteria (see SI C9 and C11). For
the computationally-coded, demand-side criteria, a simple two
factor solution was suggested with one class including all websites
with high probabilities of fulfilling each criterion and one class
with overall very low scores for connectivity, inclusivity and
heterogeneity – in other words, high and low engagement
websites. The model including only the manually-coded infra-
structural criteria of information, communication and

participation possibilities suggested a more interesting pattern
that is in line with the findings from the main model including all
criteria. A first class contains websites with an strong information
profile, including all public broadcasting pages. A second class
contains websites with an especially strong forum component or
communication profile with pages that also enable participation
to some extent. The last class is rather a residual class including
websites with overall low probabilities of fulfilling any criteria.
The overall pattern largely mirrors the findings from the main
model, the difference being that the two meaningful classes of the
infrastructural model also contain the highly popular mainstream
hubs that are, in the main model, separated through distinct
patterns in the engagement based metrics. The latent class
structure of the main model using all criteria was robust to the
inclusion of alternative input variables, such as users’ household
income as feature of inclusivity and the size of the website,
measured by the number of clicks as separate variable (see SI Fig.
C12 and C13).

Engagement with different classes of sites. The measurement
framework for the assessment of the deliberative potential of
websites could, of course, be applied to various contexts for
analytical and practical purposes. As one application, simple user-
level engagement patterns, measured in the number of website
visits as well as the duration of engagement is considered.

Given the underlying latent structure of deliberative potential
dimensions, it does not surprise that the mainstream hubs are
more frequently4 accessed than quality information providers and
niche forums (see Fig. C1a). However, if engagement is measured
as duration instead of clicks, the engagement distributions
become more similar (see Fig. C1b). This implies that people
often access prominent websites like Google and Facebook in
political contexts but that they tend to spend more time on public
broadcasting platforms as well as small online forums to read
news more carefully and, potentially, discuss political issues in
depth within more tightly-knit communities compared to major
social media platforms. More specifically, the duration per click
ratio is only 35 s for mainstream hubs, on average, but 48 s for
niche forums and almost a minute (59 s) for quality information
providers. If the data were to be split, for example, just into news
websites and social media platforms, this pattern would not have
been observed (see Fig. C2a and C2b).

Fig. 4 Engagement with different classes of sites by age group and gender. Class 1: ‘mainstream hubs’, class 2: ‘quality information providers’ and class 3:
‘niche forums’. ‘Online’ includes engagement with any websites recorded by the browser plug-in, including any political and a-political website visits.
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Another application is to switch from the perspective of the
‘supply side’ characteristics to the ‘demand side’ character-
istics, namely the demographics of users engaging with
different classes of sites. Figure 4 and C3 summarize the
engagement with different classes of sites for different genders,
age groups and levels of formal education. Despite some minor,
though intuitive tendencies (e.g., the engagement with quality
information providers is stronger than the engagement with
niche online forums in the subgroup with the highest level of
formal education (Abitur) in Germany) there is no clear
pattern of selection visible within subgroups according to those
three rough demographic indicators. The exploration of more
sophisticated variables such as political orientation, political
efficacy or political knowledge as possible driving factors for
the selection into engaging with political content online
remains subject to a subsequent project.

Discussion
The deliberative nature of an online environment is, as Beau-
champ (2020) puts it, a function of membership and structures.
In order to examine this function empirically, as a first step, this
project systematically mapped the deliberative potential of those
structures for the online public sphere in Germany. While this
study is descriptive in nature, it is important to understand how
increasingly complex media environments are composed of dif-
ferent arenas with different potential functions for democracy.
While most of the previous research focused on specific aspects,
such as online news media diets or the content of discussions on
social media platforms (e.g., Esau et al. 2021; Guess 2021), this
study took a step back and examined the infrastructure and usage
patterns as the basis for online deliberation.

This study is one attempt - of probably many imaginable
strategies - to map characteristics of a deliberative system
empirically, that aimed to build closely onto the literature, by
selecting and operationalising six deliberative criteria, in one
political context, the German political online ecosystem. The
resulting latent class structure is the result of this analytical
strategy taken but not the ‘ground truth’ structure of a delib-
erative system that should from now on be applied to other media
systems or even to the German political online ecosystem cap-
tured at another point in time. It is an empirical snapshot with
the purpose to complement theoretical advancements with
empirical observations. While the criteria structure is theoretically
informed and could be applied to other contexts, the latent class
structure, together with its engagement structure will look dif-
ferent across time and political context, for example, more par-
tisan media systems like the United States.

While political online engagement only makes up a small
proportion (about 1% of website visits) of the overall online
engagement in Germany, a large part of the sample (1190 out of
1282) did engage with some political topics at least at some point
around the federal elections in 2017. It is worth noting that the
website selection approach, including a strict manual cross vali-
dation of whether a website actually featured political content,
focuses on the minimization of false positives rather than false
negatives. This implies quite a strict definition of ‘politically
relevant’ and tends to rather underestimate the prevalence of
political engagement online. However, possibly to the dis-
appointment of many social scientists, engagement with political
content online is by no means the dominant form of engagement.

The results of the study clearly align with Guess (2021) who
found a considerable overlap of news media diets within a US
sample that goes against the common notion of selective exposure
in online ‘echo chambers’. According to Guess (2021), this
overlap originates from individuals’ common use of large

mainstream hubs for political information. Correspondingly, in
this German sample, the largest cluster of websites are highly-
frequented sites that are commonly visited by a large proportion
of users. These informational hubs can be understood to be a kind
of general-interest intermediary that may indeed facilitate a
common arena within the digital public sphere that offers shared
experiences and the possibility of incidental encounters with
diverse perspectives (Sunstein 2018).

The results of the latent class analysis further suggest that
public service broadcasting still plays a major role in the German
online public discourse even though these websites did not reach
a particularly diverse audience within the sample. This finding
aligns with previous work on deliberative democracy that, when
mapping the television news ecosystem, identified an elite focused
coverage within German public broadcasting (Wessler and Rinke
2014) which, however, speaks against the often implied view that
public broadcasting is in itself lowering audience polarization
through broad appeal. Furthermore, the reference to local or
regional issues and information is a commonality of many web-
sites assigned to the class of quality information providers. The
local nature of political issues is often neglected when studying
political online communication or when using digital trace data
that do not have a geospatial component. However, on an
interesting side note, Ellger et al. (2021) find that the decline of
local newspapers can be related to an increase in political
polarization, a relationship that could be given more attention in
the study of online politics. While digital technology lets infor-
mation flows transcend physical constraints, people still live in
specific local contexts.

Furthermore, the analysis highlights a latent class of websites
that is only mentioned in a small proportion of empirical studies
on online deliberation. Wright (2012) coined the term ‘third
spaces’ for non-political online spaces where political talk emer-
ges based on case studies, similar to Graham (2012). This study
demonstrates the importance of their early observations on a
much larger basis. The class contains mostly niche forums
dedicated to specific topics and communities which points to the
phenomenon of incidental exposure to political issues online
(Valeriani and Vaccari 2016; Yadamsuren and Erdelez 2010).
Furthermore, these online communities might be comparably
more tightly knit because of shared (apolitical) interests and fewer
overall user numbers, which allows individuals to recognize each
other (despite usually being pseudonymous, Moore et al. 2020).
These forums, which, in comparison to large social media plat-
forms, might be closer to offline social groups in which a basic
form of trust can be established between members, can provide
interesting possibilities for informal political discussions among
citizens and might operate as important ‘weak ties’ between large
online information and communication platforms within a
deliberative online system (Esau et al. 2017; Granovetter 1973; S.
W. Rosenberg 2014).

As visible among the mainstream hubs, website popularity is
heavily ensconced in the three additional dimensions of delib-
erative potential (connectivity, inclusivity and heterogeneity).
One obvious reason for this finding is that the degree of centrality
of a node in a social network increases with the frequency of its
interactions. Another measurement related explanation could be
that the Shannon-Wiener diversity index puts more weight on
richness than on evenness (Zeleny 2021), implying a rising index
with more users. Therefore, caution must be taken against a
substantive interpretation of the finding that the most heavily
used platforms in the sample are, according to the measures, also
the most ‘inclusive’ and ‘heterogeneous’. While they are indeed a
common source of information and a common arena of political
communication for citizens with different demographic profiles
and heterogeneous political attitudes, it is still important to keep
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in mind that this does not prevent the formation of niche corners
and sub-groups that might not speak to each other.

Another limitation to consider is that when classifying the
content of the sites as political or not, the full URL-string was
considered. While this often features the most important key-
words of the page accessed, scraping the entire HTML text of the
site might have been helpful in some cases5.

The manually selected set of keywords naturally comes with
certain boundary conditions. It is systematically easier to rig-
orously identify specific political terms, such as the names of
politicians and terms referring to party politics and adminis-
trative processes in comparison to political issues like educa-
tion and social policy because terms like ‘family’ or ‘housing’
appear in many different political and apolitical contexts.
Various efforts were taken to reduce this imbalance as much as
possible (see SI D).

Finally, the web tracking data is based on desktop use and does
not include mobile devices. This certainly overlooks parts of
users’ political online engagement and may even introduce non-
random blind spots. Furthermore, due to the temporal asym-
metry between the browser histories (collected in 2017) and the
content analysis on the respective websites (conducted in 2021),
one cannot rule out the possibility that some websites might have
changed in terms of structure, content and function for online
public discourse.

One may ask which websites show the highest deliberative
potential but this study explicitly avoids a summative ranking as
the core of a systemic understanding implies that different arenas
can fulfill different functions for public discourse (Bächtiger and
Parkinson 2019). This study suggests that the empirical reality
maps this normative account. Given that deliberative theory is
fundamentally normative, one may consider possible normative
implications for online public discourse that follow from this
empirical mapping of a deliberative system. Certain combinations
of deliberative potential criteria, such as the provision of com-
municative spaces that are characterized as inclusive and het-
erogeneous or the provision of high-quality political information
in spaces with high connectivity to other relevant sources, clearly
appear as normatively desirable (Mansbridge et al. 2012). How-
ever, a distinction between websites that primarily provide
information and other websites that specialize on discussions,
seems hardly detrimental to public discourse. On the contrary,
this distinction could reflect the ideal of a shared factual baseline
that is built by quality information providers on which basis then
conflicting discussions can safely occur in other arenas
(Habermas 2021; Krause 2008).

Accordingly, this study shows that few websites fulfill all criteria
and some combinations of deliberative criteria are more frequent
than others: information providing infrastructure often comes with
high usage, reflected in heterogeneity and inclusivity, while com-
munication also occurs in niches. Furthermore, in previous
accounts theoretically distinct classes of websites, such as major
newspapers and social media platforms, empirically sort into the
same class when focusing on affordances and usage. However, the
outlined systemic understanding that one website does not have to
serve all criteria and the empirical findings about skewed partici-
pation in public discourse may allow a hypothesis about the critical
state of the online media system: perhaps one website should also
not try to serve all criteria. For example, public broadcasting and
established newspapers are the backbone of quality information
providence in Germany. Their increasing presence on social media,
on the one hand, perhaps reaches otherwise lost audiences but on
the other hand, risks eroding their core function of quality infor-
mation providence that serves as common factual baseline for
deliberation (Habermas 2021) through constraints imposed by the
structure of social media. Visible engagement in the comment

sections showcases the opinions and rhetoric of a skewed minority
while for the largely silent majority that becomes visible in this
study, public broadcasting remains a core provider of quality
political information. Moreover, entering the market of digital
content creators and advertisers is a competition that public
broadcasting in Germany would not even have to play, given public
funding combined with independent agenda setting.

Conclusion
This project illustrates that the internet provides a plethora of
sources for political information, arenas for political commu-
nication and some opportunities for online participation. This
study clearly found potential for public deliberation in the Ger-
man speaking web in 2017. Even though political content is only
a small proportion of the overall content accessed online—the
German deliberative system seems to be a rather small fraction of
the wider online environment—almost everyone in the sample
engaged with some political content around the federal election in
2017. This implies that the consumption of political content is not
as exclusive as the visible discussion patterns of few very active
users on social media may imply.

The infrastructure of a deliberative system goes far beyond news
websites and social media platforms but includes a wide range of
different types of popular and niche platforms with different pri-
mary functions. On some platforms, users get political information.
However, it is not clear if those are accurate or misinformation. On
other platforms, they can discuss political issues, deliberatively or
not. While only very few websites in the sample offer possibilities
for participation, the demand also seemed limited.

Mainstream hubs are most central in the network of topical
links, whereas public broadcasting outlets and especially the niche
forums are more at the periphery of the network. Considering the
definition of links within the connectivity measure, this implies
that users move beyond the quick bites of political information on
mainstream platforms but read more on the topic elsewhere.
Those platforms appear to act as general-interest intermediary
that may indeed facilitate a common arena within the digital
public sphere that, against the notion of online ‘echo chambers’,
offers shared experiences and the possibility of encounters with
diverse perspectives. This finding aligns with the current state of
the literature, finding limited empirical support for the prevalence
and impact of online ‘echo chambers’ (e.g. Flaxman et al. 2016;
Guess et al. 2023; Guess et al., 2021; Dubois and Blank 2018). The
class of information providers can be interpreted as evidence for
the persisting centrality of high quality public broadcasting as the
backbone for democratic deliberation in Germany. The question
as to whether we stand at the beginning or the end of the public
broadcasting era online could be determined using detailed
information on the user base. This project demonstrated the
presence of a-political spaces in which political discussion
emerges on a large empirical basis. While niche online forums are
especially characteristic for the earlier years of the internet, it will
be interesting to see in which spaces more tightly knit online
communities will form in the future as previous exchange around
a-political shared interests may build mutual trust as important
basis for the discussion of conflicting political views.

Even though the found latent class structure appears intuitive,
this structure was war from obvious as previous theoretical
accounts have rarely moved beyond an assumed a split between
news media and social media, a cyclographic split that was fed
forward into empirical studies. Furthermore, the results of this
study do reveal several surprising aspects. First, negative findings
on the deliberative quality online are contrasted by findings about
the potential of the political online ecosystem when examining
passive audiences in contrast to digital traces of active social
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media commenters. Second, the absence of central websites with
low heterogeneity aligns with Guess et al. (2021) but provides
more evidence against the otherwise common notion of online
“echo chambers” (Sunstein 2002). Third, public broadcasting
stood out as distinct class in a data driven, bottom-up approach,
even with a sole focus on infrastructural elements and usage
characteristics.

While this project empirically mapped the online media
structures underlying online deliberation for the first time, the
logical next step in the research agenda is the quantitative
description of membership, the profiles of internet users engaging
with political information and communication online. In parti-
cular because online political deliberation itself may not be a
mainstream behavior, the mechanisms of selection into the online
public discourse need to be determined.

Data availability
Extensive supplementary material, including all R scripts and
publicly available data, supporting tables and figures, the dictionary
used for website selection and a software statement can be found in
the project’s repository on OSF under https://osf.io/atj5u/.
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Notes
1 An alternative model including participants’ household income as additional input
criterion for inclusivity is reported in SI C13. In this German survey, ethnicity as
another statistical marker of minority status was not asked.

2 The distribution of the self-reported political orientation of the sample approaches a
normal distribution and also geographically, online activity patterns in the sample
distribute about evenly across Germany.

3 The order of classes has no deeper meaning but is determined by configurations in the
estimation process.

4 Cumulative engagement measures are baseline corrected, meaning that they show the
share of website visits that users spend on e.g. quality information providers in relation
to their total number of website visits in the measurement time frame.

5 However, an extremely robust scraper would have to be built in order to process
hundreds of thousands of different domain structures (in the original full dataset).
Future projects may try to build such a scraper, web-scrape all the sites and search for
political topics in the full HTML text of websites instead of the URL-strings. The
reference body (sites explicitly dealing with the 2017 German public discourse that I
selected to generate keywords, see SI D) would then be similar enough to the target
body (now being the full-text of websites instead of URL-text only) to use the semi-
automated keyword extraction method proposed by King et al. (2017).
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