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1 
 Introduction

This research workshop was held on 5th March 2007 in Berlin. It was organised by Fraunhofer FOKUS.

The workshop was concerned with Argumentation Support Systems and Discourse Analysis techniques for eParticipation. As governments seek to consult their citizens over matters of policy, it becomes increasingly important that citizens receive the relevant information in a medium that they can, and will, want to use in forming their opinion upon consultative issues. Argumentation Support Systems and Discourse Analysis techniques show promise in encouraging eParticipation, with the potential to help citizens participate effectively, and to facilitate dialogues that are inclusive, transparent and fair.

Research into their use shows that they are capable of providing support in one or more of the following tasks:

· Finding and using information relevant for the topic and helping to apply this information to formulate position statements and arguments.

· Reconstructing the structure of arguments in natural language texts.

· Evaluating and comparing arguments.

· Moderating or mediating dialogues, to facilitate the resolution of conflicts of opinion and assure dialogues remain focused and goal-directed.

· Selecting and presenting arguments in an effective way, taking into consideration the audience.

· Presenting, summarising and visualising arguments in ways which make it easier to understand the issues and the state of the discussion.

· Detecting inconsistencies and commitment violations.

· Making, justifying and explaining decisions, and utilising the arguments which have been put forward.

Granted the diverse nature of support offered by such techniques, as well as their having been little prior opportunity for the cross-fertilisation of ideas, the workshop sought to bring together practitioners in many of the fields cited above, with the intention of sharing experiences and identifying ways in which individual insights could be propagated throughout the domain to support eParticipation. Thus, emphasis was placed upon the exchange of views concerning:

· The virtues and vices of argumentation structure.
· The problems of scalability and cognitive overload.

· The nature of different audience expectations and requirements.

· The gains from using Argumentation Support Tools.

· The ways in which protocols can optimise dialogue.

2 Scope and format of workshop
Researchers interested in the use of Argumentation Support Systems, Discourse Analysis and eParticipation were invited to submit abstracts of position statements (1-2 A4 pages), where original research results were welcome but not mandatory. Presentations were selected not only on the basis of quality and relevance but also to offer a varied programme that reflected the diversity of the relevant fields. However, the day focussed as much upon discussion and exchange of ideas as the presentation of papers.
The agenda for the workshop is provided in Appendix A, with the full list of those participating in Appendix B. 

Eleven research papers were presented at the workshop. The papers are available at the workshop web site at: 

After each presentation there was short period for questions. The workshop closed with a detailed discussion, during which the participants were asked to contribute their perceptions of the issues that emerged throughout the presentation programme.

The presentations generated a number of related queries, which may be broadly summarised as follows:

· At what point does the structure imposed by these techniques become an inhibitor of expression? Conversely, at what point does free text become too vague to be useful?

· Does the effort required in the interpretation of a visual representation of the issues implicitly exclude some groups, and are these the very groups most in need of an entry into policy formation?

· Is it possible to identify discrete groups for whom these techniques would be of significant value, and will the visualisations require tailoring to suit their intended audience?

· What are the benefits from using these techniques?

· What have these techniques to offer in the establishment and support of dialogue protocols?

3 Issues arising

Argumentation Support Systems are used in a number of domains, such as law, business, education and conflict resolution. These disciplines continue to develop techniques to promote their goals. Whilst not bearing directly upon policy formation, there are interesting overlaps between these uses and the domain of eParticipation that may well prove beneficial. In particular, there is potential scope for enhancing the practice of conducting online consultations to harvest the public’s views whilst policy is being evolved. Here too, research is being conducted into how such exercises can maximise stakeholder satisfaction; for instance, how best to apply discourse analysis techniques to the contributions, and how to moderate debate during the consultation period. Thus there is a broad range of knowledge in these areas that should be utilised to the benefit of eParticipation. The workshop provided a means by which practitioners could meet and share experiences.

The resulting discussion raised a number of issues, which may be conveniently grouped under five headings: 

1. Acceptance: is it possible to strike a balance between the structure Argumentation imposes on contributions and the flexibility of free-text?

2. Utility: can these technologies be adapted to suit constraints imposed by online consultation users, such as size and cognitive ability?

3. Ease of Use: what factors should be identified in order to tailor these techniques to suit their intended users? 

4. Purpose: what are the advantages of using AST techniques?

5. Best Practice: how can these techniques be developed to establish and support dialogue protocols?

3.1 Acceptance: the balance between structure and flexibility

Most online consultations accept contributions in a free-text format. This encourages people to present ideas in a manner that they find most accessible, rather than tying them down to a particular layout that they may find inhibiting. However, the problem with such flexibility is that extracting useful information from submissions becomes more taxing.

Utilising argumentation techniques will necessarily impose a structure upon people’s contributions. Whilst structure makes the content easier to analyse and assimilate into the broader debate, it does place a cognitive burden upon the user. This burden may be, at best, an initial difficulty, but there is a likelihood that it will always present an obstacle to parts of society most in need of having their voice heard.

There needs to be a distinction drawn between the types of structure offered. From the legal and teaching domains has been developed an ability to depict the structure of arguments, allowing for an easier appreciation of the ways in which particular points of view are supported, and thereby emphasising any inherent weaknesses, and commitments that such a position entails; the presentation of ‘Argunet’ provides a clear instance of this type. Business applications impose structure upon problems by organising information and policy positions, making sense out of potential information overload, and examples using ‘Compendium’ software were provided during the workshop. Both kinds of structure are advantageous to eParticipation but not necessarily in the same sphere.

One solution would be to apply these structural processes at different points in the process. It is possible to present the citizen with a familiar-looking interface, such as a questionnaire, behind which argumentation analysis techniques can be applied, thereby providing the consultation owner with informative data but not at the expense of alienating the user. The sense-making properties of AST can be utilised by moderators, not only to organise background information to the participants, but also to collate the responses for the consultation owners.
Not all contributions can be easily represented as arguments, and some will not have been intended to do more than present anecdotal evidence in support of an opinion. There is, even so, value in recasting such contributions in a structured format, to elucidate the way in which the parts of a story form a consistent whole. AST can provide support in this analysis, as exemplified by ‘Anchored Narratives Theory’.
3.2 Utility: adapting the technology to eConsultation participants

There are issues involved in establishing which sector of the process is going to be targeted by these tools. There are issues of scale to be considered here, although experiments have been made to see how effective visualisations are when faced with topics as large as the philosophical debate on the nature of mental phenomena, as well as some large-scale political debates. Some online consultations involve thousands of participants, whose views would take constitute a considerable drain on resources if they were to be visualised.

There is also the problem of knowing whether the public will be able to devote sufficient time to understand how to interpret maps in order to derive any benefit from them. There is a danger, therefore, that introducing visualisations will have the paradoxical result of excluding a section of society from participating in policy creation. However, this obstacle can be surmounted through adapting AST techniques so that they present the public with a recognisable process. That this can be achieved has been demonstrated by through the use of ‘BioTalk’ to engage adolescents in debate about genetically modified food, as well as ‘Parmenides’, which elicits public reaction to the recent invasion of Iraq.
3.3 Ease of Use: tailoring the technology to the audience

At its simplest, eParticipation is dialogue between citizens and authorities. However, this characterisation ignores a number of separate stakeholders within the process, whose needs do not necessarily conform to a unified description. Three main parties can be identified; the people whose views are being sought; the individuals responsible for conducting and reporting on the consultation; and the end users, who will be able to use the information provided. 
If one thinks of the process of consultation as being a link between the public and the politicians with the moderators as a black box in the middle, it is arguable that different expectations are present with respect to the results of black box processing. The public want policy that will reflect their concerns, and expect that contributing to the consultation is an effective way of achieving this goal; the politicians want an indication of depth of feeling about a piece of proposed policy as well as rationally based observations upon the matter. The public are very sensitive to their contributions being seen to be effective; the politicians would be as well-served by anonymous suggestions, as long as the views are cogently expressed. 
It should also be remembered that these techniques are valuable for mediating between other groups, such as departments within government, between government and institutions – such as Voluntary Organisations - and between and voluntary organisations for example. ‘Hermes’ is a clear instance of AST informing policy at an institutional level.
Thus, when talking about the contribution to eParticipation, it is helpful to direct attention to whereabouts this assistance is to be made. Although the rôles are clearly defined within the context of each AST user domain, there is little to say how these will translate in the context of eParticipation. Three main stakeholders were identified; the consultation owners – such as government agencies or politicians, the consultation providers – such staff as moderators and facilitators, and members of the public. Each group will have different needs and resources, and unless these are identified, the application of AST will be prone to underperformance or failure.
3.4 Purpose: what are the advantages of AST?

In order to place the technology where it is most needed in the format that is most useful, it is helpful to consider how AST has been employed to advantage. Specifically, the tools present trains of thought stripped of their textual trappings to a greater or lesser extent. Doing so provides the user with a clearer appreciation of the relationship between a conclusion and the propositions from which it is derived. Arguments can be matched against different argument schemas to determine where critical questions can be directed. The resulting diagrams can be used as a basis from which to conduct an attack, or to provide illustrations of particular practices in law or philosophy or critical thinking.

Alternatively, these techniques can be employed to manage the cognitive task of making sense of a large amount of information. Instead of having the data dispersed over a vast number of different media, visualising the material can organise it into an informative pattern, providing hyperlinks to all relevant sources, not merely making them available at the discretion of the user, but also illustrating the rôle any particular piece plays within the context of the whole. It may be noted how prominent a rôle structuring plays in providing these benefits. Both these advantages should be exploited by eParticipation.

3.5 Best Practice: using AST to support dialogue protocols

There is as yet little being done in the way of establishing protocols for conducting online conversations. ‘Slashdot’ is one message board that has imposed standards, but these are somewhat ad hoc and do not emerge from any thought-out rationale. To date, the nearest that the web comes to something akin to ‘Robert’s Rules of Order’ is the informal observation of ‘netiquette’. Perhaps the asynchronous nature of online consultation renders such protocols unnecessary, or the moderator stipulates what is acceptable and enforces such rules.

That is not to say that there are no eParticipation initiatives that have such procedural structures; both the Demos project in Hamburg and the Scottish e-Petitioner system have a formal procedure. Within AST there are instances where conversation is regulated by the presence of a menu of response options – to educate students in the art of conversation.

What is clear is that the nature of eParticipation has to be made much clearer before there is the possibility of researching what sort of protocol would be required.
4 Some conclusions
This workshop brought together experience from a broad range of fields in an attempt to refine the contribution of Argumentation Support Systems to eParticipation. The eleven papers proved just how rich the resources are, but also how much needs to be understood before their potential can be fully realised. 

Figure 1 encapsulates the complex relationship between the users of such technologies and the levels at which different aspects of argumentation support can be applied. The discussion revealed the need to consider more than simply how AST can smooth the relationship between authority and citizen, but how it can also benefit intermediaries, such as moderators, in their rôle as intermediaries between government and the governed.
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Figure 1: Argumentation Use Cases
The workshop concluded that there was a place for structuring the communication between participant and authority. Placing the argumentation technology behind a familiar interface, and providing visualisation techniques to moderators for drip-feeding into the community, should permit the utilisation of AST without having a negative impact upon the participant’s readiness to engage with policy formation. To sum up, in order to extract the optimum from AST, there needs to be further investigation into the following:
· Establishing the best balance between a structured format and free text to foster eParticipation with respect to policy issues.
· Determining how to present ASTs in order to encourage eParticipation.
· Classifying the various user groups and identify their unique requirements from these technologies.
· Creating a suitable protocol for dialogue within online consultation practice.
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	16.00—16.30
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	Katie Atkinson; University of Liverpool, UK
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