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Executive Summary

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced governments to adopt an unprecedented set of
strict measures to prevent the spread of the virus while balancing economic and social
concerns. The urgency of the pandemic required quick action and decision making from the
authorities which has not allowed much space for public consultation or input. Crisis
situations bring opportunities for reflection as they highlight what is truly essential in
society, shine a light on structural problems, and test the resilience of people and systems.
The COVID-19 Public Online Forum project, which was submitted in the context of an SFI
Rapid Response call, aimed to introduce a more participatory approach to address public
policy challenges and to demonstrate the potential of citizen engagement in terms of public
consultation, a key goal of the OECD.
This project was designed to pilot a platform for public-expert consultations to drive impact
in a number of areas :
●
●
●
●

Piloting a platform for public-expert consultations,
Testing procedures for moderating discussions;
Evaluating the quality of discussions; and
Identification of best practices for future development of such large-scale online
discussion fora and platform suitability to recommend to policymakers for public
consultations. 1

Currently public consultations are largely one-way platforms where participants, often
associated with vested interest, make comments which are then assessed by the public
body considering the policy change. There are a number of negatives associated with this
approach largely based around its non-interactive one-way engagement. inability to
facilitate conversations or dialogue and frequent absence of an evidence base to ground
discussion. This inability to maximise citizen engagement with public or science policy is
viewed as a key hindrance in the development and communication of policy.
In order to experiment on how to combat this, the team developed an interactive online
platform to facilitate the exchange of views between citizens and experts across six key
research themes: Economy, Health, Social Impact, Environment, Education, and Technology.
These themes were chosen by ADAPT experts in public policy who through extensive desk
research established the main topic areas related to Covid 19 impact discussion happening
across Europe. The platform was designed to stimulate informed and balanced discussions
1

This report will be submitted as requested to the Department of Further and Higher Education Innovation
and Science and Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts. Gaeltacht, Sport and Media.
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by including expert videos in each discussion thread (topic). These short videos provided
scientific information that was easily accessible to citizens and ignited the debate.
With the support of SFI’s Public Engagement team the forum was branded
choosingourfuture.ie to drive alignment with the overall theme of Science Week 2020; to
leverage the media activity; and to drive participation and reach to this online event.
Timings of the forum were linked to coincide with the Science Week flagship programme
“Our Future Island“ on RTÉ One at 7.30 pm on Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday of that
week.
The forum was open for public commenting during Science Week, from the 10th November
until the 18th of November 2020 and attracted a large number of participants over the
week. Overall the forum received 80,005 site views and 720 people registered. In total, the
forum generated 1,235 posts and 1,080 likes within the discussion threads. Most users came
from urban areas (Dublin and Cork), but there was a fair geographical distribution of
participants across the country. Most participants were aged between 36-55 years old,
although other age groups also contributed to the discussions. Among those who listed a
gender there was a slightly higher number of women participating, but the number of
participants who did not declare a gender means we cannot make an assessment of gender
imbalance. The research results presented in this report are not generalisable to the
population of Ireland, nevertheless, they provide useful insight into the potential for a more
participative and deliberative form of public consultation.
This was a participative process rather than a deliberative one, with an open selection of
public participants and a limited time given to engagement, although it borrowed some of
the tenets of best practice in deliberation particularly with the provision of expert input, the
encouragement to make evidence-informed arguments and the involvement of facilitators.
In terms of meeting its objectives, the project delivered a solid understanding of the
potential of this method of participation to drive quality insights from public participants
and demonstrates how conversations could be ignited through expert - public debate across
a range of topics.
The platform can:
● Facilitate experts, or policymakers to directly explain the rationale behind any
recommendations they have made to decision-makers, fostering trust and
confidence.
● Encourage participants to exchange ideas instead of posting a standalone argument.
● Moderation to ensure civil discourse, a fair exchange of views and that specific
interests did not dominate the focus of discussions.
● Encourage participants and experts to link to outside evidence or resources
● Attract a wide range of people across a range of demographics
6

For future development, we recommend a scheduled live discussion where public and
expert interaction can be better facilitated to draw more participants into a specific event
for more deliberative debate with expert debate and stronger peer to peer interactivity.
Scheduling is also an important factor to optimise engagement with the issues, and we
recommend an ” appointment to attend “ type one-day-long event or across 24hrs. Rather
than running multiple sessions concurrently, each topic should be Live in an individual time
slot and experts should be available for the duration that the topic is active. It should be
considered whether experts could present live or respond to questions live through Zoom or
another video link in order to increase the sense that they are actively participating in the
conversation.
A bespoke dashboard was created to track the live events and for retrospective review. In
addition to being able to review and filter activity from the perspective of geographic
location, age, area type and parental status the dashboard also enabled the project team to
review the apparent sentiment of activity. Each post was graded on a scale of negative to
neutral to positive using infographic emojis to convey the aggregate sentiment for the
selected platform activity. In order to ID trends and outliers the dashboard could be
broadened in scope or narrowed to a specific topic, location or age group. However the
level of direct sentiment activity likes etc, was lower than anticipated which limited the level
of NLP sentiment analysis that the team hoped to achieve at the outset. Deep sentiment
analysis requires rich data sets and this would be better enabled via Live discussion and
optimised through analysis of longer nested conversations, and as such this would also be
an area for development.
We secured 32 experts to present opinions for debate themes across 6 major impact
themes, and as such the array of choice may have caused some distraction among users
who were jumping from one thread to another. While we would recommend that this
platform and methodology could be developed further for policymakers, a narrower or even
single topic focus would be recommended to policymakers around specific points of public
interest.
Certain features could also be useful for a version of the forum more focused on developing
policy such as developing the polling function into a more formal voting structure with
options decided with expert input in order to develop consensus around decisions.
Some development of additional features is required, such as improving the threading
feature of nested comments that could help to improve the quality of discussion as well as
an introductory guide to users on how to use the platform most effectively. Ideally, a full
7

usability review should be conducted to identify any issues before any future iterations of
the platform are made public.

Background and Aims

The COVID-19 Irish Citizens’ Online Forum was established to trial a large-scale nationwide
debate in Ireland between policymakers, government, experts and citizens. The aim was to
trial a platform for public-expert consultation and to offer a space for the public to engage
in discussion around future steps to be taken during and after the COVID-19 crisis. It is also
a potential new platform for public consultation more generally.
The forum was facilitated via the FUSE stakeholder engagement platform delivered by the
SFI ADAPT Research Centre. FUSE enables an interaction based on evidence provided by
experts and allows the open and transparent exchange of ideas, meaningful dialogue and
discussion of experiences. This form of public dialogue is preferred by the OECD in the place
of traditional public consultation which can often be dominated by interests rather than the
public at large. This form of consultation should enable policymakers to better listen to
citizens, understand the problems and design more effective policies to tackle them2. As the
expert presentations are available on the platform, FUSE also functions as an official
“information point” for the policy issues and thus assists in fighting widespread
disinformation.
This project draws on extensive experience in the use of citizen participation mechanisms
(e.g. citizen assemblies) from a team from the FuJo and ADAPT research centres at DCU and
leveraged a partnership with the SFI public engagement team around Science Week and RTÉ
to foster greater public awareness and engagement with the issues.
The overall aims of the project were:
●
●
●
●

2

Piloting a platform for public-expert consultations,
Testing procedures for moderating discussions;
Evaluating the quality of discussions; and
Identifying best-practices for future development

OECD Innovative Citizen Participation& New Democratic Institutions Catching the Deliberative

avehttps://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/deliver/339306daen.pdf?itemId=/content/publication/339306da-en&mimeType=pdf
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Building the Platform

The COVID-19 Irish Citizens’ Online Forum leveraged the award-winning FUSE online
stakeholder engagement platform that was custom-built initially by ADAPT for the strategic
planning process of Dublin City University (DCU). Following the favourable outcomes of that
large-scale digital public consultation process, FUSE was again deployed successfully by
ADAPT for the strategic planning processes of Science Foundation Ireland and NUI Galway.
ADAPT customised the DISCOURSE open-source community discussion platform to create
the DCU FUSE communications platform, adding new features for content management,
design, user experience and publishing. Key requirements such as ease of use,
responsiveness and performance, global access, access from various devices, security and
scalability informed the design and configuration of the system.
Drawing on this experience, in building the Covid 19 Online Forum, ADAPT added new
features to further customise the platform for the purpose of the Covid - 19 Citizens form
the design team made further modifications. The most significant of these customisations
was the creation of bespoke dashboards which tracked the events. The dashboards were
heavily used by the project team and moderators to manage the live events and
retrospectively review the collected activity. Through the tracking dashboard activity could
be viewed from the perspective of users, themes, topics and posts. Project team members
could filter and aggregate by various features such a stated location, age group, gender,
area type, partental type, date of activity on the platform etc. The user view displayed the
number of active users, suspended and silenced users readily viewed. The aggregate
number of user views, anonymous view, sign ups and deleted users were also tracked in real
time. The theme view displayed a snapshot of the activity across the 6 themes based on
number of users who engaged, total number of posts, liked posts and flagged posts. The
topic view displays a similar snapshot of the activity across the topics. The post view
displayed the total number of posts, number of deleted posts, flagged posts, total post likes
and a cloud of frequently used words. There is also a series of top 5 posts based on various
measures such as number of likes, flags, number of replies, total reads etc. see below
Scheduling the Event

The challenge was to develop an interactive online platform to facilitate the exchange of
views between citizens and experts across six chosen research themes: Economy, Health,
Social Impact, Environment, Education, and Technology. These themes, chosen by ADAPT
experts in public policy, were benchmarked against the most relevant areas related to Covid
19 impact discussion happening across Europe.
The event was originally to take place within a single day within a 24 hour period, however
after consulting with SFI it was agreed that we would extend it out over several days. Given
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the schedule requirements and to address the themes in sufficient depth across a number
of days, ADAPT invited, hosted and scheduled 32 experts across a range of disciplines to
present and record their opinions across 12 sub categories. These were scheduled across
two days, 10th and 11th November, where the public could engage with experts directly, via
text. The platform remained open until the 18th November and engagement was consistent
throughout. moderated by ADAPT researchers, to monitor the tone and rules of
engagement across the week.
The platform was designed to stimulate and ignite informed and balanced discussions by
including expert videos in each discussion thread (topic). These short videos provided
scientific information that was easily accessible to citizens. The Experts were secured by the
Covid 19 Forum team using their professional networks and selected on the basis of their
reputation and subject matter expertise for each sub category and drawn from across the
ADAPT centre’s academic multidisciplinary research community and from a wider expert
pool in the areas of public health, environment, and media. Experts were given detailed
instructions on how to pre record a five minute video outlining the key points they deemed
important for the public to consider in terms of their expert subject matter. These short
video recordings were subsequently branded and subtitled by a team of multi - media
students in the DCU School of Communications and published live on the forum and hosted
on YouTube.
Public participants were given the opportunity to engage with experts and to contribute
their views and ideas about the issues under discussion. The design facilitated a nested
argument structure allowing participants to exchange ideas instead of posting a standalone
argument. To promote reciprocity and respect the forum was monitored by trained
moderators to ensure civil discourse, a fair exchange of views and ensure that specific
interests did not dominate the focus of discussions. The moderators were recruited
primarily from the ADAPT and FuJo research centres and DCU School of Communications. All
moderators attended training on moderation. This training covered how to ensure
conversations followed the code of conduct for contributors and flowed freely, as well the
technical operation of moderation on the platform

10

Recruitment & Public Participation

Recruitment
In terms of public recruitment, an open call for participants was launched and disseminated
through various communication channels. While the usual channel for deliberative events is
random selection, our platform was open to all in order to maximise participation numbers.
Inclusivity was one of the main features of our recruitment process. To build an audience
and promote engagement, ADAPT coordinated a national communications campaign to
drive awareness and participation on the platform. ADAPT worked in close partnership with
the SFI public engagement team for Science Week and RTÉ Genre Head for Science to make
the ‘Choosing our Future’ public forum a core theme of the 2020 Science week.
● The forum was promoted across RTÉ’s online platforms with three call outs from each
night of the flagship Science Week programme, Our Future Island, with estimated reach
numbers of over 400,000 viewers live and on demand.
● ADAPT also ran an awareness campaign via local radio in the week preceding the event,
inviting the public to engage with experts and to “have their say“.
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A concerted public relations and media campaign was implemented resulting in media
coverage across RTÉ, Newstalk, TheJourna.iel, Silicon Republic, Future Human, and Tech
Central in the days preceding the event.
● The forum was supported through press offices in TCD and DCU who promoted the event
through email, Twitter and Instagram channels.
● ADAPT engaged public stakeholders and other interest groups to drive engagement with
the platform, receiving over 202,000 Twitter impressions throughout the month of
November and gaining 93 new followers.
●

Across the week there were 720 registrations with 1,235 direct engagements and the
platform attracted high traffic volumes of 80,000 page impressions where the public was
engaging indirectly with the conversations.
Profile
Users were asked to log in to pre register to access the platform and were prompted to to
provide specific demographic details about themselves. While a significant number of users
did not provide demographics, of those who did we can see that there was a mix of ages,
but users aged 35-65 were the modal category. There were slightly more females than
males, a roughly 3:1 balance of urban vs. rural and a mix of parental status with parents
who have children in third level education most common. Additionally, most users who
gave their location were based in Dublin, but there was a distribution of users across all
counties within the Republic of Ireland and within some counties in Northern Ireland.

Figure 1 User demographics for the platform

12

Figure 2 A Geographical breakdown of users
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Engagement
With the exception of ‘Combatting Fake News' later in the week, the topics which attracted
the most unique users and the most posts were the three that occupied the first time slot
and consequently were live on the site for the longest, which suggests that the engagement,
in part, reflects the timing and presentation of the topics. Additionally, two of these topics
‘Sharing the Wealth: Balanced Regional Development’ and ‘Liveable Cities, Local
Communities’ also received some of the highest views.
Table 1: Engagement on Individual Topic Threads

Date

Title

Experts

Time

Posts

2020/11/10

Sharing the
Wealth: Balanced
Regional
Development
Liveable Cities,
Local
Communities

Liam Cronin,
Caitriona Cahill,
John Moran

20:00 21:00

121 from
41 unique
users

Ciarán Ferrie,
Orla Murphy,
Marcus Collier,
Ali Grehan
Dáire Keogh,
Ann Devitt, Mark Brown,
Jennifer Edmond,
Maura Coulter,
Sarahjane Belton
Luke O'Neill,
Sarah Fitzgibbon,
David Kinahan

20:00 21:00

233 from
52 unique
users

21:00 22:00

84 from 34 726
unique
users

People Power:
Emancipate our
Future
The Promise of
Technology

Mark Little, Pete Lunn,
Rebecca Gorman

21:00 22:00

Noel Fitzpatrick,
Pat Cadwell,
Sharon O’Brien,
Ben Cowan

21:00 22:00

69 from 27 462
unique
users
84 from 14 382
unique
users

Enhancing
Education for
Children
Future Economies

PJ Wall, Jamie McGann,
Johann Issartel,
Clara Fiorentini
David Collings,
Geraldine Brennan,
Roisin Lyons,
Szilvia Szabó

13:00 14:15

Future of Further
Education

Living with the
Virus

2020/11/11

20:00 21:00

13:00 14:30

View
s
612

1,100

97 from 37 522
unique
users

77 from 29 471
unique
users
77 from 22 375
unique
users
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Sporting + Culture
Life

Brian MacCraith,
Jenny Egan, Nick Kelly

14:15 15:30

79 from 17 341
unique
users

Climate: The
Opportunity for
Change

Yvonne Buckley,
Barry McMullin,
Diarmuid Torney

14:30 15:45

66 from 27 643
unique
users

Combatting Fake
News

Eileen Culloty, Áine Kerr,
Stephan Lewandowsky,
Maria Baghramian

15:30 16:45

161 from
37 unique
users

The Health of our
Health System

Sinead Impey,
Margaret Fitzgerald,
Anthony O'Connor

15:45 16:45

87 from 32 392
unique
users

452

The forum itself was structured according to discussion threads, each of which
corresponded to a specific theme.

Figure 3 The layout of discussion threads on the forum

After clicking into each topic users would immediately see a series of embedded videos
from each of the experts which they could choose to watch.
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Figure 4 An example of how expert videos are presented within each thread

Participants and experts were able to leave comments and insert URLs so they could link to
outside evidence or resources. Below we demonstrate a visual of how the engagement with
videos were presented to users before entering the discussion, so they could view
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information about how much engagement the topic had attracted, the main links that have
been posted and the estimated read time for the whole discussion, as well as selecting a
button which summarised the topic based on the comments which received the most
engagement through replies or likes.

Figure 5 An example of the interface preceding the discussion

To distinguish between user types, experts had their job title displayed in green beside their
name while moderators had a small shield symbol displayed beside their names.
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Figure 6 Example of an expert's reply which included a link to other resources

Additionally, users could also reply to comments allowing for a nested discussion in which
they could directly counter or add to previous comments.

Figure 7 An example of how comments were structured within the platform
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The image below demonstrates the type of knowledge graph visualisation of the comments
left in one of the topics with some user comments remaining standalone while others led to
a nested thread of responses.

Figure 8 A visualisation of the structure of comments on a thread

Content Strategy

The focus of the forum was to foster dialogue between experts and the public. Because of
this many of the discussion threads evolved in a conversational way, with experts offering
their perspectives while members of the public asked questions or spoke about their own
ideas and experiences. Additionally, moderators were also instructed to ask questions to the
experts as well as to the participants to provoke more conversation.
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Figure 9 Example of a moderator asking a question to evoke an expert reply

While this worked to increase the engagement from the experts, it does mean that a
proportion of the discussions represented interaction between the experts themselves or
the experts and the moderators. Additionally, while some participants expressed clear ideas
around policy and what they would like to see, the open nature of the forum means that
these responses are not representative of the Irish population and a significant number of
participants did not provide demographic details.
The experts were chosen and recruited through the professional networks of members of
the research team. Each is an expert in their own right. However, strict criteria of balance
and so on were not applied given the focus on the platform rather than the policy output.
However, as the lessons and aims are largely around the affordances of the platform,
format and structure rather than on specific policy preferences these issues are not
necessarily problematic for this test. Nonetheless we provide an outline of the main topics
discussed in order that the scope of discussion can be demonstrated.

Economy
The experts in the economy theme focused on topics such as the circular economy,
sustainable economic growth, social enterprise, remote work, balanced regional
development and more liveable cities. The word clouds generated by the platform provide
an easy to use visual summary of the topic. The xxxx data on pots, likes and threads also
provides a useful real-time summary (see figure 11)
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Figure 10 Breakdown of the economy theme. From left to right: Users, posts, flagged posts, likes
and number of threads

Figure 11 A word cloud featuring the most commonly used words within the thread

Importantly, the platform’s design means that when individuals pose specific questions such
as the issue of waste streams being non-recyclable relevant experts within the threads are
able to respond with information and/or links to further resources which address the
questions (see figure 12 and 13).
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Figure 12 An example of an expert responding to a participant's question

Some experts had differing approaches to how they interacted with questions, for example,
the following screenshot illustrates how one expert on the topic responded with further
questions while the other gave an answer that focused more on feasibility. This sort of
flexibility is likely to be welcomed by experts in any public consultation platform.

Figure 13 An example of the differing style of responses between experts

One participant posted as an organisation promoting a product which does demonstrate the
importance for moderation policies to to manage vested interests when allowing open
participation.
22

Health
The experts in the Health theme focused on topics such as encouraging Covid-19 vaccine
use, Covid-19 testing accuracy, telemedicine, discrepancies between public/private care, a
Zero-Covid approach, the impact of Covid-19 on vulnerable people and using technology to
share knowledge with frontline workers.

Figure 14 Breakdown of the health theme. From left to right: Users, posts, flagged posts, likes and
number of threads

Figure 15 A word cloud featuring the most commonly used words within the theme

Many participants expressed dissatisfaction with the healthcare system in Ireland as well as
concerns around how best to manage Covid-19 while also balancing economic concerns.
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Again there were instances where experts were able to respond to participants and offer
their own policy suggestions or address concerns.

Figure 16 An example of an expert addressing a participant's concerns

As a moderator noted, one of the experts who provided a video in the Living with the Virus
topic was not present for the discussion; however, the first two comments on the thread
were antagonistic questions for that expert. This led to a situation where these questions
were unaddressed but were at the top of the thread and the first comments seen by any
participants - hence the importance of live participation. Additionally, later in the week one
participant left a comment promoting the Great Barrington Declaration which promotes
easing restrictions and has been relatively controversial in the scientific community.
Because this comment was left outside of the main discussion time with experts it was not
addressed or questioned at the time, highlighting the importance of ongoing moderation.
Social Impact
The Social Impact theme covered quite varying topics and experts spoke about prioritizing
sport and physical activity, supporting creative industries, tackling online disinformation,
trust in experts and politicians, Covid-19 related misinformation, social life during the
pandemic, and barriers to accessing education.
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Figure 17 Breakdown of the social impact theme. From left to right: Users, posts, flagged posts,
likes and number of threads

Figure 18 A word cloud featuring the most commonly used words within the theme
Of the three topics within this theme, ‘Combating Fake News' received significantly more
comments and user interaction which would suggest that user interest in the topic being
discussed is a key factor in attracting engagement. The thread also featured some back and
forth debate around the nature of free speech between two of the experts and one
participant. It should be noted that both the experts and the participant engaged in
respectful discussion which focused on the arguments and as such the forum functioned
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well in facilitating a healthy debate with the participant later signing off with “I’ll look
forward to further disagreeing with you!”. The interaction, a sample of which is below, does
highlight how the role of experts can also be used to challenge user comments which they
feel may be inaccurate or unfair, and this role is accepted as long as participants know they
have the same ability in return.

Figure 19 An example of two experts pushing back against a participant's comment

Again within the ‘Combatting Fake News' thread, there were quite a number of comments
left after the main discussion had closed which meant that some of the participant ideas
which may have been questioned by the experts were not addressed.
In contrast to ‘Combatting Fake News’, The ‘People Power: Emancipating our Future’ thread
was quite varied in the topics that the experts were addressing and as such the discussion
thread was disconnected with some focusing on higher education fees and experience while
others were discussing the use of public spaces and encouraging cycling. While these were
both productive conversations, it offered less opportunity for experts to build on or critique
one another’s’ ideas as part of a larger conversation.
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Environment
The experts in the Environment theme focused on topics such as doughnut economics,
responding to the climate crisis, protecting biodiversity, liveable cities, developing green
spaces, and improving both city centres and rural towns.

Figure 20 Breakdown of the environment theme. From left to right: Users, posts, flagged posts,
likes and number of threads

Figure 21 A word cloud featuring the most commonly used words within the theme

In contrast to a theme such as health where a lot of participants were asking more
generalised questions of experts, the environment theme attracted a number of
participants who had their own policy ideas and as such the discussions were at times quite
detailed and suggested that participants already had some knowledge or engagement with
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the topic beforehand. This is likely to be the case in a public consultation where informed
citizens and vested interests usually self select to participate

Figure 22 An example of a more detailed question from someone who appears well versed in the
topic

Notably, in the ‘Liveable Cities: Local Communities’ topic some of the experts returned to
answer questions in some of the open sessions later in the week. This meant that rather
than having lots of single unanswered comments at the end of the thread as we saw with
other topics, instead the discussion continued in bursts where participants and experts were
still responding to one another’s comments. It also suggests that as well as being a timing
issue, the availability of experts for discussion and the interaction they provide does help to
promote engagement and discussion.
Education
The experts in the Education theme focused on topics such as improving childcare and early
childhood education, the impact of technology on children, whether schools should remain
open during the pandemic, improving the student experience during the pandemic, online
learning skills and experience, the fallout from school closures and maintaining positive
habits adopted during the pandemic.
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Figure 23 Breakdown of the education theme. From left to right: Users, posts, flagged posts, likes
and number of threads

Figure 24 A word cloud featuring the most commonly used words within the theme

Many of the participants shared their own experiences specifically as parents, educators or
students and so their contributions, and consequently the discussions, were generally less
focused on specific solutions as they were in giving a voice to some of the struggles and
difficulties within the education sector, particularly as it relates to Covid-19.
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Figure 25 An example of experience focused comments and response from experts

One moderator in the ‘Future of Further Education’ topic left feedback that they felt the
participants in that topic were mostly university staff and while that was relevant to the
discussion it did not necessarily represent the general public. It makes sense that people will
be attracted to topics that they have personal association or interest in, but this does raise
the question of how to ensure responses are representative when using open participation
and the importance of focussing on open and inclusive recruitment.
Technology
The technology theme only contained one thread, ‘The Promise of Technology’ and experts
focused on the design of digital assistants, ensuring risk communication is translated for all,
and developing digital literacy. The discussion primarily focused on digital agents and
machine translation.
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Figure 26 Breakdown of the technology theme. From left to right: Users, posts, flagged posts, likes
and number of threads

Figure 27 A word cloud featuring the most commonly used words within the theme

In one of the sessions later in the week a participant posted about the dangers of 5G, a
fringe scientific idea, along with accompanying evidence. This comment was replied to by
moderator who asked more details about what the participant thought, but the participants
subsequent reply went unanswered. In contrast to the similar situation that occurred in the
‘Living with the Virus’ thread, the 5G comment was not directly related to any of the
expertise of the experts within this thread which raises the question of whether off-topic
contributions like this should be allowed to stay on the forum when there is nobody
qualified to address it. The 5G comment was not, however, off-topic to the topic title which
was ‘The Promise of Technology’, suggesting that perhaps the title should better match the
expertise topics in order to ensure that irrelevant comments can be more clearly identified.
Lessons & Future Potential
Having outlined the functionality of the forum and discussed some practical lessons learned
from the discussions, this section will consider the potential of using such a platform for
public-expert consultations by outlining the strengths and limitations of the platform,
followed by some recommendations to strengthen its functionality in future iterations.
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● Notably, the style of the discussions did vary slightly by topic, suggesting that both
user motivations and the choice of expert may lead to a different type of
conversation. To speak in broad generalisations, a theme like Education which
centred personal experience within the conversation served to provide feedback
about the types of issues parents, educators and students felt were significant.
Health offered opportunities to ask questions and get answers surrounding the
healthcare system and Covid-19 vaccines, and Environment attracted users who
appeared well versed in the topics to engage in more detailed policy discussions.
Each of these styles of conversation are useful, but being aware of the desired
outcome in advance would help to structure future discussions so that they can
meet any intended goals.
● As we have seen with frustrations around policy communication during the Covid-19
pandemic, the public often has a desire to understand the rationale behind
legislative and policy decisions made on their behalf. A platform like the forum,
where experts involved in policymaking can directly explain the rationale behind any
recommendations they have made to decision-makers, could help to foster trust and
confidence.
● Additionally, in instances where members of the public are expressing an interest in
tackling specific topics or in learning more about policy proposals, this project has
shown that participative forums can offer the ability for experts to engage with the
public, answer questions and explain the rationale behind their proposals, offering a
strong potential for citizen engagement and education.
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Figure 28 An example of experts giving guidance to a participant who wants to understand what
types of solutions are possible

● Considering the forum was open to all and promoted on national TV, most
interactions were respectful with multiple moderators leaving feedback that it was
relatively easy to moderate due to the lack of disruptive behaviour, indicating that
the forum was a success in fostering civil discourse. Additionally, the demographic
data suggests that the forum was successful in attracting a wide range of people
when it came to age, gender, location and parental status.
● While the forum was open to all to encourage participation, the lack of a
representative sample does make it harder to ascertain whether specific participant
contributions were driven by personal or demographically biased concerns. The
contributions from a user who spoke as an organisation promoting a product rather
than as an individual highlights the need for moderation to ensure that any vested
interests are made clear.
● The discussions themselves are inevitably shaped by the choice of experts. This
limitation is hard to avoid within a public-expert consultation, nevertheless, it does
impact on the types of ideas that the public are likely to generate. Additionally, many
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of the topics and even question prompts from the expert videos were quite broad
and wide ranging and so the responses from the public were often reflective of this,
which overall makes it harder to make sense of a specific structure or consensus
among the public contributions. While the forum stimulated debate and discussion,
the experimental nature of the forum may have led to less of a participant focus on
policy development in contrast to more formal deliberative initiatives such as the
Citizens’ Assembly in which citizens are aware that their role is to provide specific
recommendations.
● The forum did attract fewer users than hoped for, and the engagement data we have
suggests that schedule and timing may have been a factor in this as the three initial
topics in the first time slot all received a good deal of engagement, while the
popularity of ‘Combatting Fake News’ suggests that finding a topic that motivates
public interest also contributes to this. Again, the focus overall was wide ranging,
with up to 6 discussion threads going live in the first two days with a total of 12 open
topics by the later stages of the forum, which may have diluted the concentration of
participants as they were presented with a wide range of choice for what to respond
to and how to do it.
● Some moderators noted that users had issues with the usability of the forum.
Specifically, some users did express difficulty which following the reply threads
within the discussions and one moderator left specific feedback addressing this and
suggesting that the threading capability could be improved:
“Also the threading capability of the platform seems insufficient: It doesn’t
allow for forward tracking and backward tracing is only-step. So there is no
way to easily display a full thread. This compromises participants' capability
to develop a topic in a thread.”
This is something that future iterations of the platform can address.
● One issue that was highlighted across themes was the absence of experts
contributing to most discussions once their initial time slot for being live in the
discussion had ended as well as one instance of an expert not appearing for the live
discussion and therefore having comments directed towards them unaddressed.
Controversial comments left during these additional time slots were largely left
unaddressed.
● The videos from each expert were only live once the 2 hour session for that topic
began, which meant that users would need to spend 10-20 minutes watching the
videos during the 2 hour session if they wanted to be informed of the experts’ views
before responding to them.
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● The Event was originally to take place within a single day. After consulting with SFI it
was agreed that we would extend it out over several days. This significantly
increased the number of moderators and invited experts required. The original
estimate was approximate 15-20 moderators and 6-8 invited experts. In the event,
42 moderators and 32 invited experts participated in the event. A large number of
moderators covered more than one slot.

Recommendations & Conclusion
In light of the strengths and limitations highlighted above we would like to suggest some
recommendations for future iterations of the forum that could further enhance its capacity
for engaging deliberative debate and facilitating expert-public consultations.

Recruitment & Participation
To drive a large scale mass awareness for a public engagement campaign requires an
approximate lead in time of six weeks with a key event launch, media support and an online
presence from the outset. While the Covid 19 Forum was supported and positioned as a
Science Week event, core purpose messaging and explanation for the event may have been
diluted among other science week events. It is recommended for future initiative that :
● Paid media to promote awareness and participation ( local radio, online media, paid
search and social media) should ideally commence with medium weighting from the
time of announcement launch.
● A longer lead in to drive an outreach & partnership campaign strategy with public
policy and special interest groups is also necessary to commence 6 weeks in advance
to create mass awareness, interest and awareness among these groups.
● With regard to increased capture of demographics ( while less necessary in the case
of more education based applications of the platform), the addition of features such
as a more comprehensive or compulsory identification of demographic details for
each user upon registration would ensure that any discussions that specifically seek
to garner public experiences, feedback or policy recommendations could be
assessed according to demographics. Additionally, for such applications accounts
should ideally be restricted to individuals unless organisations are specifically invited
to participate.
● Depending upon the topic under the discussion the inclusion of other relevant
demographic details should be considered at the planning stages. It could also be
worth asking users to disclose any specific factors which may bias their input such as
political party affiliation or involvement with activist organisations. While this would
be dependent upon self-disclosure it would go some way towards increasing
transparency.
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Experts and Topics

The Covid 19 online forum, was an ambitious project covering a range of topics relating to
the impact of Covid 19. It is recommended that for future large scale initiatives, the theme
under debate is narrowed and focused for greater clarity and to enable more targeted
public participation for more focused impact.
● To maximise engagement and ensure specific outcomes are obtained, we
recommend experimenting with more narrowed focus. Rather than running multiple
sessions concurrently, each topic should be Live in an individual time slot and
experts should be available for the duration that the topic is active.
● Additionally, threads should be focused on one specific question or theme with clear
instruction about what the public are being asked to contribute and a clear sense of
what each expert is contributing towards the topic. Any significant reading material
or resources, including expert videos, should be available in advance of the time slot
to ensure that members of the public can adequately prepare for the discussion.
● Depending upon the topic under the discussion the inclusion of other relevant
demographic details should be considered at the planning stages. It could also be
worth asking users to disclose any specific factors which may bias their input such as
political party affiliation or involvement with activist organisations. While this would
be dependent upon self-disclosure it would go some way towards increasing
transparency.
Functionality

● Some development of additional features is required, such as improving the
threading feature of nested comments that could help to improve the quality of
discussion. Ideally, a full usability review should be conducted to identify any issues
before any future iterations of the platform are made public.
● If possible to integrate, it should be considered whether experts could present live or
respond to questions live through Zoom or another video link in order to increase
the sense that they are actively participating in the conversation.
● Certain features could also be useful for a version of the forum more focused on
developing policy such as developing the polling function into a more formal voting
structure with options decided with expert input in order to develop consensus
around decisions.
● Development of policies for dealing with controversial or fringe ideas is also
recommended. While the moderation training did focus on abusive, trolling or
difficult to deal with people, there were some controversial comments that
remained unchallenged by either experts or moderators.
● While avoiding censorship of less mainstream ideas, it is recommended that there
should be some mechanism for ensuring that conspiratorial ideas or those outside of
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mainstream scientific thinking are at least challenged in some way to ensure that the
forum does not inadvertently act as a platform for misinformation or disinformation.
Conclusion

According to the OECD when conducted effectively, deliberative processes can lead to
better policy outcomes, enable policymakers to make hard choices and enhance trust
between citizens and government3. While ours was not a deliberative process in particular
given the case of random selection and the limited time given to engagement, it was
participative and borrowed some of the tenets of best practice in deliberation particularly
with the provision of expert input, the encouragement to make evidence- based arguments
and the involvement of facilitators.
As this project has highlighted, video and text based e-deliberative platforms can
successfully foster dialogue between the public and experts on a range of topics. The
lessons learned from this experiment have led to the above set of recommendations which
we believe can inform future attempts to use similar platforms for policy development,
public consultation, promoting public participation or to foster increased trust between the
public and decision-makers.

3

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/deliver/339306da-en.pdf?itemId=/content/publication/339306daen&mimeType=pdf
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