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Digital democracy means that digital technology…

1. …changes how public administration works
2. …enables new forms of political engagement
3. …affects how citizens form political opinions
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A research agenda: four questions

1. How are problems framed as politically relevant in a context
increasingly dominated by digital technology?

2. How can problem definition be measured using computational
social science approaches?

3. How do political actors frame policy responses to digital
technology’s implications for democracy, and why?

4. What impact do different policy frames have on opinions
regarding policy responses to digital technology’s implications for
democracy?
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Why it matters: substance

≻ Understand policy responses to digital technology’s implications
for democracy

≻ Highly salient problem, acute need for expertise
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Why it matters: theory

≻ Literature on digital technology and politics doesn’t consider
problem definition

≻ Agenda setting and problem definition literatures don’t consider
the role of digital technology
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Why it matters: methods

≻ Elusive problem: the empirical measurement of policy frames
with observational data

≻ Potentially useful for many different questions
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Problem definition→ policy frames

≻ Problem definition: “policy problems are not a priori givens but
rather are matters of definition; what is at issue in the
agenda-building process is not just which problems will be
considered but how those problems will be defined” (Elder and
Cobb, 1984, 115)

≻ Policy frames: “the presentation or discussion of an issue from a
particular viewpoint to the exclusion of alternate viewpoints”
(Baumgartner et al., 2008, 106)

(Gilardi et al., 2019)
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Empirical approach

≻ Smoking bans in US states, 1996–2013
≻ 560,000 newspaper articles, 49 newspapers, 49 states
≻ Supervised classification to identify relevant paragraphs (< 5%)
≻ Unsupervised text analysis of newspaper paragraphs (topic

modeling, STM) (Roberts et al., 2016)
(Gilardi et al., 2019)
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Measuring policy frames

≻ Which aspects of smoking bans are emphasized in a text?
≻ Topics↔ frames (DiMaggio et al., 2013)
≻ More precisely:

· Topics as building blocks of frames
· Topic correlations as indicator of complexity of frames
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Topic correlations
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Time trends
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Diffusion
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Problem definition in the digital democracy

≻ Understand policy-making in the digital age using computational
social science tools

≻ Understand political responses to digital technology’s
implications for democracy
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