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• 48% of adults directly took part in a civic group 

or activity

• 39% of adults recently contacted a government 

official or spoke out in a public forum via offline 

methods 

• 34% did those things via online methods 

• 39% of adults do political or civic activities on 
social networking sites. 

Pew  Research Center, 2013



Pew  Research Center, 2013
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• Old-school rulemaking
Hard copy Federal Register; paper dockets; readings 
rooms

• e-Rulemaking 1.0
Federal Register online; e-dockets; Regulations.gov

e-Rulemaking





• Old-school rulemaking
Hard copy Federal Register; paper dockets; readings 
rooms

• e-Rulemaking 1.0
Federal Register online; e-dockets; Regulations.gov

• e-Rulemaking 2.0?
Use of Web 2.0 technologies (e.g. Twitter, Facebook, 

blogs, discussion forums, collaborative content creation, etc.)

e-Rulemaking





Rule Days 

open

Visitors Registered 

users

Total 

comments

Commenting 

users

Texting 34 1,999 54 32 18

Airline 

Passenger 

Rights

110 19,320 1,189 931 348

Electronic On 

Board 

Recorders

106 5,328 104 235 68

Accessibility 112 7,949 53 103 31

Home Mortgage 60 8,908 144 236 144

Debt 

Collection

115 8,480 377 956 224
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Epstein, D. and Leshed, G. (under review). The magic sauce: Practices 
of facilitation in online policy deliberation.

Epstein, D., Newhart, M. J., and Vernon, R. (2014). Not by technology 
alone: The “analog” aspects of online public engagement in 
rulemaking. Government Information Quarterly, 31(2), 337-344.

Farina, C. R., Epstein, D., Heidt, J., and Newhart, M. J. (2013). 
Regulation Room: Getting “more, better” civic participation in 
complex government policymaking. Transforming Government: 
People, Process and Policy, 7(4), 501-516.



• Motivation
Awareness, buy-in, process transparency

• Skills
Technical skills, process skills

• Culture
Voting, community of practice, language

• Cost
For participants, for the agency
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• Consultation of Consumer Debt Collection Practices 
Proposal (115 days)

• 8,480 unique visitors (12,629 total visits, 377 

registered as users)

• 956 comments by 224 commenters

• Moderators posted a total of 250 responses

• Semi structured interviews combined with the “think 
aloud” protocol

• Interviewed eight moderators (2 females, 6 males; 52 
minutes on average)

The Research



quality of comments

vs. 

community building
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McInnis, B., Murnane, E., Epstein, D., Cosely, D., and Leshed, G. 
(2016). One and Done: Factors affecting one-time contributors to 
ad-hoc online communities. Proceedings of CSCW 2016, 609-623, 
San Francisco, CA.

Farina, C. R., Epstein, D., Heidt, J., and Newhart, M. J. (2014). 
Designing an online civic engagement platform: Balancing “more” 
vs. “better” participation in complex public policymaking. 
International Journal of E-Politics, 5(1), 16-40.





• 2/3 of visitors are one timers

• they contribute over 1/3 of all comments

• ~40% of participants post just one 
comment

• 1/3 of commenters who receive 
moderator feedback came back to post 
again

• contributors’ median visit duration was 
one day



• A “UI experience” study on AMT limited to US-based 
Turkers

• Discussed AMT Participation Agreement

• 549 accepted and 329 completed HITs 
1092 total and 897 completed comments

• Baseline measures, engagement, exit measures

• Comments coded for responsiveness

The Research





H1a: Participants who are more strongly connected to other Turkers will 
be ”better contributors” (i.e., make more, longer, and more 
responsive contributions).

H1b: Participants who have higher trust in AMT will be better 
contributors.

H1c: Participants with a higher sense of self-efficacy will be better 
contributors.

H2a. Participants who see a default text prompt that describes the 
overall goals of a comment will make more and longer contributions 
than those who see a generic prompt.

H2b. Participants who see a default text prompt with a specific request 
will make comments that are more responsive to the request than 
those who see a generic prompt.

H3a: Participants who enter a site with more pre-existing content will 
contribute more and longer comments.

H3b: Participants who see more synchronously added content will 
contribute more and longer comments.

H3c: Participants’ comments will tend to be more or less responsive 
when they see more or less responsive comments.
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Bridging the knowledge gap: Conceptualizing situated knowledge in 
online public policy deliberation (in preparation with Tzabari-
Baram, A., Orr, D., and Laslo, E.)

Epstein, D., Heidt, J., and Farina, C. R. (2014) The value of words: 
Narrative as evidence in policymaking. Evidence and Policy, 10(2), 
243-258.

Farina, C. R., Epstein, D., Heidt, J. and Newhart, M. J. (2012). 
Knowledge in the people: Rethinking “value” in public rulemaking 
participation. Wake Forest Law Review, 47(5), 1185-1241.



Public as an outsider

• Type of evidence:
“objective” vs. contextualized and experiential

• Form of argumentation:
analytical reasoning vs. personal stories
substantiation vs. lack of substantiation



1. Identify the narrative segments within each Regulation Room public 
comment.

2. Differentiate between substantiated and unsubstantiated claims.

3. Classify each narrative segment according to the type of knowledge 
it relates—declarative, procedural, or schematic. 

4. Determine which of the narratives are actually relevant to the 
discussion and, as such, should be surfaced to the decision-makers.   

5. Develop computation, NLP-based tools for automatic identification 
of substantiation and situated knowledge.

The Research



From formal to situated knowledge

STRATEGIC
Knowing 

“when, where, and how”

SCHEMATIC
Knowing “why”

PROCEDURAL
Knowing “how”

DECLARATIVE
Knowing “that”

strategies
domain specific heuristics

principles
schemes

mental models

rules
sequences

facts
definitions

descriptions

Fo
rm

al

Shavelson et al  (2005)
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STRATEGIC
“how and why things may 

turn out in a particular way”

SCHEMATIC
“why things are the way 

they are”

PROCEDURAL
“how the community of 

practice does things”

DECLARATIVE
“this is what things are”

Unintended consequences; 
detailing complexity

Values , explanations of 
causes, reframing the 

regulatory issues

Practices, contexts, norms 
existing ways of coping with 

problems 

Fact, definition, description, 
life experience, objective 
substantiation – verifiable 

information

Si
tu

at
ed

Factual in nature Interpretive in nature

From formal to situated knowledge



Annotated corpus

N=3,602

Knowledge type

Agreement = 81%

Krippendorff's Alpha = 0.65 

Knowledge source

Agreement = 93%

Krippendorff's Alpha for source = 0.79
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