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Digital public sphere: Conditions and framework for a constructive
debating culture

Digital information and communication technologies have profoundly transformed media
environments and political publics. On the one hand, they enable virtually everyone to articulate their
views and participate in public discourse. On the other hand, digital spaces are susceptible to
manipulation, including through bots, misinformation, defamation, and cyberbullying. In addition, the
growing role of generative Al has significantly simplified content production and software tool
development, posing new challenges to our perception of messages, as Al-generated content can, in
most cases, no longer be reliably distinguished from human-produced content.

For civil society participation processes and public communication in democratic systems to function
reliably in the digital society, a deeper understanding of the functioning and mechanisms of digital
media, as well as their perception and effects on publics and trust-building processes, is required.
Equally crucial is the design of algorithms and interfaces, particularly in the context of social media, in
ways that ensure transparency as well as meaningful human oversight and control.

We invite contributions from digital transformation research that examine the above-mentioned
aspects on a theory-driven and/or evidence-based perspective and, drawing on the insights gained,
derive and implement policy or practical recommendations and design options.

The following research questions and thematic areas may serve as focal points for submissions (non-
exhaustive list):

o To what extent can debates within digital publics be considered constructive? Which
actors contribute to constructive debate, and which strategically hinder constructive
online deliberation, for example, through the targeted dissemination of disinformation?

o How can participation in digital publics be facilitated in ways that reduce dysfunctional
forms of engagement and increase constructive contributions to debate? How can a
reliable regulatory framework be established that, despite the diverging interests of
platforms and users, makes constructive deliberation more likely? Which digital policy
incentives can be created to strengthen a constructive culture of debate?

° How do political publics function in times of generative artificial intelligence? Which
political parties, institutions, or actors use Al tools and platforms, in what ways, and with
what effects? Which forms of argumentation (e.g., issue-oriented or emotionalized) are
successful in which contexts?

° How can human-Al interfaces be designed, and underlying Al methods further
developed to ensure transparency regarding the actors behind information, as well as
filtering and selection algorithms? How can methods of explainable Al be applied in the
context of social media?

° What factors influence trust in generative Al or the credibility of messages created by
Al?
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° How can platforms for citizen science projects be designed to broaden the database, for
example, in environmental research, in a way that ensures broad participation and high
data quality simultaneously? How can digital twins help to make evidence-based
measures, for example, in the field of environmental protection?

Submission

The deadline for abstract submission is 15 May 2026 (24:00 CET).

Please submit an abstract of 3-5 A4 pages (including references) via EasyChair. The abstract should
clearly outline the research question, the theoretical or conceptual framework, the methodological
approach, and the key findings or theses of the proposed contribution. It should also specify how your
presentation contributes to the interdisciplinary discussion on digital public spheres as well as the
prerequisites and framework conditions for a constructive culture of debate.

The conference follows a bilingual format. Within the main session, panels will be conducted either entirely
in German or entirely in English. Authors are therefore asked to indicate in their abstract whether they wish
to present in German or English, or whether they would be able to present in either language. In the latter
case, the final presentation language will be determined in the course of the program planning process
and communicated to the authors accordingly.

The selection of submitted abstracts will be conducted through a peer review process by the program
committee. The primary evaluation criteria include the scientific quality and originality of the contribution,
its thematic relevance to the conference, and its capacity to contribute to interdisciplinary dialogue.

Notifications will be sent in early July 2026.

The conference will take place on 19—20 November 2026 in person at the Bavarian Academy of Sciences
and Humanities in Munich. There is no conference fee. Further information is available on the conference
website (English). Detailed information on the conference, as well as the Calls for Abstracts and Sub-
Sessions, is also available in German on our German-language conference website.

We look forward to receiving your submission!

Program Committee ,Communication and Society*

Prof. Dr. Hannah Schmid-Petri (bidt's Board of Directors | Chair of Science Communication, University of
Passau)

Prof. Dr. Ute Schmid (bidt’s Board of Directors | Head of Cognitive Systems Group, University of Bamberg)

Prof. Dr. Andreas Jungherr (bidt's Board of Directors | Chair of Political Science, especially Digital
Transformation, University of Bamberg)

Dr. Andreas Wenninger (Research Coordinator bidt)

212


https://easychair.org/conferences/?conf=bidtdtresearchconf-2
https://en.bidt.digital/research-conference-2026/
https://en.bidt.digital/research-conference-2026/
https://www.bidt.digital/research-conference-2026/

