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THE ROLE OF FORUMS IN THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION 
OF PUBLIC OPINION 

Andrea Cassano1 

 Abstract: We live in a time where knowledge construction is strongly influenced by 
social media. Many social and educational analyses about digital natives focused on the 
wiki as a way to build knowledge. This is a dynamic platform inspired by Wikipedia, in 
which cooperation and collaboration are central. In this work we want to analyse the role 
of the web forum as a part of this process. In particular the focus will be on  the use of 
these spaces in discussions on political and public topics.  
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1. Introduction: the role of forums in formal and informal situations 

 
One of the most important functions developed by the social success of the 

web is the large use of forums in daily life. Forums are often considered useful 
tools for problem solving. When we have doubts about any aspect of our culture, 
we look for the opinion of other people using the Internet and we usually spend a 
lot of time reading forums. This process could appear spontaneous, especially to 
young learners but it represents a real revolution in our culture. In the past few 
years people have shared and built new forms of knowledge in small communities. 
In these communities, people exchanged their thoughts with other people that they 
knew and each one had a role and a clear expertise. Nowadays we do not see the 
author of a thought, but we search for opinions, which are not connected to a 
person with a role. In general, we try to understand if an opinion is eminent using 
an unscientific discourse analysis. We use spontaneous tools and we do not resort 
to a scientific method of analysing texts. For example if we find a good dictionary 
or if we can understand that the author has a good competence in the subject matter 
of the forum we deduct that his/her opinion is plausible. This kind of discourse 
analysis does not constitute a scientific study but instead a daily practice. So we 
can also build our knowledge in a large community where Internet users share their 
expertise. We could ignore everything about these users except for their own 
personal opinion. This is a new form of collective knowledge building. In the past 
few years, a lot of studies in communication researches underlined that people used 
to consider more plausible opinions than the ones developed on television. The 
Internet changed this paradigm because web users used to search plausible 
opinions in the on-line world. Internet users are more interactive than television 
viewers. They generally try to analyse the texts that are shared in forums or in other 
web-spaces. 

                                                           
1 Andrea Cassano collaborates with the University of Bari; andreas.cassano@virgilio.it 
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In Psycho-Pedagogical studies, we can find a lot of research on forums. In 
particular, the constructivist approach focuses greatly on collaborative practices of 
knowledge building. Forums could help to develop communities of learners, where 
people cooperate and share their expertise. The exchange of opinions and points of 
view makes learners more stimulated and makes the process of learning more 
interesting and interactive. 
          We can mention the progressive inquiry model proposed by Mukkonen et al 
2 and the model of Knowledge Building Community3. In these models, the forums 
are improved as useful tools to permit learners to compare their points of view and 
to develop their capacities in the use of the web. In fact, in these environments 
tutors indicate the steps to build knowledge on the topic of the community and give 
to learners useful tools to cooperate. Tutors plan the learning environment before 
the process of knowledge building starts and supervise every interaction between 
community’s members.  

  In informal contexts, this process could be more irregular. 
 

2 The political forums 
 

For our study on forums, we selected a particular type of argumentation: the 
one on politics. Political discussions generate public opinion and so we can 
consider the use of forums as meaningful in the development of public debate, in a 
society where knowledge is shared every day through the Internet.  

Our goal is to observe if it is possible to use qualitative discourse analysis to 
understand the building of knowledge about political questions. Our interest is on 
informal process of knowledge building and so we analysed forum web sites 
largely used in Italy. Therefore, this research is focused on the Italian context. 

It is difficult to resume in a few lines the features of the national situation. 
Still, we can underline the most important factors of social and political 
communication in Italy.  

Firstly, the use of media in politics is largely dominated by the presence of 
charismatic leaders. In the past few years, former prime minister and media mogul 
Silvio Berlusconi used his channels and his abilities in top-down communication to 
develop his personality and his idea of society. The spread of the web partially 
reduced the Berlusconian hegemony in political communication. Beppe Grillo and 
his movement also largely used the web for their propaganda. In this case, we can 
consider the presence of a mixture of top-down and bottom up communications. In 
fact, the movement promoted on-line debate and their delegates in Parliament were 
                                                           
2 Muukkonen, Hanni, Hakkarainen Kai, and Lakkala  Minna.  “Collaborative Technology 
for Facilitating Progressive Inquiry: Future Learning environment Tools.” Proceedings of 
the CSCL '99: The Third International Conference on Computer Support for Collaborative 
Learning on title: Designing New Media for A New Millennium: Collaborative Technology 
for Learning, Education, and Training. Eds. Cristopher M. Hoadley, and Jeremy Roschelle. 
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. , 1999. 406-415. Print. 
3 Scardamalia, Marlene, and Bereiter Carl. "Knowledge building.” Encyclopedia of 
Education. New York:Macmilliam Reference, 2003. 1370-1373. Print. 
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selected through an on-line election. On the other hand, Beppe Grillo, using his 
leadership’s role, has given a strong direction to the movement’s action. In the last 
year we also saw how some antagonistic leaders used social networking to promote 
their image.  

Secondly, there is a strong and popular movement in Italy that is called 
“Anti political”. The image of political Italian protagonists appears damaged by the 
inefficacy of the government’s action and by the wastefulness of public resources 
during the economic crisis. This image makes people very distant from political 
dynamics and in the last years a lot of people did not go to vote.  

It is important to underline these aspects because forums can be a 
thermometer of political feelings in the national context and the way people speak 
about politics in forums might be influenced by the cultural environment. 

As mentioned above, the method applied to this research is discourse 
analysis. 

 
3.1 The first step of the research: discourse analysis as a method for 

study of political forums 
In the next pages we will attempt to define discourse analysis. According to 

Fairclough, this method concerns the study of the language in use analysed as 
social practice4. The qualitative approach tries to discover the implicit aspects of 
speech. For this reason, this method studies discourse in its general construction 
and does not want to break up the text in single variables. This aspect could be 
useful when we analyse  forums because these are characterised by very short texts 
and so we cannot find a large number of sub-elements. The basic idea of this 
approach is to read the presence of social practice covered by the way people use to 
speak.  

Maneri reminds us of the steps in carrying out discourse analysis. The author 
under lines that it is very important to find specific questions to study5. In our 
research, the starting question is to understand if forums can favourite a kind of 
discourse that useful to the development of knowledge about political situations.   

 
3.2 The second step: the selection of the material to study 
The second step of our research is to select the material to study. We chose 

five forums available on four important forum web sites: www.forumpolitico.org, 
forum.termometropolitico.it, giovani.it and it.answer.yahoo.com. 

In particular, we chose five discussions from every web site about Italian 
current affairs. The discussions studied were opened in the period between August 
and September. We had to select the longer discussions in every website to find 

                                                           
4 Fariclough, Norman. Critical language awareness. London: Longman, 1992. Print. 
5 Maneri, Marcello. L’Analisi del discorso. Dipartimento di sociologia e ricerca sociale. 
Università di Milano Bicocca. Web. 7 Aug. 2013. 
<www.formazione.unimb.it/DATA/MANERI/hotfolder/1/(3)%20analisi%20del%20discors
o.pdf> 
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adequate material to study – the discussions that we studied were composed by at 
least three pages. 

The results of the analysis were as follows:  
Forumpolitico and termometropolitico treated more specific questions 

connected to current affairs. In termometropolitico, we found two discussions 
about Berlusconi’s legal punishment, one about the economic strategy of Fiat’s 
manager Marchionne, one about the sell of Telecom Italia and one about the 
contingent economic situation of the North of Italy. In forumpolitico, we found a 
discussion about Telecom Italia’s sale, one about the resignation of the Members of 
Parliament who supported Berlusconi and three discussions about The President of 
the Republic Giorgio Napolitano, his strategy and his relationship with the 
Members of the Parliament. In contrast, Yahoo.answer and giovani.it treated more 
general questions about Italian politics. In Yahoo.answer we found one discussion 
about the possible foundation of an Italian anti-euro Party, one about of the 
electoral situation in the South of the Italy, one discussion about Grillo’s strategy 
and two discussions about Giorgio Napolitano’s strategy. In giovani.it we found 
different sections regarding every single party.  

As we can see, even though themes can vary, we can find some recurring 
themes such as Telecom Italia’s sale, arguments relative to Berlusconi’s legal 
punishments and the strategy of the President of Republic. We must underline the 
peculiarity of giovani.it. In this forum, we did not find many discussions that 
started in the last months, but we found old discussions continuously updated by 
the members. These are focused on general themes such as Berlusconism, the 
relationship between state and church, anarchy, political coherence and the basic 
ideas of Italian parties. 

 
3.3 The third step: the codification of the material 
The third step of the analysis was the codification of material. Discourse 

analysis does not need hard codification or the use of quantitative aspects. We used 
an open approach based on the identification of orderliness.  

We already talked about the social context where our texts were born. We 
must also consider that on-line texts have a lot of peculiarities.  

Firstly, these texts are interconnected with other kinds of text both on-line 
(articles published on other sites, messages published on Twitter profiles of 
Politicians) and off-line (concrete political events). Secondly, when we analyze a 
forum we do not know the real social situation of the speakers, but we can rebuild 
their profiles by analyzing the text’s elements. However in our study our focus is 
not on the characteristics of the speaker but on the way the forum is used to build a 
discussion on the web.   

Another aspect that we tried to observe is whether there are peculiar social 
practices covered by web forums. Forums have specific characteristics. The texts 
are composed by connected single presences. These presences are often based on 
small sentences. These characteristics make us consider forums as a genre of text 
with a specific nature and with specific rules.  
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          Our codification consists in identifying the modalities of organizing 
discourse. The organization, according to Halliday’s indication, is composed of the 
following aspects: the representation of experience; the consideration of 
politicians; the way these aspects – representations and relations - are organized6. 
Therefore, our analysis must treat the following aspects: a) vocabulary, b) Tropoi 
(Figures of speech) and c) Processes. This last aspect consists in observing the 
sentences of texts and in underlining what kind of participants, interactions, 
categorizations and circumstances appear to us.  
          For example, it can be important to identify if there are recurring 
categorizations of character or if speakers choose to give preeminence to some 
person in their sentences. 
         The process could also be categorized through the analysis of verbs. If we 
find many verbs that indicate feelings or impressions we can underline a peculiar 
kind of process, but if we find verbs connected with the cognitive area we can 
identify a different situation. It is also very important to identify which 
relationships are described in discourse. In particular, it could be interesting to 
underline which kind of relationship exists between authors of sentences and 
politicians. For example some authors consider politicians as people without a real 
social distance7. They speak to politicians using direct form of dialogue. 
         Therefore, it appears important to analyze the grammatical construction of 
sentences. If a character is often a subject in the sentences, connected with active 
verbs, he/she has a preeminence in the building of the meaning. We can also find 
subjects that are often passive actors in sentences or characters that are rarely 
mentioned or replaced with other verbal forms. The way a character is mentioned is 
also important. For example, if the real name of a political character is used, this 
gives him or her an important role, but if the name is replaced with a general 
category, then the person can be protected.  
         Finally, another aspect that we analyzed is the relationship between speakers. 
Users can choose specific linguistic acts. The observation of the elements indicated 
by Halliday, which are the representation of experience, the consideration of 
politicians and the way these aspects are organized, trough the individuation of 
vocabulary, tropoi and processes used by speakers, as indicated by Maneri8 are 
important to study whether forums can be a concrete tool to improve the 
comprehension and the analysis of political events for digital citizens. For example, 
if I call my interlocutor “dear”, it is because I want to create a positive environment 
that could improve the comprehension of the discourse’s themes. However, if I 
create a hostile environment, users will probably not collaborate and therefore the 
forum will not be a positive tool to build comprehension. 
 

                                                           
6 Halliday, Michael Alexander Kirkwood. An introduction to functional grammar. London: 
Edward Arnold, 1985. Print 
7 Sharma, Rajendra, and Sharma, Rachana. Social Psychology. Ner Dhely: Atlantic. 200-
2001. Print 
8 Maneri, 8-19  
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 4.1. Emerging aspects of the analysis: vocabulary and tropoi  
 We followed the codification presented by Maneri, that we presented in the 

previous paragraph. As we saw, one the most important and eloquent elements to 
observe is the vocabulary. Vocabulary could tell us more about the experiences of 
forum users. We can start our focus on termometropolitico.it and forumpolitico. 
These websites are similar because they are thoughts for users with a previous 
interest for politics.  In fact, we can define these website as thematic forums. 
Despite that, the vocabulary used in a lot of presences is a mix of elegant and 
informal language. Speakers describe political events in the third person, in a 
detached way. They try to explain facts to other users using their competences and 
expressing their point of view. At the same time, we can find in users’ words a lot 
of negative feeling. There is a rising rage among users against many political 
protagonists. This rage determines the use of vulgar or aggressive language also 
between expert users. The representation of political experience in these cases 
appears negative. Speakers often consider actions of politicians connected to 
personal interests.  

However, this perception also causes a creative use of language. So we can 
often find two specific tropoi: distortions of names and similes. The first tropos is 
used both in an ironic and aggressive way. In this use, we find the concept of 
Transpolitica proposed by De Kerckhove and Vincenzo Susca9.  The theme 
proposed by these authors indicates web users who take the mick out of politicians 
through the peculiarities of Internet language. In fact Susca and De Kerkhove 
consider the language of the Internet informal, free from authorities or hierarchy. 
This characteristic of the Internet makes it a space where people can often be ironic 
and where people can feel themselves near to politicians or to other important 
personalities. This perception makes the Web rich of direct and ironical messages 
which users write to politicians. 

This could be the symptom of the proximity to political protagonists felt by 
people. It is possible to consider that users apply this language because they see 
politicians as characters with a low moral profile. in general, politicians are 
considered as guilty persons. For forum users, they hold responsibility for the 
problems faced by people in daily life. 

The use of similes is also an exercise of style used by speakers with 
considerable expertise. These users show their competence through these tropoi. 
The effect for reader is an ironical and informal perception of political events that 
appears from a creative use of the web’s language. 

We can conclude that in these forums we can find the same confusions that 
we experience in our everyday context. Often a discussion starts with an 
explicative intention but in its course this becomes a passionate debate. There is no 
possibility to build a coherent discourse. Mixes of opinions and information 
without clear connections prevail and this makes a real building of knowledge 
impossible.  

                                                           
9 Susca, Vincenzo, and De Kerckhove Derrick. Transpolitica. Nuovi rapporti di potere e 
sapere. Milano: Apogeo, 2008. Print. 
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4.2. Emerging aspects of the analysis: the processes 
Even though Forumpoltico and termometropolitico are similar websites, we 

can find some differences. Forumpolitico’s users often speak in a more complex 
way. Many moderators use their post to resume political events. In fact, there is 
some presence composed by a lot of consecutive sentences. These posts are 
generally used by speaker to resume the story of political episodes. It is the trend of 
this site to be more informative, but also in forumpolitico users speak in informal 
way to politics. 

Often we find users that speak directly to political protagonists, making 
questions or ordering. If we want to use a label to define the process that we 
described – using our codification – we can speak of a confused information 
exchange and we can speak of a general disaffection and diffused rage.   

Our analysis must be quite different for giovani.it and yahoo.answer.it. 
These are two websites where users can debate about various arguments. These 
sites are forums supposed to clarify questions, to give answers. The target is also 
different because these sites are conceived for young users. In fact, the average age 
of users is about 23. So this different background of the websites stimulates a 
different user’s approach. The nature of giovani.it is to give information to the 
student population. In most cases, we analyzed political discussions that we can 
consider as general. The focus is not on current affairs. The lexicon in this website 
is varied. There are a lot of didactic questions. But in these texts the language is not 
simple. Young users in these discussions do not give information, but express their 
ideas. These ideas appear as a result of passionate studies and this passion makes 
the language rich, elegant and cultured. We can consider this result as a mirror of 
the forum’s users: young students with the passion for politics. There are many 
quotes and the process that appears in this discussion is an exhibition of 
knowledge.  

The goal of this discussion should be the transmission of information but the 
trend to express personal ideas makes this space a virtual place to debate. This 
debate is not similar to the debates described in forumpolitico or 
termometropolitico. In fact, we cannot find any personal involvement. The subjects 
are often concepts rather than persons and the verbs used are connected to the 
cognitive area rather than the emotive field. The users involved in this discussion 
are less than other debates. In fact, the average number of participants is 3/4 users 
while in other discussions we find also 15/20 users involved. This space creates a 
sort of community of practice, close to other explorers. 

We find a totally different representation of politics that appears placed in an 
ideal plan. In student.it we also find discussions more connected to actuality where 
users speak about Italian parties.  

In this case, discussions start from a request made by one of the users and it 
becomes a debate. The language is used in interrogative forms in a lot of presences 
and, differently from termometropolitico or forumpolitico, often speakers use the 
first person. The verbs used regard the cognitive area, the need felt by users to 
clarify and to explain. Again, we find processes which describe a general rage 
against political protagonists and parties. In fact, in these discussions there is a 
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large use of informal language and we find a lot of offensive adjectives connected 
to politics. 

Similar processes appear in yahoo.answer.it. This is a young and dynamic 
site and the discussion seems more instinctive. In this website, we found many 
discussions about the most recent political events. All of these texts had a very 
negative connotation. In fact, the terms more commonly used are adjectives with a 
reference to extremism (“fascism”, “communism”) and adjectives with the prefix 
“un/in” (“ineligible”, “un-presentable”). In these websites, the relationship between 
participants appears more aggressive. In all website, the dialogical nature of forums 
is recognizable through the large use of suspension points. These are often used to 
support a sort of continuity between presences in forums. In Yahoo.answer this use 
is intensive, but the dialogue between users often is aggressive. We found many 
sentences starting with a threatening style. The subject is “You” connected to verbs 
with a negative connotation or connected with offensive words (“You don’t know 
where you live”, “You’re saying stupid things”). We also found in Yahoo a 
negative connotation given to the political class. The subjects are often collective 
and badly connoted actors, except for Berlusconi or other specific leaders. 

 
5. Concluding remarks 

 
What reflection can we have from this analysis? We can use the models of 

participation proposed by Dahlgreen 10. He speaks about civic agency to define an 
active process of political participation that connotes values, practices and 
experiences. This is a positive model for an activism that could be stimulated by 
the web. This possibility could be limited by the pre-condition of cultural contexts. 
In fact, the context can influence participants’ identities (the author defines this 
typical situation cultural agency). In our analysis, every forum appears influenced 
by cultural backgrounds that our national situation has given to participants. 
Forums are dialogic and so appears space where a positive debate is possible. For 
example, a previous study demonstrated that social networks seemed to be spaces 
where the debate was aggressive in many situations11. However, the negative 
connotation of politicians felt by people is very influential.  

In Italy, as Michael Slaby12 said in a recent meeting, politics rarely use the 
web-tool in a real engaging way. Italian leaders use the web as they use television. 
So, Italian citizens are not educated to use the Internet to make politics. This factor 
does not stimulate a real building of knowledge in informal uses of forums. People 
are used to speak about politic in a self-referential way. They show their 
                                                           
10 Dahlgreen, Peter. Media and Political Engagement. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009. Print. 
11 Cassano. Andrea, and Nicolini Paola. “Giovani e partecipazione politica: il ruolo del 
web”. Qwerty Special Issue. Generation Y, Digital Learners and Other Dangerous Things. 
Eds. Lorenzo Cantoni, and Stefano Tardini. Bari: Progedit, 2010. 89-104. Print.  
12 Michael Slaby was the Chief Innovation and Integration Officer for Obama’s electoral 
campaign. He spoke during the conference “Italia – Usa. Campagne elettorali a confronto” 
in Bari on 25/10/2013. 
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knowledge of facts but do not contribute to a process of knowledge building. They 
may also show their rage against politics. The only positive model we found is 
giovani.it: the discussion about general questions that people engaged in this 
website appears to us a positive way to debate. Every user explained his/her idea 
and his/her point of view in a cooperative way. The only problem was the absence 
of in depth-analysis on topics of forum: every user prefers to use his/her own ideas 
instead of information treated by literature. In fact a lot of users, during a debate, 
argue their case without the corroboration of different theories or information. 
They argue their chase using partial information taken from a restricted literature or 
empirical experiences. A lot of users base their opinion on media events, interviews 
where politicians give an image of themselves.  

For this reason, the discussion sometimes did not appear as a process of 
knowledge but it produced a “cultured chat” without a goal. 

In conclusion, we can underline the importance of giving a guide to the 
process of building knowledge through forums. Forums can be a good tool to 
stimulate participative process. The good model in our research is giovani.it. 
Educators must know the power of forums in the process of knowledge building: a 
good use of these tools in educative environment can be a very important 
opportunity.  

Additionally, the emptiness left by local politics in online communication 
could be repaired by the good use of forums in educative environments. If we want 
to create an educative project in civic education, it is important to know what 
happens in informal situations. 

In our research, we saw how forums can be interesting for young people and 
how they can create a sort of virtual focus group, but we also saw that a process of 
knowledge building in our confused context needs a guide. Forums need a guide 
which structures the debate’s environment and leads the speech’s direction towards 
a constructive one. This is one reflection that we can resume from our analysis but 
we have to remember that discourse analysis is always an open process. 
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