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We show, against skeptics, that however latent it may be in everyday life, the ability to reason
effectively about politics can readily be activated when conditions are right. We justify a
definition of deliberative reason, then develop and apply a Deliberative Reason Index (DRI)

to analysis of 19 deliberative forums. DRI increases over the course of deliberation in the vast majority
of cases, but the extent of this increase depends upon enabling conditions. Group building that activates
deliberative norms makes the biggest difference, particularly in enabling participants to cope with
complexity. Without group building, complexity becomes more difficult to surmount, and planned
direct impact on policy decisions may actually impede reasoning where complexity is high. Our
findings have implications beyond forum design for the staging of political discourse in the wider
public sphere.

INTRODUCTION

D eliberative democracy is now arguably the
main theme in both democratic theory and
the practice of democratic innovation. Yet

deliberative reasoning appears excessively demand-
ing in the face of enduring skepticism rooted in a long
tradition in psychology and political science, which has
found reiteration and renewed life in high-profile
treatments such as that of Achen and Bartels (2016),
and turbocharged critiques of democracy such as
Brennan (2016). The skeptics find that the capacities
of ordinary people to recognize let alone weigh issue-
based reasons for choices are very limited. According
to the skeptics, what happens instead is that people
follow scripts that are mostly intuitive or look for
reasons to support conclusions already established
(confirmation bias) or are attached to strong emo-
tional responses. Such responses can be activated by
the invocation of political symbols by demagogues, or
by making particular beliefs and positions (such as
climate change denial) a matter of group identity

(Kahan 2013). This pessimism would, it seems, apply
a fortiori to deliberative democracy, given it is much
more demanding of human reasoning than is (say)
voting. So Achen and Bartels dismiss deliberative
democracy in a brief footnote as “not relevant” to
national-level democracy (2, n2). With plenty of other
demands on their time, “people cannot engage in
much thoughtful political deliberation, nor should
they” (9).

Our purpose in this article is to counter this perva-
sive skepticism about any deeper democracy by show-
ing that lay citizens can deliberate effectively—given
the right conditions. This is demonstrated using a
measure of reason grounded in deliberative principles
of mutual understanding and reciprocity which, while
different from those used by skeptics such as Achen
and Bartels, enables us to show how the reasoning
pathologies they identify can be overcome. That said,
we can actually agree with the skeptics, but very
conditionally. The typical citizen might drop “to a
lower level of mental performance as soon as [they
enter] the political field” (Schumpeter [1943] 1976,
262), but it is less the reasoning capabilities of citizens
that demands critical scrutiny than the construction of
the field in which it occurs. Against the skeptics and
pessimists, we believe that “humans are … poor
monadic reasoners but not poor group reasoners”
(Chambers 2018, 37). We intend to show theoretically
and empirically exactly how citizens can engage in
effective deliberative reasoning, especially if the field
is right. Ours is not just another normative defense of
deliberative democracy, or conceptual critique of
democratic skeptics. Instead, our treatment is empir-
ical, based on a new method of assessing deliberative
reason, which for the first time enables measurement
of the degree to which citizens reason together. In this
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analysis, we are careful to distinguish between
observable attributes of the content of deliberative
reason, and the process of deliberative reasoning that
ought to produce these attributes.
Much political science survey research demonstrates

citizen incompetence in terms of solitary reasoning.
Many pertinent psychological experiments involve
decontextualized tasks with no interaction and no sup-
portive environment providing participants with ade-
quate information. But deliberation involves reasoning
together, not individually. The prospects for delibera-
tion can be illuminated by the more optimistic perspec-
tive on the evolution of human reasoning developed by
Mercier and Sperber (2011; 2017). While sharing pes-
simism about individual reasoning, they claim that
reasoning is an inherently group process, best invoked
in social settings (see also Sloman and Fernbach 2017).
Group deliberation provides the best setting for ensur-
ing a justificatory basis of reasons because individuals
must find ways to reach and convince others, thus
correcting their own inherent bias. The process of
human reasoning is essentially dialogical; it evolved
to convince others and if appropriate, to be convinced
by them, not to find one’s own way (Mercier and
Sperber 2011). The property that we characterize as
deliberative reason, induced by group deliberation,
particularly in cases involving diversity, should there-
fore reflect a fuller range of relevant reasons. Deliber-
ation also provides a social setting that induces
responsiveness to relevant diverse considerations
(and reasons) beyond the self, yielding what Arendt
(1961) calls “enlarged thinking,” the capacity to widen
the field of view, and incorporate the standpoint of
others.
Yet deliberative reasoning is not something that

will just happen in any group setting, which is why we
need to study precise enabling conditions. Rosenberg
(2014, 108) reports that “most “participants” who
attend deliberative processes do not, in fact, engage
in the give and take of the discussion.” We show that
this kind of generalization fails to do justice to consid-
erable variation across different forums regarding the
amount of deliberative reasoning. Therefore, we
“zoom in” on design features of deliberative forums
(alongside issue characteristics and demographic fac-
tors) we expect to produce variation in the quality of
deliberative reason,1 which we measure in terms of
attributes of outcomes that participants mutually con-
struct. This will enable us to identify the conditions
under which deliberative reason is produced, and
indeed what it is that makes forums deliberative
(Ryan and Smith 2014, 23). Notably, we will demon-
strate that improved group building activates interac-
tive norms at the outset of forums, dramatically
increasing the degree of deliberative reason. Our

empirical analysis needs an operationalizable account
of deliberative reason, which we now provide.

DELIBERATIVE REASON

Deliberation is generally understood to involve
“mutual communication on matters of common
concern” whereby participants weigh relevant consid-
erations to inform conclusions regarding forms of
action (Bächtiger et al. 2018). But how do we discern
the effectiveness of such weighing empirically?

One widely used measure is the Discourse Quality
Index (Steenbergen et al. 2003), which treats good
deliberation as a matter of good procedure (justifica-
tion of positions, respect, etc.), without sensitivity to
whether participants are actually weighing all relevant
considerations effectively. Most epistemic treatments
of deliberation speak of “truth tracking” and so require
either a value judgment concerning what is a good
outcome (truth) external to the deliberation itself, or
seeing truth as constructed intersubjectively, while
lacking a formal measure of deliberative quality (see
Estlund and Landemore 2018). Opinion change is
sometimes used as an indicator of deliberative quality,
but it can be produced by distinctly nondeliberative
mechanisms, such as those yielding increased group
polarization (Sunstein 2002). While recognizing the
contributions of these three approaches, we try here
to move beyond their limitations by drawing on delib-
erative theory to identify key features of deliberative
reason we should see constructed by reasoning.

Deliberative reason as we conceptualize it is a prop-
erty of relationships between individuals, in which their
differences in values, beliefs, and preferences are reg-
ulated by parameters formed in deliberative communi-
cation, parameters whose content we now describe. To
begin, deliberative reasoning is intersubjective insofar
as it connects internal knowledge with knowledge of
the minds of others, as well as with their objective
knowledge of the world (Davidson 2001). Here, inter-
nal knowledge (and knowledge of the minds of others)
can consist of values (such as social harmony, or secu-
rity), subjective dispositions (e.g., suspicion of large
corporations, or trust in scientists), and experiential
understanding (such as what it is like to live with a
disability).

Deliberation, therefore, draws upon and constructs a
shared representational framework within which we
clarify our understanding of what our fellow delibera-
tors mean from our observations of what they are
saying,2 and within which reasoning is enabled as well
as constrained within mutually endorsed boundaries.3

1 Since existing empirical knowledge stems in large degree from
deliberative polling—which implements a uniform design—the
effects of design features have not been extensively studied (for
exceptions, see Baccaro, Bächtiger, and Deville 2016; Grönlund,
Setälä, and Herne 2010).

2 As Habermas (1984, 216) puts it, “In communicative action partic-
ipants…harmonize their plans of action on the basis of common
situation definitions. In this respect, the negotiation of definitions
of the situation is an essential element of the interpretive accom-
plishments required for communicative action.”
3 The term representational framework here aligns with Mercier and
Sperber’s characterization of metarepresentations covering com-
plexes of representations including “possible reasons to accept a
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Take for example the challenge of constructing an
effective policy response to the problem of drug addic-
tion. Relevant considerations to inform the frame-
work might include scientific findings concerning the
addictive properties and physical consequences of
particular drugs, and psychological or social scientific
findings concerning the propensity of different kinds
of people to addictive behavior and the consequences
of their actions for other people. Some facts and
findings may be settled, some contested. Also relevant
are valued ends, such as individual health and com-
munity safety. The motivations of legal and illegal
drug suppliers might also matter. Different character-
izations of the challenge of solving the problem are
possible, depending on whether addiction is seen as in
essence a matter of biochemical propensities, person-
ality, material incentives, or socioeconomic structure.
Applying these characterizations, there are both set-
tled and contested facts concerning implications of
different policies (such as criminalizing drug users as
well as suppliers, regulating suppliers of legal drugs,
and access to therapy and rehabilitation) for valued
ends. A shared representational framework con-
structed by deliberators should render all these
aspects mutually intelligible.
The shared “logic” embedded in a representational

framework may be intuitive (and irretrievable in
syllogistic form), but it nonetheless should produce
coherence across propositions (Davidson 2001).
Here, coherence aligns our understanding of what
others mean with our own account of the objective
world, as well as with the internal values that inform
our judgments. Together these beliefs and values
comprise considerations to be evaluated in determin-
ing what should be done. Coherence checking is
central to group reasoning (Mercier and Sperber
2011). For example, an environmentalist whom a
group trusts might surprisingly express support for
nuclear power (or geoengineering), contradicting the
established idea that environmentalists should oppose
the technology on grounds of environmental risk, so
producing incoherence. The explanation this person
gives is that they now think the risks of nuclear power
(or geoengineering) are not as great as the risks from the
climate change the technology would help avert. The
group should then reflect on this in an effort to
restore coherence between trust and specific claims.
Coherence checking here would also hold individuals
accountable for factual claims (such as the risks of these
technologies).
Deliberative reasoning as we characterize it recog-

nizes the possibility of identifying the set of relevant
considerations, while falling short by failing actively to
take all of them into account to capture the complete
picture. And so the resulting deliberative reason should

ideally reflect integration, where all relevant consider-
ations are factored into reasoning (Misak 2004). What
counts as relevant should itself be determined in delib-
eration.4 Integration should overcome pathologies
such as motivated reasoning, confirmation bias, and
the suppression of relevant values (such as shared
environmental concern) in collective choices. Integra-
tion can help eliminate seemingly coherent yet inde-
fensible propositions (such as conspiracy theories). To
the extent integration occurs across all relevant consid-
erations, then the degree the group trusts the veracity
of facts (or at least the basis for their contestation), the
relevance of characterizations, and the prioritization of
valued ends should be reflected in the degree it agrees
that particular actions would serve particular ends. So,
if the group shares an understanding of what the issue
looks like, there should be proportionality within the
group in the differences between the valued ends
(and other supporting considerations) and any result-
ing preferences. To return to our addiction example,
a “therapeutic” package might stress addictive person-
ality, individual health, and so decriminalization
and social support; a “choice” package might focus on
profit motivations of drug suppliers and so positive
and negative incentives to suppliers and users.
Within the group, individual backing for each package
should be proportional to approval of its supporting
considerations.

In short, deliberative reason reflects the mutual inte-
gration of relevant evidential, forensic, interpretive,
and normative considerations within an intersubjective
representational framework featuring coherent under-
standing of cause and effect applied to the question of
what action to take onmatters of common concern. The
ideal here is not consensus, but rather higher-level
agreement on what considerations matter and the
implications for how we choose what to do. Such
higher-level agreement can be sought even in a deeply
divided setting (such as Northern Ireland), involving
acceptance of the validity of the identity concerns of the
other side (such as a British or Irish identity supported
by acceptable reasons, anchored in history, beliefs,
lived circumstances) even though they are not shared
(O’Flynn and Caluwaerts 2018, 748–9).

As wemove tomeasurement and empirical analysis,
we shall stress the deliberative reason that is the
substance of what we capture directly, rather than
the deliberative reasoning which produces that sub-
stance. The higher-level agreement that is key to
deliberative reasoning is observable only as an out-
come measure (and so is different from process or
procedural measures like the discourse quality index).
But the kind of outcome attribute it captures is exactly
what deliberative reasoning ought to produce, and
which other plausible influences surrounding delibera-
tion (such as the conformity effect of being in a group,

conclusion and for evaluating their strength” (Mercier and Sperber
2011, 58). This contrasts with schemas (e.g., Lodge and Hamill 1986)
that assist intuitive judgments, without necessarily involving thought-
ful evaluation required to assess which considerations—and their
associated representations—should be integrated into reasoning
and/or updating of representations.

4 Formally, agreement on the domain of relevant considerations is a
kind of metaconsensus (Dryzek and Niemeyer 2006), involving
agreement on what should be considered when weighing a particular
decision.
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or undue influence of expert framings) should not
produce (see our analysis below). A representational
update should occur—one that coheres toward a shared
understanding within the group and integrates a more
complete set of relevant considerations, which in turn
helps form and revise judgments. It is this shared
understanding our measure of deliberative reason will
capture. This measure can be used, as in this article, in
test–retest form to assess the consequences of an inter-
vening process of deliberation. We develop further
suggestions for research on links between the outcome
and process of deliberation at the end of this article.
At the conceptual level, the connection between the

outcome and process of deliberation implied in our
measure can be illuminated by a parallel with philo-
sophical discussions of public reason. Public reason as
presented by Rawls, Habermas, Sen, and others refers
to the idea that basic political principles (such as rights
and liberties) should be justifiable to everyone gov-
erned by these principles; it is an attribute of outcomes.
But public reason also requires a procedure (such as
free, inclusive, and competent deliberation) of which
these principles are outcomes. Likewise, deliberative
reason is an attribute of outcomes (though unlike
public reason, this attribute does not refer to the con-
tent of principles), but this attribute ought to reflect a
particular kind of (deliberative) procedure.
Deliberative reason as wemeasure it is a group-level

relational property. Existing process measures such as
the Discourse Quality Index (Steenbergen et al. 2003)
capture deliberative qualities (such as justification and
respect) mostly at the individual level. They simply
aggregate individual qualities at the group level rather
than conceptualizing them as a group-level property.
We can do better here.
Because deliberative reason is a group-level relational

property, a good measure should involve no external
value judgment about the substance of outcomes, or
indeedany contemplationof this substance at all.5Rather,
it should involve two key group-level features. The first is
consistency, yielded by high coherence, when any agree-
ment on actions is supported by convergence toward the
same representational framework, and any disagreement
on actions can be understood in terms of that framework.
The second is integration shared across the group. If a
deliberating group agrees on relevant considerations and
integrates them into reasoning via a shared representa-
tional framework, regularity between opinions and pref-
erences formswithin the group.6 Thus the extent towhich
deliberators disagree is constrained by a shared “logic,”
such that their diverging values or beliefs should
yield a comparable degree of divergence in expressed

preferences.7 So in our nuclear power example, divergent
assessments of the relative size and moral significance of
the risks of nuclear power and climate change should
produce proportional divergence in degree of support for
the nuclear option. The level of opinion agreement on
considerations should be proportional to the level of
agreement on preferences among possible courses of
action. This measurable (intersubjective) consistency
forms the basis of our Deliberative Reason Index (DRI).

Observing Deliberative Reason

The DRI is based on the intersubjective consistency of
any pair of deliberators, as described by Niemeyer and
Dryzek (2007). Capturing intersubjective consistency
begins by surveying opinions across the range of under-
lying considerations that ought plausibly to inform
preferences concerning the issue at hand. Here,
“considerations” cover what we earlier characterized as
“internal knowledge” of values, beliefs, subjective dispo-
sitions, and experiential as well as objective understand-
ings of the world. Our stress on considerations rather
than just reasons is consistent with the more expansive
and less narrowly rationalistic approach now generally
accepted by deliberative scholars (Bächtiger et al. 2018,
6, 7), and allows that facts and values are often inter-
twined. These considerations can be modeled by asking
each individual to arrange around 20–40 statements
(drawn from real-world discourse) about the issue at
hand along a “most agree” to “most disagree” scale.
(In SectionAof the SupplementaryMaterial, we provide
case study details and in Section B of the Supplementary
Material, we explain survey design and how we obtained
data.8) For the Far North Queensland Citizens’ Jury
(FNQCJ) case,which featured conflict over development
of a road (the Bloomfield Track) through the World
Heritage listed Daintree rainforest (case 3; see
Section A of the Supplementary Material), examples of
“considerations” statements are below:

• Laying bitumen on the Bloomfield Track would be
beneficial for the environment.

• Erosion from the Bloomfield Track is permanently
damaging the coral reefs that fringe the beaches
below.

• No development should be permitted in World Her-
itage areas such as the Daintree.

• The fate of the Bloomfield Track is of no concern
to me.

• The Bloomfield Track is important because it allows
quick access to remote areas of the North.

• There is no reason to believe that the Daintree Rain-
forest is under threat.

5 In this sense, deliberative reason resembles the psychological con-
cept of integrative complexity (Suedfeld, Tetlock, and Streufert
1992), which measures individual or group thinking in terms of
differentiation and integration of perspectives in a search for balance
across different perspectives.
6 This regularity could be seen as a kind of “constraint,” as estab-
lished long ago byConverse (1964), though for Converse constraint is
only between elements in an individual’s belief system, not an
intersubjective attribute.

7 This logic should preclude any individual cherry-picking informa-
tion in constructing arguments consistent with the understanding of
the group, but selective to suit their particular preferred ends.
8 The survey instruments for all 19 cases can be accessed at Niemeyer
et al. (2023). Table B.1.1 in the Supplementary Material also provides
links for individual studies.

Simon Niemeyer et al.

348

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

00
23

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423000023


• Let’s fix the problems in the Daintree just for now.
The future will take care of itself.

• The most important use of the Bloomfield Track is
for tourism.

• Everyone in Queensland is better off for having a
road like the Bloomfield Track.

Preferences across action options (usually alternative
policies) are then measured through each individual
ranking a small set of (usually less than 10) options
(Niemeyer 2020). For the FNQCJ case, the options are

• upgrade the track to a bitumen road;
• maintain the road in its current condition as a 4WD
track;

• close the road and rehabilitate it;
• upgrade the road, to a dirt road suitable for conven-
tional vehicles;

• stabilize specific trouble spots, such as steep slopes,
on the road but leave it as a 4WD track.

Computation of DRI (explained in more detail in
Section C of the Supplementary Material) begins with
calculating the correlations between any two individuals
for considerations, then doing the same for preferences,
and repeating for all possible pairs within the deliberating
group.9 These correlations can be used to construct a plot
of points for each pair, and to compute intersubjective
consistency. Figure 1 shows a sample intersubjective
consistency plot for four deliberators (A,B,C,D), drawn
from the FNQCJ case.10 The degree of intersubjective
consistency for each pair is measured as the orthogonal
distance from the 1:1 line representing direct propor-
tionality or perfect consistency (da,b, da,c, da,d, db,c, db,d,
dc,d). High intersubjective consistency is not the same as
high agreement. In the figure, the pair AB exhibits
greatest agreement on preferences and the pair CD
the greatest agreement on considerations. However,
the pair BC is the most intersubjectively consistent in
aligning considerations with preferences (because it is
closest to the 1:1 line).11
Calculation of individual-level DRI (DRIInd)

involves the aggregation of intersubjective consistency
for all pairs including that individual (see Section C of
the SupplementaryMaterial). From Figure 1, pairs that
include participant D are least consistent, with rela-
tively low levels of preference agreement compared
to agreement on considerations. D, therefore, exhibits
the lowest levels of reason when triangulated with the
rest of the group. By contrast participant A exhibits the
highest deliberative reason (DRIInd), as possible pairs

involving A display the smallest average distance. All
DRIInd are then aggregated to produce group DRI.

The left-hand diagram of Figure 2 plots pre-
deliberation pairs for all individuals in the FNQCJ
case.12 Most points are distributed orthogonally distant
from the 1:1 line, representing a (low constraint) situ-
ation where relatively high overall agreement regard-
ing considerations is not reflected in preference
agreement. The distribution of pairs resembles a ran-
dom pattern produced by Monte Carlo simulation,
hence a group DRI approaching 0. However, in this
case, the distribution is offset to the right, due to
nonrandom levels of consideration agreement—a pre-
deliberative pattern typical for many cases we report.

Pre-deliberation group DRI here is so low because
strategic political language in the larger public sphere
created polarization and sectarian reasoning that did not
reflect the underlying consideration agreement prior to
deliberation (Niemeyer 2011). Therewas instead a focus
on misleading claims (advanced by both environmental
and developmental interests) that reduced integration of
considerations into reasoning about preferences. Delib-
eration then dissolved sectarian framings and enabled
integration as reflected in the much higher group con-
sistency in the right-hand plot—where preference con-
sensus reflects that for considerations.13

The very low pre-deliberation group DRI (−0.07)
rises to 0.49 post-deliberation, as graphically repre-
sented in Figure 2. A (hypothetical) strongly negative
group DRI would suggest an extreme situation, for
example where willful sectarianism produces a repre-
sentation that inverts the conclusions drawn from the
same considerations.

Whydowe callDRI “deliberative reason”when it can
be measured prior to a deliberative procedure? The
answer is that deliberative reason can also be found to
greater or lesser extent in natural settings in the broader
public sphere (i.e., not just designed forums).We can get
some sense of this extent (and how it might vary across
different groups in the public sphere, such as climate
skeptics and nonskeptics) using the DRI.14 Low group
DRI, approaching zero or even negative values in cases
such as FNQCJ before deliberation, suggests poor delib-
erative reason in the public sphere.15

The FNQCJ represents an extreme case. The Upp-
sala Speaks study (Jennstål 2019) represents a more
common pre-deliberation scenario. The three cases for
this study are reported in Figure 3. They include a
control group, which simply performed the DRI survey
at the same pre- and post-deliberation time points as

9 The input data andR script files used to report the analysis reported
here can be found at Niemeyer et al. (2023).
10 The data for this specific case is available at https://participedia.net/
case/38 (see Section A.1 of the Supplementary Material). Some of
our cases (deliberative forums) have been conducted as part of the
same study, involving the same topic and survey instrument (e.g., the
two forums in the Uppsala Speaks study reported in Figure 3).
11 The (rare) case of perfect agreement on considerations as well as
preferences would represent rational consensus, which should not be
seen as a goal of deliberation.

12 Plotting all combinations of pairs for all 12 participants n, we end
up with n n−1ð Þ=2 = 66 points.
13 The animation of this transformation can be observed at https://
youtu.be/fzLWAuEYZ-k.
14 DRI results are only strictly commensurable when the same survey
instrument is used, but this can be controlled for. See Section F.1 of
the Supplementary Material.
15 However, a DRI of 0 can also occur when some of the conditions
such as coherence for deliberative reason are satisfied, but where
integration is very negatively affected by strong sectional commit-
ments, so reasoning is selective and used to support entrenched
positions, as for the FNQCJ pre-deliberation.
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two deliberative group cases (Group Briefing and
GroupBuilding Plus) involving two different treatment
conditions. Pre-deliberation DRI is similarly high for
all three cases compared to the FNQCJ case (Figure 2).
Figure 3 shows group DRI improved substantially in

both deliberative groups, but not in the control group.
Moreover, improvement is higher for theGroupBuilding
Plus than for the Group Briefing case. But how do we
know it is reasoning together that yields improvements in

DRI (found in 16 of our 19 cases—Table 3), and not
something else? We can rule out some alternatives. Any
tendency toward group conformity should suppress group
DRI, because people would move toward agreement on
preferences without increased agreement on consider-
ations, thus violating integration. If conformity induced
agreement on both considerations and preferences, then
we would indeed see an improved DRI. But if we exam-
ine scatterplots such as those in Figure 3, we see

FIGURE 1. Intersubjective Consistency Plot

FIGURE 2. DRI Plots: FNQCJ Case

Note: Pre- and post-deliberation refer to time points where participants were surveyed immediately prior to, and at the conclusion of the
entire proceedings for the cases that we report.
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FIGURE 3. DRI Plots: Uppsala Speaks Study

Note: †Includes cognitive training as well as group building (level 5 in Table 1).
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convergence toward the 1:1 line for thosewho continue to
disagree on both considerations and preferences. More-
over, the fact that considerations and preferences are
ascertained in private both before and after deliberation
means there is no social payoff to conformity. Subtle
domination on the basis of (say) personality or social class
would likewise suppress DRI. Information provision for
its part can yield some improvement inDRI, but its effect
is difficult to isolate when combined with deliberation;
formal deliberation has at least as strong an effect (see
Section D.1 of the SupplementaryMaterial). The uncon-
scious adoption by deliberators of a framework provided
by experts could also conceivably increase group DRI.
However, framing would need to be comprehensive and
persuasive to a degree unlikely when there is a diversity
of perspectives. Domination of a single view might still
decrease integration, but this is why balanced informa-
tion, facilitation, and presentations by advocates from
different sides are a key part of deliberative forums
(although there would be nothing wrong with reflective
acceptance by deliberators of an expert framework). As
Druckman (2004, 683) concludes, competing frames pre-
sented by elites and “heterogeneous discussions” can
overcome framing effects. Our results suggest no such
expert framing is influential in driving changes to DRI
(see Section D.4 of the SupplementaryMaterial), consis-
tent with the finding of Westwood (2015) that the most
effective form of persuasion in deliberating groups is
peer-to-peer.
We reiterate that DRI is not a measure of consensus.

Mansbridge et al. (2010, 68–9) point out that clarifying
disagreements is just as valuable as seeking consensus in
deliberation. Such clarification is captured by our group
DRI. For a high group DRI suggests deliberators have
come to understand the relationship between the pref-
erences of themselves and others and the reasons
(in relevant considerations) for these preferences, no
matter how strong preferencedisagreement continues to
be. This covers understanding the nature of their con-
flict, because an increase in DRI reflects the degree
participants engage with the perspectives of others.

CONDITIONS FOR DELIBERATIVE REASON

Our analysis of the determinants of improvement
in group DRI is based on forums designed to be
deliberative. Neblo, Esterling, and Lazer (2018) claim
that when citizens have the “means, motives, and
opportunity” to become informed about politics, they
behavedifferently than in the “anemic viewof democratic
participation” implied by many survey researchers, but
we need to check that this holds. We expect the experi-
ence of group deliberation to improve deliberative rea-
son, irrespective of other variables. We refer to change in
DRI absent other influences as the effect of “deliberation
per se”—observed via comparisons between pre- and
post-deliberation.16 The baseline here is constituted by

the standard conditions of deliberative forums: the oppor-
tunity to learn from balanced information, voice one’s
concerns without fear of denigration, listen to the con-
cerns of others, and reflect upon what they have to say
(Curato et al. 2021). But that does not mean all such
forums are equal in their capacity to induce deliberative
reasoning, and we find considerable variation across
forums (see Figure 3 above). So we examine design
features of forums (alongside issue characteristics and
demographic factors) that might produce variation in
deliberative reasoning beyond deliberation per se.

Design Effects

To begin, we need to look closely at what theorists of
group reasoning (whether or not they locate them-
selves in the field of deliberative democracy) say about
what should enable it to occur. Beyond design features
all deliberative forums share (such as balanced infor-
mation, gender equality, representativeness of partici-
pants, and facilitation), three design variables can be
located in the relevant literature: group building, dura-
tion, and expected policy impact.17

Deliberative Group Building

We expect dedicated activities at the outset to build
positive dispositions toward both the subsequent delib-
erative task and othermembers of the group to produce
better deliberative reasoning by priming the reasoning
task. Group building may also improve trust, which in
turn removes one barrier to deliberation, because it
means participants do not have to suspect each other’s
motives. Further, epistemic trust can counter the dom-
ination of the viewpoints of advantaged groups (Catala
2015). Now, Mercier and Sperber (2011; 2017, 9) point
out that group reasoning is necessary precisely when
trust in what an individual says must be assessed,
especially if it does not cohere with prior beliefs. But
group building can still establish the conditions under
which listening and taking seriously different views is
likely to occur, facilitating willingness to adjust argu-
ments to accommodate considerations that can be eval-
uated (and integrated) by all (Mercier and Sperber
2011, 60). Mansbridge et al. (2006, 13) stress the per-
ception of many facilitators of deliberative forums that
“a productive group atmosphere” enables “the free
flow of frank speech.”Group building should therefore
help break down the role of sectarian framing that
scripts reasoning along narrow, nonintegrative terms
(such that, e.g., a position should be adopted because it
is endorsed by a party).

16 Empirically, deliberation per se is the effect on DRI of having
participated in a deliberative process, controlling for time-specific

fixed effects. It is observed in our analysis by attributing a time
variable to a given individual DRI score at two separate time points
coded in dummy variable format—0 for the pre-deliberation time
point and 1 for the post-deliberation time point. This is done to
accommodate incommensurate DRI values between studies. (See
footnote 14 above.)
17 Other possible design variables (notably number of participants)
are addressed in the Section D.5 of the Supplementary Material.
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We distinguish five levels of group-building activity
(Table 1).
Levels 2 and 3 may help build trust and shared group

identity (Batalha et al. 2019). In level 4, the group
develops its own principles for deliberation, which in
practice invariably embody deliberative ideals (respect,
reciprocity, trust, etc.). The fact that these principles are
self-generated rather than dictated to the group (as in
level 3, the most common practice) means the group has
“ownership” of them. This is consistent with the idea
that “player-generated rules” have particular force for a
group’s subsequent interactions (Lerner 2014, 64, 65).
We hypothesize that framing the deliberative task and
building of trust are most successful when generated by
thedeliberators themselves, as in levels 4 and5.Together
levels 4 and 5 constitute a “group building proper”
subset, with a dedicated process to build (or activate)
deliberative capabilities. Level 5 is specific to the Upp-
sala Speaks “Group Building Plus” case illustrated
above in Figure 3, which included cognitive training,
using mindfulness techniques designed to improve
coherence through self-awareness of reasoning.

Duration

We expect duration to improve deliberative reason: the
more time (measured indays) participants have, themore
in-depth reasoning processes can unfold (Curato et al.
2017; Street et al. 2014). The longer the process, themore
different kinds of information and means of its presenta-
tion can be digested and engaged; the more nuance can
be both expressed and received; the more opportunity
there is for reflection; and the more time there is to think
through the content of the final report (or equivalent) and
integrate different points of viewwhen producing recom-
mendations (Street et al. 2014, 5).

Decision Impact

Decision impact is the intended relationship between
the output of a deliberative forum and an associated
policy decision. Five levels are outlined in Table 2.

The conventional wisdom is that expected impact on
policy induces higher quality deliberation because par-
ticipants will take their task more seriously (e.g., Fung
2003, 346), but we are aware of no evidence supporting
this claim. Our competing conjecture is that proximity
to power may actually reduce deliberative reason, by
inducing individuals to behave strategically to advance
the prospects of their preferred options—although this
effect may be mitigated by group building. The case of
the 2004 British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly on elec-
toral system reform supports this conjecture. The
Assembly was charged with crafting a referendum ques-
tion, and toward the end of the process, there was
pressure on participants to join a consensus to maximize
influence on the referendum outcome (Warren and
Pearse 2008). Another related (confounding) effect is
the possibility of self-selection tohigher stakedprocesses
by individuals motivated by the prospect of policy
influence rather than the opportunity to participate in
deliberation.18

The Effect of Complexity

Design features interact with the characteristics of
the issue and task at hand. Issue characteristics are
good predictors of procedural deliberative quality in
legislatures (as measured by the Discourse Quality
Index; Bächtiger and Hangartner 2010; Steiner et al.
2004). Complexity in particular challenges delibera-
tive reasoning. Coherence is harder to achieve when
complexity facilitates divergence in representations
of the issue at hand. Integration is also harder where
there are more considerations to weigh, involving

TABLE 1. Group Building Levels

1. Minimal The group briefly interacts, or the process begins with provision of information without
introductions/icebreaking

2. Group introductions Limited group work, involving formal introductions
3. Group briefing In plenary session, participants are briefed on deliberative norms
4. Participatory group

building
Dedicated participatory process where participants themselves work through what norms/
rules should apply during deliberation

5. Group building plus Participatory group building plus cognitive training exercises (e.g., Mindfulness Training)

TABLE 2. Decision Impact Levels

1. No impact Not connected to any formal decision-making—for example, for research purposes only
2. Unsolicited Impact Influence is sought via unsolicited submission to—for example, an inquiry or decision maker
3. Impact via public Influence via communication of outcomes to wider public, such as voters in a referendum
4. Direct advisory Outcomes are sought and considered by decision-makers on an advisory basis, without

commitment to act
5. Direct decisive The outcome is directly implemented as a decision

18 Invited participants can decline their invitation, and to this degree
we cannot completely eliminate self-selection. Strategic self-selection
was observed in the Uppsala study, where the low prospect of direct
impact proved a disincentive to participate for individuals disposed to
direct influence (Jennstål 2018).
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greater cognitive demand. Research on direct demo-
cratic campaigns (in Switzerland) shows complexity
can decrease argument-based reflection (Colombo
2016).
We anticipate that complexity interacts with design

variables, especially group-building: the stronger the
group-building activities, the more the group will be
equipped to take on complex tasks and questions,
thus counteracting negative effects of complexity.
Group building facilitates listening more effectively
to multiple dimensions of what others say, as well as
enabling effective division of cognitive labor (Mercier
and Sperber 2011), notably in judging the credibility
of claims made by experts. Group building also facil-
itates motivation to explore and evaluate claims,
overcoming cognitive closure (Kruglanski and Boy-
atzi 2012).
Complexity is a predictor that we construct on a 1–4

ordinal scale (low to high) based on three dimensions:
(i) breadth of the remit assigned to the process (number
and latitude of options to be addressed), (ii) degree of
technical or scientific content of the issue at hand, and
(iii) geographical scale of the issue (local to interna-
tional) (see Section E of the Supplementary Material
for details).

Individual-Level Effects

The characteristics of individual participants compris-
ing the group may also make a difference to deliber-
ative reasoning. We focus on three standard
demographic variables: education, gender, and age.
Higher education level is associated with greater
participation in conversations involving politics
(e.g., Moy and Gastil 2006). Standard research sug-
gests socioeconomic resources and education shape
abilities to participate effectively in politics (Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995). Given deliberation is
more demanding than voting, we might expect edu-
cation to play an even stronger role. Research on
deliberative forums has largely refuted this predic-
tion, finding no effect for education (Siu 2017). How-
ever, evaluation of a Europe-wide Deliberative Poll
(“Europolis”), showed that the least privileged par-
ticipants—the least educated, particularly from the
European periphery—were the least skilled delibera-
tors (Gerber et al. 2018). Yet this study found those
good at providing sophisticated justifications also
listened respectfully to, and seemed as open-minded
as, participants with lower communication skills, sug-
gesting group deliberative reasoning was not neces-
sarily impaired.
When it comes to gender, argumentation involving

logical deduction and the application of general prin-
ciples is sometimes seen as a masculine style, while
more tentative, contextual, figurative, and emotional
expressions are seen as feminine—which is why
Sanders (1997) is hostile to a narrow interpretation of
deliberation (see also Young 2002, 38–40). However,
deliberative virtues such as empathy (Morrell 2010;
Muradova 2020) and perspective-taking (Scudder
2016) are sometimes seen as feminine (e.g., Sommerlad

et al. 2021). Dutwin (2003) found no evidence that
gender affected quality of deliberation in a forum: the
overall amount of speaking and number of topics dis-
cussed were roughly equal across gender (as well as
race and perceived political minority status).19

Finally, age could be seen as a proxy for experience
with politics, though whether this increases a person’s
ability for self-reflection and responsiveness to others’
viewpoints and arguments is questionable. Gerber et al.
(2018) find that younger participants deliberate at a
slightly higher level (measured by the Discourse Qual-
ity Index).

In sum, despite the clear effects of demographic
factors on conventional forms of participation such as
voting, we suggest (drawing on previous empirical
research) that they may play a role in deliberative
forums, hence their inclusion in our model, but a
complex one.We code education as 1= primary school;
2= high school; 3= university degree; 4= postgraduate
degree; gender as 2 = female, 1 = male; and age in six
cohorts (1 = 18–24, 2 = 25–34, 3 = 35–44, 4 = 45–54,
5 = 55–64, 6 = 65þ).

CASES

We analyze deliberative reason and the conditions that
enable it for 19 deliberative forums (see Section A of
the Supplementary Material). Seventeen are minipub-
lics, defined by Ryan and Smith (2014, 19) as compris-
ing lay citizens recruited using stratified random
selection to deliberate a specific issue in a fixed time
under structured (facilitated) conditions. Two of the
forums (ForestERAandWABiobank) involved stake-
holders rather than lay citizens.20 All operated accord-
ing to standard deliberative principles, overseen by a
facilitator. All our cases come fromWestern countries;
future research should expand the reach.

Our dataset covers the totality of cases where appro-
priate data is available (see Section A of the Supple-
mentary Material). Although these cases do not cover
all types of deliberative forums, they do capture the
relevant diversity of key design features (in group
building, duration, and decision impact).21 Table 3
reports the change in pre- to post-deliberative group
DRI for all 19 cases, along with their corresponding

19 Karpowitz andMendelberg (2014) show experimentally that inter-
action of gender composition of a group with decision rule makes a
difference to deliberation. However, all our cases featured gender
equality, and any “decision rule” (such as consensus, voting, or
agreeing to disagree) could in many cases be determined by the
participants themselves, and/or left implicit.
20 The results are not impacted when these two cases are removed
from the analysis. See Section D5.2 of the Supplementary Material.
21 Thus, our focus in case selection is on avoiding bias in drawing
conclusions, rather than representativeness. To this end, we
employed a meta-analytical approach to check for possible sample
size and effect size bias using Egger et al.’s (1997) regression and
Begg and Mazumdar’s (1994) rank test on DRI effect size, which did
not reveal any sampling bias. See Section F.6 of the Supplementary
Material.
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case-level values. It shows that in the vast majority of
cases, group DRI increased substantially.

ANALYSIS

Analysis of influences on deliberative reason across our
19 cases was performed using two levels: the effect of
participants’ individual-level characteristics (level 1)
and the effect of the case-level features discussed above
(level 2). We applied multi-level modeling (MLM) on
DRIInd.22

Structuring the analysis this way accommodates the
fact that DRI measurement is issue and context-
specific, requiring a survey instrument designed for a
given study. In the absence of controlled conditions
across treatments, such as those associated with the
Uppsala Speaks study reported in Figure 3, we enable
comparison across studies by adopting a model that
considers cases as randomeffect and other predictors as
fixed in order to hold transformation effects constant,
thus enabling us to determine whether changes to
DRIInd can be attributed to deliberation per se, demo-
graphic (level 1) or group/case (level 2) variables.

TABLE 3. Case Group DRI Levels and Variables

DRI Case variable values

Case Pre Post Change†

Group
building

level
Decision
impact Complexity

Duration
(days) n‡ N‡

01 Uppsala Speaks
Control

0.40 0.28 ⬇ −0.12 NA NA NA NA 20 20

1 Uppsala Speaks
Group Briefing

0.34 0.53 ⬆ 0.19*** 3 4 1.5 3 22 23

2 Uppsala Speaks
Group Building
Plus

0.43 0.67 ⬆ 0.24*** 5 4 1.5 3 26 27

3 FNQCJ −0.07 0.49 ⬆ 0.56*** 4 2 2 4 12 12
4 ACP 0.14 0.02 ⬇ −0.13 1 4 3 3 52 152
5 Sydney CC 0.38 0.46 ⬆ 0.08* 4 4 3.5 3.5 21 24
6 Forest ERA Lay

Citizens
0.36 0.50 ⬆ 0.13** 3 4 2 3 12 12

7 Forest ERA
Stakeholders

0.41 0.48 ⬆ 0.08 2 4 2 3 12 86

8 UBC Biobank 0.23 0.33 ⬆ 0.10 2 4 3 4 19 20
9 Mayo Biobank 0.28 0.34 ⬆ 0.06* 3 4 3 4 18 20
10 WA Biobank Lay

Citizens’
0.21 0.50 ⬆ 0.29** 4 4 3 4 10 15

11 WA Biobank
Stakeholders

0.33 0.27 ⬇ −0.07 4 4 3 4 16 26

12 Fremantle Bridge 0.21 0.34 ⬆ 0.13*** 3 5 1 1 41 165
13 CCPS 0.53 0.62 ⬆ 0.09*** 4 1 3.5 3.5 34 34
14 Energy Futures

WA
0.25 0.48 ⬆ 0.24*** 4 2 3 3 22 23

15 Energy Futures
NSW

0.24 0.47 ⬆ 0.22*** 4 2 3 3 14 18

16 Energy Futures
VIC

0.28 0.62 ⬆ 0.33*** 4 2 3 3 16 19

17 Valsamoggia 0.36 0.31 ⬇ −0.05 2 3 1 2 16 16
18 GBR Futures 0.53 0.65 ⬆ 0.12 4 1 3 3 7 7
019 AusCJ Genome

Editing Control
0.43 0.45 ⬆ 0.02 NA NA NA NA 19 19

19 AusCJ Genome
Editing

0.34 0.47 ⬆ 0.13** 4 4 3 3 17 23

Note: *One-tailed Wilcoxon Test; †For testing H1: Participation in a deliberative forum (deliberation per se) improves DRI; ‡n = number of
participants included in analysis; N = number of forum participants (see also Table A.1.1 in the Supplementary Material). *p < 0.1,
**p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

22 MLM is used because it can deal with nested hierarchical data
structures (Tasca et al. 2009) and correct for violation of indepen-
dence (Peugh and Heck 2017). It also accommodates clustering
within our dataset, observed via high interclass correlation coefficient

(ICC; 0.313) within the null model (i.e., model with no predictors)
(Kreft and De Leeuw 1998). The analysis estimates general relation-
ships via fixed effects, and uses random effect estimates of heteroge-
neity to assess variation across deliberative forums.
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The MLM analysis employs a random intercept
model (using the R package lme4; Bates et al. 2015),
whereby the intercept randomly varies across each
cluster, to accommodate variations across the cases in
terms of level of DRI (see Section F.3 of the Supple-
mentary Material). The level of model fit is assessed
using pseudo-R2 (Nakagawa and Schielzeth 2013).
Multicollinearity between variables has been checked
(see Section F.5 of the Supplementary Material). We
corrected for potential loss of power due to relatively
small sample size (19 cases involving 387 survey respon-
dents among 722 deliberating individuals)23 using
Restricted Maximum Likelihood (REML) estimation
(Luke 2017) with the degrees of freedom estimated
following Kenward and Roger (1997). Finally, we
adopted a correlated random intercept in our modeling
to accommodate variation in pre-deliberative DRI
levels across different cases (see Table 3; Section F.3
of the Supplementary Material).
For the MLM analyses reported below, we use a

hierarchical approach, adding variables to the model
in sequenced steps, beginningwith effect of participant-
level variables (level 1), then case-level variables (level
2). This enables the exploration of progressive changes
to model fit and the fixed effect of each additional
predictor variable.

RESULTS

The results of the basic MLM analysis are provided in
Table 4. Model 1 produces a significant intercept, or
pre-deliberation DRI, supporting our earlier point that
deliberative reason is not limited to deliberative
forums. However, model 2 demonstrates that the gen-
eral experience of participating in a forum, “delibera-
tion per se,” dramatically improves reason, increasing
DRI by 0.113. Given that in most cases the working
range for DRI is between 0 and 1, this is substantial.
The effect is fairly constant across all the models.24
Nevertheless, deliberation per se inmodel 2 accounts

for a relatively small additional amount of fixed vari-
ance (ΔR2 = 0.066) over the intercept-only model. We
know from Table 3 that deliberation does not guaran-
tee improvement in deliberative reason, with a few
cases posting a decrease in DRI, hence our contention
that design and context play important roles in explain-
ing the variation.
The results when adding models 3–5 in Table 4

suggest individual-level variables do not figure
strongly. They may have some effect on deliberative
reason.25 But the transformative potential of delibera-
tion does not depend on these individual-level features.

Table 4 shows the case-level variables strongly
impact DRI. The greatest effect by far is associated
with Group Building (model 6; 0.076; Fixed Effect
ΔR2 = 0.166). DRI improves with level of group build-
ing (although not necessarily continuously; and, as we
report below, this effect is subject to interaction with
other case variables). The effect of Complexity in this
model is not significant on its own, but best understood
via interaction with other variables (as reported
below). Contrary to expectation, duration’s effect is
not positive.26 Similarly, Decision Impact does not
appear to affect DRI, except in conjunction with other
variables (again, reported below).

An interaction analysis is reported in Table 5,
which controls for level 1 and level 2 variables and
so their potential confounding effects. When Com-
plexity is combined with Group Building (Table 5;
model I2), differing degrees of complexity have a
variably negative impact on DRI. While lesser forms
of group building do not overcome the challenge of
complexity, higher forms are more successful. In
model I2, the effect of complexity in attenuating
DRI decreases as level of group building is gradually
increased. Eventually, at a point beyond level
4 (group briefing) complexity no longer attenuates
improvement in DRI. This interaction explains the
weak effect of Complexity on its own in Table 4 and
confirms the power of Group Building in enhancing
deliberative reason on complex issues.

Decision Impact has a complicated relationship
with Complexity. Figure G.1.1 in the Supplementary
Material shows the changes to DRI as Complexity
increases for different levels of Decision Impact.
Forums with lower decision impact tend to produce
lower DRI where complexity is low. But as Complex-
ity increases beyond (approximately) level 3 the rela-
tionship appears to reverse—higher decision impact
produces lower DRI.27 The differences are only sig-
nificant between the extreme levels of Decision
Impact—and for the majority of cases where Com-
plexity is about level 3 (see Table 3), it will tend not to
impact DRI.

The fact that high complexity and high decision
impact appear to decrease DRI is broadly consistent
with our hypothesis that strategic behavior sets in under
such conditions. This effect was observed in case 13 (see
Section A.1 of the SupplementaryMaterial), where the
deeper climate skeptics—more prone to deliberative
pathology from the outset—behaved strategically when
decision-makers were in attendance. Once they real-
ized their views would not prevail, they abandoned the
process (Hobson and Niemeyer 2013). This strategic
self-deselection meant improved deliberative reason
following their departure.

23 Plus 39 control group participants who completed the necessary
surveys. See Table A1.1 in the Supplementary Material.
24 The estimate for stage random coefficient terms (i.e., σ DP) is
approximately 0.16 (level 3) and 0.15 (level 2). Thus, the relationship
between stages varies similarly across forums and participants.
25 As discussed earlier, the effect of these variables appears complex,
partly because they may influence pre-deliberation DRI, but also
because the transformative effect appears case specific.

26 Closer examination at the level of cases suggests that the role of
duration is complicated. See Section D.2 of the Supplementary
Material.
27 The precise location of these points cannot be determined. See
Section G.1 of the Supplementary Material.
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TABLE 4. Multilevel Regression Results

Dependent variable: DRIInd Change

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Deliberation per se† 0.113*** 0.116*** 0.116*** 0.116*** 0.116*** 0.116*** 0.116*** 0.116***
(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

Individual level variables

Age −0.004 −0.004 −0.003 −0.003 −0.003 −0.003 −0.004
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Gender 0.014 0.012 0.011 0.011 0.011 0.011
(0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

Education −0.004 −0.003 −0.003 −0.003 −0.003
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009)

Case-level variables

Group building 0.076** 0.078** 0.080** 0.079**
(0.026) (0.027) (0.027) (0.031)

Complexity −0.019 0.003 0.002
(0.038) (0.043) (0.047)

Duration −0.070 −0.069
(0.064) (0.069)

Decision impact −0.002
(0.030)

Intercept 0.376*** 0.319*** 0.337*** 0.317*** 0.337*** 0.084 0.126 0.288 0.299
(0.029) (0.030) (0.036) (0.041) (0.048) (0.096) (0.128) (0.196) (0.238)

Observations† 774 774 722 722 630 630 630 630 630
Individuals 387 387 361 361 315 315 315 315 315
Cases 19 19 17 17 16 16 16 16 16

Pseudo-R2 (fixed effect) 0 0.066 0.069 0.070 0.069 0.235 0.243 0.245 0.239
ΔR2 (fixed) 0.066 0.003 0.001 −0.001 0.166 0.008 0.002 −0.005
Group RE σ‡ 0.12 0.12 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.10 0.11 0.11 0.11
Residual RE σ‡ 0.18 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17

† For an explanation of deliberation per se see footnote 16. Formally there are two observations per individual.
‡ Random Effect Standard Deviation.
Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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In contrast to Decision Impact, the negative impact
of Complexity is attenuated when combined with
higher levels of Group Building (Table 5; model I2).
As shown in Figure G.2.1 in the Supplementary Mate-
rial, the incremental impact of successive Group Build-
ing levels becomes marginal with declining complexity.
But where complexity is high the benefit is clear. And
although the confidence intervals between successive
Group Building levels overlap, even when Complexity
reaches the maximum value in Figure G.2.1 in the
SupplementaryMaterial the overall effect is significant.
The implication is incremental improvement in Group
Building may not guarantee improvement in DRI, but
it is still possible, if not likely, especially where com-
plexity is high.
Together these interactions explain the weak effect

of Complexity on its own in Table 4. And they confirm
the power of Group Building in enhancing deliberative
reasoning on complex issues.

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

We have disputed the claims of skeptics who think
deliberation about politics is impossible given limited
relevant capacities among ordinary citizens, or only
accessible for some privileged minority.28 However
latent it may be, the ability to reason effectively about
politics is readily activated in a forum under good
conditions. In most of our cases, there was improve-
ment in deliberative reason. The design features of
forumsmatter: notably, Group Building, which enables
participants to cope effectively with complexity. This
finding vindicates the historical deployment of mini-
publics for complex topics that the legacy institutions of

TABLE 5. Interaction Effects

Dependent variable: DRIInd Change

(I1) (I2)

Deliberation per se 0.116*** 0.116***
(0.014) (0.014)

Individual level variables

Age −0.004 −0.004
(0.004) (0.004)

Gender 0.011 0.011
(0.014) (0.014)

Education −0.004 −0.005
(0.009) (0.009)

Case-level variables

Duration −0.037 0.011
(0.052) (0.047)

Group building 0.064** −0.081
(0.023) (0.065)

Complexity 0.371** 0.209
(0.122) (0.120)

Decision impact 0.322** 0.377***
(0.105) (0.088)

Interactions

Decision impact � complexity −0.114** −0.127***
(0.036) (0.030)

Group building � complexity 0.061**
(0.026)

Intercept −0.830* −0.673*
(0.394) (0.327)

Observations 630 630
Cases 16 16

Pseudo-R2 (FE) 0.356 0.434
Group RE σ 0.08 0.06
Residual RE σ 0.17 0.17

Note: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

28 We can very provisionally point to better deliberative reasoning on
the part of citizens by comparing citizens in case 6 to stakeholders in
case 7; and in comparing the citizens in case 10 to the stakeholders in
case 11. See Section D.5.2 of the Supplementary Material.
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the representative system find problematic (Bächtiger
and Goldberg 2020), such as climate change or risks
associated with new technologies. Our results support
the view that well-designed deliberative forums can
perform important functions in democratic politics.
While it is true that deliberative forums have often
found limited visibility and consequentiality, there is
now a growing number of cases where minipublic
recommendations have become prominent in the pub-
lic sphere, as evidenced by citizens’ assemblies on the
climate crisis in France, and issues such as same-sex
marriage and abortion in Ireland. Much here depends
on publicizing forums, their arguments, and their find-
ings. There are many ways of thinking about significant
roles for such forums in deliberative systems, ranging
from direct influence in shaping public policy, to pro-
posals to use them as chambers of reflection and
review, to recognition of a key role in promoting the
deliberative capacity of the broader public sphere and
political system (Niemeyer and Jennstål 2018). Our
findings on group building resonate with increasing
interest in educative measures to improve the capabil-
ities and (broadly) “deliberative stance” of participants
in forums (Owen and Smith 2015). Examples here
include perspective-taking to improve empathy
(Muradova 2020), critical thinking, skill training, and
mindfulness training (Jennstål N.d., as applied to the
Uppsala Speaks Group Building; case 2). They are also
consistent with evidence that ideologically driven sec-
tarianismwhich is antithetical to group building impairs
reasoning (Kahan 2013).
Now, demonstrating that group building is key to

more effective deliberative reason in small, designed
forums is one thing; achieving similar effect in larger
publics quite another. Yet while the precise kinds of
group building we have identified are specific to
designed forums, we can search for counterparts that
would improve deliberative reason in larger publics.
Our analysis suggests only places to look, whether we
actually find the effects we seek depends on further
empirical inquiry.
To begin, we can seek mass-level counterparts to the

higher items on our five-point scale for group building.
One counterpart to point 3, “group briefing,” might be
sought in the rhetorical choices of political leaders.
Rhetoric can be inclusive or divisive (Pedrini, Bächtiger,
and Steenbergen 2013). O’Flynn (2017) points to polit-
ical leaders in divided societies who can cultivate a sense
of “pulling together” in larger publics. Chambers distin-
guishes between the plebiscitary and deliberative rhe-
toric of leaders; the latter “makes people think, it makes
people see things in new ways, it conveys information
and knowledge, and it makes people more reflective”
(Chambers 2009, 335). Leaders’ rhetoric can be
“bridging” across different groups to induce respect for
those with different identities and characteristics—a key
deliberative principle—rather than “bonding” of the
already like-minded (Dryzek 2010).
One counterpart to point 4, “participatory group

building,” where participants themselves work through
principles for subsequent deliberative interaction, is
intimated in the internal practices of some social

movements (Della Porta and Doerr 2018, emphasizing
the World Social Forum) and protests (Mendonça and
Ercan 2015, discussing cases in Brazil and Turkey). Min
(2015, 81) compares the principles developed byOccupy
Wall Street protestors in New York to Habermasian
ideals of communicative action and deliberation.

A counterpart to point 5, “cognitive training,” exists
in attempts to interest parliaments in mindfulness train-
ing.29 Again, some social movement practices are indic-
ative. Extinction Rebellion in the UK cultivates a
“supportive internal environment based on care” that
involves checking feelings about oneself and others,
and extends to caring for adversaries, such as the police
(Westwell and Bunting 2020, 551). The general point is
that counterparts to deliberative group building can be
sought in larger publics, though their effectiveness
requires further investigation. This does not mean that
deliberative forums are only useful for discovering
conditions to be recreated in other contexts. For forums
themselves can help promote deliberative reason in
larger publics if their reflections and findings are pub-
licized (Niemeyer and Jennstål 2018). Warren and
Gastil (2015) report evidence from the Oregon Citi-
zen’s Initiative Review process, where a minipublic
induced some public learning before a referendum.

This article is not the last word on deliberative
reason, and many significant questions can now be
explored using our method. It would be possible to
examine in more depth how deliberative reason is
affected by ideological diversity within the group, or
different sorts of demographic composition (meaning
stratified random sampling would have to be relaxed).
It would also be possible to combine the DRI with
procedural measures such as the Discourse Quality
Index to see whether substantive deliberative reason
correlates with procedural adherence to the norms of
quality discourse.

CONCLUSION

Corroborating the idea that human reasoning is some-
thing that happens most effectively in groups, we have
shown that citizens are capable of together producing
effective deliberative reason, particularly when the
conditions are right, thus validating the core claim of
deliberative democratic theory. This suggests citizen
deliberation can and should play a larger role in dem-
ocratic systems. But the quality of deliberative reason
depends crucially on the features of the forum, espe-
cially the degree to which it involves participatory
group building at the outset. Effective group-building
enables groups to overcome the challenge of complex-
ity. The latent ability of citizens to engage in effective
political reasoning can be activated under the right
conditions. Our findings demonstrate this possibility
and point to pathways for widespread improvement
of deliberative reason.

29 See, for example, https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org.
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