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Abstract
A healthy democracy needs citizens to make reflective political judgements. Sceptics argue 
that reflective opinions are either nonexistent or rare. Proponents of deliberative democracy 
suggest that democratic deliberation is capable of prompting reflective political reasoning 
among people. Yet, little is known about the mechanisms underlying this relationship. This 
article offers a bridge between psychology and political theory and proposes a theory of 
perspective-taking in deliberation. It argues that under the right conditions, deliberation induces 
more reflective judgements by eliciting the process of perspective-taking – actively imagining 
others’ experiences, perspectives and feelings – in citizen deliberators. Two institutional features 
of deliberative forums are emphasized: the presence of a diversity of viewpoints and the 
interplay of fact-based rational argumentation and storytelling. I test the plausibility of this 
theory using a case study – the Irish Citizens’ Assembly – thereby, relying on qualitative in-
depth interview data and quantitative survey data. I further substantiate my findings with a 
laboratory experiment.
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A reflective citizenry is crucial for democracy to flourish (Chambers, 2003; Dryzek, 
2000; Goodin, 2000). Reflective opinions are the products of processes in which citi-
zens engage in careful and systematic consideration and evaluation of diverse and con-
flicting arguments and justifications, and weigh the reasons for and against the course 
of action before arriving at political judgements (Dewey, 1933). Sceptics argue that 
reflective opinions are either nonexistent or rare. Some question the ability and 
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competence of citizens to engage in the demanding task of reflection (Achen and 
Bartels, 2016); others argue that citizens know little about politics (Delli et al., 1996) 
and/or they are largely misinformed (Kuklinski et al., 2000). Evidence from political 
psychology corroborates this pessimism by emphasizing the prevalence of biased polit-
ical thinking in humans (e.g. Lodge and Taber, 2010).

Is it possible to make citizens’ judgements more reflective? Studying this question is 
important because the quality of democracy is dependent on reflection. Many individuals 
would have different voting preferences and more sophisticated input into policymaking 
if they reflected on their choices more deeply (Fishkin, 2009; Fournier et al., 2011; Luskin 
et al., 2002). Recent research finds that reflection decreases partisan-motivated reasoning 
and attenuates affective polarization (Arceneaux and Vander Wielen, 2017).

Proponents of deliberative democracy, a school of thought that ‘puts communication 
at the heart of democracy’ (Bächtiger et al., 2018: 2), suggest that citizen-to-citizen delib-
eration is capable of overcoming these biases and inducing more reflection in citizens’ 
political thinking. Research shows that deliberation, be it within structured citizen assem-
blies, deliberative polls, citizens’ juries or small group discussion experiments, leads to 
transformed attitudes towards policy (e.g. Fishkin, 2009; Luskin et al., 2002; Suiter et al., 
2016), increased cognitive complexity of political reasoning (e.g. Colombo, 2018) and 
better alignment between values, beliefs and preferences (Niemeyer, 2019; Niemeyer and 
Dryzek, 2007) among citizen deliberators.1

Yet, little is known about the mechanisms underlying these transformations. There 
have been few systematic theoretical and empirical endeavours to unpack the emotional 
and cognitive processes through which deliberation leads to more reflective public opin-
ion (Rosenberg, 2013). Scholars propose at least two mutually nonexclusive potential 
pathways. Some argue that citizens arrive at more reflective judgements through justifica-
tion rationality (Bächtiger and Parkinson, 2019), in other words, ‘by the force of the bet-
ter argument’ (Habermas, 1981), whereas others accentuate the role of knowledge 
acquisition (Barabas, 2004). Yet, empirical evidence for these theories is mixed and 
inconclusive. Furthermore, by focusing exclusively on factual information gain and rea-
son-giving, they tend to neglect the role of emotions in citizens’ political reasoning and 
decision-making processes (Marcus et al., 2000; Morrell, 2010).

This study offers a bridge between psychology and political theory and proposes a 
theory of perspective-taking in deliberation, which complements the existing theories on 
reflection through deliberation. Building on the psychological theory of perspective- 
taking2 (Todd and Galinsky, 2014), it argues that under the right conditions, deliberation 
produces more reflective political judgements by inducing the process of perspective-
taking among citizens.

The theory is examined using the Irish Citizens’ Assembly (ICA) – a real-world delib-
erative body consisting of randomly selected and nationally representative citizens of 
Ireland (Farrell et al., 2019). First, I discuss institutional characteristics of the ICA that 
make it particularly suitable for inducing the process of perspective-taking among par-
ticipants. The following two design features are emphasized: the presence of a diversity 
of viewpoints and the interplay of fact-based argumentation and storytelling during 
deliberations. Furthermore, I examine if the ICA meets the theoretical conditions for 
inducing perspective-taking from the viewpoint of the citizen deliberators by employing 
rich qualitative data collected from 11 in-depth interviews with members of the assem-
bly. Second, with the help of survey data from the ICA, I study the relationship between 
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perspective-taking and reflective judgements. Finally, using a laboratory experiment 
that manipulated deliberation and employed more extended measures for the variables 
of interest, I further substantiate the role of perspective-taking in reflective political 
thinking. My findings show that dispositional perspective-taking, that citizen delibera-
tors bring to deliberation, influences the effectiveness of deliberation in prompting more 
reflection in citizens’ judgements.

This study adds to the microtheories of deliberation (see Bächtiger and Parkinson, 
2019 for a review) in making a new theoretical contribution in relation to the potential of 
citizen deliberation for evoking more reflective political judgements by activating the 
process of perspective-taking in participants. Furthermore, it contributes to the scholar-
ship in political psychology that studies the correlates of reflective political reasoning 
(see Arceneaux and Vander Wielen, 2017) by adding empirical evidence on the relation-
ship between perspective-taking and reflection.

Finally, the findings have practical implications for systemic approaches to delib-
eration. In today’s societies, it is practically unfeasible for all citizens to engage in 
structured face-to-face group deliberations (Goodin, 2000). If we come to better 
understand the processes underlying deliberation, we could, for instance, isolate those 
elements of deliberation that induce more reflection in citizens and embed them in 
other settings in the larger democratic system (Boswell and Corbett, 2017; Mansbridge 
et  al., 2012; Owen and Smith, 2015), such as the media, education and electoral 
campaigns.

Unpacking Deliberation

Existing research suggests that several mutually nonexclusive mechanisms may drive 
reflection in citizens’ political thinking in deliberative settings. The justification 
rationality theory embraces the Habermasian logic of communication, and argues that 
any positive transformation in citizens’ judgements within public deliberative settings 
is the product of a ‘systematic process wherein actors tell the truth, justify their posi-
tions extensively and are willing to yield to the better argument’ (Bächtiger et  al., 
2010: 33, emphasis author’s). The logic underlying this pathway is that rational argu-
ments exchanged during deliberation make citizens ‘become aware of the conflicts 
inherent in their own desires’ and offer them ‘new perspectives not only with respect 
to possible solutions, but also with respect to their own preferences’ (Manin, 1987: 
350). As a result, citizens are induced to reflect on their judgements ‘by the force of 
the better argument’ (Habermas, 1981). Prior research offers some evidence to support 
this claim. For instance, Gerber et al. (2014) examine mechanisms underlying opinion 
transformations in the context of Europolis deliberations and find that reason-giving 
during deliberation affects opinion transformation among citizens (albeit this influ-
ence is context-specific). Yet, Caluwaerts and Reuchamps (2014) find that the quality 
of deliberation (e.g. the level of justification, respect for counter-arguments) has a 
very limited impact upon citizens’ political judgements (see also Himmelroos and 
Christensen, 2014).

The information theory, however, posits that individuals gain issue-related informa-
tion and knowledge either from experts or from each other (or both) in deliberation, 
which leads them to reconsider their policy choices. Jason Barabas (2004) finds that 
information gained during deliberation leads to the formation of enlightened judgements. 
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Still, some studies show that the effect may not be exclusive to group deliberations (e.g. 
Goodin and Niemeyer, 2003; Muhlberger, 2005). 

Both theories capture the crucial aspects of deliberation, most importantly reason-
giving and learning. However, by focusing exclusively on reasons and factual informa-
tion gain as potential mechanisms, these theories either implicitly or explicitly discount 
the role of emotions in citizens’ reasoning processes. The research across disciplines 
shows that reflection is a complex process, and is not devoid of emotions. In fact, emo-
tions precede and influence human reasoning and decision-making and interact to pro-
duce more thoughtful political judgements (Marcus et  al., 2000). Therefore, the main 
objective of this article is to advance a theory on the role of perspective-taking – a dimen-
sion of empathy – in prompting more reflection in citizens’ political thinking in delibera-
tive settings.

Deliberation and Perspective-Taking

The study of perspective-taking and affective empathy is not new to deliberative 
democracy and deliberation research. For example, Tali Mendelberg (2002: 153) argues 
that ‘deliberation is expected to lead to empathy with the other and a broadened sense 
of people’s own interests’. Jane Mansbridge (1983: 285) posits that face-to-face discus-
sions ‘provide the conditions in which citizens are most likely to take responsibility for 
and empathize with others’. Jurgen Habermas (1981), in his interpretation of discourse 
ethics, advocates the process of ideal role taking (i.e. perspective-taking) as being an 
important precondition of a good deliberation, and suggests that only by taking the 
perspective of others and projecting ourselves into their situation can we understand 
their arguments.

It is argued that perspective-taking and affective empathy lead, in turn, to a set of ben-
eficial democratic outcomes. Jane Mansbridge suggests that empathy leads people to 
make each other’s good their own (Mansbridge, 1983: 27) by ‘facilitate(ing) the creation 
of common interest’ (Mansbridge, 1983: 285) and nurturing listening and mutual respect 
(Mansbridge, 1999: 225). In a similar vein, Michael Morrell (2010), in his comprehensive 
account of the role of empathy in deliberative democracy, Empathy and Democracy, con-
tends that empathy is a crucial process in which we have to engage if we want deliberative 
democracy to succeed. He calls for reshaping deliberative theory in order to place the 
process of empathy at the centre of deliberation, and advocates the inclusion of empathy 
in the democratic education system (Morrell, 2007, 2010).

Despite this attention to perspective-taking and affective empathy, scholars have rarely 
theorized about why, how and under what conditions deliberation can induce the process 
of perspective-taking among citizens and, similarly, whether and under what conditions 
perspective-taking is beneficial for citizens’ reasoning processes during deliberations.

Here, I offer a theory of perspective-taking in deliberation focused on two questions. 
First, what institutional features of deliberative forums make them perfect for inducing 
the process of perspective-taking among citizen deliberators? Second, how is this pro-
cess, in turn, capable of producing more reflection in citizens’ political reasoning?

Reflection involves engaging in the consideration and evaluation of diverse and con-
flicting perspectives before arriving at political decisions (Dewey, 1933). Research in 
social psychology tells us that perspective-taking – actively imagining others’ experi-
ences, perspectives and feelings – attenuates egocentrism in human judgements, and 
leads to more reflective and considerate thinking in individuals (see Todd and Galinsky, 
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2014 for a review). Scholars suggest that there are several mechanisms underlying this 
relationship. First, putting oneself in someone else’s shoes may evoke feelings of 
increased empathic concern towards the target (whose perspective one is taking), which 
may, in turn, prompt the individual to overcome egocentric reasoning and reflect on his 
or her choices more deeply. Second, taking someone else’s perspective may lead to a 
‘greater overlap in mental representations of self and other’ (Todd and Galinsky, 2014: 
380). In other words, perspective-taking can make the other person appear ‘self-like’ or 
make the self seem more ‘other-like’ (see Todd and Galinsky, 2014 for a review). 
Whichever is the underlying mechanism, perspective-taking may create an increased 
awareness and understanding in citizen deliberators of others’ lives and perspectives. In 
this dawning of awareness, people may be more motivated to engage in reflective reason-
ing (e.g. Galinsky and Moskowitz, 2000; Todd et al., 2012).

Perspective-taking is itself a challenging process. There are several important barriers 
that hinder people from taking others’ perspectives accurately (see Epley and Caruso, 
2009). This process requires at least two conditions. First, for a person to actively imagine 
the world from another person’s perspective, he or she needs to have information about 
that world. In the absence of information, imagining the scenario in question becomes 
difficult or something inaccurate is envisaged. When trying to take the perspective of 
someone else, people may, by default, rely on their ‘stored knowledge’, which may 
include ‘stereotypes or other idiosyncratic information known about the target’ (Epley 
and Caruso, 2009: 300–305). Potential biases in the stored knowledge may lead people to 
make erroneous inferences about another person’s feelings and thoughts. This could, in 
turn, become a potential barrier to the process of perspective-taking. In other words, for 
perspective-taking to work, a person needs to acquire relevant and useful information 
about the target and his or her world.

Second, the information about the target’s feelings and thoughts should be communi-
cated to the perspective-taker in a way that facilitates the process of perspective-taking. 
In rare situations, perspective-taking is automatic. In most cases, it needs to be explicitly 
activated (Epley and Caruso, 2009). Communication scholars have proposed storytelling 
as an important communicative tool capable of inviting and encouraging the process of 
perspective-taking (see Gastil and Black, 2018 for a review). In Laura Black’s (2008: 99) 
words, ‘stories bring people’s experiences and perspectives to the conversation in a pow-
erful way that is qualitatively different from issue-oriented discussion’, due to their abil-
ity to ‘display values and worldviews that are typically not talked about’ via other 
discursive modes, such as fact-based argumentation (Black, 2008: 105). In other words, 
personal stories should have the potential for prompting participants to ‘imagine the 
real[ity] of the other’ (Black, 2008: 96; Buber, 1998: 71; Gastil and Black, 2018).

The institutional features of deliberative forums make them well suited for meeting 
these required conditions. With respect to information, deliberative forums include learn-
ing and deliberation processes that encourage the participants to listen, learn, ask clarify-
ing questions and get acquainted with diverse perspectives, viewpoints and lives. One of 
the key features of many deliberative forums is that they are usually designed to enable 
the participation of people with diverse and opposing points of view. After having spent 
some time together, participants acquire information not only about each other’s views on 
the issues under discussion, but also about each other’s life experiences, families and 
other background characteristics. The presence of diverse perspectives should, thus, cre-
ate a rich informational context that should further facilitate the process of perspective-
taking among participants (see Grönlund et al., 2017: 464 for a similar argument).3
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Second, nowadays, deliberative forums foster not only the fact-based argumentation, 
but also alternative and less formal modes of communication such as storytelling, narra-
tives, testimony and humour. These additions to the ideal type of deliberative discourse 
modes have mainly been inspired by the arguments put forward by feminist democrats 
that the neutral language of rational reason-giving is typical of middle-class white men 
and largely disadvantages women, minorities and the working class (e.g. Sanders, 1997; 
Young, 2000).

When combined, these two features of deliberation – the presence of diverse perspec-
tives and the opportunity for expressing one’s arguments and perspectives through per-
sonal stories – should induce the process of perspective-taking in citizen deliberators. 
Therefore, deliberative forums should provide fertile environments for inducing in people 
the process of perspective-taking and, subsequently, that of reflective judgement.

Perspective-Taking at the ICA

Although my argument is primarily theoretical, in this section I rely on a real-world delib-
erative forum – the ICA – to illustrate its plausibility. The ICA was established in 2016 
with the goal of carefully considering five important legal and policy issues pertaining to 
Irish society: a constitutional ban on abortion, an ageing population, climate change, ref-
erenda and fixed-term parliaments. It consisted of the chairperson and 99 randomly 
selected citizens (and 99 substitutes) from all walks of life and largely representative of 
the Irish voters, according to main sociodemographic features such as age, gender, social 
class and regional spread. During 11 weekends, assembly members met to deliberate in 
small groups, listened to expert presentations from both sides and produced conclusions 
on each of the topics discussed. These conclusions comprised the bases of reports and 
voted recommendations, and were later submitted to the Houses of Oireachtas (Irish par-
liament) for subsequent debate by the elected members. The assembly made 1 key recom-
mendation on abortion, 15 recommendations (and 6 ancillary ones) on ageing population, 
13 recommendations on climate change, 8 recommendations on referenda and 7 recom-
mendations on fixed-term parliaments (see Farrell et al., 2019).

The selection of this particular case study is not coincidental. The ICA is a real-world 
and important deliberative forum, which has been influential in informing and shaping 
the political decisions of the broader Irish polity. Its recommendations on the topic of the 
Eighth Amendment to the Irish Constitution (i.e. abortion) pushed the Irish government 
to call for a nationwide referendum in May 2018. The assembly had a significant role in 
this process. First, it ‘shap[ed] the referendum question and the draft legislation’ (Field, 
2018: 608). Second, public deliberations by the assembly were livestreamed and its rec-
ommendations were publicized among the wider citizenry. The commentators suggest 
that the assembly has contributed substantially to progressing the debate on abortion 
within Irish society. Early evidence from the RTÉ/Universities exit poll suggests that the 
assembly has influenced voting choices by improving knowledge about issues among a 
wider public. In other words, those participants who were more familiar with the assem-
bly (compared to those who were unfamiliar) voted differently (Suiter, 2018). Furthermore, 
the debates of the ICA were also driven by broader divisive discourses outside the mini-
public, especially when it came to the issues of abortion and climate change. Hence, the 
consequential character of this assembly for real-world policymaking, and its agenda-
setting and awareness-raising roles in wider society (Suiter, 2018), makes this case study 
compelling with its strong ecological validity.



650	 Political Studies 69(3)

The ICA possessed the institutional features that should have induced the process of 
perspective-taking among participants according to the theory I have developed here. The 
assembly discussed topics that affected different parts of Irish society. For example, 
although abortion was clearly a feminine topic, ageing population was most relevant for 
the elderly and climate change mostly affected the future generation and so on. When the 
assembly was created, one of its main objectives was to bring together a group of citizens 
that closely resembled a microcosm of Irish society, not only with regard to the main 
sociodemographic factors, such as age, education, gender and region, but also in relation 
to views and perspectives. The presence of a diversity of viewpoints, or in the words of 
the organizers ‘allow[ing] the full spectrum of views to be heard on every issue’ (Citizens’ 
Assembly, 2018) constituted one of the key principles of the assembly. Ensuring a diver-
sity of viewpoints during each round table discussion was also one of the main objectives 
of the organizers.

Second, the ICA created and nurtured a deliberative environment in which fact-based 
rational argumentation, storytelling, narratives, testimony and humour were freely 
expressed, whether according to expert or witness communications, round table discus-
sions undertaken by assembly members or within the framework of communications by 
the wider public to the assembly. The structure of the assembly enabled the citizen delib-
erators to become acquainted with different perspectives through different modes of 
communication and, thus, facilitated the process of perspective-taking.

Thus, the ICA meets my theoretical conditions for facilitating the process of perspective-
taking among participants. But did citizens feel that was the case too? To examine this ques-
tion, I conducted in-depth and semi-structured interviews with 11 members of the Irish 
Assembly (4 female and 7 male). Data saturation was used as a criterion for discontinuing 
interview data collection (Saunders et al., 2018). The objective of these interviews was not 
to reach a quantifiable sample, but rather to obtain a deeper and more nuanced understand-
ing about the processes underlying deliberations. The interviews were face to face and 
lasted on average an hour. They were audio-recorded after having obtained the informed 
consent of the assembly members and were later transcribed verbatim.4

Diversity and Inclusion: A pattern that has emerged repeatedly from interview data is 
that the presence of diverse voices was crucial for the processes of empathic imaginations 
(Goodin, 2000); it enabled participants to imagine and understand ‘where other people 
came from’. Consider, for example, the thoughts of an interviewee referring to the issue 
of ageing population in Ireland:

[A] lot of the kind of personal stuff were actually self-generated within the people who had 
already experienced that, you know, dealing with elderly relatives. And also .  .  . Let us not to 
forget because of the population spread within the group, there was, you know, the number of 
elderly, yeah, so they .  .  . had opinion .  .  ., because a lot directly affects them. .  .  . So for people 
who are little bit younger to have one to one conversation, that or round table conversation that 
was important.

In addition to the mere presence of these opinions, the ICA also provided the members 
with a safe environment in which to air these differences. This environment invited the 
free expression of stories and arguments and it contributed to creating bonds of trust and 
mutual understanding among citizens even when they disagreed with each other:

You know, everybody feels like it is a safe space for their opinion, even if they know that it [their 
expressed opinion] is not going to be popular with the people at the table in that forum [and] 



Muradova	 651

people will openly disagree with them; that it stays there and it is not being taken out to open air, 
where it is kind of .  .  . I do not like you, you know, because we do not agree and something like 
that.

Being encouraged to listen to and to speak with different others induced the processes 
of perspective-taking and affective empathy in participants:

It does not matter if you think it’s black and it is white. You know, you are listened to and spoken 
to. It is more important than you think it is black. Because at the end of the day, I know it is white 
and you think it is black. But the inclusion of it, being there. It is the empathy. I really listen to 
you; it is trash, but I listen to you. Yeah, you know what I mean?

The interplay of fact-based argumentation and personal stories: The interviewees 
repeatedly referred to the sequence of the ICA meetings as ‘ideal’, ‘brilliant’ and ‘perfect’ 
when talking about the ways in which deliberation affected their thought processes:

I think .  .  . it was planned brilliantly: the first few meetings were specifically about facts, and 
statistics, and peer-reviewed research, so that we could get understanding without any emotional 
discussions. .  .  . She [the chair] wanted to make sure that we understood the facts surrounding 
the 8th amendment, around the constitution, around what currently happens. .  .  . Further along 
in the process, because some of it was kind of abstract, then became more personal, when we 
heard personal stories of some of the women involved. We heard the recordings of them, and we 
heard from advocacy groups .  .  . which brought more emotive part from late date, once we had 
a grounding in proper factual information. .  .  . Once they understood the facts, then they heard 
the personal stories, and you know, they could make a decision based on that, I think that 
changed a lot of people.

Factual information served as a basis for citizens’ understanding of the issue, whereas 
personal stories and testimonies engaged their feelings with respect to the issue and made 
it easier for them to take the perspectives of diverse others. For some, these stories con-
stituted a part of the factual information, especially when the story was about someone 
whose perspective was absent at the discussion table:

Personal stories .  .  . they were backed up by the factual information, by the statistics, but I think 
it is the part that gets you in the guts. .  .  . It is somebody’s story. We heard one story about an older 
lady who had been put in a care home, against her will, basically, and you know that was just 
incredibly sad, no amount of statistics could give you what actually happens underground, what 
actually happens in people’s lives. Because you cannot boil down the people to numbers generally 
speaking. But it is good to have numbers and statistics to back up the thoughts. So I think that the 
more impactful of the two on me anyway, was kind of personal stories and narratives from 
people directly. You . .  . have to consider especially when somebody [is] not in the room, the 
personal story might be the factual personal story. When the two go hand in hand .  .  .

The stories were not only a part of the testimonies of the people affected by the policy 
issue, but also an important part of the group discussions:

[Y]ou know .  .  . other people’s experiences, sometimes when we sit in these kinds of sessions, 
we do not, maybe, fully realize that the individual experiences at the end of the day are actually 
big experiences, you know, you are talking about things that affect people’s lives, and quite 
often can change their lives, so, it is kind of, as I said, the combination of all of those processes.
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In sum, these findings suggest that, consistent with the theory, citizens also found these 
two features of the ICA important for inviting them to take the perspectives of diverse 
others and imagine the world from others’ vantage points.

Survey Data from the ICA

Interview data showed that the ICA had relevant institutional features, which according to 
the members, facilitated the process of perspective-taking. The next thing to consider is if 
this process had any effect on citizens’ engagement in reflective political reasoning during 
deliberations. Empirical studies examining the benefits of perspective-taking and affective 
empathy in deliberation are few and have mostly yielded mixed and inconclusive results. 
Michael Morrell (2010), for instance, studied the effect of empathy on individuals’ reci-
procity and commitment to continue deliberating by designing and fielding a laboratory 
experiment. He found that group levels of empathic predisposition (manipulated based on 
previously measured individual levels of empathic predisposition) led to citizens develop-
ing heightened perceptions of the value of mutual respect and an open-minded deliberative 
process. Ugarriza and Nussio (2017) induced perspective-taking in citizen deliberators by 
asking them ‘to make references to their own personal perspective and history when justi-
fying their proposals’ (Ugarriza and Nussio, 2017: 9), and measured their intergroup atti-
tudes pre- and post-intervention. Their findings show that perspective-taking improved 
mean attitudes towards the outgroup, although this effect was limited to only one group – 
community members – and was not found among ex-combatants. Although these studies 
find some support for the claim that empathy is good for deliberation, they do not examine 
the role of perspective-taking in citizens’ political reasoning.

The exception is the Grönlund et al. (2017) study, in which the authors examine the 
question of whether the ability to consider others’ perspectives is a precondition for citi-
zen deliberation and the extent to which deliberation enhances this consideration. Their 
analysis relies on an experiment in citizen deliberation on the polarizing issue of immi-
gration, held in Finland. Their main outcome variable – consideration for an outgroup 
perspective – while not the same measure, seems to capture processes similar to those 
underlying reflection.5 Grönlund et al. (2017) find that deliberation increases considera-
tion for the other side and this increase is greater among people in the con enclave (those 
with negative attitudes on immigration) deliberating in mixed groups. I build on this 
study and expand on it by studying the relationship between deliberation, perspective-
taking and reflection in a real-world deliberative setting.

Operationalizing and Measuring Perspective Taking in a 
Survey

It is challenging (if not impossible) to measure and capture the intrapsychic processes of 
perspective-taking directly with interview or survey data. However, it is possible to test 
the plausibility of perspective-taking indirectly. This section is an attempt to gauge 
whether perspective-taking is positively related to citizens’ willingness to engage in a 
demanding task of reflective reasoning in interpersonal deliberative settings. Perspective-
taking largely depends on ‘dispositions that people bring to deliberation’ (Morrell, 2018: 
246). Psychologists argue that there is a wide variance in individuals’ dispositions to 
engage in perspective-taking (Davis, 1980; Van der Graaff et al., 2018). Some people are 
more inclined than others ‘to adopt the perspective, or point of view, of other people’ in 
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everyday social interactions (Davis, 1980: 6). Thus, people who are most disposed to tak-
ing others’ perspectives may be more affected by the process of perspective-taking 
induced by deliberation. Conversely, individuals who have lower levels of dispositional 
perspective-taking may be less affected by it. Under this assumption, we can hypothesize 
that those who score high on dispositional perspective-taking are also more motivated to 
reason reflectively. Therefore, my hypothesis is that people’s dispositional perspective-
taking will increase their willingness to engage in reflective political judgements.

The survey measures used for testing this expectation were part of a larger survey, 
fielded during the last weekend of the ICA in April 2018. I measure perspective-taking 
with two items from the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) questionnaire (Davis, 1980), 
a widely used and validated measure for dispositional perspective-taking. Participants 
were asked to indicate how well the following statements described them: ‘I sometimes 
find it difficult to see things from the other person’s point of view’ (reversed) and ‘When 
I am upset at someone, I usually try to put myself in his or her shoes for a while’. Each 
statement was rated on a 5-point scale with the greater number indicating higher levels of 
dispositional perspective-taking (M1 = 4.24, SD1 = 0.93; M2 = 3.9, SD2 = 0.99). Before 
introducing these items to assembly members, I tested them among 36 Irish citizens 
through an online opt-in panel designed for research, Prolific. Although the internal reli-
ability of the measure in the pilot sample was acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70), it was 
low in the ICA data. Therefore, I run my analyses on each item separately.

The proxy I use for the reflective judgement measure is adopted from a psychometric 
measurement called deliberation within by Weinmann (2017). The measurement builds 
on theoretical works by Mercier and Landemore (2012) and Gastil (2008), and taps into 
information processing ‘which comprises specific cognitive processes of individuals as 
citizens of a democratic society’ (Weinmann, 2017: 3). The original measure has five 
items; I use three items due to space restrictions within the survey. The validity and reli-
ability of the measure were tested with a pilot study prior to fielding it. The items loaded 
well in one factor and the internal reliability of the measure was high (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.80). Respondents were asked to indicate how well each of the items below 
described the development of their views over the course of the ICA meetings: (a) I 
tended to reflect on the different views about the issues discussed, (b) I thought about 
arguments for and against my own and others’ opinions on the issues discussed and (c) I 
evaluated the arguments that speak for and against my own and others’ opinions. An 
index was created summing the responses to three items (α = 0.74). I rescaled the response 
scale from 9–15 to 1–7 for ease of interpretation (M = 5.18; SD = 0.19).

Figures 1 and 2 present the range and spread of the dataset for each variable of interest. 
Both independent and dependent variables seem to skew towards the high end: on aver-
age, citizen deliberators score high on the self-reported measures of dispositional per-
spective-taking (Mpt1 = 4.25, SDpt1 = 0.93, Npt1 = 69; Mpt2 = 3.9, SDpt2 = 0.99, Npt2 = 69; 
range: 1–5) and reflection (Mrj = 5.2, SDrj = 1.60, Nrj = 69; range: 1–7).

Figure 3 presents two scatterplots visualizing the relationship between perspective-
taking (in two separate items) and reflective judgements. It shows there are three observa-
tions (two in Figure 3(a) and one in Figure 3(b)) that are clear outliers. A closer look at 
these observations reveals that they share at least three common characteristics: all three 
are male, aged 65+ and retired. Dropping these outliers can substantially bias my results. 
Therefore, I run all my analyses twice, with and without these outliers.

For my analyses, I use a nonparametric test as my data have a very skewed distribu-
tion and have outliers that cannot be removed. I examine the relationship between 



654	 Political Studies 69(3)

perspective-taking and reflective judgements with the help of Spearman’s rho, which 
assesses how well the association between two variables can be described. My prefer-
ence for the Spearman rank correlation is based on the fact that its correlation coeffi-
cient is not as sensitive to extreme values.

The results show citizens’ dispositional perspective-taking and their reflective judge-
ments are positively associated (without outliers: pt1: rs = 0.61, p < 0.00; pt2: rs = 0.30, 
p < 0.02; with outliers: pt1: rs = 0.54, p < 0.00; pt2: rs = 0.28, p < 0.02), although the 
strength of this correlation depends on the item used to measure dispositional perspec-
tive-taking. In other words, people who are most disposed to perspective-taking are more 
likely to engage in reflective political judgements. The excerpt that follows from my 
qualitative interviews illustrates the role the perspective-taking process plays in citizens’ 
reflections on a highly contentious issue – abortion:

[F]rom the very first day at the table I was on, there were elderly people, who would have been 
raised in a very catholic environment, who would have been . .  . from rural environment .  .  . 

Figure 1.  Distribution of Dispositional Perspective-Taking (In Two Items) Among ICA 
Members. (a) Perspective-Taking (1). (b) Perspective-Taking (2).

Figure 2.  Distribution of Reflective Judgements among ICA Members.
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you know .  .  . they were totally opposed to abortion. They made it totally clear from day one 
that they had huge issues with this. Towards the end, they would say: ‘that is still how all stands, 
that is how I feel .  .  . But I totally understand why things need to change for other people’. .  .  . 
You know, hang on .  .  . This affects other people, who are younger, who have passed this. .  .  . 
‘I will vote this way, even though this goes against my beliefs’. .  .  . I thought it was empathetic, 
brave and unselfish. I could see these people were really struggling, that was the core of their 
belief, that was how they grew up, that was ingrained [in them], you know. Yet, they decided that 
changes need to happen, even though [they] did not believe in it. .  .  . I think it was a very hard 
decision for many people. It was not just some sort of a throw-away decision, you know, there 
was a lot of soul-searching for a lot of people.

In sum, these findings show that citizen deliberators’ dispositional perspective-taking 
is associated with their willingness to engage in reflective political reasoning.

An Experimental Test

The quantitative data from the ICA, albeit having high ecological validity, have (at least) 
two limitations. First, dispositional perspective-taking was measured post-deliberation 
and, thus, it is challenging to discount the confounding effect of prior deliberations on 
citizens’ levels of dispositional perspective-taking. Citizen deliberators may have become 
better perspective-takers as a result of deliberations. Second, it is difficult to make causal 
claims about the relationship between deliberation, perspective-taking and reflective 
judgements by relying on observational and interview data.

With these limitations in mind, I subjected a part of my theoretical model to an experi-
mental test. More specifically, I aimed to examine the relationship between dispositional 
perspective-taking and reflective judgement, and whether the latter is affected by small 
group deliberations. A laboratory experiment with UK residents was designed and fielded, 
in which deliberation was manipulated by inviting subjects to participate in a small group 
discussion on the issue of legalizing assisted dying. The study consisted of two waves. In 
wave 1 (on average, 7 days prior to the experiment), I fielded a survey to 600 UK resi-
dents (55% student and 45% non-student; 68% female; 55% 18–26 years old; 32% having 
at least a bachelor’s degree or equivalent),6 recruited through a behavioural laboratory of 

Figure 3.  Scatterplot of the Relationship Between Perspective-Taking and Reflective 
Judgements. (a) Perspective-Taking (1). (b) Perspective-Taking (2).



656	 Political Studies 69(3)

a university from the United Kingdom. In this survey, individuals’ dispositional perspec-
tive-taking was measured with a full battery of seven items from Davis’ IRI questionnaire 
(see the Supplemental, online appendix). For the purposes of the analyses, a sum index 
was created (M = 23.36; SD = 4.42; range: 9 to 35), which was standardized for ease of 
interpretation (M = 0.00; SD = 1; range: –3.25 to 2.63).

In wave 2 of the study, a subgroup of subjects were randomly assigned to one of three 
experimental conditions: deliberation, placebo or control. Those in the deliberation group 
were invited to take part in a small group (8–12 participants in each) discussion in the 
laboratory. Prior to discussions, participants read a short article about legalizing assisted 
dying that featured four arguments in favour and four arguments against (see the 
Supplemental, online appendix). Group discussions lasted 45–70 minutes. Consistent 
with the ideals of deliberation, I ensured that the subjects (a) received balanced informa-
tion, (b) had a facilitator, (c) understood and agreed upon the rules of group deliberation 
and (d) were encouraged to express their thoughts and arguments through different com-
municative tools (such as personal stories, narratives and so on, in addition to fact-based 
argumentation). The only condition that the experiment did not meet was the presence of 
diverse perspectives in each discussion group. Most people who self-selected to partici-
pate in the experiment, having been previously notified about its objective and the pos-
sibility of being randomly assigned to a discussion group, were in favour of legalizing 
assisted dying.

Immediately after the discussion, respondents completed a post-intervention survey, 
in which outcome variables were measured. Those randomly assigned to the placebo 
group read the same short article with arguments and completed a post-intervention 
survey. Participants randomly assigned to the control condition only completed the post-
intervention survey.

A total of 127 subjects participated in the study: 37 in the deliberation, 59 in the pla-
cebo and 31 in the control conditions.7 The unbalanced nature of the sample was due to 
the following factors. First, the objective was to have 60 subjects in the deliberation con-
dition and 60 subjects in the placebo condition. There was, however, drop-outs from the 
experiment. Attrition was the greatest in the deliberation group, due to heavy snow on the 
day of discussions and, potentially, the demanding nature of deliberations. Post hoc anal-
yses showed that the attrition was not systematic according to either the attitudinal meas-
ures or the sociodemographic characteristics. Second, I opted for a smaller sample size 
for the control group, due to the costly nature of the laboratory experiment and the rela-
tive lack of interest for the control condition.8

Consistent with the first study, reflective judgements are captured with the delibera-
tion within measure (Weinmann, 2017). A summary index of a full battery of items was 
created (M = 26.03; SD = 4.41; range: 11 to 35). All items loaded in one factor well, and 
the Cronbach’s alpha was acceptable (0.68). The index was standardized for ease of inter-
pretation (M = 0; SD = 1; range: –3.4 to 2.03).

Figures 4 and 5 visualize the range and spread of dispositional perspective-taking and 
reflective judgements among participants (n = 126).

Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of reflective judgements across the 
three experimental conditions.

As can be seen, those in the deliberation group report having reflected about their 
choices more than those in the other two conditions. However, the results of difference in 
means t-tests show that this difference is not statistically significant at p < 0.05 signifi-
cance level.
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To estimate the relationship between deliberation, dispositional perspective-taking and 
reflective judgements, I use linear regression analyses. Table 2 presents the results of 
these analyses.

Model 1 estimates the bivariate relationship between dispositional perspective-taking 
and reflective judgements. It shows that a one unit increase in dispositional perspective-
taking leads to a 0.32 SD increase in reflective judgements. Model 2 examines the effect 
of experimental interventions (information and deliberation) on the reflectiveness of 
citizen deliberators’ political judgements, controlling for their dispositional perspective-
taking. While the direction of the coefficients for both information and deliberation is 
consistent with theoretical expectations that they would have positive effects on reflec-
tive judgements, neither effect is statistically significant at a conventional significance 
level (p < 0.05). Furthermore, the data do not allow us to directly test whether delibera-
tion induced the perspective-taking process in citizen deliberators. Furthermore, care 
must be taken in interpreting this finding. One of the key conditions for the process of 

Figure 4.  Distribution of Perspective-Taking among Participants.

Figure 5.  Distribution of Reflective Judgements among Participants.
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perspective-taking that is identified in the theory developed in this article – the presence 
of a diversity of viewpoints on the issue – could not be guaranteed in this experiment. 
Most of the discussion groups in this experiment consisted of like-minded individuals. 
This was different in the Irish case in which deliberators were exposed to opposing view-
points during deliberations.

Discussion and Conclusion

A healthy democracy needs citizens to make reflective and well-thought-out political 
judgements, as opposed to unreflective and impulsive ones. Proponents of deliberative 
democracy suggest that citizen deliberation is capable of inducing more reflective politi-
cal thinking among people. Yet, little is known about the mechanisms underlying this 
relationship. This article offers a bridge between psychology and political science and 
proposes a theory of perspective-taking in deliberation. It argues that under the right con-
ditions, deliberation produces more reflection when citizens make judgements by induc-
ing the process of perspective-taking – actively imagining others’ experiences, perspectives 
and feelings – in citizen deliberators. Two institutional features of citizen deliberation are 
particularly important in this respect: the presence of a diversity of viewpoints and the 
interplay of fact-based rational argumentation and storytelling.

Although my contribution is primarily theoretical, I illustrate my case by studying 
the real-world and influential deliberative forum, the Irish Citizens’ Assembly. To 
examine the first part of the theory – that citizen deliberation induces the process of 
perspective-taking among citizens – I rely on in-depth interview data obtained from the 

Table 1.  Mean (Standardized) Reflective Judgement across Experimental Conditions.

Mean SD

Control group, n = 31 –0.19 1.13
Information group, n = 58 0.02 0.97
Deliberation group, n = 37 0.13 0.94

Table 2.  OLS Estimates of the Relationship Between Perspective-Taking and Reflective 
Judgements in Interpersonal Deliberative Settings.

(1) (2)

Dispositional perspective-taking 0.32***
(0.08)

0.32***
(0.09)

Information treatment 0.10
(0.24)

Deliberation treatment 0.31
(0.25)

Intercept –0.02
(0.08)

–0.16
(0. 20)

Observations 126 126
Adjusted R-squared 0.10 0.12

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.000.
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members of the ICA. The patterns identified in the qualitative data provide evidence for 
the proposed theory.

To indirectly study the second part of the theory – the beneficial effect of perspective-
taking on reflective reasoning – I rely on unique survey data obtained from members of 
the ICA and a laboratory experiment. The results across two studies (the ICA and a labo-
ratory experiment) show that citizens’ dispositional perspective-taking influence the 
effectiveness of deliberation in activating reflective political reasoning among citizen 
deliberators. In other words, while deliberation may provide the forum in which perspec-
tive-taking and reflection are activated, dispositional perspective-taking is a pre-requisite 
for these processes.

Of course, this research is not without its caveats. The quantitative studies used in 
this article have several limitations that are worth discussing. First, neither the survey 
nor the experimental data are able to directly capture the complex processes of perspec-
tive-taking and reflection. Instead, they rely on self-reported measures of dispositional 
perspective-taking and reflective judgements. Thus, these studies are only indirect tests 
for the proposed theory. Future research could endeavour to improve on these meas-
ures. For example, in future research, reflection could be captured through thought-
listing techniques (Weinmann, 2017) or the cognitive complexity of reasoning measure 
(Colombo, 2018).

Second, perspective-taking may be challenging for people. A person may be more 
likely to take the perspective of someone with whom he or she shares some common 
characteristics. For example, women may be more likely to take the perspective of a 
woman, and vice versa. As a result, the process of perspective-taking may be biased. 
Scudder (2016) posits that the success of perspective-taking is contingent upon unreal-
izable assumptions, such as the commonality between the observer and the target, and 
that empathy in general has the potential for distracting the citizen deliberators from 
listening to each other. The data in this research do not allow me to study these limita-
tions. Elsewhere with different data, I find no empirical evidence for this claim 
(Muradova, 2019). However, future research could design experiments that could 
manipulate the common ground between the target and the perspective-taker and study 
its moderating role in the relationship between perspective-taking and reflection in 
deliberative settings.

Third, future research could endeavour to experimentally manipulate perspective-tak-
ing and test its effect on reflective judgements in order to contribute to our understanding 
as to whether reflective judgement truly causally follows perspective-taking (similar to 
Muradova, 2019).

Fourth, people who agree to attend deliberative forums may be better perspective-
takers and reflective thinkers than non-attenders. In other words, despite the recruitment 
process being random, deliberative events may suffer from a self-selection problem. 
Although the Irish data does not allow me to test this contention, I can examine it with my 
experimental data. The findings show that there is no significant difference in mean 
(standardized) dispositional perspective-taking between those who attended the experi-
ment and those who did not (M = –0.02; SD = 1, n = 472; M = 0.06; SD = 1, n = 126, 
p < 0.41). However, real-world deliberative events are more demanding, require more 
commitment from citizens and usually last longer. Therefore, future research could test 
this assumption with data from real-world deliberative forums.

Finally, this study does not allow for a direct and causal test of the effect of differ-
ent levels of deliberation on perspective-taking and reflective judgements. Future 
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research could address this shortcoming. One way to go, for example, would be to 
transcribe and code group deliberations for their deliberativeness and study the rela-
tionship between different levels of deliberation and perspective-taking. Another strat-
egy would be to experimentally vary the different elements of deliberation and study 
their potentially differing implications for the processes of perspective-taking and 
reflection. In other words, future research could endeavour to test the proposed theory 
with data that would permit a mediation analysis, in which the effect of the levels of 
deliberation on the mediator (perspective-taking) and the outcome variable (reflective 
judgements) could be examined.

These shortcomings notwithstanding, this study is a first of its kind to offer a system-
atic study of the role of perspective-taking in deliberation and reflection. The findings 
contribute to several different strands of literature.

First, citizen deliberation forums seem to be the most favoured democratic innovation 
nowadays. Although their increasing usage across the globe is laudable (see www.partici-
pedia.net), the lack of a systematic understanding of the processes underlying the so-
called deliberative transformations observed as a result of these forums is worrisome. 
This study endeavoured to contribute to this gap by systematically examining the pro-
cesses underlying deliberation and reflective reasoning among citizens.

Second, this research speaks to the body of scholarship within deliberative democ-
racy that is examining the microprocesses underlying deliberation (see Bächtiger and 
Parkinson, 2019 for a review). It also brings a renewed focus on the arguments by differ-
ence and feminist democrats about the importance of embracing different kinds of com-
munication such as storytelling, narratives and testimony in deliberation (Black, 2008; 
Sanders, 1997; Young, 2000). It suggests that in addition to making deliberation more 
democratic and egalitarian, they have the potential for facilitating greater understanding 
and perspective-taking among individuals. Although evidence-based reasons help indi-
viduals to gain new information and knowledge about the issue under discussion, per-
sonal stories and testimonies enable them to get acquainted with the true identities, 
values and worldviews of the storytellers (Black, 2008). However, my study shows that 
stories and testimonies told in isolation clearly cannot convey the full picture. Only if 
accompanied by factual information and argumentation can they inform the citizens of 
the nuances and complexities of the issue under discussion and facilitate the process of 
perspective-taking.

Third, these findings contribute to the scholarship in political psychology that is study-
ing the correlates of reflective reasoning (e.g. Arceneaux and Vander Wielen, 2017). It 
shows that perspective-taking is beneficial for people’s willingness to engage in more 
reflective reasoning.

Fourth, the research contributes to the strand of literature in social psychology that is 
looking at the inter- and intrapersonal effects of perspective-taking, such as decreased 
intergroup prejudice, and altruism (see Todd and Galinsky, 2014 for a review) and expands 
on it with empirical evidence on the role of perspective-taking in people’s political 
reasoning.

Fifth, these findings have implications for systemic approaches to deliberative democ-
racy (Mansbridge et al., 2012). The deliberative systemic approach ‘has emphasized mul-
tiple sites of communication, each of which can host various forms of speech that can 
enrich the inclusive character of a deliberative system’ (Curato et al., 2017: 30). To the 
extent that perspective-taking induces more reflection when citizens make judgements, it 
can be evoked and nurtured in different areas of democratic politics, for instance, through 

www.participedia.net
www.participedia.net
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empathy training at schools (Morrell, 2007), choose-your-own story games among ado-
lescents (e.g. Simonovitz et al., 2018) and empathy-inducing ads in the media.
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Notes
1.	 Others emphasize potential downfalls of deliberation. Diana Mutz (2006), for example, argues that expo-

sure to cross-cutting communication in face to face interactions may engender ambivalence and confusion 
in people’s political attitudes which may in turn discourage their participation in politics.

2.	 Perspective-taking is one dimension of empathy, with another dimension tapping into people’s affective 
responses to the experiences of others (i.e. feelings of warmth, concern and compassion towards others) 
(Davis, 1980; Morrell, 2010).

3.	 Although it is possible to imagine the perspective of someone who holds the same perspective as another, 
‘doing so’, as Epley and Caruso (2009) argue, ‘cannot meaningfully be distinguished from not doing so at 
all and remaining completely egocentric’ (Epley and Caruso, 2009: 299).

4.	 Interviews were coded manually. All the data identifying the interviewees were anonymized. Each tran-
scription was read three times. First, each interview was read with the aim of understanding the general 
tone and structure of the interview. Second, they were read with the objective of identifying common 
patterns consistent with the theory. Third, they were read once more in order to choose relevant quotes for 
this article.

5.	 For the battery of items measuring the ‘consideration’, see Grönlund et al. (2017: 469).
6.	 The final sample was n = 598 after dropping duplicates.
7.	 Subjects were compensated for their time and participation.
8.	 One of the respondents in the placebo condition did not record his or her ID number correctly, and was 

excluded from the data analysis.
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