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Introduction1

Harnessing collective intelligence for public good requires an effective method to bring 
people together, elicit their participation, and synthesize their contributions. Some of these 
methods, like open-innovation contests, aggregate the contributions of many individuals 
without obliging them to interact; other methods, like citizens’ assemblies (CAs), ask group 
members to deliberate over which options may be best.

In recent decades many definitions have emerged for collective intelligence, participation 
and deliberation, with more or less extensive boundaries. For some, “collective intelligence” 
is a superset that includes participation and deliberation; for others, “participatory processes” 
is the superset encompassing all others. Providing a taxonomy and a more precise analysis of 
the intersections and relationships of these three categories of processes is beyond the scope 
of this chapter. For our purposes, what is important is to note the significant overlap of these 
three categories of processes, and to propose that the nascent field of collective intelligence 
can benefit from decades of work in the social sciences on the impact of participatory and 
deliberative processes (henceforth “PDPs”). In what follows, we seek to give an overview 
of the empirical literature on the effects of PDPs, offering scholars and practitioners of col-
lective intelligence a guided tour of this large and growing body of work.

Given the gargantuan amount of scholarship on participation and deliberation, the present 
chapter seeks to give an initial primer on what we consider the main topics present in the lit-
erature. For the same reason, the literature included here should not be seen as exhausting all 
the themes in this vast field, and instead should be interpreted more as a “guided tour” rooted 
in a years-long struggle to break down conceptual silos in this field. Biases and omissions will 
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inevitably arise, due to our own blind spots, but we hope it will prove useful both to those 
readers that approach the topic of evaluating collective intelligence processes for the first 
time, as well as specialists interested in an interdisciplinary approach.

A brief genealogy of participatory and deliberative processes

Modern PDPs have multiple progenitors in a variety of fields and policy domains. Defining 
these processes is quite complex, with boundaries that are often blurred, and with different 
disciplines highlighting different characteristics of deliberation and participation (Reed, 
2008; Elstub and Gagnon, 2015; Florida, 2017). Using the flexible and ecumenical language 
of democratic goods introduced by Saward (2003) and popularized by Smith (2009), “par-
ticipatory” approaches to citizen engagement tend to promote more popular control, that 
is, providing citizens actual control over the outcomes of a process, while “deliberative” 
methods, instead, focus on fostering considered judgment, that is, giving the participants a 
framework to consider all possible options and points of view. Thus, participatory approaches 
include national “direct democracy” devices such as referenda and local participatory gov-
ernance devices such as participatory budgeting (PB), while deliberative approaches include 
devices such as Deliberative Polls, CAs, Citizens’ Juries, and a variety of practices that pro-
mote considered judgment within organizations.

Both participatory and deliberative approaches aim to include citizens in public decisions 
in new ways. Some processes seek to involve as many citizens as possible, while other 
processes focus on mechanisms of representation or sortition to make policy choices more 
legitimate and allow for more intense deliberation only achievable in smaller groups. Both 
approaches have been applied to a variety of complex problems, from new methods of taking 
decisions in a private organization to city budget allocation and multinational discussions.

Nevertheless, the participatory and deliberative approaches have often been in tension. 
Large-scale participation makes high-quality deliberation more difficult. Such tension has 
been explored at length by political theorists (see Cohen and Fung, 2004; Lafont, 2015). For 
our purposes, both approaches rely on the empirical benefits of using collective intelligence 
to address public problems. Therefore, in what follows we explore the literature on impact 
evaluation of PDPs to draw lessons on how to evaluate the use of collective intelligence for 
public good.

Different social sciences, from social psychology to pedagogy, have proposed methods 
to evaluate PDPs since their inception. In the 1940s, Lewin, often considered the founding 
father of social psychology, piloted approaches to planned organizational change leveraging a 
sequence of steps involving participatory decision-making and scientific evaluation (Lewin, 
1948). Freire, one of the founding fathers of critical pedagogy, piloted processes of participa-
tory pedagogy and participatory action research that linked practice and evaluation (Freire 
and Ramos, 1970). In the 1980s, Chambers and Korten systematized more than a decade 
of approaches to the inclusion of farmers in the development of interventions and rural 
appraisals generating the academic basis of participatory development (Chambers, 1994; 
Chambers, 1997; Korten, 1980). In political science and sociology, some scholars trace the 
emergence of a “participatory turn” in the scholarship on democracy starting in the 1960s 
(Bherer, 2016).

Regardless of when this paradigm shift took place, fields as diverse as theater, architec-
ture, geography, economics, healthcare, public administration, technology studies, com-
puter science, and management have now explored participatory and deliberative methods 
of problem-solving. A comparative history of each of these disciplines’ approach to PDPs is 
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long overdue, but is beyond the scope of this chapter. In what follows we will primarily draw 
examples from political science, economics, and psychology.

For many years, the effects of collective participation and deliberation have been studied 
with very limited cross-fertilization among the fields concerned. The results have been 
overlapping jargon and learnings kept in siloes. The proliferation of names for substan-
tially identical processes is one of the legacies of this compartmentalization: projects such as 
Participedia2 still struggle with this “tower of Babel” as they seek to provide coherent global 
maps of participatory and deliberative processes.

A more general systematization began to emerge only in the mid-1990s, propelled, in our 
opinion, by four factors.

First, the collapse of the Eastern bloc made the study of these collaborative processes less 
politically contentious, given that communist states had used the rhetoric of participation 
and collectivism extensively. Second, the emerging crisis of representative democracy and 
traditional forms of civic participation generated a need for progressive organizations and 
parties to experiment with novel participatory and deliberative strategies. PB, for example, 
was developed in Brazil by a coalition of progressive social movements and the Workers’ 
Party as a tool combining the Latin American tradition of participation rooted in the radical 
left with a clear support for democracy and a modern neoliberal language of good govern-
ance, a strategy whose goal was attracting the votes of a broader set of the population (Gret 
and Sintomer, 2005). PB was just one of the tools of this repositioning strategy that propelled 
the party to the forefront of Brazilian politics for more than a decade and enabled significant 
transformations achieving, among other things, significant decreases in poverty and eco-
nomic inequality.

The proliferation of deliberative experimentation in the global North was similarly pro-
pelled by progressive organizations, such as the Kettering Foundation in North America, as 
a tool to reinvigorate democracy.3 “Third way” political parties also promoted dialogue-
based solutions to social conflict and eschewed more traditional confrontational strategies 
(Giddens, 1998). While some of these new pilots were tokenistic – more designed to support 
a partisan communication campaign or an academic publication than to generate signifi-
cant political transformation – the new vocabulary of participation and deliberation began 
to enter the mainstream (Davidson and Elstub, 2014). The result was a period of political 
experimentation that paved the way for the current “deliberative wave” (OECD, 2020).

Third, the failures of liberal models of economic and social development, exemplified 
by the Asian crises of 1997, pushed the repositioning of international aid organizations such 
as the World Bank, the International Monetary fund (IMF), and state donors such as the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) to invest more in “partici-
patory development” approaches ( Jennings, 2000; Rowden and Irama, 2004; Mansuri and 
Rao, 2013).

Lastly, the increasing number of pilots and case studies around the world had finally 
made a more systematic research agenda possible. Pioneers of the field of deliberation in 
the US, Germany, and Denmark had created well-structured and easily reproducible pilot 
processes such as Deliberative Polls, Citizens’ Juries and Consensus Conferences in the 
1970s and 1980s, yielding an expanding set of case studies on what we now call “mini-
publics” (Ryan and Smith, 2014). Psychologists developed an entire sub-field focused on 
group decision-making, highlighting the relative strengths of various processes and methods 
(Seibold and Meyers, 1996), and economists were developing a sub-field on the “man-
agement of commons” (Olstrom, 1990). Development scholars were revolutionizing the 
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field by systematizing action research and bottom-up approaches (Cornwall and Scoones, 
2022). Community-driven development (CDD) projects, such as PB processes in Brazil and 
Participatory Councils in Kerala, India, boasted over a decade of experiences and case studies 
for systematic review (Abers, 2000; Parayil, 2000). Political philosophers call this emergence 
of a more systematic analysis “the empirical turn in deliberative democracy” (Elstub and 
Gagnon, 2015).

The instruments of evaluation developed for this vast array of more-or-less “academic” 
PDPs came to include case studies, lab and field experiments, surveys of stakeholders, surveys 
of the general public, and observations of participants that could be easily reproduced. Earlier 
empirical investigations of PDPs often analyzed participatory processes using in-depth inten-
sive ethnographic work and critical methods that were less amenable to systematization.4

Strengthening the dialogue between the two “epistemic souls” of participatory and delib-
erative methods is a challenge that can bear important fruit. We do not propose a novel 
combination of these approaches; rather, we aim to dispel certain misconceptions and over-
simplifications that bedevil scholars in each field, and suggest parallel research designs that 
could explore the same research questions from a combination of these two perspectives.

PDPs: Three dimensions of effects

There are a variety of ways to systematically reorganize the literature on PDP effects in the-
matically homogeneous clusters. Most authors writing within the boundaries of a specific 
discipline focus on dimensions of effects that relate to specific research questions derived 
from theoretical approaches that are at the core of such discipline. For example, Geissel 
(2012) divides the literature on the impact of PDPs in democracy studies into four families 
of effects:

(1)	 Input legitimacy (the ability to include citizens and to increase the perception of 
legitimacy);

(2)	 Democratic process (the ability to increase the quality of democracy and of deliberation 
in particular);

(3)	 Effectiveness (the ability to identify collective goals and promote their achievement);
(4)	 Civic education (the ability to support acquisition of skills and knowledge).

These families are chosen because they reflect a large body of scholarship within the demo-
cratic innovations field.

In this chapter we seek to generate insights for the field of collective intelligence by 
reorganizing the literature on PDPs, leveraging a more interdisciplinary approach. Instead 
of starting from thematic research questions, we focus instead on the level of magnification 
of the researcher’s perspective and the required data-collection strategies.

In what follows we will analyze three dimensions:

(1)	 Effects that can be captured when analyzing the level of individual participants (e.g., 
civic knowledge and skills);

(2)	 Effects that require investigating group-level metrics (e.g., quality of deliberation or 
group polarization);

(3)	 Effects on society as a whole, beyond the citizens that participated directly (e.g., know-
ledge transmission effects, social welfare, effects on institutions and policies).
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Methodologically, the unit of analysis of each of the three dimensions will be the individual, 
the group, and the organization/institution/system adopting the process, each generating 
different types of problems that a research design needs to solve.

Sometimes primary data at the group or societal level is not available (e.g., metrics of 
local government responsiveness), and thus researchers in this field have commonly used 
mediated information at the individual level, asking experts, participants, and the public on 
a set of research questions. In what follows we will categorize the latter approach as investi-
gating group/societal level units of analysis, even if the data-collection strategy is based on 
individual-level surveys.

We do not claim any absolute superiority of our clustering approach over any other in the 
literature.5 Each approach has advantages and disadvantages. Our aim is to promote interdis-
ciplinary dialogue while taking into account the specificity of the research questions at each 
of these three levels.

All clustering endeavors should be taken with precaution, since they are based on “ideal 
types” that divide the literature artificially for pedagogic purposes. In our case, many studies 
will work on multiple dimensions, tracing, for example, the impact of a PDP on indicators 
of both individual and group performance. Effects at different levels are often interlinked: for 
example, the impact of a PDP on an individual’s critical thinking abilities will affect the 
group-level capacity to forecast policy outcomes. Thus, our pedagogical division should not 
be considered as a recommendation for isolated research designs.

Inevitably, experts of a given discipline, such as psychology or political science or eco-
nomics, will find gaps in our coverage of their areas of expertise. We hope nevertheless 
that the benefits of increased dialogue among disciplines will compensate for our inevit-
able simplifications. One of the crucial limits of the current state of the literature on the 
impact of PDPs is precisely this lack of dialogue: instead of recognizing each other’s specific 
advantages, scholars too often attempt to reinvent “in-house” entire fields while ignoring 
decades of studies outside their immediate domains. We hope that the reader will forgive us 
our simplifications and appreciate the spirit of this chapter as an attempt at a more ecumen-
ical approach to collective intelligence studies.

Before delving into the analysis of these three dimensions of effects, we highlight a 
fourth dimension that is often used in models of impact evaluation. These models, espe-
cially common in nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and international organizations’ 
reports, assume a simplistic linear relationship between the environment, the PDP, and its 
effects (see Figure 5.1).

Such a model does not account for feedback loops and is most appropriate for describing a  
laboratory experiment in which inputs and processes can be fully controlled by the researcher,  
rather than being endogenously generated by a complex sociopolitical system.

Figure 5.1  A simple linear model of a Participatory/Deliberative Process (PDP).
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Linear models are rarely able to problematize of the relationship between the design of 
a participatory or deliberative process and the process as it actually unfolds. The distance 
between process design and its effects is represented by a temporal sequence. In such models, 
the immediate effects that can be automatically expected if the process is implemented as 
designed are described as “outputs.” For example, the immediate “output” of a deliberative 
mini-public could be to generate, rank, and justify a number of ideas of reform of an elect-
oral system. In this sequence, outputs lead to intermediate “outcomes” and longer-term 
“impacts” that are progressively wider in scope and reach. Continuing the example, an out-
come of the mini-public could be that the media publicizes the result of the mini-public, 
and an impact could be that a proposal to change the electoral system is approved by the 
parliament.

In this chapter, we purposely avoid the distinction between inputs, outputs, outcomes, 
and impacts. We do so because, following modern policy evaluation scholarship (Cairney, 
2019), we ascribe to a more complex sociopolitical interpretation of PDPs that cannot be 
represented by the simplistic linear model described in Figure 5.1. In part, this is due in 
part to the difficulty of distinguishing these categories in practice, and in part because they 
interpreted so variously by different disciplines that they become more of a hindrance than 
a support.

Notwithstanding its limitations, the linear model retains its relevance for pedagogic 
purposes to remind us in a simple way of the distinction between the design of the pro-
cess and its actual effects. Keeping in mind how close an effect is to the design will help us 
create testable hypotheses regarding a set of average minimum effects for such a category of 
PDPs, and will prevent us falling into common pitfalls of attributing too much importance 
to the design without sufficiently considering moderating factors. Moreover, analyzing crit-
ically the temporal dimension of the effects reminds us to pay attention to their long-term 
stability. For example, when looking at PDPs that include significant framing and priming 
components, the results we might find in surveys deployed immediately after the process 
might be temporary (e.g., self-reported increases in personal efficacy). Another cross-cutting 
dimension to consider when analyzing the effects of PDPs, therefore, is to think about the 
“more-or-less automatic effects” of the design that are least likely to be affected by local 
conditions and social or political constraints before and after the process is enacted.

In what follows we will continue to use the generic word “effects,” instead of distinguishing 
between outputs, outcomes, and impacts. We will also highlight the temporal dimension, 
scope, and nature of each effect and its “distance” from the design of the process. For readers 
interested in the critical analysis of the idea of design and the transferability of PDPs, we rec-
ommend the classic studies on policy diffusion in public policy (Shipan and Volden, 2008; 
Gilardi and Wasserfallen, 2019), as well as the excellent work on the diffusion of PB that has 
tackled the issue more systematically (Ganuza and Baiocchi, 2012; Porto De Olivera, 2020).

Effects of collective intelligence processes on individuals

The study of the effect of civic participation on individual citizens has a long tradition. In 
his Politics and Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle argues that every living creature is designed by 
nature to achieve a τέλος (telos), a kind of fulfillment of potential unique to that kind of 
creature. The nature of that telos can be divined by how that creature naturally develops 
when it has the resources necessary to flourish. Based on observations of 150 human societies 
and a range of animal species, Aristotle proposed that what humans do most naturally and 
uniquely is form communities and talk. By reasoning in public in a certain way – prudently, 
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moderately, with justice and courage – humans can achieve εὐδαιμονία (eudaimonia), liter-
ally “a well-being of spirit” (Ethics, Book 1). More recently, researchers such as Tomasello 
and Henrich have traced the mechanisms of shared intentionality and social reasoning that 
enable our unique modes of collaboration, and derive meaning and happiness therefrom 
(Tomasello, 2019; Henrich, 2015). Interestingly, contemporary social science has gone a long 
way toward proving Aristotle’s hypothesis correct – that collaboration is beneficial for Homo 
sapiens in a way that goes beyond whether we accomplish a given task.

Applying this “eudaimonic” lens onto collective intelligence suggests a first set of 
questions that explore whether as a result of participating in a given civic process, a person 
(i) is more knowledgeable, (ii) has different attitudes or preferences (trust, empathy, or 
personal efficacy), (iii) is more likely to adopt certain civic or pro-social behaviors (voting, 
donations, tax compliance, or participation in subsequent initiatives), or (iv) has developed 
their cognitive abilities (critical and probabilistic thinking, communication skills, and so on). 
There are numerous other potential effects on individuals’ attitudes, emotions, and skills 
(e.g., does participation promote happiness? does it enable personal development?), so the 
following analysis should not be taken as a complete taxonomy of all possible effects. It is also 
important to keep in mind that our stark categorization has been designed for pedagogical 
purposes. Most studies focus on a variety of individual effects of deliberative and participa-
tory processes and thus could be placed in multiple categories, and some of the metrics used 
in these studies are contested and often overlap.

Acquiring useful knowledge

One way to measure the effect of a PDP is to ask, “Do participants have more useful know-
ledge than they did before?” There is a growing body of evidence that deliberative processes 
increase knowledge about the topic of discussion (Fishkin et al., 2000; Luskin et al., 2002; 
Hansen and Andersen, 2003; Blomquist and Ostrom, 2008; Fournier et al., 2011; Michels, 
2011). This result is not particularly surprising given that most deliberative processes include 
significant information packages, interaction with technical experts, and dedicated capacity-
building components.

What is more difficult to assess is the role of deliberation itself separated from the 
dedicated instruments for learning. While the literature in pedagogy offers support for 
more interactive and deliberative learning in the classroom (Diedrick, Grattan, and 
Dienstfrey, 2008; Diaz and Gillchrist, 2010; Johnson et al., 2014), there is very limited 
cross-fertilization between recent literature in pedagogy and on deliberative democ-
racy (McMillan and Harriger, 2007; Shaffer, 2014; Prosser et al., 2018), even if Freire is 
recognized as a pioneer in both fields. Moreover, the usage of randomized controlled trials 
(RCTs) that test the impact of deliberation on knowledge formation outside the classroom 
is still rare (Gronlund, Setala, and Herne, 2010), limiting our ability to separate the impact 
of deliberation itself from possible confounds such as information provision, age, and indi-
vidual capacities prior to the process. When we look at processes such as PB that tend to 
involve less dedicated capacity-building and deliberation than a typical mini-public, we 
find a body of qualitative research that identifies the role of “learning by doing” as a driver 
of increased civic knowledge, with roots in Freire’s and Pateman’s intuitions, but very little 
experimental evidence (Van Der Veen et al., 2007; Lerner, 2010; Cohen, Shuguresnky, and 
Wiek, 2015; Melendez, 2021).

Thus, while there is reasonable evidence linking deliberative and participatory processes 
to individual learning, we should be very careful about the exact mechanisms at play. Do 
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deliberative/participatory processes improve our lives per se, or are they catalysts that reinforce 
traditional pedagogic methods that are the main driver in these individual-level outcomes?

Changing attitudes, preferences, and perspectives

An alternative way of measuring impact on individual participants is through changes in 
their beliefs as well as their attitudes toward others, toward institutions, and toward them-
selves. Fishkin (2018) has pointed to the significant proportion of participants in Deliberative 
Polls, a widely adopted deliberative process, who report having substantially changed their 
views by the end of the exercise. Some deliberative processes have also been shown to have 
positive effects on empathy, interpersonal trust, trust in the institutions that organized the 
PDP, and perceived legitimacy of the decision-making process (Reed et al., 2010; Karna, 
2012; Caluwaerts, and Reuchamps, 2016, Grönlund et al., 2017). However, empathy and 
interpersonal trust are also important preconditions of high-quality deliberation; thus, we can’t 
discard the possibility that the current generation of studies is overstating these effects due 
to a reverse-causation bias (Morrell, 2010). In other words, it is possible that those citizens 
who are willing to participate in a mini-public have higher-than-average levels of empathy, 
for example.

Deriving general rules from individual studies should be done with great care; it is pos-
sible that these positive effects on social attitudes may be transitory or localized. While it 
is fairly intuitive that a successful participatory process that makes local institutions more 
responsive should generate more trust in those institutions, there is no clear reason as to 
why participants should trust other, national-level institutions that have not been similarly 
“opened up”, nor that these change in attitudes would endure if most other public institutions 
are neither participatory nor deliberative (Spada, 2019).

From a eudaimonic perspective, the development of personal or collective efficacy – the 
belief that we have the power to take action and see those actions bear fruit – can be one of 
the most positive personal impacts of PDPs. To this end, cultivating a sense of efficacy has 
been a guiding principle for many designers and facilitators of civic engagement. For both 
Freire (Freire and Ramos, 1970) and Pateman (1970), “learning by doing” was the only sure 
way to acquire the skills of effective citizenship. While subsequent scholars and practitioners 
continue to emphasize the ability of PDPs to promote internal, external, and collective effi-
cacy,6 the empirical research is still underdeveloped and has proceeded in a nonsystematic 
fashion (Nabatchi, 2010; Geissel and Hess, 2020). While scholars and practitioners agree 
that successful deliberative and participatory processes promote a greater sense of internal, 
external, and collective efficacy, the exact mechanism is not clear and the empirical litera-
ture shows mixed results. Here the work of psychologists (Bandura, 1997) and pedagogists 
(Dinther, Dochy, and Segers, 2011) on efficacy should be integrated in studies that explore 
these effects of deliberative and participatory processes.

Another potential impact of PDPs is to mitigate overconfidence, “one of the most conse-
quential of the many biases to which human judgment is vulnerable, both because of its ubi-
quity and because of its role in facilitating other biases and errors” (Moore et al., 2017). The 
literature on psychology offers a somber view of small group discussion per se. Small-group 
discussion can lead to increased confidence on a given issue and thus contribute to overcon-
fidence (Buehler et al., 2005), especially when the most confident people in the group are the 
most influential (Anderson et al., 2012). Not all group discussion is deliberative, of course, 
and when the process asks participants to provide justification for an answer, experiments 
have shown that overconfidence can be dampened (Arkes et al., 1987; Kunda, 1990; Mercier 
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and Landemore, 2012). Analysis of the pattern of preference changes in Deliberative Polls 
also shows a decrease in the confidence of participants toward extreme positions – that is, a 
decrease in political polarization, an important finding given the salience of this problem in 
much of the world (Fishkin et al., 2021). We will return to the latter when analyzing group-
level outcomes such as polarization of group discussion.

Overall, the literature provides mixed and limited results with respect to the ability of 
PDPs to promote general system-level effects on attitudes and perceptions, such as trust 
in democracy. Instead we find more clearly positive results in generating localized effects, 
such as on the perceived usefulness of the PDP itself, or gains in knowledge regarding the 
issue at hand. Returning to our discussion on the distance of the effect from the process, 
this should not come as a surprise: the more we move from attitudes and preferences that 
are close to the process (e.g. learning something new on the specific topic or trust in fellow 
participants), into exploring impacts on more general preferences and attitudes (e.g., a gen-
eral sense of personal efficacy) the more intervening variables beyond the process will affect 
results.

Increasing civic and pro-social behaviors

In many countries, participation in traditional forms of civic life has been in decline or at 
least has moved away from traditional forms of participation. PDPs, in addition to being a 
potentially more effective way than elections at harnessing collective intelligence, may also 
help breathe life into more traditional forms of participation.

Impacts on these positive social behaviors might be mediated by the impact on attitudes 
described before. For example, if taking part in a PDP produces higher levels of personal effi-
cacy, this may have measurable effects on behaviors like voting, contacting representatives, 
tax compliance, and charitable donations. Several studies have noted a correlation between 
higher levels of efficacy and greater involvement in other civic activities (Balch, 1974; Craig, 
1979; Finkel, 1985; Jung et al. 2011; Moeller et al. 2014). Some scholars have explored how 
participating in a PDP designed to promote the respect of other people’s opinions increased 
pro-social behaviors such as donations (Grönlund, Herne, and Setälä, 2017). This result 
needs to be evaluated with care, however, given the complex links between PDPs and effi-
cacy. Moreover, the literature on donation-related experiments offers a less positive outlook 
on deliberation (Small, Lowenstein, and Slovic, 2007; Zhong, 2011). As before, the diffe-
rence might be a feature of the limited external validity of the synthetic laboratory setting, 
or it might be due to the fact that those who elect to participate in PDPs are particularly 
susceptible to these behavioral impacts, while the sampling strategies used in lab settings do 
not suffer this problem.

Some scholars have used surveys to explore the link between self-reported rates of online 
participation and civic participation (Kim, 2006). Others have shown that PB at the city 
level generates higher turnout in elections (Kukučková and Bakoš, 2019; Johnson, Carlson, 
and Reynolds, 2021). Sjoberg, Mellon, and Peixoto (2015), leveraging a unique data set 
collected of 400,000 “Fix-my-street”7 users, provide a first clear test of the efficacy feedback 
loop mechanisms. The study shows that users whose highest priority issue is fixed by a city 
council adopting the “Fix-my-street” platform have a higher probability of reporting further 
issues of interest to them. Overall this literature includes some theoretical mechanisms and 
growing evidence that PDPs can promote civic and pro-social behavior in some cases, but 
we are not yet able to disentangle the specific effect of PDPs from platform-design features, 
sampling biases, and local conditions.
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Improving cognitive capacities

Could thinking in a group make us smarter as individuals? From an epistemic perspec-
tive, any process that not only generates ideas to solve a public problem, but also makes its 
participants more effective thinkers and communicators, will have accomplished something 
quite useful for society. From a eudaimonic perspective, learning how to think more crit-
ically and communicate more powerfully would seem to have benefits in nearly all areas of 
life. And yet, these gains in cognitive capacity have proven much more difficult to measure 
than new civic facts that have been learned or political preferences altered.

Early research in psychology showed that small-group discussion could increase accuracy 
(Stasser and Davis, 1981), promote self-critical reflection, and help reduce overconfidence 
(Lerner and Tetlock, 1999; Sniezek and Henry, 1989). More recent studies of deliberative 
processes have observed an improvement in participants’ abilities to think critically about a 
public problem (Goodin and Stein, 2008). Other studies have observed improvements in cre-
ative thinking (Küçük and Isleyen, 2015). A significant literature has explored the impact of 
a PDP on the capacity of individuals to forecast (Arrow et al., 2008). Given that these studies 
often compare individual performance with aggregated group performance, we will cover 
them in the next section as well.

An interesting experiment from Druckman and Nelson explored the ability of deliber-
ation to create “antibodies” that could defend participants from framing effects (Druckman 
and Nelson, 2003). Some participants in PDPs report being more confident in their ability to 
communicate their ideas effectively (Morrell, 2005; Dryzek, 2007). However, using surveys 
to collect participants’ self-reported perceptions might confound the effect on participants’ 
efficacy and confidence with impacts on their actual abilities. More generally, scholarship 
on the effects of deliberation and participation on creativity, critical thinking skills, and 
other cognitive capacities is not sufficiently integrated with the literature in psychology and 
pedagogy that have studied the development of such capacities in detail. More than 30 years 
of psychological and pedagogical inquiries on the subject of critical thinking, for example, 
warn us about the complexity of defining the concept itself and the difficulties of designing 
experiments to measure critical thinking in a classroom setting (Abrami et al., 2008).

Effects of collective intelligence processes on groups

One of the most important research questions in the field of collective intelligence is also one 
of the most straightforward: how well did the group solve the problem? Beginning in the 
1990s, researchers such as Tetlock showed how the predictions of a large group of individuals 
could be aggregated and measured through digital platforms organized as markets or prize-
backed contests, with results that were consistently more accurate than individual experts 
(Arrow et al., 2008). The pioneering studies of Hong and Page (2004) demonstrated the cru-
cial role of cognitive diversity in boosting a group’s problem-solving potential. While these 
initial studies were wary of small-group discussion due to its potential of biasing individual 
knowledge (Larrick et al., 2012), at the same time the literature on deliberative mini-publics 
was showing the effectiveness of certain types of group discussions (Luskin et al., 2017). The 
two literatures have recently converged (Mercier and Landemore, 2012; Landemore and 
Page, 2015). The IARPA forecasting tournament is the most famous attempt at exploring the 
integration between collaborative group discussion with forecasting market-style competi-
tion to optimize forecasting (Mellers et al., 2014). Differently from previous studies in this 
research, five different research teams leveraged group discussion to compete against each 
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other in achieving the best predictions. The capacity of these teams to match (and some-
times outperform) expert predictions has propelled the interdisciplinary cross-fertilization 
between collaborative and competitive approaches to problem-solving.

The task of analyzing the performance of group problem-solving abilities is easier, of 
course, when the process can generate an objective and verifiable right answer. In a pre-
diction task, for example, we can evaluate whether the predicted event in fact occurred; 
or in Condorcet’s famous example, whether the jury correctly found a defendant innocent 
or guilty (List and Goodin, 2001). A recent experiment (Mercier and Claidière, 2022) has 
shown that group discussion, from medium to large size (N=20 to N=208), significantly 
improves answers to factual problems, but does not improve answers to demonstrative8 or 
ethical problems.

These results suggest that discussion in large groups does not make the crowd less wise, 
measured by their ability to identify “right answers” and reduce mistakes, and that discussion 
may indeed improve collective performance. In most cases analyzed by the PDP literature, 
however, “right answers” can often be multiple, contradictory, and fiercely contested. A citi-
zens’ assembly on immigration that results in a significant increase in foreign workers may 
serve as an exemplary case of collective intelligence or of collective stupidity, depending on 
one’s political views. For this reason, and given that this is the core literature from which the 
collective intelligence field has developed, the PDP literature has actually less to offer and 
more to learn in terms of strategies for evaluating collective intelligence.9

The PDP literature has much to offer, however, concerning specific effects linked to the 
design of each process. For instance, does an ideation process leveraging group deliberation 
outperform a survey of individuals’ ideas in terms of the number and quality of ideas? Which 
designs generate the richest small-group deliberations? What features of PDPs promote or 
hinder group polarization? These types of questions explore how the design of a PDP affects 
intermediate outcomes of potential interest to society, and thus the unit of analysis of the 
scholarship interested in these studies is not the individual, but the group itself. Taking 
inspiration again from the field of PDP, in what follows we discuss two “families” of group-
level effects.

Impacts on quality, cognitive complexity, and group toxicity

Many collective intelligence processes employ devices that promote verbal or text-based 
interaction among participants on a public issue. And, as we have seen, some of the desired 
effects of PDP hinge on the quality of the deliberation that occurs. But what constitutes 
high-quality deliberation?

One instrument used to answer this question is the Discourse Quality Index (DQI), an 
analytical model that codes and assesses all individual speech acts (Searle, 1969) during a 
deliberative exercise on the basis of certain normative goals decided in advance (Steenbergen 
et al., 2003). For each speech act, researchers score the level of respect shown to other 
speakers (e.g., answering questions others had posed, referring favorably to their arguments, 
and the frequency of interruptions); the level of justification for arguments given; the content 
of those justifications (e.g., benefits for one’s own group vs. appeals to the common good); 
the use of stories or foul language; and the Habermasian “unforced force of the better argu-
ment,” that is, admissions that the speaker has modified her position based on what others 
have said. Originally conceived as a method of analyzing parliamentary debates, the DQI 
has now been applied in a range of deliberative settings (Beste, 2013) – for example, during 
peacebuilding dialogues with Colombian ex-paramilitaries.
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The DQI has evolved over time. Jaramillo and Steiner (2020) propose a new element in 
the DQI, the logging of “deliberative transformative moments,” speech acts that shift the 
quality of a group interaction from “low” to “high” or vice versa, where “high” indicates the 
discussion flowing in an interactive and respectful way on a single sustained topic. Jaramillo 
and Steiner propose that with this innovation, the DQI is better suited to capture “the quick 
give-and-take of discussions of small groups of ordinary citizens.”

The DQI is probably the most famous example of these types of group-level metrics and 
has generated a small literature on its advantages and possible modifications, particularly 
for online deliberations (Mendonça, R.F., 2015; Esau, Fleuß, and Nienhaus, 2021). Other 
metrics explore the cognitive complexity of a discussion (Scott, 1962), or the level of tox-
icity of messages sent within a group ( Jakob et al., 2022). If constructive dissent has proven 
benefits for collective intelligence (Edmonson and Moingeon, 1998), disparaging or abusive 
comments appear to have the opposite effect. Toxic comments have been shown to reduce 
team performance in a range of settings (Fredheim, Moore and Naughton, 2015; Neto et al., 
2017) and therefore it becomes relevant to understand how to design PDPs that can limit 
toxicity. The advent of communication via voice, video, and text has generated a novel set of 
research questions on the effect of each medium on the quality of group discussion. We do 
not have the space to do justice to such literature, but what is relevant for our chapter is that 
the unique level of controls that designers have over a certain medium allows a novel set of 
research designs and experiments (Davies and Gangadharan, 2009; Iandoli et al., 2018; see 
also Klein et al., Handbook).

Overall, these transcription-based metrics offer useful insight into the quality of delib-
eration, but they are expensive and difficult to scale due to the time it takes to process 
the transcriptions, and they can suffer from intercoder reliability bias. Though the current 
generation of natural-language technologies that can help analyze transcriptions and 
video recordings is still rudimentary, artificial intelligence-driven tools are starting to be 
able to classify communications by topic and recognize emotions from video recordings. 
Nevertheless, they are still far away from the capacity of human researchers to analyze text, 
despite the potential bias that goes along with it (Fournier-Tombs and Di Marzo Serugendo, 
2020). Thus, while it is foreseeable that the cost of collecting and processing this group-level 
data will decrease, the biases and ethical quandaries introduced by these methods will inev-
itably generate a new set of problems for the coming generation of researchers.

An alternative approach to measure the quality of the deliberative process is to ask the 
participants themselves. Participant surveys have the benefit of being cheaper to admin-
ister, and thus have been commonly adopted by practitioners. This approach suffers from all 
the usual biases that self-reported metrics generate, but at the same time offers the unique 
opportunity to tap into the expertise of participants, an approach that lies at the core of the 
constructivist tradition and participatory action research. In the latter approaches, the biases 
that “naturalist” researchers try to minimize – the stereotypes and judgments imposed by 
researchers on certain communities – become crucial narratives of a complex sociopolitical 
tapestry that needs to be unearthed and explored. Notwithstanding these challenges, the 
most interesting insights on the quality of a process may emerge from the citizens themselves.

Impacts on group-level preferences: Consensus, polarization,   
and dissent

How important is consensus to collective intelligence, and how should it be measured? Could 
small-group deliberation end up deepening polarization, or conversely, will the pressure to 
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conform paper over useful differences of perspective? Will the group end up reproducing 
the same power dynamics that lower the quality of discourse in the community as a whole?

The scholarship on the effect of PDPs on participants’ views and preferences is one of the 
oldest and most developed. Initial studies in psychology offered a mixed set of results on the 
effect of group discussion. Some studies showed that group discussion could contribute to 
polarizing attitudes (Moscovici and Zavalloni, 1969) and reinforced biases (Stasser and Titus, 
1987). Other studies highlighted how consensus might be generated by the desire to seek 
harmony ( Janis and Mann, 1977) and conformity (Larsen, 1974), or the pleasure of being 
part of a cohesive team (Dobbins and Zaccaro, 1986).

In parallel with these studies, political scientists, sociologists, and development scholars 
and practitioners were developing best practices that were anecdotally at odds with some of 
the findings of the psychologists. Case studies from this latter group of scholars kept showing 
that common citizens were perfectly capable of collaborating in a variety of complex tasks 
that were traditionally reserved to experts, from budgeting to policy-making (Smith, 2009).

An influential series of papers from Sunstein (2000, 2002, 2009; Sunstein and Hastie 
2015) provided a powerful interdisciplinary bridge between the two fields. He highlighted 
how deliberation in real-life juries tends to homogenize opinions within groups while polar-
izing them across groups. In these papers, Sunstein put the concepts developed in the psy-
chological literature into the context of the work on citizen participation and deliberation. 
At the same time, other scholars highlighted how inequality of skills, social pressures, con-
formity, and discrimination might generate post-deliberation patterns of preference that 
better reflect socially advantaged participants (Sanders, 1997; Young, 2000).

Thus emerged a unique cross-fertilization between the two fields. With the help of these 
insights from psychology, scholars of democratic innovation began investigating group-level 
effects more rigorously. In particular, Deliberative Polls have offered a unique platform to 
study these issues due to their replicability and transferability across different populations. 
Luskin and Fishkin accumulated a growing body of knowledge that counters not only the 
homogenization and polarization hypotheses, but also the critique from feminist scholars 
that deliberation tends to reproduce inequalities present in society (see, for example, Luskin 
et al., 2017; Fishkin, 2018; Fishkin et al., 2021).

The debate is not concluded, and the exact mechanisms driving these effects are not 
immediately clear. Many scholars point out the potential impact of facilitators, who are 
present in PDPs and not present in the small-group laboratory experiments on deliberation 
(Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014). The issue of “who moderates the moderators” becomes 
even more relevant as a consequence (Spada and Vreeland, 2013). Other scholars highlight 
the importance of argumentation as a mechanism that can dampen both the overconfidence 
of individuals and their desire to conform, potentially leading to less homogenization and 
more polarization (Mercier and Landemore, 2012). Research on forecasting tournaments 
highlights the importance of training and timely feedback on debiasing, and mini-publics 
such as Deliberative Polls include capacity building and feedback devices (Mellers et al., 2014).

This crucial debate on the effects of deliberation on group preferences has also contributed 
to the repositioning of some scholars away from consensus as a normative good (Friberg-
Fernros, Shaffer, and Holst, 2019). Currently the theory of deliberative democracy has 
softened the focus on consensus as one of the key outcomes of deliberation, moving toward 
the idea that deliberation can increase the probability of achieving consensus, but can also 
sharpen each individual’s point of view. This shift complements the recent literature in 
social psychology that points to the benefits of constructive dissent on group decision quality 
(Schulz-Hardt et al., 2006), and the potential for diverse opinions to reduce the impact of 
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certain cognitive biases (Klocke, 2007). Management theorists have also found that recog-
nizing and protecting principled dissent can be a crucial lever for transforming organizations 
(Shahinpoor and Matt, 2007). Argyres and Mui (2007) propose a game-theoretical approach 
for choosing “dissent regimes” that encourage group members to challenge the majority 
view in ways that provide the group with informational benefits while minimizing related 
hazards. It is logical that without some minimum level of consensus, collective action is 
impossible; empirically, without some minimum level of dissent, collective intelligence 
diminishes. Where are these minimum levels, and which design choices will help sustain 
them? These are important questions for future research.

Impacts of collective intelligence processes on society

For designers of collective intelligence for public good, the most important indicator of 
impact may be on the policies that result from the citizens’ input and the impact of these 
policies on society. Here measurements must be taken, and causal inferences drawn, with 
extreme care: the distance between the process and the effects is the largest, and thus the 
number of intervening factors and potential confounds is significant.

Beyond this basic observation, there is also the difficulty of saying, on any policy question, 
whether the “right answers” were found by the participating citizens. The more fundamental 
the policy question – who enjoys which rights, who pays what level of taxes, who is allowed 
to enter the community and benefit from its services – the more likely it is that any decision 
will be contested by those whose principles differ.

As the realm of debate moves from ends to means – how to keep the population healthy, 
how to keep public spaces clean – the “right answer” can be understood as the one that 
achieves the intended policy goal at the lowest cost, or achieves the most good with the 
resources at hand. This utilitarian approach, while conceptually easier to handle, is extremely 
difficult to assess empirically, and is explored primarily by scholars in the “epistemic” trad-
ition of democratic theory (see Landemore, 2012).

As mentioned before, while the epistemic research agenda is critical for the collective 
intelligence field, we do not yet have empirically sound strategies to evaluate it on the 
ground. A review of such literature is beyond the scope of the chapter and we refer to the 
excellent work of Landemore (2012, 2020) for those that are interested. In what follows 
instead we will focus on the more humble middle-level theories that can be more easily 
empirically tested (Mutz, 2008). This literature sidesteps the epistemic research question and 
instead studies the effect of PDPs on macro-level indicators of development such as welfare, 
poverty, corruption, and tax revenues, or evaluates effects on public opinion, on elections, 
and on institutions, laws and regulations.

Impacts on community well-being

A long tradition in development studies explores whether participatory (and to a lesser 
extent, deliberative) methods can play a positive role in improving public health (Björkman 
and Svensson, 2009; Gonçalves, 2014; Touchton and Wampler, 2014) or on lowering pov-
erty directly (Marquetti, 2009) or indirectly via better targeting and less “leaking” of gov-
ernment subsidies (Olken, 2019), raising tax compliance (Beuermann and Amelina, 2018; 
Touchton et al., 2019), reducing public corruption (Olken, 2012) and a variety of other 
development indicators (Mansuri and Rao, 2013). In environmental studies, it is argued 
that participation enables interventions and technologies to be better adapted to local social 
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and environmental conditions and that this in turn may enhance their rate of adoption and 
diffusion among target groups, and their capacity to meet local needs and priorities (Martin 
and Sherington, 1997; Reed, 2008; Dougill et al., 2012; Muiderman et al., 2020).

There is also a more fundamental literature on participatory development that explores 
larger research questions such as empowerment and the intrinsic value of participation that 
predates the current generation of studies using RCTs and leverages participatory action 
research (Korten, 1980; Chambers, 1994; Chambers, 1997; Kindon, Pain, and Kesby, 2007). 
The latter literature has the most sophisticated analysis of power relations, and it criticizes the 
idea that PDPs can be a neutral instrument of governance. These studies call into question 
the “evangelical approach” to citizen participation that assumes an intrinsic value of partici-
pation without sufficiently problematizing it (Cook and Kothari, 2001; Henkel and Stirrat, 
2001; Williams, 2004).

The umbrella terms used in the development literature to identify PDPs are “partici-
patory development projects” and “Community Driven Development (CDD).” The type 
of interventions explored in this literature include self-initiated processes by the unit of 
adoption (a community, a city, a village, or a country) and processes that are implemented 
with the support of international donors. The latter is one of the key characteristics of this 
literature that generates unique advantages and disadvantages. Countries receiving substan-
tial aid often allow international organizations to explore large-scale modification of gov-
ernance structures, particularly at the subnational level, and allow the implementation of 
large pilot studies on PDPs that would be less feasible in the global North.

Indonesia and India, for example, have become in recent decades a unique laboratory of 
large-scale RCTs that randomly assign hundreds of villages to institutional-level treatments 
modifying the governance of subsidies and service delivery from health to education, gen-
erating a unique amount of fascinating data. The Nobel Prize awarded to Banerjee, Duflo, 
and Kramer in 2019 recognizes their contribution to the new empirical approach “that has 
transformed development economics, and has considerably improved our ability to fight 
global poverty.”10 At the same time, critics of modern development strategies based on RCTs 
highlight a host of ethical issues associated with certain field experiments, in particular those 
that use deception (Teele, 2014), and warn us against the complex interaction between colo-
nialism, neoliberalism, and behaviorism (Webber and Prouse, 2018).

In particular, the fact that the regions or countries that host these interventions are in need 
of aid implies that the desire of receiving financial support may distort the political system’s 
reactions to the participatory processes introduced. Participants, groups, and institutions 
might “put on a show” by implementing a donor-introduced PDP in order to secure further 
aid. These are general problems of the modern approach to development that go beyond the 
analysis of participatory processes, but they must be considered to understand the external 
validity of the results and the choice of certain research questions over others. Critics of par-
ticipatory development highlight

three interrelated failings: of emphasizing personal reform over political struggle, 
of obscuring local power differences by uncritically celebrating ‘the community’, 
and of using a language of emancipation to incorporate marginalized populations 
of the Global South within an unreconstructed project of capitalist modernisation.

(Williams, 2004)

While a full discussion of the development field is beyond the scope of this chapter, we 
note a potential “legacy bias” associated with the entire development field regarding the 
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evaluation of PDPs. What might be the subtle and lesser understood biases of other fields? 
Paradoxically, should we be less concerned about biases in the current development litera-
ture, given the criticisms that scholars have now been led to address?

Overall, both the qualitative and experimental literature paint a mixed picture of the 
impact of CDD on service delivery, governance, and social welfare (Cook and Kothari, 
2001; Henkel and Stirrat, 2001; Reed, 2008; Mansuri and Rao, 2012; Joshi and Houtzager, 
2012; Fox, 2015; Arkedis et al., 2021; Wong and Guggenheim, 2018; Olken, 2019). The 
literature on these interventions highlights the crucial factors of local conditions, how inter-
vention designs can vary wildly, and how CDD works best when it is part of a broader 
strategy that includes reforms to governance, investments in productivity, and improvements 
in service delivery. In other words, PDPs may work best not when they are “parachuted” 
from abroad but rather when they are supported by a holistic set of reforms that then, para-
doxically, makes it more difficult to assess the impact of any individual PDP. While it would 
be easy to dismiss the somewhat obvious conclusion that it is difficult to transplant PDPs, 
this literature still offers a host of illuminating results, particularly when a PDP is successful 
(Björkman and Svensson, 2009).

Impacts on laws, constitutions, and public policies

While modern public policy studies caution us about the difficulty and complexity of 
exploring the policy generation process (Weible and Sabatier, 2018), a growing number of 
interesting studies have tried to trace the impact of PDPs on laws, constitutions, and policies. 
Most studies employ one of three methods: (1) interviews/questionnaires with experts, civil 
servants, and politicians on their perceptions of impact; (2) qualitative case studies of single 
PDPs; or (3) comparative approaches that attempt to trace the fate of ideas and projects’ 
proposals that emerged in the PDP.

The tradition of investigating the attitudes of public officials is typical of the public 
administration and political science scholarship. Lowdes et al. (2001) analyzed the results of 
a questionnaire sent to the chief executives of all principal local authorities in England in 
January 1998, exploring the usage of 19 different forms of participation. With a response rate 
of 85%, the experts reported that these processes had negligible impact from their perspec-
tive. More than ten years later, using a multinational questionnaire covering 15 EU countries 
and Israel (N=12,000), Sweeting and Copus (2013) found that councilors in local authorities

tend to display a luke-warm, unenthusiastic attitude towards many participation 
mechanisms, though this picture is nuanced by councillors in certain countries, and 
councillors of certain types, holding a more positive stance to some of the ways in 
which citizens can engage with local government.

A more recent paper investigating the same data set using quantitative methods confirms the 
preliminary descriptive results (Alibegović and Slijepčević, 2018).

Yang and Callahan (2007) report the result of a national survey sampled to represent 
a variety of county and city administrators in the US (N=428 valid survey out of 932 
mailed). Chief administrative officers (CAOs) were chosen as the target respondents rather 
than elected officials because this research focuses on citizen involvement in administra-
tive processes. On average, the results show that although local governments frequently use 
participatory methods to gather ideas or feedback, they are less likely to use citizen input at 
the decision phase. CAOs from larger communities reported more positive attitudes toward 
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citizen participation. Larger communities also reported higher levels of use of participatory 
methods. Similar to the results obtained when investigating elected officials, the cultural 
acceptance of political participation appears to be one of the most influential explanatory 
variables explaining the level of citizens’ involvement in local government.

Beswick and Elstub (2019) interviewed 60 members of the UK parliament, including 
staff and elected politicians, to gain insights into their perspectives on evidence diversity in 
policymaking and the potential of mini-publics to diversify the sources of evidence available 
to select committees, and found that traditional approaches to evidence gathering are still 
favored.

Overall, the literature shows an increased interest in participatory processes over the last 
few decades, as well as a lingering tension between the respective powers of elected officials, 
administrators, and citizens. The attitudes of administrators and civil servants, in particular, 
has emerged as a key factor on whether participatory channels are created and maintained.

The literature exploring the impact of specific PDPs is the most developed across all 
disciplines (Nabatchi and Amsler, 2014). Many qualitative case studies of PDPs include an 
assessment of impact or potential impact on public policy. A complete review is beyond the 
scope of this chapter, and thus we will focus on the qualitative literature on PDPs specifically 
designed to modify laws: Citizens’ Assemblies.

CAs are a complex form of PDP that combine multiple deliberative and participatory 
devices. Since their inception in Canada in the British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly (BCCA), 
CAs have been specifically designed to propose or amend laws (Warren and Pearse, 2008). 
The BCCA was not successful in modifying the electoral law of BC, but it paved the way 
for a number of replications in Canada and abroad, culminating with the recent assembly 
in Ireland that is considered by many the first example of a CA that successfully altered a 
major piece of legislation. The Irish CA led to the successful referenda on same-sex marriage 
(2015) and the legalization of abortion (2018) that modified the Constitution of Ireland, 
addressing issues that had languished in political gridlock for decades (Farrell, Suiter, and 
Harris, 2019). The number of CAs worldwide has grown significantly in the last three years. 
National-level assemblies on climate change have taken place in France (2019–2020), the 
United Kingdom (2020), Scotland (2020–2021), Denmark (2020–2021), Germany (2021), 
Finland (2021), Austria (2022), and Spain (2021–2022). An even larger number of assemblies 
are being organized at the subnational level; thus, the first comparative research designs are 
emerging (Wells, Howarth, and Brand-Correa, 2021; Stack and Griessler, 2022). It is simply 
too early to evaluate the impact of these assemblies on climate policies, but initial compara-
tive scholarship highlights a variety of moderating factors that might support or hinder the 
impact on laws and policies (Willis, Curato, and Smith, 2022).

While many case studies trace the subsequent fate of proposals generated by a single 
PDP, quantitative comparisons of proposals generated by a variety of different PDPs are 
probably the least developed area of research. There are two notable exceptions that present 
interesting research designs. Pogrebinschi and Ryan (2018), investigating the impact of 31 
cases of National Public Policy Conferences (NPPCs) in Brazil, use Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis (QCA) to explore the conditions under which these PDPs can significantly 
influence national policy. Font et al. (2018), leveraging a unique data set containing 571 
policy proposals,11 explored whether citizen-generated proposals were accepted, rejected, 
or transformed by public authorities. The authors concluded that “context variables have 
little effect and while some process variables are significant, it is proposal-level variables 
that are particularly important for understanding the fate of proposals.” The effect of these 
variables provides evidence that authorities make a non-random selection of proposals to be 
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implemented, selecting those that are easier to develop or are closer to their own preferences. 
In other words, local authorities engage in “cherry-picking” proposals (Smith, 2009: 93) or 
“selective listening” (Sintomer et al., 2008). Such findings give pause to those who hope that 
citizens can not only contribute to public policy, but also shift it in a new direction.

Impacts on public opinion

When we look at the impact of PDPs on public opinion, most studies have focused on how 
small deliberative mini-publics can influence wider public opinion. Comparatively little 
research has been devoted to the impact of large-scale participatory processes such as refer-
enda or PB on public opinion.

Looking at the first group of studies, scholars of mini-publics posit that a mini-public can 
generate new information that can influence public opinion in unique ways. Some scholars 
have hypothesized that mini-publics can act as “informational shortcuts” for the general 
public, giving citizens a notion of what “people like them” would conclude once they were 
fully informed on the topic (Warren and McKenzie, 2012). Other scholars instead criticize 
this blind-deference approach, and instead perceive the role of mini-publics as an inspiration 
and support for general deliberation in the wider public (Lafont, 2015, 2020; Bächtiger and 
Goldberg, 2020).

Existing empirical studies offer mixed evidence in support of these theories of transmis-
sion from mini-publics to the public at large. Survey experiments in which participants are 
asked their preferences on policies after being provided (or not) the results of a fictional mini-
public on such positions found that the opinions of participants are changed only on some 
policy issues (Boulianne, 2018; Ingham and Levin, 2018). Scholars have also looked at the   
capacity of mini-publics to reinvigorate the sense of efficacy and trust in institutions of the 
general public of non-participants (Már and Gastil, 2021). A review of the literature on   
the topic analyzing all possible “spillover effects” using a variety of methods from mini-
publics to the wider public found limited results (Van der Does and Jacquet, 2021).

Recent studies looking at the impact of the Citizens’ Initiative Review in Oregon,12 
one of the few institutionalized mini-publics, found that reading the “Citizens’ Statement” 
drafted by the panelists influenced Oregon voters’ knowledge of the issues and voting 
preferences (Gastil et al., 2018). A similar experiment conducted in Ireland, leveraging the 
results of the Irish Constitutional Convention (ICC) of 2012–2014, found positive impacts 
on both knowledge and empathy (Suiter et al., 2020). Setälä et al. (2020) found similar 
results regarding the capacity of a Citizens’ Jury to provide informational cues to the public 
before a local referendum. To summarize, it is possible that the limited results of this lit-
erature might be due to the fact that CAs and related methods are still in an early phase of 
development, and that when the practice is better understood by the public it may generate 
stronger effects.

When we look at the impact of “open-to-all” participatory processes on public opinion, 
we find very limited research to date. Smith and Tolbert (2010) explored how states in the US 
that adopt ballot measures might create a richer information environment for public opinion, 
shaping voters’ positions on broad topics such as the economy. Some scholars have explored 
if the presence of “direct democracy” channels enhanced citizens’ sense of political effi-
cacy (Bowler and Donovan, 2002; Hero and Tolbert, 2004; Mendelsohn and Cutler, 2000; 
Smith and Tolbert, 2004). Lastly, scholars have investigated the impact of the Swiss can-
tonal direct democracy on perceived subjective well-being in Switzerland (Frey and Stutzer, 
2000a and 2000b). The initial studies finding a positive impact are now being questioned 
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by more rigorous investigation that includes previously overlooked cultural factors (Dorn 
et al., 2007).

Overall, the study of the impact of PDPs on public opinion is still underdeveloped with 
respect to other lines of inquiry, in part because these studies are inherently more costly, 
and in part because PDPs are institutionalized and visible to public opinion in few countries 
to date.

Impacts on organizations, political parties, and companies

Does the introduction of a PDP in a country, region, or city affect the behavior of other 
groups? How does the presence of participatory channels affect the behavior of political 
parties? Does the multiplication of PDPs in a country affect the economy? Do companies 
become more participatory in response? These are among the research questions that can be 
explored when looking at organizations as a unit of analysis.

The literature on PB has argued since its inception that higher rates of civic participa-
tion can benefit other forms of community involvement, and studies in Brazil have shown 
a correlation between cities with PB and the density of civil society organizations (CSOs) 
(Touchton and Wampler, 2014). However, a study conducted in Poland found limited effects 
of PB on CSOs (Kempa and Kozlowski, 2020). Thus, while the idea that a participatory 
process designed to redirect funding to CSOs could stimulate their formation is intuitively 
plausible, the level of impact might be moderated by a variety of design and local factors. 
Moreover, PB scholars have also highlighted how density of CSOs is a possible precondition 
for the emergence of a successful PB process, casting doubts on the direction of causality 
between PBs and CSOs (Ryan, 2021).

A well-developed literature in political science has analyzed mechanisms to promote 
internal party democracy (IPD). PDPs can be used as an authentic approach to pro-
mote IPD or as a tool for political elites to reinforce their power (Scarrow, 1999; Ignazi, 
2020). Paradoxically there is very limited cross-fertilization between the scholarship on 
internal party democracy and PDPs (Van Biezen and Saward, 2008). In recent years some 
interdisciplinary scholarship has emerged due to the renewed attention on the impact of 
digital technologies on party organization and performance (Deseeris and Vittori, 2019; 
Gerbaudo, 2018; Lioy et al., 2019; Garcia-Lupato and Meloni, 2021). Overall, and not 
surprisingly, this scholarship oscillates between “optimism (if not euphoria) to pessimism 
(if not despair)” (Diamond, 2019). This literature is primarily based on case studies and 
qualitative research and thus there is a clear untapped opportunity to adapt quantitative 
methods of evaluation for this space. For example, the research designs used to study the 
diffusion of PDPs across cities could be used to explore the diffusion of PDPs across pol-
itical parties.

In the management sphere, a vast literature spanning more than 30 years has investigated 
the impact of democratizing the workplace (Ward, 1958; Vanek, 1971, 1977; Svejnar, J., 
1982; Bainbridge, 1995; Kim, Han, and Kim, 2017; Olatunji et al., 2017). Most of the early 
literature was theoretical, augmented by a few case studies from Yugoslavia; only later did a 
wider variety of case studies emerge (see Jones, 2018 for a genealogy). We can do no more 
than direct readers to this literature if they seek to discover more about this growing area of 
research, that has to date been overlooked by other social sciences, with the exception of the 
recent work by Ferreras, Battilana, and Méda (2022). We hope that the examples above will 
offer some good starting points for cross-fertilization among disciplines.

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

   

    

 

 

 



97

Measuring the effect of collective intelligence processes

Impacts on elections

The literature on the electoral impact of PDPs is quite underdeveloped. Some scholars have 
focused on the relationship between direct democracy and turnout in general elections, 
finding mixed results. The literature on ballot initiatives in the US and voter turnout finds 
a positive relationship. Using the number of ballot initiatives to measure saliency, Tolbert 
and Smith (2005), for example, concluded that an additional initiative may boost a state’s 
turnout in presidential elections by almost 1% and by almost 2% in midterm elections, all 
other factors held constant. Garretson (2014) showed how state-level ballot measures on 
same-sex marriage boosted voter turnout in national elections in the US. In contrast to this 
enhancing effect of referendums and initiatives, studies of the Swiss context found a negative 
relationship between direct and representative democracy (Bühlmann et al., 2003; Linder, 
2005; Freitag and Stadelmann-Steffen, 2010). Swiss scholars argue that the negative effect is 
generated by voter fatigue and the decreased significance of elections in comparison to fre-
quent referenda-by-mail.

When we turn to PB, some previously mentioned studies link PB with increased voter 
turnout among participants and non-participants (Kukučková and Bakoš, 2019; Johnson, 
Carlson, and Reynolds, 2021). We could not find any study that empirically evaluated the 
impact of mini-publics on voter turnout; however, the studies mentioned in the section 
above regarding impacts on public opinion explore how mini-publics might affect political 
competition and election indirectly (Gastil et al., 2018).

Lastly, some studies have explored the impact of adopting PDPs on the probability of 
winning elections, again finding mixed results (Anduiza et al., 2008; Spada, 2022). Spada 
(2022) found a significant increase in the probability of reelection of the mayor’s party when 
looking at Brazilian cities implementing PB between 1989 and 2012, while Anduiza et al. 
(2008) found no effect when investigating a mix of different PDPs in Spain.

Conclusion

Bringing citizens into the heart of public governance will seem to some like a risky bet. 
Despite sensational advances in the fields of collective intelligence and democratic innov-
ation, public institutions are very hard to change. In much of the world, elitism and hier-
archy are baked into the rules, processes, norms, and especially the mindsets of those who 
serve in government. To make a bet on collective intelligence in solving a public problem, 
these stakeholders will want to know: will this new process generate good ideas, and will 
populations I care about be better off as a result?

In this chapter, we have tried to arm readers with ways of answering these two central 
questions. Synthesizing this vast range of studies across cultures, processes, and topics, two 
value propositions come to the fore. The first is for the epistemic value of collective intelli-
gence: the collaboration of many minds can produce better solutions to public problems. The 
second is for the eudaimonic value of collective intelligence: collaborating to solve public 
problems can make citizens smarter, happier, and more civically active as individuals, and 
more united as a community. This can be measured in the range of benefits that may accrue 
individually or collectively: greater empathy, more critical thinking, stronger personal effi-
cacy, less group toxicity, and so on. Both value propositions are potentially important to the 
future legitimacy of our public institutions.

Any claim for the value of collective intelligence must be made with the humility that 
accompanies empirical research. Many studies mentioned here focus on a single example 
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of a participatory or deliberative process; what works in a certain political or cultural con-
text may work less well in another. Furthermore, many studies from the field of democratic 
innovation concern pilot initiatives. Some have speculated that as any such process is scaled 
up and institutionalized, the influence of powerful media and interest groups will increase, 
potentially blunting both the level of intelligence produced in the process and the resulting 
gains for society (Shapiro, 2009).

Finally, many of the processes studied here are “invited” spaces, in which a public actor 
has solicited wider participation on a public matter. We do not yet know to what extent the 
impacts observed in these studies would also apply to “invented” or “claimed” spaces, such as 
social movements, that apply collective intelligence to public problems (see Miraftab, 2004).

New approaches to researching these questions have recently emerged, and new ones 
remain to be invented. Adopting the systems perspective will require researchers to look 
beyond the immediate outputs of a collective intelligence exercise and create “testable 
middle-level hypotheses” about possible impacts on individuals, groups, and communities 
(Fung, 2007; Spada, 2019). New indicators to measure cognitive gains – whether on critical 
thinking, perspective-taking, or considered judgment – could be developed. New interdis-
ciplinary collaborations will need to be created, combining methods from pedagogy science, 
social psychology, and political science. Insights on team performance from management 
and organizational sciences may become increasingly relevant in designing new forms of 
citizen participation.

As difficult as it is to reproduce laboratory conditions in the messy and chaotic world 
of politics, randomized control trials and “thick” qualitative studies may provide critical 
insights for policymakers seeking to tap crowd wisdom. These methods and measures will 
not be easy to develop, but the urgency of our problems requires the clearest thinking that 
social science can provide.

Perhaps there was a time when elitist, hierarchical structures were indeed the most 
effective way of producing solutions for large communities whose members could not com-
municate easily with one another, and where relevant knowledge was only available to a few. 
But this is not our world. As the complexity of public problems grows, and trust in public 
institutions declines, the answer to both lies in the power of groups to observe, think and act 
together. Collective intelligence is not automatic, and we are at the beginning of learning 
how to organize and reinforce it. Improving our capacity to evaluate these processes and 
tools will play a critical role in making the case for change, and in enabling the collective 
learning that will make such change effective.

Notes
	1	 The research described in this chapter was conducted within the Phoenix project (https://phoe​nix-

hori​zon.eu/) funded by a Horizon2020 grant (number 101037328).
	2	 See www.Parti​cipe​dia.net.
	3	 www.ketter​ing.org/about/hist​ory.
	4	 We do not have the space to explore in detail participatory action research and constructivist 

approaches to the evaluation of PDP, but we refer the interested reader to the critical scholarship in 
public policy (Boswell and Corbett 2017), to the application of Actor Network theory and variants 
to PDP processes that is common in science and technology studies and ecology (Lockie 2007, 
Kimmich et al., 2022), the work on action research (McNife 2013), and the emerging scholarship 
on the application of complex system analysis to democratic design (Eliassi et al., 2020) as some of 
the possible entry points in a field that is almost as developed as the one we will review in the next 
sections.
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	 5	 See the forthcoming edited volume by Jacquet, Ryan, and Van Der Does (2022) for another 
approach in the tradition of policy analysis that sits logically in between ours and the one of 
Geissell, focusing on actors, policies, and institutions.

	 6	 The citizens’ trust in institutions’ responsiveness is commonly referred to as external efficacy, while 
the citizens’ perceptions of their individual or their group’s competence and capacity to influ-
ence such institutions is described as internal efficacy and collective efficacy, respectively (Bandura 
2000, Spada 2019).

	 7	 See www.fixm​ystr​eet.com/.
	 8	 Demonstrative problems have a solution that can be conclusively demonstrated using shared know-

ledge (Laughlin and Ellis, 1986).
	 9	 Currently the main contribution from the PDP literature comes from “epistemic” deliberative 

democrats that have yet to develop a dedicated systematic empirical strategy, and mostly rely on a 
reinterpretation of existing case studies and experiments (Landemore 2020).

	10	 See www.nob​elpr​ize.org/pri​zes/econo​mic-scien​ces/2019/press-rele​ase/ (accessed 27th June 2022).
	11	 The data is drawn from 809 participatory processes sponsored by municipalities that generate 

proposals within three Spanish regions during the period 2007– 2011. It contains a variety of 
typical PDPs including different models of participatory budgeting, citizens’ juries, and public 
consultations.

	12	 CIR was institutionalized in 2010 becoming part of Oregon general elections to promote a more 
informed electorate. The CIR gathers a representative cross-section of 25 voters for 5 days of 
deliberation on a single ballot measure. The process culminates in the citizen panelists writing a 
Citizens’ Statement that the Secretary of State inserts into the official Voters’ Pamphlet sent to each 
registered voter.
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