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Introduction 
Whether or how citizens want to be involved in political decision making is a central topic within 

political science. Following participatory democratic theory (Pateman, 1970; Barber, 1984), it is 

generally believed that being politically active creates more positive attitudes towards 

involvement, thereby creating a virtuous cycle. In a similar vein, advocates of deliberative 

democracy have suggested that representative democracy could be revitalised by complementing 

traditional political decision making with various deliberative practices that would provide 

citizens with the chance to discuss and contemplate different policy alternatives (Bohman, 1996; 

Fishkin, 1997; Dryzek, 2002; Fung, 2004).  

Despite the growing popularity of deliberative practices such as mini-publics, others remain 

unconvinced that citizens want to engage in discursive participation of any kind (cf. Posner 2003, 

pp. 136-9, Przeworski, 2010). Since a number of studies suggest that people tend to avoid political 

disagreement (cf. Eliasoph, 1998; Mutz, 2006), critics have questioned the viability of time-

consuming deliberative practices where people are confronted with views and opinions they do 

not share. According to Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (2002), citizens want to participate as little as 

possible in politics and certainly have no desire to engage in intense argumentation on political 

issues. In a similar vein, a growing literature on process preferences shows considerable variation 

in what kind of political decision making citizens prefer (Bengtsson & Mattila, 2009; Webb, 2013; 

Bengtsson and Christensen, 2014). It is therefore unclear as to whether people generally want 

discursive participation as a supplement to traditional representative decision making. Of 

particular relevance for the present purposes is that it is unclear how gaining first-hand 

experience with deliberative practices affects these attitudes. As most representative 

democracies present relatively few opportunities for ordinary citizens to engage in deliberative 

practices, few people have any personal experience with genuine deliberative discussions. 

Previous studies have examined citizens’ willingness to engage in deliberative practices (Jacobs 

et al., 2009; Neblo et al., 2010; Karjalainen and Rapeli, 2015) rather than how this willingness is 

affected by gaining first-hand experience with deliberation. These developments are of particular 

importance for assessing the viability of deliberative practices as a supplement to representative 

democracy. At the same time, this question also probes the suggestion of classic participatory 

theory that participation breeds an appetite for more participation (Pateman, 1970). 

In this paper, we therefore examine how the attitudes towards deliberative practices develop 

among participants in a deliberative forum. Our data come from an experimental deliberative 

mini-public on the issue of immigration arranged in Finland in 2012. The participants here 

responded to surveys repeatedly both before and after taking part in the group discussions, which 

makes it possible to examine how attitudes towards discursive participation developed as a result 

of taking part in the deliberative forum. Furthermore, the experimental conditions placed 

participants in groups with people with similar or mixed opinions towards immigration, which 

allows us to explore differences in attitude changes depending on the group composition of the 

group they were in.  

                                                             
This research was funded by the Academy of Finland. Previous versions of this paper were presented at the 
Superdemocracy conference, Helsinki 11-12 December 2014, FPSA Annual conference, Turku 19-20 March 2015, MOD 
Research Seminar, University of Gothenburg, and ECPR Joint Sessions, workshop What Citizens Want from Democracy: 
Popular Attitudes to Existing Political Processes and their Alternatives, Warsaw University 29 March-2 April 2015. The 
authors would like to thank the participants at these occasions for helpful comments. 
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The paper is organised as follows: we first discuss theoretical and empirical findings concerning 

how involvement in deliberative practices affects attitudes towards discursive participation in 

representative democracy. We explain that these changes may hinge on group composition as 

well as individual characteristics. Based on this, we outline four hypotheses that are examined in 

the empirical analysis. The results suggest that the participants on average develop more positive 

attitudes towards deliberative practices as a result of their involvement. Group composition does 

not affect the changes directly, although indirectly it does so by moderating the effects of prior 

political engagement. Finally, we discuss the main implications of our results for using 

deliberative practices to extend popular involvement in political decision making.  

Discursive participation in representative democracy 
A greater involvement of ordinary citizens in political decision making has long been presented 

as a remedy for different democratic ailments (Pateman, 1970; Barber, 1984). This sentiment is 

also evident among scholars of deliberative theory. Proponents of deliberative democracy 

generally argue that democracy should be more talk-centric (Habermas, 1996; Cohen, 1997; 

Chambers, 2003) and that democratic systems would benefit from introducing regularly 

occurring deliberations among citizens (Fishkin, 1997, Fung, 2004). Discursive participation, or 

citizens talking, discussing and deliberating with each other on public issues affecting the 

communities where they live (Jacobs et al., 2009, p. 13), may therefore help improve the 

functioning of traditional representative democracy. While important differences exist between 

participatory and deliberative democracy (see Young, 2001), citizen-oriented accounts of 

deliberative democracy generally share the idea that participation benefits democracy and 

citizens with participatory democrats (Pateman, 1970, 2012; Barber, 1984).  

Specific deliberative practices, such as citizen juries, consensus conferences and deliberative 

opinion polls, represent viable methods to enact the promise of deliberative democracy and they 

have become increasingly popular in modern democracies (Gerber, 2015, p. 110) These 

deliberative practices can be seen as a specific category within the broader notion of discursive 

participation, which includes other forms of citizen discussions and debates (cf. Delli Carpini et 

al., 2004, p. 318). Deliberative practices generally attempt to combine the virtues of participatory 

and deliberative democracy by gathering citizens with different viewpoints to discuss and reflect 

upon a particular issue in small-N groups (Grönlund et al., 2014). Such deliberative mini-publics 

are, however, rarely entrusted with significant decision-making powers; their role is primarily 

educative, problem-solving or advisory (Fung, 2003). Despite the limited formal impact, the 

possibility to engage in the issues can be expected to increase civic participation, since a number 

of studies suggest that deliberative processes foster civic attitudes and skills associated with an 

active democratic citizenship (Gastil & Dillard 1999; Luskin et al., 2002, Hansen and Andersen, 

2004; Fishkin & Luskin 2005; Grönlund et al., 2010; Himmelroos and Christensen, 2014). 

Following the notion that participation breeds participation (Pateman, 1970), this research 

suggests that taking part in deliberative practices promotes positive attitudes towards the use of 

discursive participation in political decision making. 

Others, however, question whether citizens want, or are even able, to participate in political 

decision making. Elitist democrats such as Schumpeter (1942) maintained that since ordinary 

citizens are incapable of comprehending complicated political matters, their involvement should 

be restricted to electing their leaders in competitive free and fair elections. More recently, 
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Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (2002) question the willingness of citizens to be involved in political 

matters and argue that most citizens are happy leaving politics to politicians or independent 

experts, preferring instead to spend time on more rewarding activities. According to Hibbing and 

Theiss-Morse (2002, pp. 1-2), most people do not want to make political decisions, provide input 

into decision making, or even know the details of decision-making processes. They want stealth 

democracy; a political system that functions without being constantly visible, but with adequate 

accountability mechanisms to ensure that people can intervene should the need arise in 

extraordinary circumstances. This view contrasts starkly with participatory and deliberative 

theories and suggests that people are unlikely to find involvement in deliberative forums 

particularly rewarding. Other scholars have found evidence to support these claims of Hibbing 

and Theiss-Morse in Europe; Bengtsson and Mattila (2009) find considerable support for stealth 

democracy in Finland, while Webb (2013) finds stealth democratic attitudes prospering in Great 

Britain.  

According to this perspective, the prospects are bleak in terms of using deliberative practices for 

political decision making. However, Neblo et al. (2010) respond to the explicit critique of 

deliberative democracy by suggesting that, given the opportunity, ordinary citizens would 

embrace extended opportunities for deliberation. Contrary to the assertions of Hibbing and 

Theiss-Morse, participation is not just something people do when they have to. However, since 

they are alienated from the functioning of the current political system, they do not necessarily 

want to be involved in traditional political activities. According to Neblo et al., people see political 

deliberation as an alternative to the squabbling associated with traditional representative 

politics.  

This shows that there is still little agreement on the extent to which people want to deliberate. A 

central question in connection to this concerns how experiences with deliberative practices affect 

attitudes towards such discursive participation in political decision making. If familiarity with 

deliberative practices makes participants question the usefulness of discursive participation, 

then it would cause difficulties for using discursive participation to deepen popular involvement 

in political decision making on a larger scale. The implications of involvement on these attitudes 

remain controversial, mainly due to a lack of appropriate data. As noted by Webb (2013, p. 766), 

it is difficult to measure the extent of deliberative participation with survey research since few 

people had the possibility to take part in genuine deliberative practices. Jacobs et al. (2009) and 

Wojcieszak et al. (2010) both examine the links between involvement in deliberation and political 

engagement with cross-sectional survey data of people who state they engaged in different types 

of political talk, even if it remains uncertain how deliberative these discussions were. 

Furthermore, their cross-sectional survey data prohibit them from measuring developments over 

time. Other studies find that participants in deliberative experiments almost uniformly describe 

the experience in positive terms (Setälä et al., 2010, Neblo et al., 2010). This, however, only 

provides circumstantial evidence on how attitudes develop as a consequence of involvement 

since participants are likely to be positive towards deliberation from the outset, otherwise they 

would decline to take part. Moreover, the questions often revolve around personal experiences 

rather than the usefulness of these practices for democratic decision making.  

We therefore examine how taking part in a deliberative mini-public affects the attitude towards 

discursive participation in representative democracy. As made clear by the discussion above, 

there are different opinions on how people evaluate involvement in deliberative practices. 

Nevertheless, since the outcome of this research question is paramount regarding the prospects 
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for using deliberative practices to involve citizens in discursive participation, we here follow the 

deliberative perspective in formulating our first hypothesis (H1): Taking part in deliberative 

practices leads to more positive assessments of discursive participation in political decision making. 

To further examine the underlying mechanisms, several factors may influence how participants 

perceive the deliberative experience and subsequently revise attitudes towards the future use of 

deliberative practices. According to Morrell (2005, p. 66), the diverging expectations and results 

from research on democratic deliberation might be because the effects of deliberation are less 

direct than suggested by early theory on deliberative democracy. This is in line with Thompson 

(2008), who argues that empirical research on deliberation should focus on the different 

conditions where deliberative practices perform better or worse. The relevant question might 

not so much be whether people are willing to deliberate, but when and why they are willing to do 

so (Neblo et al., 2010; Webb, 2013).  

First of all, previous studies examined the importance of the composition of the deliberating 

group. The ideal notion of a deliberative process frequently emphasises an exchange between 

different views and acknowledgement of opinions disagreed with (Cohen, 1997, p. 68). However, 

other studies suggest that people hesitate to participate in discussions with a high level of 

disagreement (Eliasoph, 1998) and prefer to discuss politics with like-minded individuals, since 

it reduces the risk for conflict and disagreement (Sunstein, 2009). For this reason, Mutz (2006) 

argues that deliberation based on shared values increases peoples’ tendency to participate, while 

deliberations around political differences can reduce the inclination to participate. We therefore 

examine how group composition, or whether the participants were exposed to different opinions 

or not, affects the changes in attitudes towards discursive participation. Our second hypothesis 

(H2) states that: Participants in groups with mixed initial opinions develop more negative attitudes 

towards the use of discursive participation compared to participants in like-minded discussions. 

The characteristics of the participants may also affect changes in attitudes. According to the ideals 

of democratic deliberation, all reasons put forward should be given equal weight (Cohen 1997, p. 

74; Knight and Johnson 1997, p. 283), meaning alternative or minority views should have a better 

chance of being heard than under majority rule. However, the real world of political deliberation 

may not be this auspicious. Studies on traditional political participation clearly indicate that 

socio-demographic resources and political engagement – the awareness of political matters – play 

a central role in determining who participates (Verba et al., 1995), and this may also hold true for 

deliberative participation. As participants in public deliberations rarely possess equal resources, 

capacities and social positions, there is a risk that groups with more resources act more 

convincingly in public deliberations (Sanders, 1997; Hooghe, 1999). According to Young (1996, 

p. 124), the norms of deliberation must be learned and some people have better access than 

others to occupations where reasoning and public-speaking skills develop. 

Empirical research on deliberative participation seems to support these critical notions. Jacobs 

et al. (2009, p. 53) find that age, education, income and ethnic background all affect the propensity 

for discursive participation and that liberals are more likely than conservatives to engage in 

discursive participation. Furthermore, their analysis suggests that organisational membership 

and political interest are important drivers for discursive participation, which clearly indicates 

that individuals with certain socio-demographic resources and prior political engagement are 

more likely to engage in political talks (cf. Gerber, 2015, p. 124). When studying attrition in a 

deliberative mini-public, Karjalainen and Rapeli (2015) also find that certain groups are more 
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likely than others to take part. These individual level characteristics affect not only the inclination 

to deliberate, but also how participants experience being involved in the deliberation experience. 

Consequently, they are also likely to shape changes in attitudes towards discursive participation 

as a result of involvement. Our third hypothesis (H3) therefore states that: Socio-demographic 

resources and previous political engagement generate positive changes in attitudes towards 

discursive participation. 

Hence, both contextual and individual factors may affect how attitudes towards deliberative 

practices develop. However, the two levels of analyses may also interact to affect the changes in 

attitudes. Deliberations where those taking part share specific characteristics can be helpful for 

otherwise marginalised people, since such discussions represent a safe space where resources 

and capabilities can be pooled to allow participants to express interests or needs in the public 

arena (Fraser, 1990; Mansbridge, 1996; Karpowitz et al., 2009). For example, a study by 

Karpowitz et al. (2012) shows that group composition moderates how gender differences affect 

participation in deliberative fora. A like-minded group, where all participants have the same 

predisposition towards the issue at hand, represents an opportunity for the less resourceful to 

participate more actively. Since there is a smaller risk of being criticised when everyone agrees, 

such group composition makes it easier to voice an opinion, even for those who feel less qualified 

than other participants. For this reason, our final hypothesis (H4) states that: The positive effects 

of socio-demographic resources and previous political engagement on the changes in attitudes 

towards discursive participation are stronger in groups with mixed initial opinions. 

Table 1 summarises the four hypotheses we examine in the empirical analysis.  

 

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

Data and variables  
Our data come from an experimental deliberative forum on the issue of immigration arranged in 

Finland in 2012. The issue of immigration was chosen because it is a salient topic and should 

provide a basis for intense discussions, which was central for the purposes of the experiment that 

aimed to examine the impact of group composition on deliberation. The participants were 

therefore randomly assigned to either like-minded groups or mixed discussion groups. The 

experiment followed a pre-test post-test design, where political opinions are measured before 

and after deliberation. The stages of the experiment are shown in Table 2. 

 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

To recruit participants, a survey (T1) was mailed to a random sample of 12,000 adults in the 

Turku region in Southwest Finland. A total of 39% (n = 4,681) filled in the questionnaire that 

consisted of 14 questions measuring attitudes towards immigration. As an exploratory factor 

analysis suggested that all 14 items loaded on one single factor, we constructed a sum variable of 

the 14 items (Cronbach’s α = 0.94). Based on this, the respondents were grouped into two 

enclaves; respondents with a negative attitude to immigration into a con enclave, and 
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respondents with positive attitudes to immigration into a pro enclave. To ensure that the 

participants had a clearly positive or negative view of immigration, the middle group, consisting 

of participants with a balanced view of immigration, were excluded from taking part in the 

discussions.   

Altogether, 2,601 people received an invitation to take part in a deliberation event along with a 

second survey (T2). In the end, 805 people agreed to take part, and 366 of these were randomly 

selected and invited to take part in the deliberative event. The 207 individuals who eventually 

took part were randomly assigned to 26 small groups, which were either like-minded groups 

consisting of people from either the con or pro enclave, or mixed groups with four participants 

from both enclaves. The aim was for all groups to comprise eight participants, but as individuals 

from the con enclave abstained to a larger degree in the final recruitment phase, a few groups 

deviated from this principle (for more on the deliberative experiment and the procedures 

involved, see Grönlund et al., 2015). 

The deliberative event took place during a weekend in spring 2012. The participants engaged in 

small group discussions on Saturday or Sunday, where the event followed the same procedures 

for both days. The participants first filled in a short quiz (T3) measuring immigration-related and 

general political knowledge, after which the participants discussed in small groups for 

approximately three hours. In line with well-established principles of deliberative mini-publics, 

the discussions were designed to promote a balanced and respectful exchange of reasoned 

arguments. The participants received information, designed to be unbiased and focussing on 

basic facts dealing with immigration in Finland to enhance the participants understanding of the 

issue at hand. Furthermore, each group included a trained facilitator and the participants were 

informed of certain rules that applied to the discussion. The rules emphasised respect for other 

people’s opinions, the importance of justifying one’s opinions and being open to the points of view 

by other participants. At the beginning of the group discussions, each member put forward a 

theme related to the immigration issue that they wanted to discuss. These themes were used as 

an outline for the discussions and were written on a blackboard by the facilitator. The discussions 

concluded with a survey (T4). In a separate debriefing event, three weeks after the deliberations, 

the participants filled out a survey gauging the stability of any previously measured opinion 

changes (T5), before being informed in more detail about the experiment they had been part of.1  

The following presents the central variables of the study. More information and descriptive 

statistics are available in Appendix 1. 

Our dependent variables concern attitudes towards discursive participation for political decision 

making and taking part in such events. We use three dependent variables in our study to measure 

changes in attitudes towards the use of deliberative discussions; two questions and a combined 

index. These attitudes were measured pre-deliberation (T2), post-deliberation (T4), and three 

weeks after the event (T5).  

The first question asks the respondents how they feel about the following statement: ‘To support 

representative democracy, public debates on policy issues should be arranged for ordinary people’. 

The respondents indicated their answers on a four-point Likert scale (Completely agree-

                                                             
1 As the event did not involve decision making, we cannot examine how the outcome of the processes affected 
developments in attitudes. This fact provides us with the advantage of being able to focus exclusively on how the 
experience in itself affected these developments, irrespective of the outcome. 
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Completely disagree). Using the scale, we can ascertain changes in the average scores and thereby 

changes in attitudes towards using discursive participation as a complement to traditional 

representative decision making. The second question probes whether the respondents would like 

to take part in such discussions with the following statement: ‘I myself would like to attend public 

debates organised for ordinary people’. The answers regarding this statement are measured on 

the same scale, thereby making it possible to discern changes in the willingness to engage in 

discursive participation. To gain a more general measure of attitudes towards discursive 

participation in representative democracy, we also construct an index by combining the two 

questions (correlations T2=0.50, T4=0.63, T5=0.54).  

Hypothesis H1 concerns the changes in these variables from T2-T4; T2-T5 and T4-T5, and we use 

paired t-tests to test whether the mean values of the variables at T2, T4 and T5 differ.2 

For H2, we examine differences in these developments depending on group composition. More 

specifically, here we examine differences in developments between participants in group 

discussions, where all held similar attitudes on the issue of immigration (like-minded groups), 

and participants in group discussions with diverging attitudes on the issue (mixed groups). To 

determine whether participants in mixed groups develop more negative attitudes we use an 

independent samples t-test to test whether there are differences in the mean changes between 

the two groups. 

For H3 concerning the impact of individual level characteristics on the changes, we use multilevel 

linear regression models to examine whether various independent variables shape the attitudinal 

changes. Since the experiment involved a limited number of participants, we had to restrict our 

analysis to the variables most likely to affect the attitudes based on previous studies. Following 

the theoretical outline, we include the basic socio-demographic variables age, gender and 

education, which are often considered the most important resource factors explaining 

participation in Finland (Bengtsson and Christensen, 2014). We also include five measures to 

capture previous political engagement. Political interest and prior propensity to discuss political 

issues were included since they indicate awareness of politics (Verba et al., 1995) and have been 

found to be predictors for engaging in deliberative practices (Dutwin, 2003; Jacobs et al., 2009). 

Moreover, we include party identification as a third measure since this has been found to affect 

attitudes towards political activity (cf. Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2002, p. 148). Fourth, we 

include knowledge of migration issues since the exchange of information is considered a central 

feature of deliberative practices (Eveland, 2004; Fishkin & Luskin, 2005, p. 40). To gauge this 

aspect, we use an index based on 10 items asked at T3. Finally, we include the activity level of the 

participants, since this reflects the appreciation of the experience, which is likely to affect changes 

in attitudes towards future involvement. We use the amount of talk in transcribed characters in 

relation to the total amount of talk within each group to measure this variable.  

In addition to the variables indicating the extent of resources and political engagement, we 

include two variables taking into account the design of the experiment. The first variable we 

include captures whether the respondent took part in like-minded or mixed group discussions, 

which is also used to examine possible interaction effects for H4. The second variable controls for 

whether the respondent belonged to the pro or con immigration strata. Although this factor is not 

                                                             
2 Since the variables are not measured at the interval level, strictly speaking, we also used the Wilcoxon signed rank sum 
test, which is the non-parametric version of a paired samples t-test. Since the two yielded similar results, we only report 
the results from the paired samples t-test.  



 

9 
 

central for our purposes, it was an issue in the experimental design. Therefore we control for 

possible confounding effects. 

Empirical analysis 

For H1, we examine changes in attitudes towards discursive participation as a result of the 

involvement with paired samples t-tests, which examine differences in mean scores between T2, 

T4 and T5. Figure 1 shows the mean scores, while the results of tests of significance are in the 

note.  

 

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 
 
The figure shows that the participants were fairly positive towards discursive participation as a 

supplement to representative democracy coming into the discussions (mean T2 0.64) and slightly 

less positive towards taking part in such events (mean T2 0.54), while the combined index shows 

an intermediate positive attitude (mean T2 0.59).  

It is hardly surprising that those who volunteered and turned up would be positive towards 

discursive participation. 3  However, the positive developments in these attitudes during 

deliberation clearly support H1 since all three measures develop in a positive direction from T2 

to T4 and from T2 to T5. The change is most pronounced for the question on whether the 

participants themselves would like to take part in discussions (mean T4=0.62, T5=0.63). For 

deliberative practices as a supplement to representative democracy, the changes in mean scores 

are less pronounced (mean T4=0.69, T5=0.69), but this measure remains the most popular 

alternative, while the changes for the index fall in between (mean T4=0.65, T5=0.66). Despite 

these differences, t-tests show that the changes for all three measures from T2 to T4 and T2-T5 

are strongly significant (p<0.001). The stability in opinions (no significant change) from T4 to T5 

suggests that the effects last even three weeks after the deliberative event. Although the 

magnitudes of the changes are not radical, they consistently show that taking part in deliberation 

had a lasting positive effect on attitudes towards discursive participation, which supports H1. 

H2 concerns the direct impact of group composition on these developments, since taking part in 

group discussions with mixed initial opinions may lead to more negative changes in attitudes 

towards discursive participation. To test this hypothesis, we examined differences in the changes 

for those who participated in groups with mixed attitudes towards immigration compared with 

those groups that consisted of like-minded attitudes. The results are shown in Table 3.4  

                                                             
3 A comparison with a representative sample of the Finnish population from the Finnish National Election Study from 2011, 
which includes the same questions, shows that on average the participants’ attitudes towards using deliberative practices 
as a supplement to representative democracy (mean 0.64) are similar to the mean value for the general population (0.64). 
Unsurprisingly, the participants have a more positive attitude towards taking part in deliberative practices (0.54) compared 
with the general population (0.42), but the differences are less pronounced than what might be expected. 
4 We also tested using a Welch t-test that does not assume equal variance in the groups with substantially identical results. 
Furthermore, we examined changes within treatments to ascertain that similar developments occurred in the two groups. 
Here the results were also similar with the exception that there was no significant change in the mixed group from T2-T4 
for the question ‘Political discussions should be arranged…’. The changes from T2-T5 were however significant. 
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[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

There are few differences depending on the group composition since participants in both like-

minded and mixed groups grew more favourable towards discursive participation at both T4 and 

T5. Regarding the issue of using discussions to support representative democracy, the mean for 

participants in like-minded discussions developed from 0.63 at T2 to 0.68 at T4 and T5, while the 

mean developed from 0.66 at T2 to 0.69 at T4 and 0.70 at T5 in the mixed groups. As to the issue 

of taking part in discussions, the differences in mean changes were meagre and the mean scores 

in both groups landed at 0.62 at T4 and 0.63 at T5. The developments in the index follow this 

pattern and there were no significant differences between the two types of discussions. As we 

find that none of these differences are statistically significant, meaning there is no evidence to 

suggest that the character of the discussions influenced changes in attitudes, we therefore reject 

H2. 

H3 concerns the impact of individual level characteristics on the changes in attitudes towards 

discursive participation. In this regard, Table 4 shows the results of multilevel linear regression 

analyses examining how well socio-demographic resources and political engagement predict the 

changes from T2-T4 and T2-T5.5  

 

[TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

 
 
The results show that both groups of variables do poorly in explaining changes in attitudes. The 

only significant predicator is age, where a negative effect of -0.18 is found from T2-T4. However, 

the significance evaporates at T5 (and the effect is even reversed). While none of the effects are 

significant, it is noteworthy that all indicators of political engagement have negative effects at T5 

since this contradicts the theoretical expectations. 6 Hence, there is little evidence in favour for 

H3 that individual level characteristics directly affect changes in attitudes. 

The seemingly clear rejection of H3 was somewhat modified when we examined H4 concerning 

differences in the effects of these variables depending on group composition. This was done by 

estimating separate random effects models, where each model included an interaction effect 

between the group composition and the variable in question, in addition to the variables listed in 

table 4 and a random intercept for the individual level characteristic. This allows us to explore 

                                                             
5 We restrict the regression analyses to the index since all previous analyses suggest that the changes are of similar 
magnitude and direction. Preliminary multilevel ordinal logistic regression analyses of the individual questions also suggest 
similar, albeit less pronounced, results. 
6 Since all VIF scores are well below 2.0, the lack of explanatory power cannot be attributed to multicollinearity (see 
Appendix). We also checked for ceiling effects using the T4 and T5 indexes as dependent variables while including the T2 
index as a predictor with similar results. 
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whether the effect of the variable depended on group composition. Table 5 displays the 

coefficients for the interaction terms. 

 

 

[TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

Two of the political engagement variables, political interest and political discussion, have 

consistent significant interaction effects at both T4 and T5, while there are weakly significant 

interaction effects for Activity and Opinion enclave at T5. None of the resource variables have 

significant interaction effects. Although tests of significance are not necessarily reliable when it 

comes to interaction effects (cf. Brambor et al., 2006), we restrict our examination to the 

interaction effects that were significant at both T4 and T5 since these moderating effects appear 

to be most consistent and therefore most interesting for our purposes. To see what the significant 

interaction effects entail, we plotted the marginal effects of the variables in figures 2a-2b in order 

to illustrate the marginal effects on changes in attitudes at T5 of the variable in question 

depending on group composition. 

 

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 
 

Figure 2A shows the results for discussing politics, and two observations follow from this. First 

of all, the effect of discussing politics is reversed in the two groups since there is a positive effect 

in the like-minded group, whereas the effect is negative for those who took part in mixed 

discussions. This may help explain the lack of direct effects in the regression models above since 

the effects in the two groups tend to even out each other. Secondly, this also entails that those 

who are not accustomed to discussing political issues become more positive towards the use of 

deliberative practices when taking part in mixed discussions, whereas the impact is miniscule 

when taking part in like-minded discussions. At the same time, people who regularly discuss 

politics become more positive towards deliberative practices when talking to people of similar 

opinions, whereas being exposed to different opinions make them feel less positive.  

For political interest in Figure 2B, there are also visible differences since the effect in the like-

minded group is negligible, whereas the effect in the mixed group is clearly negative. This entails 

that with rising levels of political interest, the participants exposed to different opinions became 

less enthusiastic about the use of deliberative practices in political decision making. Again, it 

should be borne in mind that this also entails that the interest is more positive for those with low 

political interest, suggesting that these individuals become more enthusiastic about deliberation 

as a result of the deliberative experience.  

Discussion of the results 
In this paper, we examined whether and how taking part in deliberation affected attitudes 

towards using deliberative practices to supplement traditional representative decision making. 

In the following, we discuss the main implications of the results for our four hypotheses.  
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Our first hypothesis concerned how the attitudes towards discursive participation developed as 

a result of involvement in a deliberative mini-public, since previous studies reach different 

conclusions. The results uniformly suggested that the participants became more positive towards 

involving ordinary citizens in political decision making through discursive participation. 

Furthermore, the effects lasted three weeks after the deliberative event, which shows that even 

a relatively short encounter with deliberative practices may have durable effects. This finding 

clearly contradicts Hibbing & Theiss-Morse (2002) and their assertion that public deliberation 

for most people is a frustrating experience that strengthens their inclination to refrain from 

political involvement (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2002, p. 201-207). Our findings support the 

contrary view of Neblo et al. (2010), with the addition that people are not only willing to 

deliberate – since this is a given fact in our population of participants – but they are also willing 

to continue deliberating after having tried it. This finding is therefore also in line with the classical 

work on participatory theory suggesting that participation breeds an appetite for more 

participation (Pateman, 1970).  

Nevertheless, these positive changes in mean scores may mask important differences among the 

participants in how their attitudes developed (cf. Himmelroos and Christensen, 2014). Previous 

studies suggest that people dislike taking part in debates where people hold contrary opinions 

(Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2002, p. 202; Mutz, 2006; Sunstein, 2009). For this reason, our 

second hypothesis examined whether there were differences in the changes depending on the 

group composition; or whether the groups included people with different opinions on migration 

issues or not. The results showed no significant differences in attitude changes depending on the 

group composition, which suggests that citizens do not necessarily become adverse to discursive 

participation after being exposed to opinions different from their own preconceptions. This 

finding thereby contradicts the common assertion that exposure to different opinions 

discourages people from discursive participation and suggests that this does not constitute a 

hindrance for discursive participation in representative democracy. 

Our third hypothesis concerned the impact of socio-demographic resources and prior political 

engagement on the developments, since previous studies suggest that people who possess certain 

socio-demographic resources and have experiences with political engagement are more likely to 

be active and enjoy the deliberative experience (Jacobs et al., 2009; Gerber, 2015; Karjalainen and 

Rapeli, 2015). The results contradicted our hypothesis since our models, which included several 

predictors of both resources and prior engagement, did poorly in predicting attitude changes. 

This lack of explanatory power suggests that the positive developments were distributed evenly 

across the participants regardless of their individual characteristics. In other words, it was not 

just privileged individuals who became more positive towards discursive participation as a result 

of the experience as suggested by some (cf. Verba et al., 1995; Karpowitz et al., 2009). Instead, 

our results showed that the changes were more egalitarian, which suggests that carefully 

designed deliberative practices can even out existing differences among participants. In 

connection to this, it should also be noted that attitude changes towards discursive participation 

were similar, regardless of the level of activity of the participants. Hence, those who were less 

active during the discussions were just as likely to develop more positive attitudes as those who 

were clearly involved. This shows that involvement can be a valuable experience even for those 

who do not contribute to the discussions. 

However, the results for our fourth hypotheses helped explain the lack of direct effects when it 

comes to previous political engagement. We examined whether the effects of the variables 
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differed depending on group composition, as suggested by a few previous studies (Karpowitz and 

Mendelberg, 2012). The results showed that although the impact of two of the political 

engagement variables, political interest and discussing politics, depended on group composition, 

this did not moderate the effects of socio-demographic characteristics.  

The results entail that prior political engagement shaped attitude changes, but the impact was 

more subtle than the direct effects examined under H3 since the direction of the effects depended 

on group composition. Nevertheless, while the moderating effects were expected, the substantial 

results were surprising, since discussing in like-minded groups better suited those who were 

already politically engaged, while those with low prior commitment became more positive 

towards discursive participation when exposed to different opinions in mixed groups. The fact 

that exposure to different opinions appeals more to those with low prior engagement contradicts 

the assertions of Mutz (2006), among others. This is an intriguing result, which suggests that how 

participants evaluate their involvement in the different types of discussion hinges on prior 

political engagement. A possible interpretation is that those who are already mentally engaged in 

politics are more strongly affected by motivated reasoning (cf. Kunda 1990). According to Taber 

and Lodge (2006), politically engaged individuals are less likely to question opinions they agree 

with than those who are less engaged. Our results may mean that the politically engaged 

displayed a similar form of subjective reasoning since they valued discursive participation when 

deliberating in like-minded groups, but grew less convinced when exposed to different 

viewpoints. This shows that the use of discursive participation in representative democracy 

needs to be carefully tailored to suit the task assigned to the forum and the characteristics of the 

participants. If not, the experience could alienate the participants from future participation. 

Overall, our results clearly indicate that ordinary citizens support discursive participation as a 

supplement to representative democracy after gaining first-hand experiences with deliberative 

practices. When comparing our results to more sceptical voices like Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 

(2002) and Mutz (2006), it should be noted that their data were collected from related practices 

that do not necessarily involve deliberation in a strict sense. This suggests that well-established 

principles from seemingly related, but not strictly comparable, fields of research are not 

necessarily found in structured deliberative practices, as has also been found in other empirical 

studies of deliberation (cf. Farrar et al., 2009; Grönlund et al., 2015). Following the reasoning of 

John Dryzek (2007, p. 239-240), this shows that the assumptions of deliberative theory need to 

be tested under the right circumstances. 

While our results thus have important implications for the use of deliberative practices as a 

complement to representative democracy, we need to acknowledge that the external validity of 

experimental studies might be questioned (Shadish et al., 2002: 83-86). For our purposes, the 

element of self-selection in the recruitment process entailed that the participants were willing to 

take part in deliberation from the outset. We can therefore not be certain that similar 

developments would occur among people unwilling to take part in the first place. The participants 

also experienced a fairly unique event as citizens, whereby they were presented with the 

opportunity to familiarise themselves with a specific issue, express opinions on it and listen to 

the views of others. The novelty of this experience in itself might have produced positive changes 

in attitudes to deliberative practices. It is not certain that similar results would occur if such 

opportunities were to become a routine matter in connection to representative democracy.  
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Despite these caveats, our findings clearly show that deliberation breeds an appetite for further 

discursive participation and that the use of these deliberative practices in representative 

democracy is worth further exploration. 
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Appendix 1: Coding of variables 

Variable Questions & coding n Mean SD Min Max VIF 

Dependent variables 

To support representative democracy, public debates on policy issues should be arranged for ordinary people 

T2 

Answer categories: ‘Strongly disagree’, ‘Disagree’, ‘Agree’, ‘Strongly agree’. Coded 
to vary between 0-1 (Strongly agree). 

203 0.64 0.18 0.33 1.00  

T4 204 0.69 0.18 0.00 1.00  

T5 206 0.69 0.16 0.00 1.00  

I myself would like to attend public debates organised for ordinary people 

T2 

Answer categories: ‘Strongly disagree’, ‘Disagree’, ‘Agree’, ‘Strongly agree’. Coded 
to vary between 0-1 (Strongly agree). 

201 0.54 0.21 0.00 1.00  

T4 206 0.62 0.22 0.00 1.00  

T5 206 0.63 0.20 0.00 1.00  

Combined index 

T2 

Combined index based on two questions; coded to vary between 0-1(Highest 
agreement) 

199 0.59 0.17 0.17 1.00  

T4 204 0.66 0.18 0.00 1.00  

T5 205 0.66 0.16 0.17 1.00  

Independent variables 

Group composition 
Whether discussion in group with similar (like-minded) or heterogeneous opinions 
(mixed). Dichotomous variable 0/1 (Mixed). 

207 0.43 0.50 0.00 1.00 1.08 

Age Age in years divided by 100 207 0.53 0.17 0.19 0.78 1.10 

Gender  Dichotomous variable 0/1 (Male). 207 0.48 0.50 0.00 1.00 1.05 

Education 
‘What is the highest educational level that you have completed?’ 8 categories of 
increasing level of education; coded to vary between 0-1 (highest level of 
education). 

206 0.54 0.27 0.00 1.00 1.19 

Political discussion 
‘How much do you normally discuss politics and societal issues with other people?’. 
Coded to vary between 0-1 (Highest level of discussion). 

205 0.66 0.22 0.25 1.00 1.34 

Political interest 
‘How interested are you in politics?’ Coded to vary between 0-1 (Highest level of 
interest). 

207 0.71 0.21 0.00 1.00 1.29 

Party identification 
Is there a particular political party you feel close to? Dichotomous variable 0/1 
(Yes) 

198 0.69 0.46 0.00 1.00 1.10 

Migration 
knowledge 

Answers to 10 questions concerning migration issues. Coded to vary between 0-1 
(Highest extent of knowledge). 

207 0.43 0.14 0.10 0.80 1.21 

Activity Total amount of talk in characters; A higher score indicates more activity. 207 11.36 7.86 0.22 33.88 1.18 

Opinion enclave  Dichotomous variable where 1 against immigration, 2 for immigration. 207 1.58 0.49 1.00 2.00 1.25 
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TABLE 1. HYPOTHESES  

Topic Hypotheses 

Developments in attitudes (H1) 
Taking part in deliberative practices leads to more positive assessments of 
discursive participation in political decision making. 

Impact of group composition on 

developments (H2) 

Participants in groups with mixed initial opinions develop more negative 
attitudes towards the use of discursive participation compared to 
participants in like-minded discussions. 

Impact of individual level characteristics on 

developments (H3) 

Socio-demographic resources and previous political engagement generate 

positive changes in attitudes towards discursive participation.  

Moderating effect of group composition (H4) 

The positive effects of socio-demographic resources and previous political 

engagement on the changes in attitudes towards discursive participation are 

stronger in groups with mixed initial opinions. 
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TABLE 2. STAGES OF THE EXPERIMENT 

Pre surveys (January 2012) 

1. Short survey to form enclaves (T1) 

2. Second survey with invitation to participate (T2) 

The deliberation event (March 31 – April 1, 2012) 

3. Quiz measuring knowledge (T3) 

4. General instructions and briefing on immigration issue 

5. Small group discussions 

6. Post-deliberation survey (T4) 

Debriefing (April 20, 2012) 

7. A follow-up survey measuring stability of opinions (T5) 

8. Debriefing about experiment 
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TABLE 3. DIFFERENCES IN CHANGES IN ATTITUDES TOWARDS DISCURSIVE PARTICIPATION DEPENDING 
ON GROUP COMPOSITION, T2-T4, T2-T5 AND T4-T5 

 Group composition (n) 

Means 
Mean change difference 

(significance)  

T2 T4 T5 T2-T4 T2-T5  T4-T5 

Public debates should be 
arranged… 

Like minded (115) 0.63 0.68 0.68 

0.02  
(0.2246) 

0.01 
(0.5503) 

-0.01 
(0.4857) 

Mixed (86) 0.66 0.69 0.70 

Difference  -0.03 -0.01 -0.02 

I myself would like to take 
part in public debates … 

Like minded (116) 0.54 0.62 0.63 

-0.01 
(0.9252) 

-0.01 
(0.8281) 

0.00 
(0.9081) 

Mixed (85) 0.53 0.62 0.63 

Difference  0.01 0.00 0.00 

Combined index 
Like minded (114) 0.58 0.65 0.65 

0.01 
(0.5767) 

0.01 
(0.7891) 

0.00 
(0.6358) 

Mixed (84) 0.60 0.66 0.66 

Difference  -0.02 -0.01 -0.01 

Note: Entries show means at T2, T4 and T5 and the differences in mean score changes between Like-minded and Mixed discussions for T2-T4 (Like-minded 
mean change T2-T4 minus Mixed mean change T2-T4), T2-T5 (Like-minded mean change T2-T5 minus Mixed mean change T2-T5) and T4-T5 (Like-minded 
mean change T4-T5 minus Mixed mean change T4-T5). 
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TABLE 4. MULTILEVEL LINEAR REGRESSIONS EXPLAINING DEVELOPMENTS IN ATTITUDES, T2-T4 AND 
T2-T5  

 T2-T4 T2-T5 

 Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) 

Fixed effects     

Resources     

Age -0.18 (0.07)* 0.04 (0.07) 

Gender 0.01 (0.03) 0.03 (0.02) 

Education 0.02 (0.05) 0.06 (0.05) 

Political engagement     

Discuss politics (T2) 0.01 (0.06) -0.02 (0.06) 

Political interest (T2) -0.03 (0.07) -0.06 (0.06) 

Party identification (T2) 0.03 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) 

Migration knowledge (T3) -0.06 (0.10) -0.07 (0.09) 

Activity 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 

Controls     

Opinion enclave (T1)  -0.01 (0.03) 0.00 (0.03) 

Group composition (ref.: Like-minded) -0.01 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) 

Constant 0.20 (0.08)* 0.11 (0.08) 

Random effects      

Group level: Var (cons) 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 

Individual level: Var (Residual) 0.03 (0.00) 0.02 (0.00) 

Number of observations/groups 189/26 189/26 

Wald chi2 (p-value) 12.1 (0.28) 7.08 (0.72) 

Log likelihood  69.66 80.86 

R2 (level 1/level 2) 0.03/0.04 0.06/0.06 

ICC 0.00 0.02 

Note: Entries are coefficients and standard errors from multilevel linear regression models examining the extent to which individual level characteristics and 
group characteristics can explain developments in attitudes towards deliberation. R2 are Bosker/Snijders values calculated using the mltrsq command. 
Significance: ***<0.001, ** <0.01, * 0.05, †<0.10 
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TABLE 5. INTERACTION EFFECTS BETWEEN GROUP COMPOSITION AND INDIVIDUAL LEVEL VARIABLES 

 T2-T4 T2-T5 

Group composition# Coef. (SE) Coef. (SE) 

Resources     

Age -0.20 (0.15) -0.22 (0.14) 

Gender 0.01 (0.05) 0.06 (0.05) 

Education 0.06 (0.10) 0.09 (0.09) 

Political engagement     

Discuss politics (T2) -0.32 (0.12)** -0.27 (0.11)* 

Political interest (T2) -0.36 (0.12)** -0.29 (0.11)* 

Party identification (T2) 0.00 (0.06) 0.06 (0.05) 

Migration knowledge (T3) 0.13 (0.19) 0.03 (0.18) 

Activity 0.00 (0.00) -0.00 (0.00)† 

Controls     

Opinion enclave (T1)  0.05 (0.05) 0.09 (0.03)† 

Note: Entries show the coefficient and standard error for the interaction effect between Group composition (ref=Like-minded) and the variable in question. 
Separate models were run for each interaction effect including all variables (see Table 4) and the random effect of the individual level variable. Significance:  
***<0.001, ** <0.01, * 0.05, †<0.10 
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FIGURE 1. MEAN SCORES, T2, T4 AND T5 

 
Note: The figure shows mean scores with 95% confidence intervals. Tests of significance (Paired t-tests, mean diff=0): Discussions to support democracy: T2-T4 
(t=-3.3846, DF=200, p=0.0009); T2-T5 (t=-3.3828, DF=201; p=0.0009); T4-T5 (t=0.1425, DF=202, p=0.8868). Take part in discussions: T2-T4 (t=-5.4839, DF=200, 
p=0.0000); T2-T5 (t=-6.8531, DF=200, p=0.0000); T4-T5 (t = -0.7871, DF=205, p=0.4321). Combined index: T2-T4 (t=-5.2783, DF=197, p=0.0000), T2-T5 (t=-6.1333, 
DF=197, p=0.0000); T4-T5 (t=-0.4115, DF=202, p=0.6811). 

  

Debates to support democracy: T2

T4

T5

Myself take part in debates: T2

T4

T5

Combined index: T2

T4

T5

 

.5 .55 .6 .65 .7

Mean scores with 95% confidence intervals
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FIGURE 2. MARGINAL EFFECTS OF DISCUSSING POLITICS AND POLITICAL INTEREST DEPENDING ON 
GROUP COMPOSITION, T2-T5 

FIGURE 2A: DISCUSS POLITICS FIGURE 2B: POLITICAL INTEREST 
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