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Executive summary 
Our deliverable represents a comprehensive and up-to-date overview of the research field of deliberation and 
polarization. This literature review synthesizes a wide range of studies devoted to examining the effects of deliberation 
on polarization in various context – from the United States to Finland. Across the countries, the findings are very 
promising and show that deliberation can be employed as an effective method to reduce polarization on contentious 
issues. Furthermore, the results demonstrate that deliberative practices are effective in both online and offline 
environments, making them an attractive option in the digital age. 
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1. Introduction 
Polarization has become one of the main concerns in a number of European countries and in the United States, with 
opinions drifting further apart and becoming more extreme (Zielonka 2018). There is an increasing tendency of societies 
being divided into opposite camps and people communicating within their own bubble/camp instead of across them. 
Mutz (2006) concludes that cross-cutting discussions are becoming rare in modern America as most people are 
embedded in relatively agreeable networks of relations and there is a general understanding towards avoiding political 
discussions in social settings – in order to avoid conflict. At the same time, we are cautioned that unrestrained discussion 
among like-minded people may lead to a variety of problems including “excessive confidence, extremism, contempt for 
others, and sometimes even violence” (Sunstein 2007, 10). The Capitol attack in January 2021 is an example of this 
phenomenon serving as a culmination of polarization tendencies.  

This literature review is structured in the following manner. First, we explain the concept of deliberation and its main 
features, next we shed light on different types of polarization. In the subsequent step, we show in detail how and why 
deliberation can reduce polarization in a given society and lastly, we reflect on the mechanisms of opinion change in the 
deliberative setting, followed by concluding remarks.  
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2. Deliberation and mini-publics  
According to democratic theorists, public deliberation as meeting and exchanging of ideas and arguments is at the heart 
of a working democracy (Bohman 1996; Gutmann and Thompson 2004). Some deliberative democrats go further and 
argue that in order to reach a decision that is accepted by everyone, the decision-making process should be based on a 
balanced evaluation of all the arguments and viewpoints (Gutmann and Thompson 2004). Furthermore, procedural 
legitimacy is strengthened only if opinions are backed with reason (Habermas 1996). Ideally, a common understanding 
of the issue would emerge as a result of a reason- based exchange of arguments during deliberation.  

Mini-publics can take several forms and they are being increasingly used in a variety of countries to complement 
representative democracy (Elstub and Escobar 2019; Grönlund, Bächtiger, and Setälä 2014). The core of deliberation is 
the inclusion of different viewpoints in the process of exchanging arguments. The aim of a deliberative setting is to 
enhance reason giving, openness and reflection. Diversity in deliberating groups encourages people to correct their own 
biases and enhance their capacity to consider a variety of perspectives (Mercier and Landemore 2012).  

Deliberation is different from other forms of interaction and talk. Deliberative mini-publics are defined as ‘institutions 
in which a diverse body of citizens is selected randomly to reason together about an issue of public concern’ (Smith and 
Setälä 2018, 300). Furthermore, deliberation in a mini-public represents a ‘structured discussion guided by a moderator 
and specific discussion rules’ (Grönlund et al. 2021). Participants of a mini-public are usually selected through stratified 
random sampling, so that a range of demographic characteristics from a broader population are adequately represented, 
for example age, gender, ethnicity, geography, income, education. The idea is to assemble a microcosm of the public – 
‘a mini- public’, with each citizen having an equal chance of being selected and thus, ensuring the legitimacy of the 
process. Participants are commonly remunerated, discussions are facilitated, and experts are invited to provide balanced 
information (Escobar and Elstub 2017). The presence of a trained facilitator is seen as fundamental in shaping 
deliberation and making sure that marginalized voices get heard (Smith 2009). The moderator or facilitator ensures that 
the rules for deliberation are followed: they ask participants to speak up, to listen to others, to use arguments to persuade 
others of their viewpoints, to behave respectfully and overall try to make the deliberation experience pleasant for 
participants (Mansbridge et al. 2006). Facilitators are like neutral referees who intervene only to keep the discussion 
both open and balanced (Gerber 2015). Both components of a deliberation / deliberative mini-public – discussion rules 
and a facilitator to uphold the rules1 – are crucial in cultivating mutual respect and reciprocity among the diverse group 
of citizens (Smith 2009).  

It is noteworthy that deliberation represents a pleasant democratic experience for those who take part in it. As studies 
show, participants are satisfied with deliberation regardless of level of disagreement in a group. People in groups with 
high disagreement find deliberation equally appealing as participants in groups with low disagreement (Grönlund et al. 
2021)2. Another study confirmed that there were no differences in attitude towards deliberation depending on the group 
composition, suggesting that citizens do not necessarily become reluctant towards discursive participation after being 
exposed to opposing opinions (Christensen, Himmelroos, and Grönlund 2017)3. This finding thereby contradicts the 
common assertion that exposure to different opinions discourages people from participation in a deliberative event. This 

 
1 It is noteworthy that exactly these elements – discussion rules and facilitators – makes deliberative mini-publics ‘highly artefactual’ 
(Fung 2003, 338).  
2 Previously it’s been considered that participants prefer deliberation when there is a moderate disagreement (not too low and not 
too high) as opposed to conflict-free discussion within a like- minded group or conflict-driven discussion where differences are 
intractable (Esterling, Fung, and Lee 2015). However, we would like to emphasize that every deliberation is unique and there might 
be other factors influencing participants’ experience of the event.  
3 This goes in contrast with previous studies indicating that people dislike participating in debates where people hold contrary 
opinion (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002; Mutz 2006). 
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is an important finding strengthening the idea that deliberation can be used as an effective tool for inclusion of also 
marginalized groups. Furthermore, one study found that precisely those people who are the least inclined to engage in 
traditional party politics and feel apathetic towards partisan and interest group politics are the ones most interested in 
deliberative participation. They are drawn to this type of participation as an alternative to "politics as usual" (Neblo et 
al. 2010).  

These findings represent a good news from a democratic perspective – deliberative mini- publics create a safe 
environment where citizens can come together and deliberate on highly divisive political issues (for instance, 
immigration) without generating negative connotations/experience4. It is worth pointing out that even people whose 
views on the discussed issue differ greatly from the group’s average are equally supportive of deliberative forums and 
evaluate the deliberative process positively (Grönlund et al. 2021). Furthermore, the participants became more in favour 
of involving ordinary citizens in political decision making through deliberative practices regardless of their individual 
socio-demographic background (Christensen, Himmelroos, and Grönlund 2017). This means that citizens become 
supportive of deliberation as a supplement to representative democracy after gaining first- hand experiences with mini-
publics (Christensen, Himmelroos, and Grönlund 2017). This finding is in line with the classical work on participatory 
theory suggesting that participation generates an appetite for even more participation (Pateman 1970).  

 

 

3. Deliberation and polarization   
Deliberative mini-publics are democratic innovations that are seen as a remedy for several problematic tendencies in 
today’s democracies, including polarization and alienation from politics (Gutmann and Thompson 2004; Smith 2009). 
Deliberative practices can help reduce polarization through informed and moderated dialogue and even strengthen anti-
populist attitudes (Fishkin, 2018; Grönlund et al., 2015; Strandberg et al., 2019). Furthermore, deliberation can heel 
deep divisions in a society and promote understanding and learning about the other side (Niemeyer 2011). This occurs 
because during a deliberative reasoning people not only clarify their own preferences but also learn about the preferences 
of others. This process allows for the transformation of preferences to happen (Hansen & Andersen, 2004). There are 
various definitions of deliberation. According to one of the broad definitions, deliberation is ‘an unconstrained exchange 
of arguments that involves practical reasoning and always potentially leads to a transformation of preferences’ (Cooke 
2000, 948).  

 

3.1 Preference vs. Affective Polarization  
It is important to differentiate between preference (aka. substantive or issue-based polarization) and affective 
polarization. Preference polarization refers to the increasing divide between individuals or groups in their political 
preferences and opinions. It refers to the widening gap in their views on political issues and politics in general. Affective 
polarization, on the other hand, refers to the growing emotional and psychological divide between individuals or groups 
in the political arena. This type of polarization is characterized by negative feelings and emotions towards those who 
hold different political views and/or belong to a different political party. In this case, animosity, distrust, and 

 
4 Nature of the topic discussed might influence participants’ experience of the deliberative event. An important distinction in this 
regard is made between cold deliberation which occurs when stakes are low, and hot deliberation where stakes are high (Fung 
2007). It could be possible that people deliberating on a ‘hot’ / salient topic have higher satisfaction with the process compared to 
those deliberating on a ‘cold’ topic.  
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discrimination is displayed towards the out-group (the opposing party) whereas people show loyalty and favoritism 
towards their in-group (their own party). Affective polarization is measured by feeling thermometer ratings (Iyengar et 
al. 2019; Iyengar and Krupenkin 2018).  

America in One Room5 – a recent national-wide field experiment with over 500 registered voters has shown that 
deliberation can dramatically reduce both substantive and affective polarization even in such a deeply divided society 
(Fishkin et al. 2021). During this mini-public, participants were invited to deliberate on the country's top five divisive 
topics – immigration, environment, economy and taxes, health care, and foreign policy. As a consequence of the 
deliberation, Republican and Democratic partisans moved closer to each other in 22 out of 26 polarized proposals, both 
parties showing equally large movements in a depolarizing direction. Furthermore, with deliberation affective 
polarization diminished as people developed warmer feelings towards the members of the other party – Democrats’ 
thermometer ratings of Republicans increased by 13 points and Republicans’ thermometer ratings of Democrats rose by 
14 points. Interestingly, this tendency was most prominent amongst those partisans who had the extreme position on the 
issues at the start of the deliberation: ‘the more extreme were respondents’ issue positions before deliberation, the more 
their thermometer ratings toward members of the other party rose with deliberation’ (Fishkin et al. 2021, 1478).  

 

3.2 Like-minded Discussions, Enclave Deliberation and Group 
Polarization  

Like-minded discussions are a common trend in real life. Internet has made it easier than ever before to come in contact 
with like-minded people and social media is playing a prominent role in facilitating the political discussions. One of the 
main trends, however, is the emergence of filter bubbles which limit the scope and variety of the informational 
environment for a given individual (Hosanagar and Miller 2020). Recent research on social media has shown that 
polarized partisans (who have strong positive attitudes toward their own party and negative – towards the out-party) are 
more likely to filter out people whose beliefs clash with their own and engage in like-minded discussions on such 
platforms as Facebook or Twitter. Accordingly, most of cross-cutting interactions on social media occurs between non-
polarized partisans (Heatherly, Lu, and Lee 2016). However, political discussions on social media either in a cross- 
cutting or like-minded setting does not necessarily lead to changes in opinion. This is mostly because exchanges on 
social media lack deliberative merits – most people do not provide justification / reasoning for their own beliefs and 
opinions, and ignore the views of others (Halpern and Gibbs 2013). Furthermore, people are confronted with information 
overload on social networks and ‘[t]here may be a multiplicity of voices but there is also zero time to reflect on the 
constant stream of incoming news sources’ (Lovink 2011, 30). This goes back to the finding that people have incentives 
for “rational ignorance” in a given society – why pay attention to the complexities of public issue and debates when one 
person's opinion is only one in millions (Downs 1957). This changes dramatically when a person participates in a 
deliberative mini-public – due to the small number of participants (from a dozen to a few hundreds), each person's 
opinion gains substantial weight as everyone’s contribution to the whole process is more significant (Fishkin et al. 2021).  

In addition, an interesting study conducted in the United Kingdom, United States, and France, revealed that personality 
is one of the main predictors whether a person chooses to engage in like-minded talks or not – both online and offline. 
In particular, people who are open- minded and extraverted are less likely to participate in like-minded political 

 
5 The deliberative polling took place in Dallas in September 2019 where the participants had the opportunity to deliberate in depth 
over a long weekend. Deliberative Polling is a type of mini-public with one distinctive feature – no common policy 
recommendation is drafted at the end of the deliberation (Fishkin et al. 2021).  
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conversations. On contrary, individuals who are older, less educated, introverted, are more likely to find themselves in 
like-minded discussions (Boulianne and Koc-Michalska 2021).  

Admittedly, discussions among like-minded groups have become dominant, especially in the online sphere. However, 
we need to keep in mind that discussions in like-minded or homogenous groups is not always an undesired phenomenon. 
For instance, deliberation in a homogenous group can benefit certain marginalized /disadvantaged groups since it might 
be easier for them to articulate their needs or interests in like-minded groups, without necessarily leading to a 
polarization of opinions. As some studies have shown for certain marginalized groups participation in a deliberative 
event among like-minded people resulted in increased knowledge over topic, increased self-efficacy and interpersonal 
trust, and no polarization of opinions (Karpowitz, Raphael, and Hammond 2009). This is partly because in a like-minded 
(group) setting, participants can voice their opinions without the risk of being criticized or dismissed (Mansbridge 1996). 
Another study found that deliberation in like-minded groups generated a greater sense of equality among individuals 
with lower socio-economic resources and limited political experience and knowledge than taking part in mixed group 
(Himmelroos, Rapeli, and Grönlund 2017). Similarly, there is some evidence suggesting that discussion among like-
minded people increases the willingness for political participation (Mutz 2002).  

The term ‘enclave deliberation’ has been increasingly used to refer to discussion among like- minded people. There are 
various problems related to enclave deliberation, most prominently group polarization (Sunstein 2002, 2009). Group 
polarization is a phenomenon where a like- minded group of people becomes more extreme in their opinions as a result 
of discussion. There are two main mechanisms that are in play: social comparison and persuasive arguments (Farrar et 
al. 2009; Isenberg 1986; Sunstein 2002). Social comparison refers to the tendency among people to act in such a way 
that wins them social acceptance from other group members. In order to be accepted by the group, individuals adjust 
their own opinions and behavior accordingly and conform to the views of the majority (Isenberg 1986). In addition, the 
so called ‘spiral of silence’ can take place – people who think that their political views are unpopular remain silent in 
the group in fear of social isolation (Noelle-Neumann 1993, 201– 2).  

Another mechanism behind group polarization is persuasive arguments, the idea that people are affected and convinced 
by the content of arguments presented. However, if arguments are biased in one direction, a further shift towards that 
direction is expected. This occurs due to the reinforcement of arguments in favour of the original position and lack of 
alternative critical viewpoints (Sunstein 2002, 2009). In such a setting, where people hear information and arguments 
supporting their own and group’s position there is little need for the group members to question their views in the first 
place since they already agree upon them. Furthermore, as theory of motivated reasoning suggests, human beings tend 
to evaluate information with a directional bias toward reinforcing their pre-existing views and hence, our motivations 
influence the way we process information, reason and justify our position. This mechanism basically allows us to reach 
the conclusions that we wanted to arrive at (Kunda 1990; Taber and Lodge 2006). Accordingly, pre-existing views get 
reinforced and magnified in like-minded setting because individuals value more arguments that support their own 
position (Mercier and Landemore 2012; Wojcieszak 2011). This is why often discussion in like-minded groups leads to 
a polarization of opinions due to limited information pool and amplification of cognitive errors meaning that false factual 
beliefs are confirmed (Sunstein 2002, 2009).  

Furthermore, there is an argument that homogeneity6 of a group undermines democratic legitimacy of the deliberation 
process because not all affected interests are represented and common good for all can not be pursuit. In addition, 
diversity of perspectives is significantly limited and thus, epistemic benefits of a deliberative event are jeopardized since 
mutual learning is weakened (Karpowitz, Raphael, and Hammond 2009).  

 
6 However, it must be noted that homogeneity or heterogeneity of a group can be defined in several ways. Apart from opinions or 
attitudes, it could, for instance, reflect the demographic background of group members (Grönlund et al. 2021).  
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In their article “Twelve Key Findings in Deliberative Democracy Research” Curato et al. (2017, 33) conclude that 
‘deliberation is the solution to group polarization’. Indeed, one of the central findings in recent scholarship has been 
that deliberation can counteract polarization even when the discussion takes place in like-minded groups. This can be 
attributed to the nature of deliberative processes which are usually well thought-through and designed to mitigate the 
effects of groupthink and other detrimental group mechanisms – for instance, tendency of people to adjust to the 
dominant position in the group in the pursuit of social acceptance. Procedural safeguards that accompany deliberation – 
trained moderators and specific rules for discussion – play a crucial role (Fishkin & Luskin, 2004; Setälä et al., 2010). 
Participants are provided with a balanced set of information both in favour or against the topic at hand (via experts, 
hands-out). Already a common pool of arguments may decrease polarization (Isenberg 1986). Moderation in its turn 
enhances a free and equal exchange of viewpoints and facilitates evaluation of arguments based on their merits.  

In one mini-public on immigration, some participants deliberated in like-minded groups and other in mixed groups with 
heterogeneous opinions. The main observation was that opinions de-polarized rather than polarized even in the like-
minded groups. Besides, all participants learned a lot and their misperceptions were corrected as factual knowledge over 
the deliberated issue improved in both types of groups. More importantly, people with anti- immigrant attitudes became 
more tolerant even when they deliberate among people with the same anti-migrant attitudes on the issue (Grönlund, 
Herne, and Setälä 2015). Furthermore, substantial opinion change was observed among the participants of the 
deliberative event – exclusively towards more liberal attitude on immigration. No one became more restrictive toward 
immigration as a result of deliberation. These results suggest that polarization does not occur ‘automatically’ as a 
consequence of a group composition. In fact, deliberative norms have a strong impact on how groups discuss and how 
opinions develop. Subsequently, the largest opinion change occurred among the participants with anti-immigration 
attitudes – many of them (every fourth participant) becoming permissive toward immigration as a result of deliberation. 
Furthermore, as follow-up survey shows that the change in opinion is long- lasting – participants remain more tolerant 
towards immigration even several months after the deliberative event (Grönlund, Herne, and Setälä 2015).  

What reduces group polarization even in a like-minding setting is precisely the presence of deliberative norms – 
facilitator and rules (Grönlund, Herne, and Setälä 2015). Subsequent experiments confirmed this observation. In a mini-
public on the status of a minority national language, participants were divided in the following manner: some like-
minded groups discussed the topic with trained facilitators and rules in place, and other groups – without facilitation 
and rules. The findings show that group polarization took place during free discussions (without moderator and rules) 
whereas polarization tendencies were alleviated within the groups where rules and facilitation were in place. The 
observed polarization tendencies manifest were similar among online and face-to-face discussion groups (Strandberg, 
Himmelroos, and Grönlund 2019). Similarly, a mini-public on the use of nuclear power organized in Finland revealed 
that the participants moved towards centric positions rather than becoming more in favour or against the use of nuclear 
power (Himmelroos and Christensen 2014).  

 

3.3 Opinion Change In Mini-Publics 
The evidence from deliberative mini-publics shows that significant opinion changes take place as result of taking part 
in deliberative group discussions, often irrespective of the group composition and dynamics (Farrar et al. 2009; 
Himmelroos and Christensen 2014; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). Admittedly, opinion formation and opinion 
change are complex processes and numerous biases are at play – for instance, cognitive bias, directional bias, priors bias 
(Druckman and McGrath 2019). Opinion change is often attributed to the nature of deliberation and more specifically 
to the effect of deliberative reasoning – higher levels of deliberative argumentation makes participants more prone to 
re-evaluating their opinions, and moving towards more centrist positions (Himmelroos and Christensen 2014). Thus, 
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knowledge gain is an important mechanism of opinion change (Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). Not sure about this 
sentence.  

A promising finding for democracy is that deliberative practices can even out existing differences among participants. 
Research on deliberative mini-publics has uncovered that socio-demographic characteristics/inequalities do not 
influence the outcome of discussions – changes in opinion are of egalitarian nature. In other words, more privileged 
citizens are not able to impose their opinions on others because of socioeconomic differences (Kasper Møller Hansen 
2004; Himmelroos and Christensen 2014; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002).  

There is some (mixed) evidence suggesting that higher level of political knowledge is more likely to lead to opinion 
polarization (Meffert et al. 2006; Taber and Lodge 2006). However, as some scholars point out that polarization is not 
normatively good or bad per se at the individual level (Lindell et al. 2017). It becomes problematic from a democratic 
perspective at the aggregate level since societies perform better when polarization is not extreme (Lindell et al. 2017). 
Furthermore, polarization could merely reflect preference clarification – through deliberation people become more 
aware of what they really want and sometimes it means that existing opinions are reinforced (Knight and Johnson 2011). 
Similarly, Herne et al. (2019) emphasize that, from a normative perspective, polarization is not always an unwanted 
phenomenon provided that individual’s (original) preferences are already grounded on extensive political knowledge 
and consideration of different perspectives. In this case polarization simply means that a person is becoming more 
convinced about their preferences. Besides, people with high political sophistication and awareness of the issues form 
coherent preferences also during deliberation (Himmelroos and Christensen 2020). However, polarization becomes a 
problem when it is based on a limited perspective and a biased set of information (Herne, Christensen, and Grönlund 
2019).  

It is also important to note that people polarize under different circumstances as one recent study shows (Herne, 
Christensen, and Grönlund 2019). More specifically, in a deliberative event, people with high levels of general political 
knowledge polarized more than those who had low levels of general political knowledge (in a common statement group). 
Hence, high levels of general political knowledge is not a guarantee against polarization. Interestingly, participants with 
a high level of issue knowledge polarized more than those with low issue knowledge in the deliberative group where 
the decision was made through a secret ballot. In another mini-public (on immigration), researchers observed that those 
who polarized had either low levels of both general political knowledge and issue knowledge, or high levels of both 
(Herne, Christensen, and Grönlund 2019).  

Another study looked into why some people change their minds more than the group average, either in a more extreme 
or a more moderate direction. The findings indicate that neither individual-level nor group-related factors could be 
identified a good predictors, in other words, polarizers and moderators did not fundamentally differ from each other. 
The only important factor for opinion polarization in anti-immigrant directions was the absence of immigrants in the 
discussion group (Lindell et al. 2017). This observation confirms longstanding claims regarding the importance of 
presence for democratic politics (Phillips 1995).  

 

4 Conclusions 
For deliberative democracy exchanges of ideas among people with different political and ideological beliefs is 
fundamental (Mutz 2006). The very normative idea of deliberative democracy requires participation / representation of 
all those people who are affected by a collective decision (Gutmann and Thompson 2004). Deliberation with its distinct 
procedures in place – moderation and rules – has a strong impact on the outcome of discussion and how opinions develop 
and thus, offers a multitude of merits. Deliberation encourages deeper reflection, cultivates tolerance among citizens, 
increases level of political knowledge, trust, perspective taking among participants and ultimately, reduces polarization 
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(Andersen and Hansen 2007; Grönlund, Herne, and Setälä 2015, 2017; Mercier and Landemore 2012). In the light of 
these effects, it is argued that deliberative mini-publics as a democratic innovation have potential to foster consensus-
seeking in today’s polarized societies (Herne, Christensen, and Grönlund 2019). This is of outmost significance since 
democratic governance requires consensus among a majority of people.  

There is no doubt that we should take concerns about increased tendency of people to discuss politics in like-minded 
enclaves (Sunstein 2009) seriously, especially in the context of ever- growing online discourses. Polarization has been 
linked to the rise of digital social media with their characteristic filter bubbles (algorithmic filtering) and echo chambers 
which limit the diversity of perspectives that one is exposed to. Recent research, however, offers some positive findings 
in this regard – deliberation functions in the similar manner in both online and face-to-face setting. Studies show a 
considerable resemblance in the outcomes / effects – for instance, knowledge gains and opinion changes (Grönlund, 
Strandberg, and Himmelroos 2009; Strandberg and Grönlund 2012). Furthermore, group polarization takes place during 
free discussions (without moderator and rules) whereas polarization tendencies are alleviated within the groups where 
rules and facilitation are in place. The observed polarization tendencies occur to an equal degree both online and offline 
(Strandberg, Himmelroos, and Grönlund 2019). This means that deliberation can counteract polarization even in the 
online context among like-minded enclaves. This is a very promising finding for both policy-makers who want to engage 
citizens in the political process online and social media platforms like Facebook or Twitter who have been extensively 
criticized for fueling / breeding polarization (Garimella and Weber 2017; Kligler-Vilenchik, Baden, and Yarchi 2020; 
Urman 2019). Online platforms could apply the principles of moderation to alleviate polarizing trends by, for example, 
reminding people of discussion rules and reprimanding them for not following them.  
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