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Executive summary 

To assess how different features of deliberative mini-publics might affect citizens’ participation rates, we conducted a 

single conjoint experiment in five European countries. The study examines the impact of eight main conditions: 

participant selection method; topic under discussion; policy scope; event duration; financial incentives; impact on 

policy-making, and sponsorship nature. Below we describe the main components of our design, including details about 

the sample used for the experiment. The study has the potential to inform to the policy discourse on strategies for 

enhancing citizens’ engagement in deliberative events. Policymakers and practitioners aiming to foster inclusive and 

diverse participation in democratic processes should carefully consider the factors highlighted in this study when 

designing and executing deliberative events.  
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1. Introduction 

In the wake of a crisis of representation (ReDiRect – GA no. 101095142) and a growing citizen detachment from 

institutions (EnTrust – GA no. 870572), the debate on alternative models of democracy advocates for inclusive 

procedures to complement representative mechanisms (Barber 1984; Held 1987; Patenam 1970; Elster 1998). 

Deliberative tools, including deliberative polling, public assemblies, online communities and mini-publics, enable 

citizens with diverse viewpoints to engage in discussions on political issues within contexts of mutual respect and 

equality (Gutmann and Thompson 1996; Macedo 1999). Empirical research has shown that these practices yield 

positive outcomes, including increased issue awareness (Grönlund et al. 2010; Fishkin et al. 2014), enhanced 

understanding of the complexity of the policy-making process, acknowledgment of diverse perspectives, and changes 

in opinions (Luskin et al. 2002; Smets and Isernia 2014), as well as a reduction in opinion polarization (Grönlund et al. 

2015; contra Baek et al. 2011), ultimately fostering democratic legitimacy and trust (Boulianne 2019). Advocates of 

deliberation argue that this approach has the potential to reshape individuals’ political attitudes and favor consensus 

building for alternative policy solutions (Bächtiger et al. 2018). 

One central tenet of deliberative democratic theory is that democracy should be inclusive and non-discriminatory. To 

advance inclusivity, deliberative theory emphasizes the importance of participant selection in deliberative mini-

publics, claiming that random selection is the least discriminatory strategy for engaging citizens in discussion and 

deliberation (Fishkin 2006, 2009). However, comparatively less attention has been devoted to other components of 

the deliberative process and their potential impacts on participation rates and motivation to participate (e.g., 

Gherghina et al. 2021). 

In light of this, we propose a conjoint experiment (Hainmueller et al. 2013; Hainmueller et al. 2015) to dig deeper into 

the conditions that promote participation, examining factors beyond the mode of selection that can affect the decision 

to engage in a deliberative mini-public. The single conjoint experiment discussed below focuses on eight main 

conditions characterizing deliberative mini-publics: mode of selection (self-selection, random selection, and expertise-

based selection); topic (one controversial topic – immigration – and one more consensual topic – environment); policy 

scope (degree of proximity to the respondent); event duration; amount of financial incentives; impact on policy-making 

(consultative versus decision-oriented deliberation); mode of deliberation (on line or in-person) and sponsorship 

(academic, partisan, or public authorities). 

The study has the potential to contribute to the policy debate concerning strategies for enhancing citizens’ 

engagement in deliberative democracy. Policymakers and practitioners aiming to foster inclusive and diverse 

participation in democratic processes should carefully consider the contextual factors highlighted in this study when 

designing and executing deliberative events.  

 

2. Experimental design 

For our purpose, we designed a single fully-randomized conjoint experiment embedded into cross-sectional surveys 

fielded in France, Germany, Italy, Ireland, and Poland. Respondents were initially presented with a brief introduction 

to a hypothetical scenario in which “sometime citizens are invited to participate to events in which they can have the 

opportunity to discuss with fellow citizens, experts, and policymakers on issues of public interest”. Then, they were 
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informed that a series of events of this kind would be presented, and for each one, they were asked to evaluate their 

likelihood of participating using a 0-100 probability scale (see Figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1: Hypothetical event shown in the single conjoint experiment 

 

The events were described according to eight distinct attributes: a) method of citizen selection; b) topic under 

discussion; c) policy scope; d) event duration; e) amount of financial incentives; f) impact on policymaking; g) mode of 

deliberation; and h) sponsorship. The categories of these attributes were randomly varied to generate different 

profiles for the events. Each respondent was presented with four different randomly generated event profiles to 

evaluate. The order of the profile characteristics was not randomized across respondents and remained fixed across 

tasks, as research suggests that ordering effects are likely to be of minimal relevance (Rudolph et al. 2022). Each 

attribute could take between 2 and 4 levels, resulting in a total of 3,456 possible profile combinations. 

Samples were drawn from Teleperformance (TPKS), in collaboration with partnering online panels, in five different 

countries: France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, and Poland. Samples were obtained through quota sampling based on 

gender and age-groups interlocked and regional NUTS1 classification. No incentives other than an initial participation 

endowment were provided. Participants ranged from 18 to 74 years old and resided in their respective countries of 

interest. The experiment was part of a larger study with a sample size of 3,500 per country. Our conjoint experiment 

was randomly assigned to a target representative subsample of 1,250 respondents per country, resulting in a total of 

6,250 respondents across the five countries. This target excludes speeders (i.e., respondents whose interviews were 

completed in less than 40% of the median response time), so the full raw sample size per country is larger than the 

expected target (6,589). The attributes and attribute levels are detailed in Table 1, while Figure 1 shows the 

introduction of the experiment with an explanation. Tables 2a and 2b outline how the final outcome is measured. To 
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check for the correct implementation of the experiment, we first analysed the distribution of considered attributes in 

the sample – results confirm a fair distribution (see Table A1 in the Appendix). 

 

Attributes Levels 

Selection of citizens 
• Random selection based on a lottery 

• Voluntary participation  

• Based on level of expertise 

Topic 
• Climate change 

• Immigration 

Scope 

• City 

• Region 

• Nation 

• Europe 

Duration 

• Half a day 

• One day 

• One week 

• Several weeks 

Financial incentives 

• None 

• €50 

• €150 

Impact on policymaking 
• Binding 

• Recommendation to the public official 

Mode 
• Online 

• In-person 

Sponsor 

• Academic institution 

• NGO 

• Political party 

• Political authority (city administration, county/region, national government, 
EU) 

Table 2: Event dimensions and attribute levels 

 

3. Empirical analysis 

To assess the effect of each treatment, we dichotomize our dependent variable, so that a value of 0 indicates 

unavailability to participate (values lower or equal to 50), while a value of 1 signifies availability to participate (values 

higher than 50). We then estimate a series of linear probability models, regressing our dichotomized dependent 

variable, measured at the end of each single conjoint, on a series of dummy variables corresponding to each of our 

attributes.1 We estimate all these models separately for different country samples and also on the pooled data. In 

order to control for non-independent observations, we cluster standard errors by individuals, while in the pooled 

model we also include country dummy variables for further control.2 Since this constitutes a preliminary test, we also 

 
1 A replication of the same analysis with the original 0-100 scale is reported in the Appendix (Figure A2). The results obtained from 
this replication closely resemble those of the initial analysis. Models were estimated using R-package CREGG (Leeper 2020). 
2 See Isernia et al. (2023) for the full pre-registration. 
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conduct our analysis on the full raw sample (including “speeders”, that is, those respondents who completed the 

questionnaire in less than 40% of the median response time) and without any weighting procedure. 

Which of the considered attributes does meet the favourability of the respondents, thereby increasing the probability 

of engaging in a particular deliberative event? Figure 2 shows the treatment effect of each attribute against the 

baseline (represented by the dot on the vertical line). When the point estimate or confidence intervals intersect the 

zero line, the attribute has no effect. A coefficient leaning towards the right, with positive values, indicates a positive 

change in the probability of selecting a certain candidate. On the contrary, a coefficient leaning towards the left, with 

negative values, indicates a negative change in the probability (for more details, see Table A1 in the Appendix). 

As observed, certain attributes exert a significant effect, with some displaying stronger and generalized effects. We 

can summarize the results as it follows.  

Financial incentives, duration, mode, and to a lesser extent, sponsorship and topic emerge as the most relevant factors.  

Offering larger monetary incentives and hosting shorter, online events are strategies more likely to attract citizen 

participation across all five countries examined in the project. This insight underscores the appeal of financial 

incentives for citizens enrolled in opt-in panels and the convenience of online platforms in encouraging engagement 

among them, regardless of their geographical location. These attributes seem to reduce potential barriers to 

participation such as time constraints or competing priorities (e.g., work and family commitments). Conversely, events 

sponsored by political authorities and parties, particularly on divisive issues such as immigration, are perceived as less 

attractive to potential participants. This finding reflects the apprehension or distrust that citizens express towards 

politically affiliated events, which may be perceived as biased or lacking in impartiality. Moreover, divisive issues such 

as immigration often evoke strong emotions and polarized viewpoints, deterring individuals from engaging in 

discussions that they may perceive as contentious. As a result, events sponsored by political entities on such topics 

may face greater resistance or reluctance from potential participants, limiting their effectiveness in fostering inclusive 

deliberation and dialogue. 

There are notable variations across countries: the impact of sponsorship appears to be pronounced in Germany, Italy, 

and Poland; the impact of topic is greater in France and Italy; the purpose of the deliberation appears to matter in Italy 

and Poland. 

Results indicate that citizens in Germany, Italy, and Poland are more sensitive to the source of sponsorship, with 

affiliations to political authorities (Italy) or parties (Germany, Italy, and Poland) potentially influencing their perception 

of the event’s credibility and neutrality. Policymakers and practitioners in these countries should therefore exercise 

caution when selecting sponsors and strive to ensure transparency and impartiality to mitigate any scepticism or 

distrust among participants. Conversely, the impact of the discussion topic appears to be more significant in France 

and Italy. This indicates that citizens in these two Mediterranean countries may exhibit lack of interest or 

responsiveness to contentious topics (i.e., immigration) addressed in deliberative events. Policymakers and 

practitioners should capitalize on this finding by selecting topics that resonate with the concerns and priorities of 

citizens. Additionally, tailoring discussions to local rather than national or European contexts can enhance the salience 

and perceived importance of the deliberative process among participants in France and Germany. 
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Figure 2: Effects of event attributes on the probability to participate 

Note: The figure shows point estimates (dots) and corresponding cluster-robust 95% confidence intervals (horizontal lines) from 

ordinary least squares regressions. The dots on the zero line without confidence intervals denote the reference category for each 

applicant attribute.  
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Finally, the fact that the purpose of the deliberation emerges as a key factor influencing participation in Italy and 

Poland suggests that citizens in these countries may be more interested in the intended outcomes or objectives of a 

deliberative event, with considerations such as the consultative versus decision-oriented nature of the process – the 

latter preferred over the former – influencing their willingness to engage. In this case, policymakers and practitioners 

should clearly communicate the purpose and goals of deliberative events to participants, emphasizing the potential 

impact of their contributions on policy decisions or outcomes. 

 

4. Implications 

Understanding the characteristics of deliberative events that can enhance participation is crucial for developing 

strategies to overcome potential barriers to inclusion and increase the perceived effectiveness of deliberative 

democracy across Europe. By acknowledging the impact of attributes such as financial incentives, duration, mode, 

sponsorship, and topic, stakeholders can tailor their approaches to better accommodate diverse demographics and 

preferences within the target population. For instance, offering adequate financial incentives or ensuring flexibility in 

event duration may attract a wider range of participants. Moreover, selecting topics that resonate with different 

segments of the population and being mindful of local needs can also enhance engagement. 

Recognizing country-specific variations in the influence of certain attributes highlights the importance of ad hoc, 

tailored strategies. Policymakers and practitioners should be attentive to these differences and adapt their approaches 

accordingly. For example, if sponsorship has a significant impact in certain countries, prioritizing partnerships with 

independent organizations and academic institutions may be beneficial for the success of deliberative project. 

Overall, by leveraging insights from our study, stakeholders can develop more informed and targeted initiatives to 

promote inclusive and effective deliberative democracy. These efforts have the potential to not only enhance citizen 

engagement but also strengthen democratic governance by ensuring that diverse voices are heard and considered in 

deliberative and, ultimately, decision-making processes. 
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6. Appendix 

 

Figure A1: Distributions of attributes and levels across subjects
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Data Attribute Level Estimate Standard error z-value p-value lower-bound CI upper-bound CI 

France selection Voluntary -0,002 0,017 -0,128 0,899 -0,035 0,031 

France selection Based on expertise -0,020 0,017 -1,205 0,228 -0,053 0,013 

France topic Immigration -0,027 0,014 -1,947 0,052 -0,053 0,000 

France scope Region -0,010 0,019 -0,530 0,596 -0,048 0,028 

France scope Nation -0,042 0,019 -2,193 0,028 -0,080 -0,004 

France scope Europe -0,038 0,019 -1,985 0,047 -0,076 0,000 

France duration One day 0,003 0,020 0,133 0,894 -0,036 0,042 

France duration One week -0,059 0,022 -2,686 0,007 -0,102 -0,016 

France duration Several weeks -0,043 0,020 -2,111 0,035 -0,083 -0,003 

France incentives 50 0,027 0,019 1,408 0,159 -0,011 0,065 

France incentives 150 0,046 0,019 2,444 0,015 0,009 0,084 

France impact Recommendation 0,017 0,014 1,226 0,220 -0,010 0,043 

France mode In-person -0,042 0,016 -2,661 0,008 -0,072 -0,011 

France sponsor NGO -0,019 0,020 -0,952 0,341 -0,059 0,020 

France sponsor Political party -0,021 0,022 -0,967 0,334 -0,064 0,022 

France sponsor Political authority -0,020 0,021 -0,986 0,324 -0,061 0,020 

Germany selection Voluntary 0,014 0,016 0,893 0,372 -0,017 0,046 

Germany topic Immigration 0,006 0,013 0,418 0,676 -0,020 0,032 

Germany scope Region -0,018 0,019 -0,946 0,344 -0,055 0,019 

Germany scope Nation -0,035 0,019 -1,895 0,058 -0,072 0,001 

Germany scope Europe -0,004 0,019 -0,203 0,839 -0,041 0,033 

Germany duration One day -0,035 0,019 -1,848 0,065 -0,072 0,002 

Germany duration One week -0,130 0,022 -6,007 0,000 -0,173 -0,088 

Germany duration Several weeks -0,133 0,020 -6,797 0,000 -0,171 -0,095 

Germany incentives 50 0,095 0,018 5,157 0,000 0,059 0,131 

Germany incentives 150 0,122 0,018 6,663 0,000 0,086 0,157 

Germany impact Recommendation 0,007 0,013 0,538 0,591 -0,019 0,033 

Germany mode In-person -0,026 0,015 -1,673 0,094 -0,056 0,004 

Germany sponsor NGO -0,023 0,020 -1,175 0,240 -0,062 0,015 

Germany sponsor Political party -0,075 0,021 -3,592 0,000 -0,116 -0,034 

Germany sponsor Political authority -0,019 0,020 -0,957 0,339 -0,059 0,020 



 
 

    

 
 

 

Ireland selection Voluntary 0,024 0,016 1,466 0,143 -0,008 0,056 

Ireland selection Based on expertise 0,022 0,016 1,338 0,181 -0,010 0,054 

Ireland topic Immigration -0,008 0,013 -0,597 0,551 -0,034 0,018 

Ireland scope Region -0,016 0,019 -0,861 0,389 -0,053 0,021 

Ireland scope Nation -0,003 0,019 -0,161 0,872 -0,040 0,034 

Ireland scope Europe 0,031 0,019 1,626 0,104 -0,006 0,068 

Ireland duration One day -0,038 0,019 -2,023 0,043 -0,075 -0,001 

Ireland duration One week -0,106 0,021 -4,970 0,000 -0,148 -0,064 

Ireland duration Several weeks -0,123 0,020 -6,198 0,000 -0,162 -0,084 

Ireland incentives 50 0,095 0,019 4,981 0,000 0,058 0,132 

Ireland incentives 150 0,156 0,018 8,550 0,000 0,120 0,192 

Ireland impact Recommendation -0,004 0,013 -0,295 0,768 -0,030 0,022 

Ireland mode In-person -0,033 0,015 -2,161 0,031 -0,064 -0,003 

Ireland sponsor NGO -0,004 0,020 -0,177 0,860 -0,042 0,035 

Ireland sponsor Political party -0,024 0,022 -1,116 0,264 -0,067 0,018 

Ireland sponsor Political authority -0,021 0,020 -1,039 0,299 -0,060 0,018 

Italy selection Voluntary 0,024 0,016 1,538 0,124 -0,007 0,056 

Italy selection Based on expertise 0,001 0,016 0,092 0,927 -0,030 0,033 

Italy topic Immigration -0,027 0,013 -2,088 0,037 -0,053 -0,002 

Italy scope Region 0,004 0,018 0,233 0,815 -0,032 0,040 

Italy scope Nation 0,006 0,018 0,346 0,729 -0,030 0,042 

Italy scope Europe 0,015 0,018 0,843 0,399 -0,020 0,051 

Italy duration One day 0,005 0,018 0,257 0,797 -0,031 0,040 

Italy duration One week -0,067 0,021 -3,162 0,002 -0,109 -0,026 

Italy duration Several weeks -0,083 0,019 -4,371 0,000 -0,121 -0,046 

Italy incentives 50 0,068 0,019 3,645 0,000 0,031 0,104 

Italy incentives 150 0,110 0,018 6,162 0,000 0,075 0,145 

Italy impact Recommendation -0,029 0,013 -2,250 0,024 -0,055 -0,004 

Italy mode In-person -0,039 0,015 -2,588 0,010 -0,068 -0,009 



 
 

    

 
 

 

Italy sponsor NGO -0,004 0,019 -0,230 0,818 -0,042 0,033 

Italy sponsor Political party -0,050 0,021 -2,353 0,019 -0,091 -0,008 

Italy sponsor Political authority -0,033 0,019 -1,707 0,088 -0,070 0,005 

Poland selection Voluntary 0,050 0,016 3,198 0,001 0,019 0,081 

Poland selection Based on expertise 0,012 0,016 0,751 0,453 -0,019 0,044 

Poland topic Immigration -0,018 0,013 -1,402 0,161 -0,043 0,007 

Poland scope Region 0,007 0,018 0,362 0,717 -0,030 0,043 

Poland scope Nation 0,017 0,018 0,927 0,354 -0,019 0,053 

Poland scope Europe 0,022 0,018 1,227 0,220 -0,013 0,058 

Poland duration One day 0,015 0,018 0,810 0,418 -0,021 0,050 

Poland duration One week -0,043 0,021 -2,045 0,041 -0,083 -0,002 

Poland duration Several weeks -0,069 0,019 -3,627 0,000 -0,107 -0,032 

Poland incentives 50 0,120 0,018 6,572 0,000 0,084 0,156 

Poland incentives 150 0,155 0,018 8,629 0,000 0,120 0,190 

Poland impact Recommendation -0,036 0,013 -2,782 0,005 -0,061 -0,011 

Poland mode In-person -0,066 0,015 -4,458 0,000 -0,095 -0,037 

Poland sponsor Political party -0,057 0,021 -2,720 0,007 -0,098 -0,016 

Poland sponsor Political authority 0,006 0,019 0,287 0,774 -0,032 0,044 

Pooled selection Voluntary 0,023 0,007 3,075 0,002 0,008 0,037 

Pooled selection Based on expertise 0,003 0,007 0,448 0,654 -0,011 0,018 

Pooled topic Immigration -0,015 0,006 -2,465 0,014 -0,028 -0,003 

Pooled scope Region -0,007 0,008 -0,796 0,426 -0,023 0,010 

Pooled scope Nation -0,012 0,008 -1,376 0,169 -0,028 0,005 

Pooled scope Europe 0,005 0,008 0,659 0,510 -0,011 0,022 

Pooled duration One day -0,010 0,008 -1,171 0,241 -0,026 0,007 

Pooled duration One week -0,081 0,010 -8,235 0,000 -0,100 -0,062 

Pooled duration Several weeks -0,090 0,009 -10,173 0,000 -0,108 -0,073 

Pooled incentives 50 0,082 0,009 9,431 0,000 0,065 0,099 

Pooled incentives 150 0,118 0,009 13,811 0,000 0,101 0,134 



 
 

    

 
 

 

Pooled impact Recommendation -0,009 0,006 -1,473 0,141 -0,020 0,003 

Pooled mode In-person -0,041 0,007 -5,869 0,000 -0,055 -0,027 

Pooled sponsor NGO -0,011 0,009 -1,257 0,209 -0,028 0,006 

Pooled sponsor Political party -0,046 0,010 -4,871 0,000 -0,065 -0,028 

Pooled sponsor Political authority -0,019 0,009 -2,088 0,037 -0,036 -0,001 

Pooled country Germany 0,018 0,014 1,274 0,203 -0,010 0,047 

Pooled country Ireland 0,053 0,014 3,706 0,000 0,025 0,081 

Pooled country Italy 0,068 0,014 4,788 0,000 0,040 0,096 

Pooled country Poland 0,103 0,014 7,369 0,000 0,075 0,130 
 

Table A1: Average Marginal Effects 



 

 

 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 

innovation programme under Grant Agreement No 959234 

 

Figure A2: Effects of event attributes on the probability to participate 

Note: The figure shows point estimates (dots) and corresponding cluster-robust 95% confidence intervals (horizontal lines) from 
ordinary least squares regressions. The dots on the zero line without confidence intervals denote the reference category for each 
applicant attribute. 
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