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Executive summary 

This paper examines the impact of deliberation on participants' reflectiveness, focusing on the effectiveness of human 
and automatic moderation within mini-publics. Our study tested two hypotheses: (H7.1) Deliberation will have a 
positive effect on reflectiveness regardless of the mode of moderation, and (H7.2) This effect will be stronger when 
deliberation is mediated by a professional facilitator. Utilizing a combination of descriptive and inferential statistics, 
we analyzed data from participants across four waves of deliberation, examining attitudinal and behavioral responses 
to environmental policies and measures of perspective-taking.  

Our findings reveal that deliberation significantly enhances participants' reflectiveness, fostering greater openness to 
diverse viewpoints and improved cognitive engagement. Human moderation proved to be more effective than 
automatic moderation, particularly in shifting perceptions of climate policies, with notable positive effects observed 
among French and Polish participants. While attitudes towards environmental policies improved, actual behavioral 
commitments were more significant in the control group, suggesting additional factors at play in driving pro-
environmental actions.  

The correlation between participants' left-right ideological stances and their environmental attitudes remained stable, 
indicating that deeply held ideological biases continue to influence policy views. Nonetheless, deliberation under 
human moderation significantly enhanced perspective-taking, particularly among Polish and French participants.  

Based on these findings, we recommend that policymakers continue to fund research on deliberation and encourage 
deliberative practices to increase public support for environmental policies. Efforts should focus on a multi-pronged 
approach that includes incorporating diverse perspectives into the policymaking process, facilitating deliberation 
among varied backgrounds in formal settings, and ensuring effective, evidence-driven communication to foster 
informed and reflective public debates. This comprehensive strategy aims to enhance the inclusivity and effectiveness 
of democratic processes in addressing complex policy issues like climate change.  
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Introduction 

Deliberative democracy, particularly small-scale forums like democratic mini-publics (e.g. citizens’ assemblies), has 
gained prominence in political science and is increasingly implemented in political practice. Deliberative democrats, 
scholars who advocate for the implementation of deliberative democracy, have highlighted the virtues of deliberation 
and conceptualized the promises of forums such as these: their capacity to bring together a diverse group of citizens 
and have them come to a consensus for action-guiding political preferences on a given (contentious) issue. These 
scholars advocate for the normative desirability of these forums’ outcomes  

However, the objectives of deliberative processes, whether for individuals or collectives, remain a topic of ongoing 
debate. Some theorists argue that interpersonal deliberation not only enhances knowledge but also fosters empathy 
and reflectiveness. Despite this, the underlying causal mechanisms are not yet thoroughly understood.  

This essay, accompanied by tables and infographics, aims to provide a comprehensive overview of deliberation and 
reflexivity. It will present pragmatic proposals to engage a broad audience, including officials, politicians, activists, and 
interested citizens, in understanding and applying deliberative practices effectively.  
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1. EUComMeet Literature 

Deliberative democrats have long heralded deliberation as a “tool” to foster political reflectiveness, both in the 
participants of facilitated deliberative forums and the wider public. Theoretically, deliberative democrats have posited 
that deliberation serves three primary functions: (1) a democratic function, by fostering political inclusion; (2) an 
ethical function, by encouraging mutual respect; and (3) an epistemic function, by promoting cognitive diversity, which 
is essential for reaching factually accurate and normatively valuable democratic decisions.  

They have also broadly conceptualized the “ends of deliberation” (Niemeyer and Dryzek, 2007), which include creating 
a consensus on contentious issues, but go beyond, consisting in the facilitation of mutual understanding for the 
rationales underlying political opponents’ action-rationales and preferences. In this respect, reflectiveness is key 
because deliberation is not so much about arriving at the “right” decision but rather enhancing the skill set that lies at 
the heart of a healthy representative democracy. Participants are tasked, first and foremost, with understanding each 
other and “[seeing] the other side” (Muradova, 2021).  

This exposure to a variety of diverse political positions and arguments bears the potential for individual participants 
to change their opinions and preferences. This increased reflectiveness can also promote democratic inclusion since it 
(ideally) allows people who may be marginalized in other political contexts to share their perspectives on equal 
grounds.  

 

Figure 1. The ends of deliberation. 

This transformative effect has been mostly attributed to the potential of deliberation to bring about the best 

arguments and justification for different aspects of the issue under consideration, or what Habermas (1996) describes 

as the “forceless force of the better arguments”. The essence of this assumption is that political opinion formation 

should rely on good arguments instead of other “forces” that may impact communicative exchanges such as 

asymmetrical power relationships. This line of reasoning is subject to a few theoretical gaps, such as how to determine 

what a “good” argument is, or the role of emotions and cognitive biases in people’s political judgments. Deliberative 

theory also doesn’t deal with the asymmetries in discursive participation which distort the principle of equal voice 

within deliberative forums.  

Certain features of deliberative forums attempt to address some of these lacunas. Deliberation entails not only fact-

based argumentation and evidence but also other types of communication techniques, such as personal stories, 

testimony, and humor. Under these conditions, diversity enables participants to reason in a rich informational context. 

It also facilitates empathetic perspective-taking, whereby individuals try to put themselves into the shoes of those who 

disagree with them.  

Interpersonal deliberation promote’s people reflectiveness, which in turn enables them to consider each other’s 

varying perspectives and shift their own. On this basis, citizens then can form action-guiding political preferences that 
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account for the viewpoints of co-citizens from diverse backgrounds. This focus on reflectiveness exposes an obvious 

task for empirical scholars: measuring individuals’ reflectiveness and its development over time, requiring a valid 

measurement tool.  

A number of empirical studies have already demonstrated deliberative forums’ success in shifting their participants' 

perspectives and opinions. These have often been focused on a specific case or process design (see Suiter, Farrell, and 

O’Malley, 2016; Fishkin et al., 2020) and parallel research has also demonstrated much more nuanced, if not opposite 

results. Importantly, a crucial gap concerns the relationship between “reflectiveness”, “preference/opinion change” 

and better policy outcomes  

Citizens who changed their preferences after participating in deliberative mini-publics are likely to have reconsidered 

their political preferences due to reflection conducted with their co-citizens. Yet, it is debatable if participants who did 

not change their political preferences necessarily lack “reflectiveness”. Measurements of reflectiveness cannot solely 

refer to a measure of the correctness/accuracy of deliberators’ factual judgments, although it may be one indicator 

for reflectiveness if deliberators make significantly more accurate judgments about policy issues than a control group 

or the average population. A crucial feature and goal of deliberation is fostering mutual understanding of political 

opponents’ action-rationales, preferences, and preferences. Therefore, additional empirical evidence about the effects 

of interpersonal deliberation on people’s preferences, opinions, policy-preferences, and action/behaviour is required, 

as research in this area is not uniform. Certain studies have failed to find consistent effects of deliberation on 

preference change, with certain findings pointing to information acquisition as the driver preference change (Goodin 

and Niemeyer, 2003). There has been evidence of separate deliberation and information effect (O’Malley, Farrell and 

Suiter, 2020), though which elements of each are responsible for perspective shifts is still an open question.  

 

 

Figure 2. Advantages of studying reflectiveness 

 
Figure 3. Limits of studying reflectiveness. 
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2. EUComMeet Findings 

Climate change policies exemplify “complex” political issues where transnational approaches are important 

and potentially influential, involving both government and advocacy group elites. However, this also limits 

public scrutiny, which poses a challenge to democratic legitimacy. To address chronic crises like climate change, 

policy responses should not only be guided by expert knowledge but also seek public support to gain legitimacy. 

Omitting citizen perspectives leaves climate action initiatives vulnerable to populist backlash. One way to foster 

citizen engagement is through representative transnational deliberative platforms.  

1.1. Research Design  

As part of the EUComMeet project, two sets of questionnaires were deployed across five countries—France, 

Ireland, Italy, Poland, and Germany—between April and June 2023. Initially, a national survey was conducted 

in April 2023 with a nationally representative sample from each country, selected based on age, gender, 

education, and regional demographics. This survey, referred to as the control group (wave 0), had a total 

sample size of 5556 respondents who answered questions related to socio-demographic, attitudinal, and 

behavioral aspects concerning the environment. The second phase involved three rounds of deliberative 

events following a preliminary survey for participant recruitment. This deliberative survey was administered 

between May 8 and June 17, 2023, to 653 recruited participants across four “waves”: (1) preliminary survey, 

(2) local survey, (3) national survey, and (4) European survey. These participants engaged in both synchronous 

(90-minute video conferences) and asynchronous (three-day chat forums) sessions.  

This study aimed to explore the impact of deliberation on participants' reflectiveness, focusing on two main 

hypotheses:  

(H7.1) Deliberation will have a positive effect on reflectiveness regardless of the mode of moderation;  

(H7.2) This effect will be stronger when deliberation is mediated by a professional facilitator.  

Three distinct groups of variables were measured: (1) opinion transformation, covering attitudinal and 

behavioral responses to environmental policies (e.g., perceived cost, effectiveness, and support for specific 

measures like a carbon tax); (2) the structure and stability of attitudes, measuring how participants’ attitudes 

correlate with predispositions such as ideological attitudes; and (3) perspective-taking and openness to 

differing viewpoints to measure reflectiveness.  

The first group, opinion transformation, includes two sets of variables, attitudinal and behavioural change, 

chosen as a proxy for reflectiveness. The attitudinal variables were intended to measure participants’ attitudes 

toward environmental policies (e.g. cost of environmental policies or their perceived ineffectiveness). They 

were used to assess changes in participants' views on key environmental issues, indicating whether 

deliberation influenced their policy attitudes. The behavioural variables assess participants' willingness to 

commit to pro-environmental behaviours, evaluating the practical implications of deliberation shifting 

participants’ environmental behaviours. This provides insight into whether changes in attitudes and shifts in 

perspective translate into concrete action.  

The second group of variables covered the structure and stability of attitudes. The first looked at general 
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attitudes towards environmental policies, finding that these are fairly coherent and moderately associated with 

ideological dispositions along a left-right scale. This is consistent with received wisdom, which indicates that 

right-wing respondents were more likely to view environmental policies as ineffective or harmful, whereas left-

wing voters are more supportive of them. The study tracked these correlations over time, demonstrating the 

stability of ideological constraints across the four waves of deliberation and the consistency of these pre-

disposed LR attitudes within deliberative groups.  

Finally, the perspective-taking group of variables measured participants' openness to different viewpoints and 

their ability to take others’ perspectives into account as a precondition for cognitively engaging with other 

people’s arguments. Within this group, one set of variables taps into respondents’ openness to other people’s 

arguments, assessing how they engage with people who have differing and similar values and political attitudes 

to themselves after deliberation. The second looks at the extent to which they can view the world from each 

other’s perspectives, assessing various aspects of cognitive engagement.  

The following table summarizes the variables and their relevant results:  

Group  Variable  Question/Description 

1. Opinion  

transformation  

1. Opinion  

transformation;  

2. Structure and  

stability of attitudes 

envpol2  

envpol3  

Environmental policies are too costly. The costs of the investments needed for 
a green transition are much higher than the costs of the damages due to 

climate change.  

Counterproductivity. Climate change policies are counterproductive and 
even harmful to the economy, environment, and society more generally. 

1. Opinion  

transformation; 

envpol4  Ineffectiveness. Climate change policies are ineffective, technological solutions 
will fix the problem in the future. 

2. Structure and  
stability of attitudes 

  

1. Opinion  
transformation;  
2. Structure and  
stability of attitudes 

ecoenv1  Economic growth > Environmental protection. Some argue that “Environmental 
protection should take priority even at the cost of economic growth”, others 

maintain that “Economic growth should take priority even at the cost of 
environmental protection”, where would you locate yourself? 

2. Structure and  
stability of attitudes 

prior1-4  Attitudes to specific policies. These include attitudes towards (1) carbon tax; (2) 

subsidised renewable energies; (3) policies regarding energy efficiency; (4) 
investment in atomic energy. 

2. Structure and  
stability of attitudes 

sacr1-6  Behavioural commitments. These include commitments to (1) cut the use of 

disposable items; (2) cut down on heating homes; (3) buy more organic foods; 
(4) prioritise staycations; (5) purchase an e-car; and (6) use alternative 
transportation to cars. 
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3. Perspective-taking 
3.    Perspective-taking  
3. Perspective-taking 
3.    Perspective-taking  
3.    Perspective-taking  

openM1  
openM2  
perspect1  
perspect2  
perspect3  

“I avoid the company of people whose values, attitudes or opinions are 
different from my own.”  

“I prefer to discuss politics and societal issues with people who are of the same 
opinion as me.”  

“I try to look at everybody's side of a disagreement before I make a decision.”  
“If I'm sure I'm right about something, I don't waste much time listening to 
other people's arguments.”  

“When I'm upset at someone, I usually try to ‘put myself in his shoes’ for a 
while.” 

3.  Perspective-taking  perspect4  “I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the ‘other person's’ point of 

view.” 

Table 1. Sets of variables and associated descriptions. 

 

1.2. Key Findings 

The results from the different surveys present a mitigated picture, but a few main findings stand out:  

1. The positive effect of Deliberation on Reflectiveness. Data from the surveys show significant shifts 

in two proxy-variables (openM2 and perspect4). These demonstrate that, after deliberating, 

participants are more open to discussing with people with different political views. It also 

demonstrates a positive change in people’s ability to consider perspectives other than their own. Both 

the human and automatically moderated groups displayed similar changes, indicating that the 

deliberative process itself plays a central role in promoting the reflective thinking required for people 

to shift their perspectives and adopt more open-minded attitudes to differing political views. Here, 

the German and Irish participants exhibited the most significant improvements in reflectiveness, while 

the Italians displayed the most modest changes.  

2. The greater effect of Human Moderation. Human moderation proved to be more effective than 

automatic moderation in enhancing reflectiveness. Specifically, participants in the human-moderated 

group demonstrated a more substantial shift in their perception of climate policies. For instance, there 

was a 4% increase in viewing climate policies as more effective and less counterproductive compared 

to the control group. This finding supports the hypothesis that professional facilitation can better guide 

participants towards more reflective and informed opinions. In this case, the positive effects of human 

moderation were particularly notable among French and Polish participants, who viewed climate 

policies as more effective following deliberation.  

3. Shift in Environmental Attitudes. Notable changes in participants’ attitudes towards environmental 

policies were observed, especially in the human groups where there was a significant shift towards 

supporting the implementation of a carbon tax. However, when it came to behavioral commitments, 

such as reducing disposable items or buying organic food, the control group exhibited more significant 

changes toward pro-environmental behaviors. This suggests that while deliberation influences 

attitudes, actual behavior change might be driven by other factors, such as better access to factual 

information about the tax. Again, the Irish and German participants had the most significant attitudinal 
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shifts towards supporting a carbon tax, whereas the Italian participants were less responsive to these 

changes.  

4. Stability of Ideology Bias. The correlation between participants' left-right ideological stances and their 

environmental policy attitudes remained relatively stable throughout the deliberation process. This 

indicates that while deliberation can foster openness and reflectiveness, deeply held ideological biases 

continue to influence policy attitudes. Right-wing participants tended to remain more skeptical about 

climate policies, whereas left-wing participants generally supported them more strongly (with the 

notable exception of support for nuclear investment). Considering that respondents' opinions on 

specific environmental policy issues are closely linked to their perceptions of effectiveness and cost, 

the primary challenge in gaining broader acceptance of climate policy is to address prevalent bad-faith 

narratives regarding both its effectiveness and cost. The stability of ideological constraints was 

particularly pronounced in Italy and France, where attitudes remained closely aligned with pre-existing 

political orientations. 

5. Enhanced Perspective-Taking. Deliberation, particularly under human moderation, significantly 

enhanced participants' ability to see things from others' perspectives and discuss societal issues with 

people holding different opinions. While the overall changes in perspective-taking and openness were 

modest, the statistically significant shifts observed in specific measures highlight the potential of 

deliberative processes to foster empathy and mutual understanding among participants. Intriguingly, 

Polish and French participants showed a greater willingness to consider differing viewpoints after 

deliberation.  

It can be concluded that, while deliberation generally enhances reflectiveness and shifts attitudes, the 

extent of these changes varies by moderation type and the nature of the issue. Human moderation 

shows more pronounced effects on opinion shifts regarding environmental policies, though the effects 

were more significant in the control group, indicating that factors beyond deliberation (such as access 

to information) play a crucial role in influencing pro-environmental behaviours. The stability of 

ideological constraints underscores the enduring influence of deep-seated beliefs, despite 

deliberation’s ability to promote perspective-taking and cognitive engagement. Overall, these findings 

underscore the complex interplay between deliberative processes, information dissemination, and 

pre-existing ideological attitudes when it comes to shaping public opinion and individual behaviour.  

 

3. EUComMeet Policy 

Based on the above findings, several recommendations can be made to best enhance the positive 
effects of deliberation on reflectiveness.  

● Incorporating Deliberative Forums in Environmental Policy-Making. Integrating deliberative forums 

into the policy-making process on issues that require shifts in public opinion and behaviour can 
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somewhat increase public acceptance of said policies. It ensures diverse participation and 

dissemination of information, fostering informed discussions on climate issues and buy-in from the 

public.  

○ Develop Robust and Efficient Online Deliberation Platforms. More research and investment are 

required to develop online platforms that facilitate effective deliberation, better addresses 

technical challenges such as language barriers and connectivity issues, in order for deliberation 

to be accessible to as wide an audience as possible.  

● Design Deliberative Forums that leverage Attitude Shifts and encourage Perspective-Taking. By 

incorporating certain design features into deliberative mini-publics, they can become better at 

fostering reflectiveness among participants. These include:  

○ Promoting Human Faciliation. Findings demonstrate the stronger impact of human 

moderation on enhancing reflectiveness, so policy initiatives should prioritize using trained 

professional facilitators in deliberative forums to maximise the observed positive effects on 

participants’ attitudes.  

○ Selecting Diverse Participant. The more diverse the pool of participants in terms of 

demographics, ideologies, and experiences, the richer the pool of ideas that participants will 

be exposed to. The diversity of viewpoints within the forum is crucial for increasing 

reflectiveness.  

○ Providing Balance Information. Ensuring that all participants have access to the same high-

quality information to inform their opinions can help level the playing field and promote a 

more reflective deliberative environment.  

● Counteract Negative Narratives on Environmental Policy. Design public communication strategies 

that take into account the mixed effect of access to information and deliberation on attitude shifts. 

These should address and counteract common bad-faith narratives about the effectiveness of 

environmental policies. They should do so by leveraging the positive shifts observed in deliberative 

forums, where participants showed increased support for the effectiveness of climate policies. Public 

communications efforts should thus attempt to replicate these conditions by providing clear, 

evidence-based information, but also engaging with diverse narratives and leveraging an array of 

narrative techniques, to build up support for climate action. 

● Fund Future Research on Reflectiveness. Funding is essential to ensure a continued and more in-

depth understanding of how reflectiveness influences public deliberation and shifts perspectives in the 

wider public. Key areas for funding include: (1) investigating the underlying mechanisms through which 

deliberative processes enhance reflectiveness; (2) supporting longitudinal research that tracks the 

long-term effects of deliberation on reflectiveness to understand the durability of the effects observed 

in this study; (3) exploring contextual factors to tailor the deliberative forums to specific populations 

to control for their various particularities; (4) continued development and validation of measurement 

tools to assess reflectiveness; and (5) encouraging the assessment of policy outcomes to examine how 

increased reflectiveness among citizens can contribute to their acceptance of real-world policy 

decisions. Advances in any of these areas will enable practitioners to design more effective deliberative 

forums that better enhance the positive effects of deliberation on reflectiveness.  
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4. Conclusion 

This research project investigated the impact of deliberation on participants’ reflectiveness and compared the 

effectiveness of different moderation modes. Its findings highlight the potential of deliberative mini-publics to 

enhance reflectiveness, by demonstrating the positive influence of deliberation on participants’ openness to 

different viewpoints and their enhanced ability to take other’s perspectives into consideration. Both human 

and automatic moderation led to significant shifts in participants' attitudes, indicating that the deliberative 

process itself promotes cognitive engagement and reflective thinking. Among the countries studied, German 

and Irish participants exhibited the most significant improvements in reflectiveness, highlighting the 

importance of cultural and contextual factors in deliberative outcomes.  

The study observed notable differences in moderation, with human moderators proving to be more effective 

than automatic moderation in enhancing reflective behaviours. Specifically, the human-moderated group 

displayed a more substantial shift in their perception of climate policies, viewing them as more effective and 

less counterproductive. The human-moderated group also demonstrated a shift toward the implementation 

of a carbon tax, indicating some interesting changes in attitude towards environmental policies. However, 

when it came to behavioral commitments, such as reducing disposable items or buying organic food, the 

control group exhibited more significant changes towards pro-environmental behaviors, suggesting that 

deliberation influence attitudes but acutal behaviour change is driven by other factors. The stability of the 

correlation between participants’ left-right ideological stances and their environmental policy attitudes 

indicates that while deliberation can foster openness and reflectiveness, deeply held ideological biases 

continue to influence policy attitudes. This stability was most pronounced in Italy and France.  

Policymakers must continue to fund research on deliberation and encourage deliberative practices to gain 

more buy-in on environmental policies. However, this is not enough. Efforts must be concentrated in a multi-

pronged approach that includes incorporating more diverse perspectives into the policymaking process, 

encouraging deliberation among people from different backgrounds in formal settings with access to 

empowered spaces, and ensuring effective, clear, and evidence-driven communication. This will ensure that 

the wider public has access not only to deliberations among mini-publics but also to factual information, 

fostering informed and reflective debates at home.  
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