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1. Introduction 

The report aims to present the results of the qualitative analysis of politicians’ responses to challenges 
concerning the citizens’ participation in decision-making as diagnosed by the survey to which they contributed. 

Data collecting was two-step. First, from the 4th of December 2023 until the 10th of January 2024, we 
collected thirty-two answers to an online questionnaire containing five open questions, and then on the 15th of 
January 2024, we hosted an online, one-hour and-a-half-long moderated group discussion among eleven politicians to 
conclude the process. The event included a general presentation of the project by Pierangelo Isernia (University of 
Siena) and the discussion of five questions presented and moderated by Anna Przybylska (University of Warsaw) and 
Joan Font (CSIC). Table 1 shows the level of participation of politicians from France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Poland 
and Spain in both formats of information collection. It may need remarking that the discussion was in English. 

Table 1. Politicians who responded to the questionnaire  

Country Answers to questionnaire Participants in a group discussion 

France 2 2 

Germany 10 0 

Ireland 3 5 

Italy 5 3 

Poland 9 1 

Spain 3 0 

All 32 11 

 
The majority of participants in the study represented local authorities. Exceptionally, two representatives of 

regional authorities next to one of a national authority responded to the questionnaire, while one representative of a 
national authority took part in the discussion.  

The questionnaire and the discussion followed the same agenda of topics, but during the latter politicians 
could refer to listed or mind-mapped solutions grouped around certain problems. Some of these solutions came from 
the answers to the questionnaire while others were added by the discussion organisers as an additional trigger. The 
goal of this procedure was to lead reasoning from the problem explanation to the problem-solution while recognizing 
the variations in answers. At this point, it is worth noting that while some politicians were eager to share both 
explanations to the opinions collected through the survey and solutions to the diagnosed challenges, others focused 
their statements either on problems or moved on to solutions. 

Out of the five questions, two first referred directly to the survey results regarding the politicians’ perceptions 
of the citizen's capacities for decision-making and their readiness to make a direct input to decisions. The following 
two questions concerned politicians’ positions towards regulating citizen participation and its political impact. The last 
question was an opportunity for participants to raise any additional issues of concern.  
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2. Increasing the citizen's capacities for decision-making 

The results of a survey (N=998) conducted in five countries showed that politicians are reluctant to trust in the 
citizen's capacities for decision-making. Politicians responding to the questionnaire gave citizens, on average, 4.1 
points for competence on the 10-point scale. Following this result, we asked politicians open questions, first, in the 
questionnaire, and then in a discussion, (1) why this might be the case and (2) what might be the solution to the 
problem in the context of involving citizens in decision-making.  

Twenty-five respondents of a questionnaire and three participants of the discussion proposed explanations 
for problems behind the political class’s distrust of the citizen's capacities for decision-making. In their answers, they 
were taking the perspectives of observers and participants on the political scene. The manner of expressing opinions 
often shows that politicians spoke from different positions, being supportive, conditionally supportive or not 
supportive at all of the citizens’ input in decision-making. The dominance of conditional support was confirmed by the 
development of solutions which might reverse the scepticism in the political class. In their reasoning, the politicians 
focused on the characteristics of citizens vs. the political class and democratic institutions. 

The collected answers allow us to generalise the political class’s reluctance to citizens’ participation in 
decision-making to roughly four categories. They include, first, the insufficient knowledge and critical thinking among 
at least some citizens;  second, the ineffectiveness of decision-making, among others, as a result of responding to the 
previous challenge; third, the unrepresentative (self-selected) contributors and their biased opinions; and forth, not 
only irreplaceable but also difficult to complement the role of politicians, especially given the communication gap 
between citizens and politicians; who, nevertheless, often fail to represent citizens. Graph 1 shows the four main 
categories of arguments and sub-categories contributing to them. 

Graph 1. Explanations for politicians’ limited trust in citizens’ capacities to participate in decisions 

 

Fifteen respondents, including seven from Poland and five from Germany, defined the problem by relating it 
to some deficiencies in knowledge and critical thinking. This most extensive category embraces the limited formal 
education, especially in law and economics; the difficult access to meaningful information and the lack of a venue for 
communication; disinformation used politically, especially by populists and extreme political groups; and, at the same 
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time, the selectiveness of information by citizens who - according to some politicians - tend to favour simple solutions 
and defend their interest.  

Three politicians highlighted the negative consequences of involving citizens in decision-making which do not 
come directly from incompetence but - interestingly - the need to remedy them which takes time at the preparatory 
stage and, as one person claimed, along the process. The effectiveness of decision-making can suffer from extended 
timing due to filling gaps in knowledge and responding to unrealistic or simplified expectations - some seem to suggest. 
Although it is a minority view, it may be worth considering in the systemic solutions part. 

Two observations might be of some interest here. First, the responsibility for some ignorance regarding politics 
is distributed between citizens, institutions (media and administration) and politicians. While ignorance might be 
viewed as rational in the situation of disillusionment with politics and no perceived impact on decision-making, most 
politicians point to the risks of limited information in decision-making. Second, opinions about the scope of knowledge 
expected from citizens - mostly expert ones, and less commonly experiential - inform about the particular procedural 
conceptions of participation and the role of citizens in it among politicians. 

Then, there are nine references to the representation of citizens by politicians, which, except two, are critical 
of their role. However, this criticism has various manifestations, starting with the politicians’ perception of other 
politicians as convinced of their knowledge and opinions being different from the ones by citizens and trying to avoid 
the confrontation with them, and ending on manipulation of public opinion either by exploiting social anger (populist 
right) or encouraging unrealistic expectations during participatory processes (left). 

Further, in seven comments politicians considered the unrepresentative character of citizen participation, 
referring to the self-interest of individuals or group interests and the attitude to decision-making which excludes other 
interests and taking responsibility for others. Apart from signalling "vocal but limited citizens subgroups", there was 
one interesting comment from Ireland considering the negative impact of formal participatory processes i.e. citizens' 
assemblies on electoral turnout. 

Next to perceived challenges, participants elaborated on solutions summarised in Graph 2. 

Some politicians proposed to respond to limited knowledge and critical thinking among citizens by 
strengthening civic education in the formal education system which would involve acquiring fact-checking skills in the 
new media environment next to informal education through activities in the civic organisations, but also, penalising 
the acts of disinformation. 

Popularising community formal and informal involvement and promoting civic values and culture are also seen 
as means mediating in solving the problem of unrepresentativeness of participants in public consultations and other 
forms of citizens’ contribution to decision-making, whereas expert support may also strengthen the inclusion of the 
input of those who already participate independent of their level of factual knowledge.    

Multi-stage consultations, although counterintuitively, may alleviate participation prolonging decision-making 
by leading the way from one stage to another. Also, they allow for the division of roles between social representatives 
of citizens like associations and lay citizens according to competencies. Beyond that, the selection of topics suitable 
for participatory processes was advised. 

Lastly, even those who do not recognize the advantages of participatory forms of democracy over its 
representative format, postulated more transparency in politics and ongoing communication between politicians and 
citizens that from the technical point of view can be achieved by using IT platforms. Then, the appeal to rehabilitate 
politics as a collective effort to represent all fractions in society was also made. The argument of more evolutionary 
than revolutionary changes in decision-making, including intermediate stages like direct elections of mayors should 
not be ignored.  
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Graph 2. Categories explaining limited trust in citizens’ capacities to participate in decisions and solutions. Problems (on the left, blue 
background) and solutions (to the right) 
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3. Strengthening  the citizen's participation 

We could learn from the survey that, on average, slightly over half of politicians from five countries think 
citizens do not want to be involved in decision-making. In Ireland, the support for this opinion is at a level of slightly 
over 40%, while in Italy over 70%, with France, Germany, and Poland being in between. Following this, we asked 
politicians what might be the reasons for this opinion among politicians and what solutions to propose in the context 
of involving citizens in decision-making. 

The analysis below is based on thirty-seven opinions, some of which respondents formulated as comments to 
the survey results and some were respondents’ views. Four politicians were not worried about the perceived limited 
direct citizens’ involvement in decision-making as they either do not see the need for it or explain it by the 
institutionalised political culture which has shaped the political behaviours this way.  

Many opinions considered various forms of citizens’ participation typical of the models of representative, 
participatory and direct democracy which were sometimes discussed in connection with one another. For example, 
six respondents thought that critical views of politics in the representative format may discourage citizens from other 
formats of political engagement, whereas two worried that citizens seeking a more direct impact on politics disregard 
voting in elections. These arguments may be generalised to the category of “the quality of institutionalised democracy 
and participation” which may also include critical comments about professional media and political communication as 
an intervening factor.  

Interestingly, Ireland was discussed as an outstanding example of civic participation not only by Irish local 
counsellors, who focused on informal communication between politicians and citizens and a vibrant associative culture 
but also by a German counsellor who admired it for implementing deliberative methods. Another German counsellor 
compared Germany to Switzerland arguing that in the latter the citizens' duties are defined differently by 
institutionalised political culture which results in a different intensity of engagement. 

Next, while six interlocutors focused in their argument on the citizens’ lack of interest in participating, seven 
others expressed belief that it might be convenient for politicians to hold such an opinion or that they do not create 
opportunities for participation as their policy preferences do not correlate with the public opinion or that participation 
events often are means of political marketing without a goal of having an impact on decision-making. The first group 
of opinions can be labelled “civic capital” while the latter “impact on decision-making”. There were also some related 
comments on the unrepresentativeness of contributors to public consultations with retired people, activists self-
proclaimed as representatives, or even members of oppositional parties as overrepresented, even if some efforts were 
described to engage other groups of lay citizens. 

Graph 3 illustrates the general and mediating categories of the reasons for citizens’ limited participation in 
decision-making. 
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Graph 3. Explanations for perceived citizens’ limited participation 

 

 

As in the previous section, next to perceived challenges, participants elaborated on solutions, shown in Graph 
4. According to some politicians who responded to our open-question questionnaire, the low impact of civic 
participation on decisions can be targeted by fostering a more inclusive and accessible political environment, proving 
that participation mechanisms lead to consequential results, or even by institutionalising direct democracy 
mechanisms like referendums where the agency of citizens is higher and undebatable.  

In turn, the opinion of politicians being, at least, indifferent towards the low level of civic participation in 
decision-making, was coupled with suggestions to design formal and informal communication channels for encounters 
between citizens and politicians to encourage both sides to interact with each other respecting the rules of 
transparency and favouring deliberation. 

Following it, the remedy to the situation of lay citizens being silenced by ‘activists’ in participatory processes 
is to start encouraging participation by involving significant local stakeholders representative of groups. As self-
exclusion of lay citizens relates to competencies, other solutions include presenting issues in the broader context and 
presenting  for citizens’ consideration clear-cut solutions along with their consequences for communities. 
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Graph 4. Categories explaining citizens’ limited participation and solutions.  

Problems (on the top, blue background) and solutions (below them) 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Regulating citizen participation 

 

Regulating citizen participation in decision-making through laws or guidelines has advantages and problems. 
In our five-question survey, we encouraged politicians to list arguments for or against regulations and their particular 
forms – laws (binding character of participation rules) and guidelines (advisory character of participation rules). 
Twenty-two participants of the questionnaire and five participants of the discussion contributed to our considerations. 

The feedback focused most of all on the issue of regulating citizens’ participation and to a lesser extent on 
how to do it - whether through laws or guidelines. It seems that to many contributors, regulations meant 
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institutionalising participation; obliging them to use it. At the same time, the idea of regulations meant to some that 
their power to decide when to consult citizens would be limited.  

We may generalise arguments of proponents and opponents of regulating participation into three categories 
concerning their intervening role in the quality of input and output, the inclusion of citizens, and - finally - building a 
democratic culture. Below we juxtapose and discuss them one category after another.  

To start with the participation’s intervening role in the quality of input and output, proponents of regulations 
argued that, first of all, they are necessary to enable impact on decisions and then to specify if the consultations are 
binding or not and what should be their result. Even if there was a reservation that voting or more in-depth 
consultation should be organised on issues having an impact on daily life not to paralyse the administration by 
“overlistening”. Nevertheless, regulations standardise the participatory democracy model and participation must have 
a methodology, and its rules should be universal and widely applicable. Transparency of participation rules may help 
establish a structured and fair framework.  

On the other hand, the opponents raised the argument that the process should not be too bureaucratic and 
that there should be as few regulations as possible because they stifle development, free expression and grassroots 
movements and may lead to authoritarianism. In regards to scope, some were of the opinion that overregulation may 
mean consulting issues of no interest to people. Finally, regarding methods of information collection, there was 
concern that regulations may lead to consulting people in forms not understandable to them, failing to adequately 
address emerging platforms, digital spaces, or new forms of civic activism, leading to gaps in oversight and 
enforcement.  

As regards the values of  inclusion and equality, proponents of regulations highlighted their role in 
guaranteeing the same treatment. Unlike opponents, they assumed that objectifying rules through regulations may 
make them more understandable to people, reducing the number of citizens not able to follow some simple reasoning. 

Some arguments given by opponents seem to reflect the bad practice of participation in general and the fear 
of its institutionalisation. As it was said, “rules make participation practice and peoples' opinions reflect what media 
broadcast and media broadcast what the marginal group of the 'rich' wants”. The negative attitude towards 
regulations was particularly strong when they were perceived as favouring “corrupted politicians or lobbyists who act 
through them” controlling participatory processes. While some were saying that “regulations should not favour certain 
groups, reinforcing existing power imbalances and limiting the inclusivity of decision-making processes” and others 
that “some people who bear the consequences of laws are never invited,” they expressed their distrust towards the 
quality of regulations and the rules of law as much as distrust in a democratic potential of participation mechanism. 

Last but not least, there were divergent opinions concerning the impact of regulations on a democratic culture. 
The proponents of regulations thought that politicians benefit from collecting information on proposals with their 
negative and positive consequences at the planning and executing phase to avoid errors,  build consensus, and prevent 
protests, all based on the premise of transparent rules and actions. The statement that rules make participation 
practised, and citizens engage with politics more, was complimented with the expectation that also the regions and 
communities should encourage participation with actions favouring it. 

Sceptics responded that not only citizens do not have time to commit themselves, but also they should not be 
forced by regulations to participate as it must be in the national and citizens' self-interest to participate. Here also the 
value of informal consultations over formal ones was stressed with politicians informing themselves about citizens’ 
needs and opinions in one-to-one meetings or group talks which may come close to ethnographic research.  

Table 2 shows the main arguments ‘for’ and ‘against regulating citizens’ participation in decision-making across 
three categories of impact. They concern any type of regulation - acts of law or guidelines. 
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Table 2. Arguments for and against regulating citizens’ participation in decision-making 

 

The issue of how to regulate citizens’ participation in decision-making received less attention; although one 
may assume that earlier reflections were mostly on laws. However, some advantages and disadvantages of 
implementing acts of law versus guidelines have also been specified. As indicated in Table 3, the laws were praised for 
providing guidance in practice for public administration and citizens and the point of reference for complaints on 
malpractice for the latter; framing the process by procedure making shortcuts difficult; and standardising the practice. 
At the same time, guidelines were favoured for their relatively easy adjustments to new circumstances regarding the 
arrival of new methods or technologies and case-sensitive flexibility regarding the procedure.  

One disadvantage of laws was associated with the formal procedure of adopting them which means legislative 
process. It was observed that introducing changes is a challenge while swift changes are impossible. Also, some 
assumed as if laws downplayed the role of politicians in decision-making. As for the disadvantages of guidelines, the 
concern was that if politicians do not take action following consultations, it causes frustration among citizens. 

Table 3. Advantages and disadvantages of implementing laws vs. guidelines on participation
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5. Impact of citizen participation on decision-making 

Subsequently, twenty-six respondents to the questionnaire and three contributors to the discussion following 
it shared their views on what should be the impact of citizens’ participation on decision-making, in what decisional 
contexts, and why. The answers have been divided into three categories: not supporting any citizens’ participation in 
decision-making, supporting the advisory role of participation and supporting the binding character of participation, 
at least under some circumstances.  

The majority of politicians whose opinions were analysed in this study support the advisory role of 
participatory processes in the decision-making. They offered two main arguments to support their position. The first 
recognizes engaging citizens in consultations to be an opportunity for politicians to be better informed and enhance 
the relevance and effectiveness of decisions made. Here the comments resonated with the earlier comments about 
the representativeness of citizens that it is necessary to consider the community's needs, not the particular groups' 
needs and that it is difficult to involve a representative group of people in consultations. The second follows the line 
of the first by claiming that the meaningful contributions by citizens to decision-making builds engagement and trust 
in institutions. Then, the discussion embraced several standards and elements of the procedure of consultative 
participation which condition valuable contributions. It shows prior work on the issue and awareness that success 
depends on contributions from politicians, administrative and technical staff as well as citizens. Interestingly, there is 
concern for the preparatory stage with citizens who may initiate the process and choose the topic of consultations, 
who also should know where to find the relevant information on regulations, resources, and possibly options to 
consider. Besides, regulations regarding the necessary social support to initiate participation were also mentioned 
next to a platform where one could consult issues online locally and nationwide. Finally, the word “collaboration” is 
used, albeit it is a unique use, to indicate the relation between politicians and citizens, even if participation is framed 
as consultations.  

Beyond this majoritarian approach to the participation of citizens in decision-making, two opposing views were 
formulated. The first, more numerous group, opposes any direct involvement of citizens in decisions seeing citizens’ 
impact on politics in their role as voters where “political programs should be understandable for citizens to choose 
good representatives.” The direct involvement of citizens in considering policy options is impossible because citizens 
are not independent in their views being volatile to media bias or disinformation and “only politicians know how to 
make decisions which can be implemented.” 

Those who argue for binding results of participation are in the minority. But even in this small group, the 
opinions are nuanced as the direct impact of citizens on decisions is conditioned by the subject (building the agenda 
for the strategy,  prioritising the areas of development, or considering the issues of particular importance). The forms 
of direct democracy (here a reference to Switzerland) seem suitable for local communities or counties as people have 
the knowledge of what is good for them there and supposedly can learn from mistakes. Finally, it was highlighted that 
citizen participation should be binding if it does not restrict the  minorities' rights. 

 

6. Additional issues 

When asked for additional comments on the survey report results, fourteen respondents answered by making 
references to the number of contributions from politicians which the person commenting would expect to be higher 
or the share of responses from female politicians which another person commenting would expect to be higher, 
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although acknowledging that it probably represents the real share of women in politics. There were also two 
comments on the general similarities of answers between countries, although there was one voice of surprise by a 
person representing one country about another country’s lower support for citizen participation than expected. 

Other comments concerned general systemic approaches to citizen participation varying from the confirmation of the 
support for representative democracy which should be strengthened through the call for the development of 
consensual democracy to the prediction that direct democracy supported by IA will replace representative democracy 
in the near future. Most of these opinions rather summarised the previous discussion than introduced new themes. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 
In this study, we have analysed how politicians explain the political class' general low trust in citizens' 

competencies to participate in decision-making and the lack of popular involvement in participatory processes, and 
what remedies they propose. Next, we have scrutinised their approaches to regulating citizen participation and its 
impact on decision-making. In conclusion, we focus on solutions proposed by politicians and attempt to define the 
possible compromise between preferred courses of action. 

The preferences among politicians towards particular models of democracy created the context for their 
answers. Some politicians contributing to the study favoured representative democracy over participatory democracy 
while others suggested that we are at the early learning stage of developing participatory democracy preceding 
systemic changes. Interestingly, some politicians elaborated on the conciliatory role of representative politics versus 
the polarising character of civic participation, especially in the environment of simplified, inaccurate and biased 
information or disinformation strengthened by populists and extremists. Another observation was that changes in 
decision-making structures are too fast and disregard the need to implement less radical ones like the popular direct 
election of political representatives, i.e. mayors in Ireland.   

The prevailing argument about the knowledge gap as a barrier to citizens’ input into decision-making can be 
resolved by considering categories of knowledge which lay citizens may bring into public consultations. While 
participation opponents mostly expect from citizens expert knowledge, participation proponents also recognize the 
value of experiential knowledge. It does not mean that expert knowledge is not expected during consultations. 
However, as some suggest, it is the responsibility of institutions to make it available and accessible. In this regard, the 
consideration for the preparatory stage of the citizens’ involvement in decision-making among politicians 
demonstrates that some have learned the lesson from prior experience. Multi-level consultations with the division of 
roles between politicians, experts, civic sector, media and citizens may help achieve meaningful results. At the same 
time, deliberation as an element of the participation procedure might be a solution to the problem of bias, not seeing 
the other side of an argument. Several times references to an ICT platform as a venue for communication between 
citizens and various levels of government were made; usually, in opposition to the experience with social media seen 
as a problem rather than the solution. Beyond that, there is consensus about the civic formal and informal education 
which can be nourished by public institutions, e.g. in the forms of youth councils or in-person talks with councillors. A 
new approach to the participation procedure among participation sceptics may prove to them the value of outcomes. 

Whereas low impact on decisions was often recognized as a common reason for citizens’ lack of willingness to 
engage, even those in favour of citizens’ involvement in decision-making were supportive of evolutionary rather than 
revolutionary changes with guidelines rather than laws regulating the practice at the pilot stage. Although it can be 
country-specific, not jumping over certain stages of participatory democracy development was postulated. 
Transparency of rules and processes, and clear information for citizens about their role and impact in decision-making 
should already alleviate tensions and prevent frustration which is eagerly used by populists. 


