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This report is based on 
lessons from the COLDIGIT 
project, including working 
with three cities in the 
Nordics (Trondheim, 
Helsinki, and Gothenburg) 
on citizens assemblies and 
participatory budgeting, 
expert interviews, a 
review of best practice 
as well as surveys of 
local government and 
public perspectives on 
participation. 

Local government and public 
perspectives on barriers to 
implementing and scaling 
democratic innovations.

A survey of 52 people working on 
participation in local government in 
the UK and the Nordics found that: 

 > A lack of funding and 
bureaucracy are the biggest 
barriers to using and scaling 
democrating innovations. 

There is a clear interest in democratic innovation and involving the 
public in decision making from those working in local government, 
especially to build trust and tackle climate change and poverty. 
The public wants to participate, with two in three saying it is 
important that they are involved in taking action on climate 
change. Yet, few feel like they have the opportunity to do this. In 
Making democratic innovations stick we analyse the barriers to 
implementing and sustaining the use of democratic innovations, 
such as citizens' assemblies and participatory budgeting, and how 
they can be addressed. 

 > Enabling citizens to influence 
decision making, building trust 
and being more inclusive are 
the most important reasons for 
using democratic innovations.

 > Tackling Climate change 
and reducing poverty and 
inequality are seen as the most 
important challenges to involve 
the public in. 

Building on the survey of people 
working in local government, we 
wanted to understand public 
perspectives on participation and 
potential barriers to participation 
in democratic innovations. We 
focused the survey specifically on 
public attitudes to taking action 
on climate change in the UK. We 
found that: 

 > The public think it is important 
that they are being involved 
in how we make decisions on 
climate change: 71% of the 
public think it is important they 
are given a say in how to reduce 
the UK's carbon emissions and 
transition to net-zero. 

 > The public doesn’t think the 
government is doing a good 
job of involving them: only 12% 
thought that the government is 
doing a good job of involving 
them in making decisions on how 
we tackle climate change. 

 > Not having the ability to 
influence decision makers and 
not having the right skills to 
participate are seen as the 
biggest barriers: Not having the 
ability to influence key decision 
makers (39%) and not knowing 
what they could offer (36%) were 
seen as the two biggest barriers 
to participation.

 > Different approaches can help 
involve a wider public in climate 
action: Answers confirmed high 
likelihood of participation in a 
diverse range of participatory 
activities such as voting and 
deciding with other citizens how 
to spend public funds (60%) 
and debating and developing 
new policies together with other 
citizens (53%).

Executive summary
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How to implement and scale 
democratic innovations 

We developed eight 
recommendations for implementing 
and scaling the use of democratic 
innovations:

1. Clearly formulate aims and 
objectives: Too often the use of 
democratic innovations fails to 
scale and sustain because there 
has been too little focus on the 
actual problems that need to 
be addressed, how these could 
be solved through the use of 
innovative approaches, and the 
resources that need to be in 
place. 

 > Clearly define your ambitions 
for citizen engagement – this 
includes how you will resource 
activities, your approach to 
responding to citizens and 
implementation.

 > Ensure alignment between 
participatory activities, the 
wider organisational goals, 
and the strategy objectives for 
citizen engagement.

 > Clearly communicate your 
ambitions for participation, 
and the outcomes, and ensuing 
decisions to ensure transparency 
and accountability is in 
place, both internally within 
organisations and externally 
with citizens.

 > Involve citizens in the 
formulation of your participation 
strategy.

 > Be tool agnostic – start with the 
challenge, then identify the right 
tool to address it. 

2. Make sure participation leads 
to impact and citizens have 
a real mandate: Institutions 
often fail to properly 
implement citizen ideas and 
contributions because they 
are not willing or ready to 
significantly change how 
power is shared with citizens. 

 > Establish legally or institutionally-
binding commitments to 
integrate democratic innovations 
into decision-making processes.

 > Conduct feasibility studies 
prior to implementation to 
assess resource constraints 
and potential outcomes. Use 
screening criteria and risk 
assessments to refine proposals.

 > Design participatory processes 
to produce actionable 
recommendations, and set a 
clear mandate for what can 
be implemented, how and by 
whom. This can help to prevent 
citizens feeling disconnected and 
frustrated.

3. Set up dedicated teams 
and institutions responsible 
for digital participation: 
Often participation is a side 
job rather than the primary 
responsibility for civil servants 
and others responsible for 
participation activities. 

 > Form dedicated teams 
responsible for democratic 
innovations, with clear mandates 
and sufficient resources to 
ensure effective integration and 
sustained commitment.

 > Build teams with expertise 
from diverse backgrounds 

and disciplines to encourage 
knowledge sharing, varied 
perspectives, and collective 
intelligence.

 > Cultivate the team's ability and 
willingness to engage in a wide 
range of community groups 
and connect with them through 
diverse channels. Ensure team 
addresses related to culture, 
language and digital exclusion.

 > Ensure these teams are 
integrated into the decision 
making process and 
operational framework of the 
wider organisation.

4. Develop participatory skills 
and capacity building 
programmes: The success of 
participatory programmes relies 
heavily on the capacity and 
readiness of both implementing 
bodies and participating 
citizens. 

 > Create targeted training 
courses covering facilitation 
skills, public engagement, 
and project management 
for officials responsible for 
participatory programmes.

 > Collaborate with external 
organisations specialising in 
specific methods and working 
with marginalised communities. 

 > Work with professional peers and 
build on best practice developed 
elsewhere.

 > Provide training programmes 
for citizens to enable them to 
further develop domain specific 
knowledge and enhance their 
deliberation skills.
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5. Make diversity and 
representation in participatory 
exercises a key objective: In 
spite of their ambitions and 
aims, democratic innovations 
often only make marginal gains 
in the diversity and inclusion 
of who takes part in decision 
making, or fail to address it 
entirely. 

 > Implement targeted outreach 
strategies to engage 
marginalised groups in 
participatory exercises.

 > Ensure participation goals 
address the needs of 
underrepresented groups, employ 
inclusive eligibility requirements, 
and hold events in accessible 
locations.

 > Train community-based 
organisers and collaborate with 
external consultants to enhance 
diversity-related competencies, 
as well as to provide language 
and accessibility support.

 > Eliminate resource-related 
participation barriers, including 
setting project limits, and 
offer support for loss of 
income, childcare, food, and 
transportation costs.

 > Continuously monitor and assess 
the impact of these measures on 
diversity, adjusting strategies as 
needed to maintain inclusivity in 
participatory exercises.

6. Experiment with democratic 
innovations and evaluate what 
works best: There is a lack of 
systematic evidence about what 
works in democratic innovations, 
and there is little funding for 
rigorous experimentation to 
really test what works. 

 > Invest in understanding what 
works and what doesn’t and 
learn from this. Identify what 
your key outcomes are, such as 
diversity of participation, quality 
of ideas, or behaviour change, 
and how you will measure this. 

 > Engage citizens in evaluation 
for assessing impact and 
empowerment. Adopt a 
participatory evaluation 
framework and ensure it is 
consistently applied within and 
across democratic innovations.

 > Share lessons from 
experimentations and 
evaluations with others.

7. Invest in both the use and 
maintenance of digital 
tools for participation: With 
an increase in the use and 
capability of digital tools for 
participation, comes an increase 
in operational complexity and 
capacity requirements. 

 > Invest in upskilling participation 
teams with digital skills and bring 
digital experts into participation 
teams alongside investing in 
training in digital tools and 
approaches.

 > Review and use existing digital 
tools and infrastructure to reduce 
operational costs.

 > Foster collaboration within and 
across organisations to enhance 
capacity for delivering digital 
democracy.

 > Engage citizens on the platforms 
they already use to facilitate 
initial interactions, crucial 
for sustaining engagement 
and increasing diversity in 
participation. 

 > Complement digital approaches 
with non-digital methods and 
provide assistance and training to 
citizens with low digital literacy.

8. Use AI to improve and create 
innovative approaches to 
how citizen assemblies and 
participatory budgeting are 
implemented: AI can assist with 
how groups deliberate and work 
together. However, in spite of 
the potential of this technology 
in the field of democratic 
innovation, this application gets 
only a fraction of the investment 
and political interest of more 
mainstream uses of AI. 

 > Use AI to make tools more 
efficient and reduce costs. 

 > Use AI to recruit diverse 
participants, such as using AI 
for better sortition in citizen 
assemblies.

 > Use AI to enable new forms of 
deliberation, discussion, and 
collaboration in groups.
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Introduction
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conditions aren’t improving. 
Similarly, the Open Society 
Barometer – one of the largest 
studies of global public opinion 
on human rights and democracy 
undertaken to date found that 
people in many democracies 
think their country is headed in 
the wrong direction and in nearly 
every country surveyed, people 
have less trust in local and national 
politicians than in other actors to 
work in their best interests2. 

A significant part of the COLDIGIT 
project3 has been dedicated to 
exploring how to address this 
challenge, with a specific focus 
on understanding the barriers 
to mainstreaming the use of 
democratic innovations. We’ve 
done this through learning 
from projects on Participatory 
Budgeting and Citizens assemblies 
delivered by our city partners 
in Gothenburg, Helsinki, and 
Trondheim, interviewing leading 
experts on democratic innovations 
and studying successful as well as 
failed attempts at mainstreaming 
in other cities and public 
institutions around the world.

Understanding how to 
mainstream and scale 
the use of methods such 
as as citizen assemblies, 
participatory budgeting and 
the crowdsourcing of policy 
ideas from citizens is often 
considered ‘the holy grail’ 
of studies of democratic 
innovations. 

Too often the use of democratic 
innovations are stuck in the piloting 
phase, constantly at the risk of 
falling off the edge of a cliff when 
funding ends, or sat too far in the 
periphery of everyday processes and 
systems for working and decision 
making in public institutions. This 
means they risk never making any 
lasting impact. We need to address 
this risk if we are to make the 
most of the opportunities in using 
democratic innovations to revitalise 
our democracies and public 
participation. 

The challenges faced by our 
democracies are well documented. 
The Economist’s Democracy Index1 
found that while the global decline 
in democracy has stagnated, 
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 > Learning from mainstreaming 

success stories: We conducted 

a series of follow up interviews 

with the people and 

organisations behind pioneering 

democratic innovations such as 

vTaiwan, Rahvaalgatus, Consul 

and Betri Reykjavík that we first 

case studied as part of our 2017 

report on Digital Democracy: 
The Tools Transforming Political 
Engagement. The focus of these 

interviews was to understand 

what had contributed to the 

evolution and development 

of these projects over the five 

years since our initial analysis. 

The recommendations will be relevant 
to anyone working on democratic 
innovation, and will be of particular 
interest for cities, municipalities 
and other public sector institutions 
interested in ensuring their work on 
democratic innovation is sustained 
and continues to have impact. This list 
is by no means exhaustive. However, 
it covers the main actions we, based 
on our research, recommend local 
governments and public institutions 
focus on in their work on democratic 
innovations if they want these to 
sustain and have a real impact.

 > Review of how to  

mainstream and scale 

democratic innovations: 

Drawing primarily from peer-

reviewed research and grey 

literature, we undertook a 

comprehensive review of the 

research into the actions and 

initiatives that have enabled 

organisations to implement, 

mainstream and, in some cases, 

scale up the use of democratic 

innovations.

While many of the 
recommendations might not seem 
radical or particularly novel, they 
cover the most important barriers 
that most organisations continue 
to face and address mistakes 
in the design of participatory 
processes that many organisations 
often make. Without getting 
these fundamentals right, projects 
significantly increase the risk of 
failing as pilot support or short 
term funding and support comes 
to an end.

 > Surveys of local government 
and public attitudes to 
participation and views on 
mainstreaming barriers: A 
survey 52 (32 UK, 20 nordic) 
people working on participation 
and engagement in local 
government in the UK and the 
nordics helped us understand 
how they perceive and rank the 
importance of different barriers 
to mainstreaming the use of 
democratic innovations, as well 
as what what they would like 
to achieve through their use. 
With a specific focus on public 
participation in taking action on 
climate change in the UK, we 
also surveyed 2,049 UK adults 
to understand their interest 
in participation and their 
perceived barriers to doing this. 

In section one we discuss insights 

from the surveys and what they 

tell us about the priorities for the 

public and people working in 

local government when it comes 

to participation and the use 

of approaches such as citizens 

assemblies and participatory 

budgeting. In section two we 

bring together insights from our 

interviews and literature review, and 

present eight recommendations for 

what can be done to mainstream 

the use of democratic innovations.

In Democratic Innovation and 
Digital Participation4 (2022) we 
brought together lessons from 
this work and analysis into our 
framework of the main barriers to 
mainstreaming and the different 

interventions and activities that 
can address these. In this report, we 
build on this analysis and look in 
more detail at what policy makers 
and funders can do to create the 
right conditions for mainstreaming 

and scaling the use of democratic 
innovations, and what to prioritise 
when doing this. We build the 
recommendations on three new 
pieces of research. 
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Before assessing the barriers they 
were asked to give their answers as 
responses to one of three specific 
democratic innovations, citizens 
assemblies, participatory budgeting 
or crowdsourcing of policy ideas. In 
addition we also asked respondents 
what they would like to achieve 
through the use of these approaches. 

With 52 participants across 
five countries the survey isn’t 
comprehensive or representative but 
it provides a snapshot of how people 
working on participation view the 
different barriers to doing this well, 
as well as what they would like to 
achieve through better participation 
and engagement with citizens. 

Following on from the survey of 
local government perspectives, 
we, with a specific focus on the 
UK as a case study, commissioned 
a survey of public attitudes to 
participation. The aim here was to 
help us understand the extent to 
which barriers to participation were 
reflected in public opinion.

In our work on Democratic 
Innovation and Digital Participation5 
(2022) we, based on a detailed 
review of the literature, developed 
a comprehensive list of barriers to 
using and mainstreaming the use of 
democratic innovations. But which 
of these are most significant?

To guide our work on developing 
the policy recommendations 
we sought to understand this 
question through a short survey 
conducted over the summer of 
2023 with participation from people 
working on participation in local 
governments in the UK and the 
Nordics (Finland, Norway, Sweden 
and Denmark). 

Using our analysis from the 
Democratic Innovation and Digital 
Participation study we created a list 
of questions concerning potential 
issues affecting the use of democratic 
innovations. We then asked people 
working in local government in the 
UK and the Nordics which of these 
they thought were most significant. 
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Below we describe key insights from 
our survey on how people working 
in local government view barriers to 
the use of democratic innovations. 

 > Lack of funding, bureaucracy 
and diversity are the biggest 
barriers: Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
the survey found that people 
working in local government 
think that funding is the biggest 
barrier to using democratic 
innovations. This was followed 
by organisational bureaucracy 
and struggling with diversity 

and involving marginalised 
citizens in activities. 

 > Climate change and poverty 
are seen as the most important 
challenges to involve citizens 
in addressing: When asked 
which challenges they were most 
interested in addressing through 
citizen participation, respondents 
had the highest interest in 
climate change followed by 
poverty and inequality and 
health, with least interest for 
involvement in transportation. 

Local government perspectives on barriers to participation

 > Enabling citizens to influence 
decision making, building trust 
and being more inclusive are 
the most important reasons for 
using democratic innovations: 
When asked to rank what they 
wanted to achieve through the 
use of democratic innovations, 
respondents identified enabling 
citizens to influence decision 
making as the most important 
reason, followed by building trust 
and being more inclusive.

The benefits that are most important to achieve to achieve through the use of democratic 
innovations according to people working in local government 

Enabling citizens to influence the
decision making process

Trust between citizens
and institutions

Socially inclusive decisions

Better quality decisions

Building institutional capacity to
 engage and work with communities

Providing legitimacy to make
difficult decisions

Improving local social cohesion

More ambitious decisions

Mean rank (lower rank = higher priority)

Highest
 ranked
 benefit

Lowest
 ranked
 benefit

0 2.00 4.00 6.00 8.00

UK and Nordics UK Nordics
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Challenges local government want to address using democratic innovations

Local government perceived barriers to implementation of democratic innovations

Poverty and inequality

Climate change and
the environment

Health, wellbeing and Social care

Regeneration and urban
development

Youth engagement and education

Community safety

Transport

Arts and culture

Percentage of people who selected the challenge

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

UK and Nordics UK Nordics

Mean barrier ratingsNot a barrier Major barrier

0 1 2 3 54

Organisational bureaucracy and internal
 processes getting in the way

Difficulty recruiting citizens from
 marginalised groups

A lack of funding to develop and implement
 new approaches to citizen participation

A lack of long-term organisational
 commitment to implementation

Difficulty motivating citizens to participate

Not having the right resources for
 developing and maintaining digital tools

Difficulty moderating negative
 interactions on digital platforms

Low motivation within our organisation
 to experiment with new approaches

 to citizen engagement

Poor functionality of digital tools for
 participation

A lack of necessary community
 engagement and participation skills

Resistance from senior leaders

Political resistance within our organisation

A lack of local experts/consultants in
 democratic innovations who could help us

 develop and implement the project

UK and Nordics UK Nordics

Most
 important

Least
 important
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Building on the insights from 
the survey of people working in 
local government we wanted to 
understand the public perspectives 
on attitudes to participation 
and perspectives on potential 
participation barriers. 

Here we focus specifically on 
attitudes towards participation in 
the UK and focus on attitudes to 
participation in climate change, 
the challenge that was seen 
as most important for public 
participation by people in local 
government. While there will be 
variation between results from 
the UK and public opinion in the 
Nordics, the UK opinion poll public 
results help us understand how the 
public view challenges concerning 
participation. 

The survey of public opinion was 
conducted by the survey company 
Opinimum between the 18th – 20th 
of October 2023 with 2,049 UK 
adults, weighted to be politically 
and nationally representative. 

 > The public think it is important 
that they are being involved 
in how we make decisions on 
climate change: 72% of the 
public think it is important they 
are given a say in how to reduce 
the UK's carbon emissions and 
transition to net-zero. 

 > The public doesn’t think the 
government is doing a good 
job of involving them: only 
12% of respondents from the 
same survey thought that the 
government is doing a good 
job of involving them in making 
decisions on how we tackle 
climate change and 46% think 
the government is doing a bad 
job of this. 

 > Not having the ability to 
influence decision makers and 
not having the right skills to 
participate are seen as biggest 
barriers: When asked what they 
thought the biggest barriers are 
to participation, people report 
not having the the ability to 
influence key decision makers / 
politicians (39%) and feeling like 
they don’t have the right skills 

Citizen perspectives on public participation barriers in the UK

How good or bad a job do 
you think the government 
has done in involving 
citizens in making decisions 
on how we tackle climate 
change?

or not knowing what they could 
offer (36%). Only 12% reported it 
not being worth it or there being 
more important problems as a 
barrier.

 > Different approaches can help 
involve a wider public in climate 
action: When asked about their 
likelihood of participating in 
different activities that involve 
the public in taking action on 
tackling climate change, answers 
confirmed high interest in 
participation. Overall, 69% of our 
sample said they would be ‘likely’ 
or ‘very likely’ to participate 
in at least one form of citizen 
participation. For activities 
similar to those undertaken in 
participatory budgeting ‘Voting 
and deciding with other citizens 
about how to spend public funds 
dedicated to tackling climate 
change’ 60% said they were 
likely to take part. Similarly, for 
citizens assemblies – ‘Debating 
and developing new climate 
change policies together with 
other citizens’, 53% said they 
were likely to take part. 

Very good
2%

Good
10%

Neither
 good

nor bad
31%

Not sure
11%

Very bad
21%

Bad
25%
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Looking across lessons from 
the two surveys it is noticeable 
how there is a clear interest in 
participation and involving the 
public in decision making from 
those working in the public sector, 
especially to build trust (most 
important for respondents from UK 
local government) and being more 
inclusive. On the public side, using 
our survey of attitudes of the public 
in the UK, it is clear that the public 
wants to participate. 

With the public ranking not being 
able to influence decision makers 
and not having the right skills to 
participate as the biggest barriers 
and those working on participation 
in local government identifying 
bureaucracy (in addition to funding) 
as the biggest barrier, the question is 
what can be done to address these. 

In the following section we 
explore what can be done to 
enable institutions to work more 
strategically on democratic 
innovations, reduce the bureaucracy 
limiting their use and shortening the 
distance between citizen interest in 
participation and the opportunities 
to do so. 

If the following activities to help tackle human-caused climate change were available to you, 
how likely or unlikely would you be to participate in them?

Helping to 
collect and 
share data 
to better 

understand 
climate change 
and its impact 

Working with 
other citizens/

people on 
designing new 

projects to 
tackle climate 

change 

Voting and 
deciding with 
other citizens 
about how to 
spend public 

funds dedicated 
to tackling 

climate change 

Debating and 
developing new 
climate change 
policies together 

with other 
citizens 

Monitoring 
and tracking 
progress on 
how public 

institutions and 
other partners 

implement 
climate change 

projects

Very likely 13% 11% 19% 12% 12%

Likely 36% 32% 41% 31% 31%

How important is it that 
you are given a say in how 
to reduce the UK's carbon 
emissions and transition to 
net-zero?

Very
important

31%

Quite
important

41%

Not sure
11%

Not at all 
important
5%

Not very 
important
12%
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3.

Eight 

recommendations 

for mainstreaming 

the use of 

democratic 

innovations 
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There is no one size 
fits all for the use and 
mainstreaming of 
democratic innovations 
such as citizens assemblies, 
participatory budgeting 
and crowdsourcing of policy 
ideas. Their use and success 
will depend on a variety of 
factors from politics and 
culture to resourcing, the 
challenge that is being 
addressed and methods 
that are used. 

However, with this in mind, we have 
identified a number of common 
trends in the challenges that local 
governments and other public 
institutions typically face in their work 
on democratic innovations, especially 
when it comes to sustaining and 
mainstreaming this work. 

In the eight recommendations 
below we look at how these can be 
addressed. A lack of funding was 
one of the main barriers identified 
by local governments respondents 
who took part in our survey. We 
recognise the need for more 
strategic and long term funding 
for participatory approaches as 
fundamental to their successful 
use. However, with the following 
recommendations we look beyond 
the funding challenge. Instead we 
focus on the other fundamentals 
that need to be in place. These 
range from getting the focus and 

objectives for participation right 
and ensuring the institutional 
capacity to use approaches 
such as citizen assemblies and 
participatory budgeting to ensuring 
the maintenance and further 
development of the digital tools 
that are often a key component of 
democratic innovations.

As participation is increasingly 
online or delivered in hybrid 
formats, often using open 
source tools, we include a 
specific recommendation on the 
maintenance of digital tools for 
participation. An often overlooked 
part of what it takes to successfully 
maintain and scale the use of new 
approaches to participation. For 
the same reason, we include a final 
recommendation on the need to 
invest in the uses of AI to increase 
the quality and scale of these tools 
and how they enable participation 
and deliberation. 

However, as one interviewee 
reminded us: “We can keep 
improving the design of the tools 
and use new technology like AI, 
but it is only going to give you 
incremental improvements compared 
to changing how institutions use 
these tools”. 

First and foremost mainstreaming 
the use of democratic innovations 
is about culture, process and 
willingness to share power. 
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Recommendations

While it will seem like stating 
the obvious, the first step in 
implementing democratic 
innovation is to have clear aims 
and objectives. In their public 
participation framework the 
Scottish Government highlights the 
importance of starting any strategic 
process on engagement with asking 
two main questions:

 > The why – the reasons you have 
for choosing to open up an issue, 
question or decision-making 
process to wider participation

 > The difference made – linking 
the outcomes of these activities 
to decision-making processes, 
service delivery and/or social 
change6 

These should be communicated to 
citizens and stakeholders in a clear 
and concise manner, outlining what 
the innovation aims to achieve and 
how it will be implemented. 

Too often the use of democratic innovations fails to 
mainstream because there has been too little focus on 
the actual problems that need to be addressed, how 
these could be solved through the use of innovative 
approaches, and the resources that need to be in place 
to do this well. Flawed approaches often start with a 
focus on the tool (i.e we want to do a citizen assembly), 

rather than thinking about what method or combination 
of methods is the best fit for the challenge at hand. 
Similarly, teams and organisations otten implement an 
innovation to comply with a requirement to do citizen 
engagement, without thinking about why engaging 
citizens could lead to better outcomes. 

It is important to be tool or 
method agnostic. No decision on 
which approach or participatory 
process to use should be made 
before answering these questions 
and understanding the challenge 
that needs to be addressed. 
Here, some research has pointed 
out how too narrow a focus on 
one approach, such as citizens’ 
assemblies, risks having a negative 
impact on creating the wider 
systemic conditions for better use 
of participation and deliberative 
democracy7. 

Sometimes, if done well, this will 
lead to a decision or wider strategic 
focus on a specific method or a 
combination of methods to address 
one or more reasons for opening an 
issue for deliberation. 

Similarly, while it is easy to think of 
different participatory methods as 
standardised off the shelf solutions, 
their application and potential 

The challenge

for engagement and impact 
vary significantly depending on 
everything from scale and budget, 
to political commitment, objectives 
and who is delivering them. For 
example, when comparing two 
high-profile climate assemblies in 
France and the UK, researchers 
from Carnegie Europe highlight that 
while the assemblies shared some 
similarities, they were different 
in many ways8. This ranged from 
being framed as either a political 
or apolitical activity, the level of 
engagement from politicians in 
the process, funding sources, and 
overall resourcing. The French 
budget was nearly ten times that 
of the UK, for an assembly which 
fed more directly into the policy 
development, was less formally 
structured, allowed for co-design of 
the process with citizens, and had 
a formal, active role for civil society 
representatives.

1. Clearly formulate aims and objectives – what is the problem you  
 are trying to solve? 
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Linked to this, organisations 
implementing participatory 
processes, need to be mindful 
of the need to situate these 
within the wider organisational 
context and political processes. 
Reflecting on their involvement in 
local climate citizen assemblies 
(LCA), researchers from Lancaster 
University highlight how it is 
common for local authorities 
and institutions to present citizen 
assemblies as a clearly defined 
process; from commissioning 
and implementing an assembly, 
through to local decision-makers 
working through recommendations 
and implementing appropriate 
policies based on these. They 
argue that ‘this narrative smooths 
over and presents as linear a 
process that is in fact messy 
and political. LCAs emerge as a 
result of political pressure and 
bargaining. Once LCAs have 
run their course, the extent to 
which their recommendations are 
implemented is dependent on 
power dynamics and institutional 
capacities.’. As such, a lack of 
integration and alignment with 
wider organisation processes and 
strategies pose implementation and 
delivery can pose a significant risk 
to implementation. 

The use of participatory methods 
should be the product of a wider 
strategic and political commitment 
to citizen engagement. The 
participatory methods or 
combination of methods will 
rarely work if they are delivered in 
isolation and should be chosen to 
deliver on a strategic focus. One 
example of taking a strategic and 
systemic approach to deliberation 
and citizen engagement is the 
work done by Camden Council in 
the UK9. To deliver on its ambitious 
‘We Make Camden’ strategy, the 
borough uses multiple participatory 
methods ranging from citizen 
assemblies and participatory 

budgeting to citizen assemblies and 
citizen science. These are aimed at 
involving different communities and 
demographics in solving a range 
of local challenges. The delivery 
of these is the responsibility of a 
dedicated unit within the boroughs 
strategy team, and they are 
aligned with the wider council 
approach to citizen engagement, 
including its work on data ethics 
and other citizen engagement 
agendas. Notably, Camden Council 
has not only committed to using 
participation to tackle issues faced 
by citizens, they consulted citizens 
when shaping the objectives and 
priorities of the participation 
strategy.

As part of a wider commitment to 
citizen engagement, organisations 
must develop a robust and 
adaptable communication 
approach to support effective 
engagement10. This will facilitate 
effective dialogues between 
institutions and citizens, and avert 
any suspicion of censorship or 
manipulation by institutional actors11. 
Skillful communication strategies 
cultivate trust and credibility in the 
procedure, concurrently empowering 
participants with an enhanced 
feeling of influence and expression12. 
Government organisations should 
use a variety of channels to support 
open and reciprocal communication, 
including forums, email, text 
messaging, press-release, and 
blogs, and even the increasingly 
popular use of live, online project 
implementation trackers (e.g. 
Helsinki’s OmaStadi service13).

To close the feedback loop 
between citizens’ and policy 
making, stimulate participation and 
address risks of disillusionment, 
organisations should commit 
to developing systems of 
communication and accountability 
that keeps citizens informed about 
the extent and range of their 

participation. Emphasising the 
utilisation of citizen input carries 
greater significance than the 
magnitude of its impact14, albeit 
individuals are more inclined to 
engage when a concrete outcome 
is in sight15. Similarly, citizens are 
more likely to take part if they 
understand who will participate and 
how, and what the outcomes of 
previous processes have been16. 

Finally, where possible, the 
adoption of participatory methods 
into the process of government 
should strategically align with the 
development and implementation 
of digital innovation, R&D initiatives 
in cities, and the existing ambitions 
for these. This can help to ensure 
the process is resource efficient, 
embedded into municipal decision 
making, maximising support/buy-
in, and accountable. For example, 
there remains a significant, largely 
untapped opportunity in aligning 
participatory approaches with often 
well funded smart city and similar 
city digital innovation initiatives, as 
a way to address issues concerning 
trust and citizen engagement in the 
design and implementation of these 
programmes17, 18, 19, 20. 

“We can keep 

improving the design 

of the tools and use 

new technology 

like AI, but it is 

only going to give 

you incremental 

improvements 

compared to changing 

how institutions use 

these tools.” 

Miguel Arana Catania, Former 
Director of Citizen Participation 
Project, Madrid City Council.
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Any work on participation should 
be about impact, converting 
the time, ideas and deliberation 
into better decision making, 
public services and products and 
more engaged communities. As 
such, any use of participatory 
methods should start by ensuring 
that the public institution has 
the right processes in place for 
implementation. This includes 
creating a culture where experts 
and civil servants can and want to 
work more directly with citizens; 
participatory activities are aligned 
with broader policy objectives; and 
there is a clearly communicated 
mandate for what citizens can 
influence and decide on and how 
this will be implemented. The goal 
is the creation of a feedback loop 
between implementing institutions 
and citizens. 

Recent data collated by the OECD 
indicates that the implementation 
rate of recommendations and 
policies produced by democratic 
innovations varies considerably. 
Across a total of 55 analysed 
cases (drawn from a database of 
106 deliberative processes), public 

A common critique of participatory activities is that 
the use of methods for participation isn’t matched by 
changes by the willingness of institutions to significantly 
change how power is shared with citizens; or by changes 
to accountability and processes relating to decision 
making and idea implementation. At its worst, not 

putting the right accountability and process in place 
risks undermining the process as a whole, reducing the 
quality and outcomes from deliberation and ultimately 
exposes institutions to the risk of being accused of 
‘participation washing’.

authorities implemented over half 
of the recommendations in 76% 
of these cases, and all of them 
in 36% of these cases. Only in 
six (11%) of these 55 cases were 
none of the recommendations 
implemented21. This can cause 
issues, as participants often enter 
into participatory processes 
overestimating the impact and 
influence they can have on 
political decision making, and a 
failure to adequately adjust these 
expectations or meet them can 
lead to participatory frustration–a 
range of feelings that develop when 
the participatory experience is 
perceived by participants as falling 
short of the initial expectations of 
political influence22. 

Examples of such sentiment 
have been expressed by citizens 
reflecting on high profile citizens’ 
assemblies in both France and 
Ireland, where there has been no 
action on many of participants’ 
recommendations23, or their 
recommendations were dropped 
completely24, 25. Such frustration can 
lead to distrust towards authorities, 
negative external political efficacy, 

2. Make sure participation leads to impact and citizens have a real   
 mandate – are citizens recommendations being implemented by   
 government actors? 

The challenge

disengagement or political apathy26, 27. 
In the case of the French Citizens’ 
Convention for Climate (CCC), 
recent work found that there was 
significant scepticism towards 
the value of the process outputs’ 
amongst the general public, with 
the authors’ identifying significant 
watering down of the government's 
commitment to implement the 
generated proposals ‘without filter’, 
by vetoing some proposals and 
reworking others28. This was, in 
part, attributed to the CCC lacking 
a clear commitment structure. 
Despite promoting co-construction, 
it did not trigger political uptake 
and the government re-worked the 
citizens’ proposals before submitting 
them to Parliament. These results 
call for a strengthening of the 
commitment structure that 
determines how follow-up on the 
proposals from a citizens’ assembly 
should be conducted. Similarly, 
vTaiwan, Taiwan’s often cited digital 
democracy initiative, has faced 
criticism for being too constrained 
by politics and selecting relatively 
uncontroversial topics for citizen 
participation29. 
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To address this challenge, 
institutions must establish binding 
commitments in the form of 
legal or institutional policy, to 
help ensure that democratic 
innovations are integrated into 
existing frameworks and decision-
making processes. It helps ensure 
that shifting power to citizens 
through increased participation 
leads to a tangible impact, 
and builds perceptions of trust, 
transparency, and accountability 
in democratic institutions. Where 
recommendations cannot be 
implemented, the rationale behind 
the decision making process 
should be clearly communicated 
to participants, and this follow-up 
should be delivered by decision 
makers to bolster legitimacy and 
trust (following established practice 
for representative deliberative 
processes30). A long term or 
legal commitment to the use 
of democratic innovations, and 
giving citizens influence over what 
issues or policy challenges to focus 
on, such as the establishment of 
permanent citizens assemblies in 
Paris and Ost-Belgien31, can provide 
additional legitimacy and mandate 
for implementation. 

Feasibility studies should 
be conducted prior to the 
implementation of any democratic 
innovation to understand what 
can be achieved/implemented, 
given the resources available to the 
institution to avoid overpromising 
and under delivering. The criteria of 
these can subsequently be used to 
screen proposals, as was previously 
done in Paris’ participatory 
budgeting initiatives (a process that 

received media attention when it 
resulted in the disqualification of a 
proposal to bulldoze Sacre Coeur, 
a Roman Catholic church and 
minor basilica in Paris32). Aiming 
for feasibility should not mean 
abandoning ambition and ‘playing 
it safe’ with scope, as this can lead 
to citizens becoming disillusioned 
with the process. Participatory 
budgeting, for example, does not 
work well where central targets and 
restricted budgets limit the amount 
of power that can be given to 
citizens33. 

Democratic innovations should 
be designed in such a way 
that they generate actionable 
recommendations, and avoid 
situations whereby the outcomes of 
the process cannot interface with 
existing policy-making processes 
of the state (e.g. the parliamentary 
process), something which proved 
an issue and limited the impact 
of Ireland’s citizen’s assembly on 
climate change34. A risk assessment 
should also be performed to 
identify potential barriers to 
implementation that arise due 
to external factors. For example, 
a collapse in Northern Ireland’s 
governing executive stalled an 
increase of funding for elderly care, 
one of the recommendations by a 
citizens’ assembly on the future of 
the social care system35.

Time and resource limitations 
should be identified, and should 
shape the scope of the initiative – 
an organisation should make sure 
they only commit to implementing 
a feasible number of policy 
recommendations in a realistic 

timescale. This will mitigate the 

risk of failure to implement citizens’ 

recommendations and subsequent 

participation frustration. This 

process of evaluation and 

adjustment of time-scales is one 

that has proved necessary even 

in very successful initiatives, such 

as when Helsinki’s participatory 

budgeting initiative was extended 

from one to two years based 

on lessons from an evaluation 

of the programme36. The same 

evaluation recommended that 

80% of successful proposals 

on participatory budgeting are 

implemented within two years to 

avoid citizens losing interest.

“Changing the 

mentality around 

citizen participation 

has been quite a 

challenge on both 

sides, both on the 

side of the political 

decision makers, 

many of whom didn’t 

see the benefits of 

citizen participation, 

and also on the side 

of the citizens, as 

most French citizens 

are not used to 

being asked for their 

opinions.” 

Paris City Council official
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At its core, the use of dedicated 
teams enables an organisation 
to foster the growth of consistent 
expertise and support, which 
enables long-term embedding 
of new knowledge37. Successful 
implementation of Democratic 
innovations require specialised 
knowledge and skills in areas 
ranging from navigating complex 
political landscapes to on the 
ground community engagement. 
Dedicated teams who possess 
expertise in fields such as public 
policy, community engagement38, 
participatory governance and 
specific participatory methods, 
can focus exclusively on designing, 
implementing, and evaluating 
democratic innovations–ensuring 
that the initiatives are well-planned 
and effectively executed–their 
specialised knowledge allows 
them to navigate the challenges 
associated with democratic 
processes and help curate 
participation39. 

Democratic innovations are 
complex processes that often 
involve multiple stages including 
planning, recruitment, deliberation, 
decision-making, implementation, 
and evaluation40, 41. In a municipal 
organisation, budgets and decision-
making are divided and the person 

Often participation is a side job rather than the primary 
responsibility for civil servants and other working 
institutions running participation activities, and the 
involved processes are not given the right resources or 
manpower to succeed. Participation must be the main 
responsibility for an individual or team. They must be 

well resourced, represent a diverse skill set, and have 
mandates linked to wider decision making processes 
and governance within an organisation. WIthout having 
dedicated teams in place participation risks being 
deprioritised and an activity happening on the periphery 
rather than at the core of public institutions.

responsible for implementing new 
projects cannot be mandated to 
singularly make decisions across 
departments and levels of the 
organisation. Dedicated teams 
provide an efficient concentration 
of the skills and knowledge that 
can help form business strategy 
and enhance results and outputs42, 
and these competencies and 
benefits can be applied to the 
implementation, evaluation, and 
iteration of democratic innovations 
across their life cycle. Arguably, 
the concentration of expertise 
and focus of dedicated teams 
also helps cultivate potential 
public champions of democratic 
initiatives–individuals who have 
the knowhow and connections to 
support the implementation of such 
initiatives (e.g. city council members 
Graciela Reyes and Mayor Miguel 
Treviño who championed the 
DesafíosSP initiative in San Pedro 
Garza García, Mexico)43. 

In addition, dedicated teams 
can provide continuity and 
institutional memory. Through 
diligent preservation of knowledge, 
experiences, and lessons learned, 
they enable their application 
in future endeavours44. This 
institutional memory enables the 
replication and adaptation of 

3. Set up dedicated teams and institutions responsible for digital    
 participation – has your organisation got the capacity and resource   
 to work on participation? 

The challenge

democratic innovations in different 
contexts. Dedicated teams can 
also play a crucial role in engaging 
citizens effectively. They can 
dedicate time and resources to 
reaching out to diverse groups, 
fostering inclusive participation, 
building skills, and creating spaces 
for meaningful dialogue. By building 
relationships with diverse groups 
of citizens, such as community 
organisations, advocacy groups, 
and marginalised populations, 
dedicated teams can ensure that 
democratic innovations represent 
and address the needs of the 
people, and provide consistent 
engagement with them45. 

The benefits of using dedicated 
teams are apparent in the 
ambitious community engagement 
and participation work done by 
Camden Council46. Camden Council 
has supported the development 
of a dedicated participation team 
that has delivered a wide range of 
democratic innovations, including 
the UK’s first Citizens' Assembly 
on the climate crisis (2019)47; 
establishing a residents panel to 
co-develop a data charter for 
Camden (2021)48; establishment 
of a participatory grantmaking 
program (ongoing)49 to fund local 
community-building projects; and 
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most recently a series of community 
summits that involved the 
community in the development of 
Camden Council’s broader mission 
statement ‘We Make Camden’50. 

Similarly, the burgeoning tradition 
of participatory democracy in 
Paris (which held its first round of 
participatory budgeting in 201451) 
is now coordinated by a dedicated 
team who oversee the continued 
delivery and iteration of annual 
participatory budgeting cycles52. 
The team has also recently run 
a high-profile Citizens assembly 
in assisted dying53, and citizen 
participation is now embedded as 
a permanent Citizens’ Council with 
powers to set the participatory 
budgeting agenda; shape the 
agenda of citizen’s juries that can 
develop local council bills; launch 
policy-scrutinising enquiries; 
and draft questions that can be 
submitted to the local council54. 

To build effective dedicated 
participation teams, institutions 
should ensure hiring cycles target 
individuals with the right skills 
and experience, and that there is 
capacity to train new individuals 
where required. At the very least, 
much like government organisations 
appoint chief officers for core 
processes (e.g. people, digital)55. 
organisations should appoint a 
chief/lead participation officer who 
can help shape the broader team's 
goals and strategy.

The delivery of a participatory 
process can vary in terms of scale 
and budget and the team size can 
range from a single individual to 
a large group of people, and the 
team size and structure should 
vary according to available 
resources and the complexity of 
the initiative to be delivered56. Note, 
it is also important that the senior 
management the team reports to is 
able to effectively connect the team 
to other parts of the organisation 
so resources can be allocated 

efficiently. If the team is not 
sufficiently integrated into the wider 
organisation, and resourcing is not 
taken seriously, it risks becoming 
siloed and ultimately ineffective.

Participation teams should build 
competence in stakeholder 
management. Given the complexity 
of running democratic innovations, 
resource and logistical requirements 
will draw from a range of individuals 
within a given government 
organisation. Thus, building and 
maintaining institutional buy-in and 
mutually beneficial relationships will 
help maintain continued support 
for democratic innovations57. Teams 
should ensure the benefits and 
outcomes of democratic innovations 
are communicated internally early, 
often, and with an emphasis on 
wider organisational benefits; avoid 
pursuing partisan partnerships that 
may create political resistance 
during changes in government; 
and involve experts from specific 
departments where relevant to 
design and evaluation of projects 
(e.g. parks, transport, health). 

Teams must be built in an 
interdisciplinary way, recruiting 
experts from a range of disciplines 
and backgrounds (applied and 
theoretical). This will facilitate 
knowledge sharing, diversity of 
opinion, and a decentralisation of 
key competencies–factors central 
to the emergence of collective 
intelligence58, 59, 60. This should be 
accompanied by the development 
of materials to record and share 
key learnings from each innovation 
cycle, which must be summarised, 
filed, and distributed throughout 
the team.

Participatory teams must have 
the ability to effectively engage 
with a wide range of communities 
within the wider community. This 
includes having the knowledge of 
how to reach different groups and 
convey the purpose and benefits 
of participation; research indicates 

that the most successful outreach 
initiatives (in terms of maximising 
citizen participation) involve using 
a combination of traditional citizen 
engagement approaches (phone 
calls, flyers, and door knocking) with 
multiple social media platforms61. 

Organisers need to reach citizens 
using the platforms and channels 
they use, and targeted outreach 
strategies may be required to 
engage with groups who are 
typically under-represented or face 
unique barriers to participation. For 
example, translators will be required 
to overcome language barriers; 
use of conventional outreach 
channels (e.g. flyers, newspapers 
ads) will help avoid digital exclusion; 
reliable communication of project 
updates and outcomes will help 
mitigate erosion of trust in political 
processes and technology62; basing 
initiatives in local communities 
and funding participation will help 
address barriers to participation 
stemming from socio-economic 
factors (e.g. income63).

"We have created 
a complex, strong 
participatory system 
and after seven 
years we have 
developed a strong 
collective memory, 
a huge archive, and 
the history of the 
democracy of the city 
since 2016. This has a 
lot of value because it 
creates transparency 
and integrity of 
participation." 
Arnau Monterde Mateo, Director of 
Democratic Innovation in the City 
of Barcelona, and co-founder of 
Decidim project
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The success of democratic 
innovations to a large extent 
depends on the capability and 
readiness of both institutions and 
citizens to use and engage in 
different participatory activities 
. The development of skills and 
capacity building programs are 
therefore crucial in ensuring that 
citizens can engage meaningfully, 
and institutions can facilitate 
participatory processes. 

The importance of training as 
a component for the successful 
development and delivery 
democratic innovations is explicitly 
recognised by the OECD in its 
guidelines for citizen participation 
processes64. The guidelines 
recognise the need to equip citizens 
with expertise and tools that 
facilitate effective participation 

The success of participatory programs relies heavily 
on the capability and readiness of both implementing 
bodies and participating citizens. To achieve this, the 
development of skills and capacity-building programs 
is crucial, enabling citizens to engage meaningfully 
and institutions to facilitate participatory processes 

proficiently. This training encompasses equipping citizens 
with expertise and tools for effective participation and 
training practitioners in process delivery and specific 
roles, such as impartial facilitation. Decisions on training 
should consider factors like time, resources, team size, 
and existing expertise.

(e.g. training in data collection 
methods in citizen science65), and 
the need to train practitioners 
in both process delivery (e.g. 
see democracy society’s video-
overview of participatory 
budgeting66) and competencies 
required for specific roles (e.g. the 
training of impartial facilitators). 
Similarly, the ISWE Foundation 
in their discussion on challenges 
concerning mainstreaming of 
citizens assemblies emphasise 
that ‘at the heart of a new theory 
of change for citizens’ assemblies 
must be developing a literacy of 
political power and of how change 
really happens’. For participatory 
processes such as Citizen 
Assemblies to have impact, there 
needs to be focus not just on the 
activity itself, but also on enabling 

4. Develop participation skills and capacity building programmes –  
 has your organisation got the right skills to engage with and    
 implement participatory programmes and do citizens have the skills   
 and resources to participate in these? 

The challenge

civil society to influence framing, 
hold power to account and lobby 
on the results generated through 
deliberation and participation67. 

Deciding on how best to address 
capacity building needs will depend 
heavily on the availability of both 
time and resources, the size of your 
participation/citizen engagement 
team, and the extent of existing 
expertise and training infrastructure 
(e.g. dedicated training department; 
experienced team members). 
Moreover, focus, commitment 
and what form of resources that 
should be needs to be identified. 
The recommended actions below 
are designed to provide a practical 
starting point for those seeking to 
engage in training and capacity 
building, for both institutional actors 
and citizens.
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Building Organisational Skills:

Organisations should develop 
specialised training courses and 
modules for public officials and civil 
servants responsible for designing, 
implementing, and managing 
participatory programs. These 
modules should cover facilitation 
skills, public engagement, and 
project management and 
implementation68, 69. The contents 
of training courses can vary 
considerably, organisations with 
sufficient resources to develop their 
own training courses can consult 
published toolkits70, 71 to identify 
topics to cover and specific aspects 
of the process they want to focus 
on. These toolkits often provide 
an accessible overview of how 
to run a democratic innovation, 
such as Democracy Next’s three-
stage guide to running a citizen’s 
assembly72. Following the example 
of successful projects, such as the 
recent participatory budgeting 
initiatives in Gothenburg73, training 
sessions should be designed with 
availability in mind (e.g. accessible 
scheduling) and take place 
throughout the project lifespan 
as required. It is important to 
understand that this training is 
resource intensive, the demands of 
which are underestimated in even 
large, well-funded initiatives.

We recommend fostering 
collaboration among 
multidisciplinary teams within 
government organisations – 
including experts from diverse 
fields like policy, communication, 
data analysis, and community 
engagement – to facilitate 
interdisciplinary innovation. 
Interdisciplinary teams should be 
set-up early in the process and 
team-evaluation processes should 
be put in place to help overcome 
communication and goal-related 
barriers that arise from individuals 
from different specialisms74. 

Take advantage of the learning 
opportunities generated by working 
with external organisations. 
This includes attending discreet 
training courses provided by 
external organisations that focus 
on upskilling relevant skills such 
as facilitation skills75, project 
implementation76, 77, and data 
management78. Looking beyond 
training focused on specific skills 
or capabilities there is also the 
opportunity to take organisations 
and teams through longer term 
programmes that help them 
build a wide range of skills for 
participation and use these to 
develop new participatory projects. 
One example of this is the Design 
Studio Programme run by Nesta’s 
Centre for Collective Intelligence 
Design (CCID) for the United 
Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP)’s network of Accelerator 
Labs79. These helped local teams in 
16 countries use and apply a diver 
range of methods to engage the 
public in their climate change and 
sustainability projects.

More informally, when 
commissioning external 
organisations with deep expertise 
in participation, such as Involve 
(UK), We Do Democracy (DK) 
and Digidem Lab (S) public 
sector organisations should 
seek to engage in how these 
organisations design and deliver 
participatory processes This can 
help build internal expertise and 
skills in participatory methods, as 
well as potentially confidence in 
undertaking future participatory 
projects. Such a strategy was used 
by the Swedish Food Agency, 
who collaborated with the 
democratic innovation consultancy 
organisation, Digidem labs, to 
deliver Sweden’s first ever national 
citizens' panel to deliberate a 
sustainable, healthy food provision 
strategy80. 

Engage in platforms and 
communities that facilitate 
the exchange of knowledge, 
experiences, and best practices 
between different government 
bodies engaged in democratic 
innovations. Existing networks, 
such as OECDs Innovative Citizen 
Participation Network, bring 
together government actors 
interested in implementing 
democratic innovations.81 

Empowering Citizens for 
Meaningful Participation:

Organisations should develop 
structured training programs to 
equip citizens with the skills required 
for effective participation. These 
programs should cover essential 
aspects such as communication 
skills, critical thinking, digital skills, 
policy making and any domain-
specific knowledge related to the 
policy areas. Implementation of 
training for citizen participants’ is 
still relatively rare, but prominent 
examples from successful initiatives 
demonstrate the feasibility of such 
an approach82. These include a 
dedicated citizen-training phase, in 
citizens assemblies run by Newham 
Council83 (London, UK), that 
equips citizens with key policy and 
communication skills; and UCL’s 
Citizen Science Academy84 which 
offers practice-led training, and a 
certificate recognising participants 
skills, in research methods for citizen 
science participation.

Create user-friendly resources, 
guides, and implement online 
platforms that provide citizens 
with information about ongoing 
democratic initiatives, terminology, 
and the decision-making context. 
These resources ensure inclusivity 
by making participation more 
comprehensible and inviting for a 
diverse range of citizens.
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Increasing the diversity of 
participants in the democratic 
process is crucial for ensuring that 
the government is representative of 
the population it serves. The under-
representation of certain groups 
in the democratic process is well 
documented. In the UK for example, 
voter turnout has been consistently 
lowest among younger voters (i.e. 
18-34 years of age) in the last three 
general elections, at around 50%. 
This contrasts with voter turnout 
of around 80% for the over 65s85. 
In addition, voter turnout is higher 
among the more educated and the 
wealthy86. In spite of their ambitions 
and best intentions, democratic 
innovations often fail to significantly 
move the dial in terms of diversity 
and inclusion.

Analysing participatory budgeting 
initiatives in Peru, recent work 
has demonstrated that the 
number of women participating in 
participatory budgeting initiatives 
was approximately 30% between 
the years of 2008-201487. Extending 
these findings, research examining 
the socio-demographic breakdown 
of participatory budgeting in 
Chicago found voters were more 
often white and older than typical 
residents, were also much more 
likely to own their home, far more 
likely to have a college degree, 
and were far less often from low-

In spite of their ambitions and aims, democratic 

innovations often only make marginal progress 

in the diversity and inclusion of who takes part in 

decision making, or fail to address it entirely. A diverse 

representation of citizens in democratic innovations 

is crucial to ensure that all sections of society are 

represented in the process and its outcomes and key to 

the long term success and sustainability of initiatives.

income households. Voters were 
less often Hispanic, and African 
American residents were also 
underrepresented in three of four 
wards88. 

It should be noted that achieving 
a fully representative sample 
of participants in democratic 
innovations may not always 
be feasible89. On the one 
hand, participatory budgeting 
initiatives involving large numbers 
of participants, such as the 
participatory budgeting initiatives 
in Paris that engaged over 40,000 
citizens90, can hope to reach 
broadly representative samples. 
With such numbers, government 
organisations can make use of 
randomised-stratified sampling 
techniques and targets or quotas to 
ensure a degree of representation. 
However, in situations where the 
sample size of a given initiative 
is small, e.g. mini-publics that 
typically engage with samples of 
70-200 people, it is impossible to 
fully represent a target population 
in the hundreds of thousands or 
millions91, 92. Similarly, different 
stages of democratic innovations 
can involve different numbers of 
participants (e.g. policy ideation vs. 
voting vs. final approval), and thus 
require different considerations and 
strategies to address diversity and 
inclusion.

5. Make diversity and representation in participatory exercises a key   
 objective – do your participatory projects represent the communities  
 you are trying to serve? 

The challenge

Exclusionary practices in open 
participatory processes often stem 
from a lack of diversity among 
participants and institutional 
facilitators. Typically, those who 
participate have the resources 
of "time, money and knowledge"93, 
resulting in the underrepresentation 
of certain groups including women, 
racial and linguistic minorities, 
young people, low-paid workers, 
and the unemployed – particularly 
in online participation. Studies of 
non-participation in deliberative 
mini-publics have found that 
non-participation is driven by the 
way individuals conceive their 
own roles (people already feel 
politically disengaged), abilities and 
capacities in the public sphere (lack 
of time and skills to participate), 
as well as in the perceived output 
of the process (lack of belief that 
participation will have an impact)94. 

Institutions often fail to establish 
diversity as an objective or to 
measure participant diversity, and 
collecting diversity data can be 
exclusionary by forcing marginalised 
groups to select categories that do 
not represent their identity95. When 
there is a lack of diversity in the 
democratic process, certain groups 
may be underrepresented or even 
completely ignored. This can lead 
to policies and decisions that do 
not take into account the needs, 
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perspectives, and experiences of 
diverse communities96. However 
who participates is not necessarily 
the primary determinant of who 
benefits. As one study looking 
at inequality in a variety of 
online participatory processes 
(participatory budgeting in Brazil; 
online local problem reporting in 
the UK; crowdsourced constitution 
drafting in Iceland; and online 
petitioning across 132 countries), 
found that ‘The assumption that 
inequalities in participation will 
always lead to the same inequalities 
in outcomes is not borne out in 
practice’97. 

When there is a diverse range of 
participants in the democratic 
process, different voices and 
perspectives can be heard, leading 
to more inclusive and effective 
decision-making. At a fundamental 
level, diversity has been recognised 
as a pivotal factor in the 
achievement of successful group 
outcomes across diverse areas of 
collective behaviour98. 

Additionally, increasing the diversity 
of participants in the democratic 
process can help to address 
systemic inequalities and promote 
social justice – addressing calls 
of major internal organisations 
such as the UN commission for 
Social Development and the World 
Bank99. Marginalised communities 
are often the most impacted by 
policies and decisions made by 
the government100, but they may 
not have equal access to the 
democratic process. By increasing 
the participation of diverse groups, it 
is possible to promote greater equity 
and ensure that everyone has a say 
in the decisions that affect their 
lives. This can help to promote a 
more just and fair society, where all 
individuals have equal opportunities 
and access to resources. 

Organisations should ensure 
their desired goals and outcomes 
sufficiently account for the needs 

of underrepresented groups in 
their communities, use inclusive 
eligibility requirements, and ensure 
meetings are held in accessible 
locations. For example, the 
municipal government in Paris 
first began allocating a dedicated 
portion of the participatory budget 
to working-class districts in 2016, 
when €30 million were dedicated 
to these districts. During this 
year, 6,370 people from working-
class districts voted for projects–
representing approximately 14% 
of Paris’ total population (of which 
approximately 16% are working 
class)101. During implementation 
of participatory budgeting in San 
Francisco102, organisers included 
requirements for budget assemblies 
focused on specific communities 
(e.g. Filipino and African American 
communities); ensuring 51% of 
program recipients were from 
low-or moderate income; and the 
reduction of the voting age from 
16 to 14. In addition, associated 
meetings took place in accessible 
venues rather than at city hall, such 
as schools, libraries, senior centres, 
and community organisations. 

We recommend training 
community-based organisers, and 
collaborate with skilled external 
consultants to address gaps in any 
diversity-related competencies. 
In San Francisco, events were 
facilitated by skilled participatory 
budgeting organisers (trained for 
the event), resulting in community-
based groups actively facilitating 
meetings, organising events, 
and emphasising participatory 
budgeting’s equity goals throughout 
the process. This was in addition to 
a range of measures designed to 
make the process more accessible 
to those from a range of groups, 
including providing interpreters 
to aid those who did not speak 
English as a first-language, as 
well as providing an online portal 
to enable participation for those 
unable to attend events in-

person. During implementation 
of participatory budgeting in 
Gothenburg, local authorities took 
advantage of expert consultancy 
services provided by Digidem labs, 
who helped organise outreach to 
groups of marginalised migrant 
residents by identifying key people 
and arranging meetings with them 
prior to the start of the process. 
They also coordinated meetings 
with migrant residents (a process 
often requiring interpretation of 4-5 
languages)103. 

Organisations should employ 
measures to remove the resource-
related barriers to participation, 
especially for community members 
who wish to be involved as staff 
and steering committee members. 
In San Francisco, this involved 
setting limits on the number of 
proposed projects during the early 
stages of review and support was 
provided to participants to cover 
costs relating to childcare, food, 
and transportation.

The combined use of these 
measures seems to have had 
a positive impact on diversity 
of participation and resulted in 
positive outcomes that benefit 
marginalised groups104. The 
relatively strong levels of youth 
engagement, as well as the 
success in securing projects 
for schools and young people 
in multiple project cycles, was 
partially attributed to the effective 
targeting of outreach efforts 
towards school sites. Additionally, 
the high turnout of women, 
many of whom are mothers, also 
seemed to play a significant role 
in these achievements. Moreover, 
an analysis of the geographic 
distribution of winning projects 
and patterns of participation in 
the idea proposal and vote phases 
of the initiatives revealed that the 
winning projects were located in 
areas with the highest populations 
of marginalised groups.
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To mainstream and scale the 
use of democratic innovations 
we need a better idea of what 
works and crucially, what doesn't 
work. A burgeoning field of 
research is embracing quantitative 
measurements and experimentation 
to try and quantify the outcomes 
of participation, using qualitative 
metrics. For example, recent 
research investigated the impact 
of participating in participatory 
budgeting initiatives on individual 
voter turnout in ordinary 
elections105. It was found that, 
compared to a control sample. 
Individuals who had participated 
in participatory budgeting had 
an increased probability of voting 
by an average of 8.4 percentage 
points. In addition, it was found 
that these effects were greater 
for those who often have lower 
probabilities of voting—young 
people, lower educated and lower 
income voters, black voters, and 
people who are the minority race 
of their neighbourhood. More 
recently, ongoing research funded 
by the European Commission 
is using policy experiments to 
test what measures can help 

There is a relative dearth of evidence about what works 
in participation, and there is little funding for rigorous 
experimentation to really test what works. To measure 
the success of a democratic innovation, metrics must 

be applied to evaluate its performance. These metrics 
should include both quantitative and qualitative data 
and should be regularly reviewed to ensure that the 
initiative is achieving its intended outcomes.

increase participation and citizen 
engagement in achieving the five 
EU missions106. However, much more 
can be done to build the evidence 
of what works. 

Broadly speaking, experimentation 
and evaluation are crucial during 
the implementation of democratic 
innovations107. Through a 
comprehensive evaluation of both 
the process of participation and 
the impact of its outcomes, can we 
truly ascertain the advantages and 
drawbacks of engaging the public 
and facilitate iterative design108 
research suggests that for routine 
projects, under 1% of a budget 
can be allocated to evaluation but 
that for innovative projects with 
great learning potential, 5-10% is 
necessary109.

The challenge faced by government 
actors is choosing what to test and 
which metrics to focus on from 
the sheer variety that could be 
implemented. These range from 
testing the impact of different 
interventions on the quality of 
democratic innovations, which 
interventions can help increase 
the diversity and volume of 

6. Experiment with democratic innovations and evaluate what works  
 best – how will you know if what you are doing works? 

The challenge

participation and the quality of 
ideas and deliberation generated 
through the process and impact 
on policy and behaviour change. 
Reviewing approximately 300 
democratic innovations, a recent 
report by the OECD110 presented 
a framework outlining four key 
indicators of best practice in 
successful implementation of 
democratic innovations (with a 
focus on deliberative processes). 
These include: integrity of design 
– the procedural criteria which 
ensure that a process is perceived 
as fair by the public and in line with 
principles of good practice; high 
deliberation quality – the elements 
that enable quality deliberation 
that results in public judgement; 
resulting recommendations and 
actions – including immediate 
impact on institutional processes 
and decision making; and 
impact on the wider public – 
secondary and long term effects 
on public learning and attitudes. 
Subsequently, the OECD developed 
a formal set of evaluation 
guidelines, with accompanying 
questionnaires for participants and 
organisers111. 
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The ‘co-creation radar’ provides an 
alternative approach to evaluation 
of participation consisting of 12 
main indicators (e.g. planning, 
motivation, sustainability, and 
impact112. The co-creation radar’s 
indicators cover four areas: 
objectives, implementation, actors, 
and results, and it can be used to 
evaluate democratic innovations 
during inception (for planning), 
during implementation (to enable 
dynamic allocation of resources), 
and for post-process evaluation 
(to assess impact). We recommend 
organisations adopt the OECD’s 
guidelines for Innovative Citizen 
Participation or the Co-creation 
Radar as a basis for evaluating 
their democratic innovations.

We also recommend organisations 
involve citizens in the evaluation 
process itself, as a means of 
leveraging the collective intelligence 
of those participating in democratic 
innovations as means of assessing 
their efficacy, value, and impact113, 
while further facilitating citizen 
participation, motivation and 
empowerment114. Such an approach 
was successfully implemented by 
Newham Council, who asked local 
residents (who had participated 
in their participatory budgeting 
program) to participate in focus 
groups, and complete surveys, 

to evaluate the initiative across 
seven key dimensions ranging from 
impact of the outcomes (i.e. how 
the money was spent) to diversity. 
Notably, such an approach may 
require development of basic 
capacity-building programs to 
ensure citizen evaluators have 
sufficient knowledge of the process 
to evaluate it115. 

Organisations should designate 
evaluation officers who can also 
utilise multiple channels and 
formats to maximise the validity 
of their evaluations. Recent 
research highlights the importance 
of utilising both traditional/
conventional means for evaluating 
participatory processes (e.g. 
surveys, qualitative interviews), in 
combination with digital platforms 
and social media116. The use of 
digital platforms, in particular, 
enables the evaluation of processes 
and impact over time – such 
as identifying the impact of 
process changes at key initiative 
milestones117, 118. Organisations 
should also embrace qualitative 
methods in their evaluation 
processes; the value of which was 
evidenced by insights provided 
by both citizens and government 
official interviews conducted as 
part of the COLDIGIT pilot city 
evaluations119. 

Finally, we recommend using 
quantitative metrics to engage in 
the implementation of experimental 
approaches to process and policy 
evaluation120. Combined with 
robust sortition, implementation 
of baseline measures, and 
standardised measurement 
instruments across innovations and 
process cycles, such approaches 
will give participation officers/
teams the means to directly analyse 
the causal impact of deliberative 
processes on citizens’ policy 
support and budget assignment 
(see recent initiatives involving 
deliberation and policy polling121, 
122). Effects of participation on 
secondary/incidental factors can 
also be investigated, potentially 
providing insights into impact 
on factors as diverse as political 
and social trust, political efficacy, 
political knowledge, and readiness 
for political participation123, 124. 
Demonstrating the value of 
experimental approaches, recent 
research found that participation 
in deliberation (discussing aspects 
of medical practice) had positive 
effects on participants’ knowledge 
of and attitudes towards medical 
evidence125, and increased the 
variety of opinions expressed 
across the groups involved in 
deliberation126. 
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Digital technologies have ushered 
in a transformative era, reshaping 
industries, redefining social 
interactions, and are rapidly 
redefining how we approach 
democratic practices and 
governance–ushering in a new era 
of ‘digital democracy’127. Indeed, 
large 21st participation requires 
use of digital tools, and there is 
a broad range of platforms and 
services available in the market 
that provide a wide range of 
functions and services. Some of 
these focus on delivery of specific 
innovations or services, such as 
participatory budgeting (e.g. 
Stanford’s Participatory Budgeting 
Platform128) or crowd-sourcing of 
ideas and their evaluation (e.g. 
Polis129), while others seek to offer 
a broad range of functionality that 
can be tailored for use according 
to an organisations needs (e.g. 
Decidim130). However, using these is 
rarely a case of plug and play/off 
the shelf solutions, as they need to 
be adapted to the context they are 
being used and paired with existing 
processes for participation. Digital 

In the era of 'digital democracy,' the integration of 
digital tools into democratic practices offers both 
opportunities and challenges. These tools empower 
citizens by facilitating informed participation, issue 
framing, ideation, deliberation, and collaborative 
policy development. Their use is becoming increasingly 
widespread, offering a wide range of functionality across 
a wide range of innovation domains. However, with this 
increase in capability, comes an increase in operational 
complexity and capacity requirements. Moreover, there 
are few ‘one size fits all’ solutions and organisations must 

be prepared to adjust and learn, so they can tailor these 
tools to fit their needs. To harness the potential of digital 
democracy responsibly and effectively, organisations 
should prioritise upskilling their participation teams in 
digital skills, leverage existing tools and repositories, 
collaborate across institutions, and ensure inclusivity for 
citizens with varying digital literacy levels. By doing so, 
organisations can navigate the digital wave to foster 
inclusivity, citizen empowerment, and innovative policy 
development in our democratic processes.

platforms need to be maintained 
and if using open-source software, 
which many of the platforms in 
this domain are, it is important to 
ensure that the core digital product 
is supported via regular patches 
and updates131. 

Within the democratic domain, 
digital tools have exhibited a 
remarkable range of capabilities, 
which have evolved to encompass 
a typology of tasks that span the 
breadth of civic engagement132. At 
its core digital technology serves 
as a conduit for informing citizens, 
ensuring timely notifications of 
debates, votes, and consultations 
through live-streaming, dedicated 
websites and apps. Beyond 
information dissemination, digital 
tools facilitate the intricate process 
of issue framing, empowering 
citizens to raise awareness about 
crucial matters and set the tone 
for public discourse (e.g. the 
use of petition sites). Moreover, 
citizens' involvement extends 
to providing information and 
ideas, whether sharing personal 
insights or technical expertise on 

7. Invest in both the use and maintenance of digital tools for    
 participation – who is in charge of making sure tools are fit for    
 purpose and work and are the resources in place for this? 

The challenge
specific problems or contributing 
to broader patterns and trends 
through citizen-generated data and 
ideation platforms. Deliberation, 
a cornerstone of democratic 
deliberative processes, has also 
found a virtual home in online 
forums and debating platforms133, 
134. Importantly, digital tools 
facilitate the entire lifecycle of 
policy development, allowing 
citizens to collaboratively draft 
proposals, scrutinise options, make 
decisions, and even engage in the 
vigilant monitoring and assessment 
of public actions and services. 

This technological wave presents 
both opportunities and challenges 
for democracies. On the one hand, 
the widespread dissemination of 
misinformation and data misuse 
threatens the foundations of 
trust and active participation–
necessitating a critical evaluation 
of the tools that underpin our 
democratic processes135. Use 
of digital technology has also 
been associated with political 
polarisation, with algorithms driving 
exposure to personalised content 
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that reinforce existing beliefs, while 
suppressing media necessary for 
healthy democracy (e.g. news 
about socially relevant topics)136. 
Concurrently, digital tools offer 
innovative pathways for enhancing 
collaboration, deliberation, and 
collective decision-making—key 
aspects of open government and 
collaborative democracy137. 

Recent experiments in digital 
democracy, as observed 
in parliaments and local 
governments worldwide, 
showcase the potential of digital 
tools to foster inclusivity, citizen 
empowerment, and innovative 
policy development138, 139. Platforms 
facilitating citizen-led proposals, 
collaborative policy drafting, 
and crowdsourced solutions 
exemplify the evolving landscape 
of democratic engagement. For 
example, Stanford’s Participatory 
Budgeting Platform provides a 
customisable, open source tool for 
running participatory budgeting 
initiatives, and provides features 
designed to enhance diversity 
and decision making such as 
data analytics, multiple language 
support, and support for both 
desktop and mobile devices. The 
tool has now been used to deliver 
participatory budgeting initiatives 
across Canada (e.g. Dieppe) and 
the US (e.g. Boston, Chicago, 
New York)140. Another prominent 
example is Decidim, a digital 
platform that aims to provide 
a comprehensive suite of tools 
and capabilities (as ‘modules’) for 
running a range of democratic 
innovations. Functionality provided 
includes online assemblies and 
consultation spaces supporting 
debate and discussion, proposal 
submission, user surveys, sortition, 
accountability, and participatory 
budgeting141. Moreover, Decidim is 
free, based on open-source code, 

and managed by a democratic 
community of international 
users. It has been used to deliver 
democratic initiatives in over 300 
cities internationally, including 
participatory budgeting in Helsinki142 
and Barcelona143, and participatory 
national planning across Brazil144. 

There is now a wide variety of 
digital tools available that facilitate 
participatory processes, ranging in 
cost, functionality, and resources 
required to run and maintain them. 
The potential to leverage these 
tools for bolstering democratic 
engagement and transparency is 
substantial. To help organisations 
capitalise on this potential, we have 
summarised a series of strategic 
actions that should be taken to 
ensure the responsible and effective 
implementation of digital tools in 
democratic processes. 

First, we recommend organisations 
make solid commitments to 
upskilling digital skills within their 
participation teams. Government 
employees are typically receptive 
to such training, with results of 
a recent survey showing that 
75% of civil servants (in the UK) 
would like to receive more digital 
skills training145, and government 
organisations should capitalise on 
this enthusiasm. The scope for this 
may vary depending on resource 
constraints, but teams should have 
at least one ‘digital expert’ who 
possesses a broad knowledge 
of the features, capabilities, and 
limitations of digital tools in the 
democratic innovation space. 
Better resourced organisations can 
be more ambitious, and integrate 
training programs and materials 
specialising in digital democratic 
into existing training academies, 
initiatives, and campuses. The 
development of these materials 
should be accompanied by up-

skilling targets, such as those 
set out in the UK government’s 
‘Transforming for a digital future’ 
strategy146, in which the government 
has committed to upskilling at 
least 90% of senior civil servants 
on digital and data essentials, 
with learning embedded into 
performance and development 
standards.

Institutions should review and use 
existing tools and infrastructure to 
reduce operational costs. There 
is a large, rapidly developing 
ecosystem of digital tools capable 
of servicing a broad range of 
initiatives and projects As one study 
looking at inequality in a variety 
of online participatory processes. 
To help choose the correct tools, 
participation teams should take full 
advantage of existing repositories 
and databases. For example, the 
COLDIGIT repository ‘Collective 
Intelligence Tools and Case 
Studies’ contains information on 
more than 70 digital tools, and 
users can filter these by language; 
maturity of development, functions 
(e.g. gamification, survey, voting); 
governance process supported (e.g. 
problem identification, drafting, 
decision making); methods for 
co-creation (e.g. participatory 
budgeting, citizen science, 
deliberative citizen panels); and 
overall purpose (e.g. co-construction 
of policies and decisions, co-
funding and co-innovation)147. These 
are accompanied by over 50 case 
studies providing examples of how 
these tools were used. Another 
resource is People Powered’s ratings 
for digital participation platforms148, 
which lists, rates, and ranks 32 
digital platforms according to a 
range of features including cost, 
capacity requirements, features, 
accessibility, ethics and reliability, 
and track record (as judged by an 
expert committee).
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We recommend participation 
teams collaborate broadly 
within and across organisations 
to develop their capacity to 
deliver digital democracy. The 
general benefits for capacity 
building were described above, 
with networks like the European 
Capital of Democracy149, and 
the Convention of Scottish Local 
Authorities150 offering accessible 
networks that organise training, 
networking events, and offer free 
advice on the implementation of 
democratic innovations (both more 
broadly and in the digital domain). 
In Norway, the municipalities 
organised in 'Smartbyene' 
(Smart CitiesNetwork)151 work 
together to adapt and deploy 
tools for their needs, something 
that small municipalities would 
not have the resources and the 
competence to do so on their 
own. There are also communities 
specialising in supporting the 
use and development of digital 
tools. For example, Metadecidim 
is an international community 
that collaborates in the design 
and construction of the Decidim 
project (providing a channel 
to influence the features and 
capabilities of the platform). 
Organisations should make use of 
digital participation consultancies 
to support the implementation and 
use of digital platforms, a strategy 
adopted by local authorities who 
contracted Digidem Labs152 to 
assist in the deployment of the 
Decidim platform when running 
participatory budgeting initiatives 
in Gothenburg153. 

When using digital tools to engage 
with citizens, organisations should 
engage with individuals on the 
platforms and applications they 
are already accustomed to/

using–this facilitates smooth ‘first 
interactions’ which are critical for 
sustaining engagement154. It is also 
recommended that organisations 
use digital tools with built in 
language translation capabilities 
to translate participants’ input 
and feedback (e.g. Decidem 
uses the Crowdin platform to 
offer translation in more than 18 
languages155). Your digital strategy 
should also complement, not 
replace non-digital approaches 
and should build in capacity for 
offering assistance and training 
for citizens with low digital literacy. 
Digital literacy varies widely 
across countries and between 
rural and urban populations, with 
recent statistics showing that just 
over one quarter (26%) of the 
EU population aged 16–74 years 
reported above-basic overall 
digital skills. A higher share was 
recorded for people living in cities 
(33%), while a lower proportion of 
people living in towns and suburbs 
(24%) and in rural areas (20%) had 
above-basic overall digital skills156. 
With dedicated support157, hybrid 
approaches can help address 
this, as was demonstrated during 
the development of Barcelona’s 
Municipal Action Plan. Here 
87% of the proposals that were 
formulated through a hybrid offline/
online process were implemented 
compared to 42% of those 
proposals that were only developed 
online158. 

Finally, organisations should explore 
novel tools for more creative 
citizen engagement beyond the 
mainstream platforms that focus on 
co-creation of policy and budgets, 
primarily through community 
management and communication 
through text based mediums. 
There is an emerging landscape 

of tools which seek to offer novel 
forms of co-creation and collective 
problem solving. For example, 
Sapelli is an open-source project 
that facilitates data collection 
across language or literacy barriers 
through highly configurable 
icon-driven user interfaces159. 
Built on open-source mapping 
technology (OpenStreetMaps160), 
Sapelli has been used to provide 
a way for forest communities to 
report on illegal wildlife crime; 
map wheelchair accessibility; and 
provide workers in Ghana up-to-
date information on different types 
of logging permits and their legal 
requirements. Another example 
is Block by Block, which uses 
Minecraft to gamify urban planning, 
providing a tool that communities 
in developing countries can use to 
help visualise how people want to 
see their cities develop in the future. 
Augmenting the participatory 
process with these tools can help 
make the process more engaging 
for citizens161. 

"We are at the end of 

being small - things 

are starting to get 

bigger and bigger 

and this brings new 

challenges. At the 

beginning, no one 

thought its impact 

would grow on this 

scale. So questions 

of funding are 

complicated." 

Maarja-Leena Saar, Estonian 
Cooperation Assembly
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Recent advances and experiments 
in the use of artificial intelligence 
in digital democracy tools highlight 
four main opportunities. Some 
of these, such as the use of AI 
to increase efficiency are well 
established and implemented in 
many existing tools, whereas others, 
such as the use of AI to aid group 
deliberation, are more experimental 
with few mainstream applications. 
Below, we describe three potential 
applications of new and emerging 
AI technologies.

Using AI to make tools more 
efficient and reduce costs. 

As demonstrated by its use in 
platforms such as Consul and 
Citizen Lab, AI can enhance 
the efficiency of tools and help 
tackle the problem of information 
overload – a common challenge 
when dealing with large amounts 

While the biggest impact on organisations ability 
to implement and scale up the use of democratic 
innovations will come from getting the processes, 
skills, teams and culture that we discuss in the previous 
recommendations right, there is undoubtedly also a big 
current and future opportunity in the application of AI 
to democratic innovations. We explore and discuss this 
opportunity below. 

AI is often seen, primarily, as a tool for automating 
tasks that humans would normally do, or supporting 
individuals to solve tasks, however it can also aid how 

groups deliberate and work together. In spite of the 
potential of this technology and its capabilities in the 
domain of democratic innovations, this application gets 
only a fraction of the investment and political interest 
than more mainstream uses of AI. As a result we are 
missing out on significant opportunities to reduce cost 
and improve the quality of democratic innovations.

As a final recommendation, we look ahead to the future 
opportunities in using AI in democratic innovations and 
how we can make the most of this. 

of crowdsourced data from citizens 
in tools such as participatory 
budgeting.162, 163 For example 
Natural Language Processing 
(NLP) can be used to analyse and 
interpret large volumes of text 
data, enabling quicker and more 
accurate understanding of public 
sentiment. This reduces the time 
and cost associated with manual 
analysis. Similarly machine Learning 
models can predict trends based on 
historical data, aiding in decision-
making processes using predictive 
analysis164 and detect fraud165, 166. 

Recent advances in the application 
of large language models are also 
showing a potential to optimise 
processes and reduce costs. A 
recent experiment by the Polis 
platform explored the opportunities 
and risks associated in applying 
Large Language Models found 
a significant potential in using AI 

8. Use AI to develop new approaches to how citizen assemblies and   
 participatory budgeting are implemented 

The challenge
to augment human intelligence 
to help more efficiently run Polis 
conversations, in particular when it 
comes to using summarisation167. 

Another use case is how the 
Citizens Foundation has used AI to 
improve participatory budgeting 
and policy crowdsourcing on its 
Better Reykjavik platform. This 
includes using AI for translation into 
Icelandic and the development of 
the experimental tool called 'Policy 
Synth,' where users can enter the 
problems they would like addressed 
and with support of generative AI 
identify potential causes or related 
challenges and as well as potential 
solutions168. 

By automating various 
administrative tasks and optimising 
user experience, speed and 
accuracy all of these uses of AI 
can help cut costs and allocate 
resources more efficiently.
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Using AI to recruit diverse 
participants, such as using AI for 
better better sortition in citizen 
assemblies.

By using algorithms that consider 
various demographic factors AI 
can assist in a more efficient and 
unbiased random selection of 
participants (sortition), a crucial 
component in the design of 
citizen assemblies. This not only 
strengthens the legitimacy of 
the outcomes but also enhances 
the collective intelligence of the 
assembly.

AI-driven outreach and engagement 
strategies can identify and 
target underrepresented groups, 
encouraging their active involvement 
in the democratic process. By 
addressing historical inequalities 
and biases, AI can contribute to a 
more equitable and diverse pool 
of participants, fostering a richer 
and more inclusive discussion of 
community needs and priorities.

One of the most prominent 
examples of this is the algorithm 
used by the Sortition Foundation 
in the StratifySelect open-source 
software, to select participants for 
citizens' assemblies by lottery, which 
was found by a study published in 
Nature to be the fairest selection 
algorithm possible169, 170. 

Using AI to enable new forms 
of deliberation, discussion, and 
collaboration in groups.

Experiments with AI and group 
deliberation have shown a potential 
for AI to facilitate more effective 
group deliberation by providing 
real-time insights, identifying 
common ground or disagreements, 
and suggesting areas for further 
discussion. It can also help manage 
large-scale discussions by filtering 
out irrelevant or inappropriate 
content, making the deliberation 
process more focused and 
productive.

For example, recent research 
published by DeepMind 
demonstrated how a large 
language model (LLM) could be 
fine tuned to produce consensus-
driven statements that maximise 
the expected approval for a group 
of people with potentially diverse 
opinions. These statements were 
based on a synthesis of written 
opinions provided by human 
participants reflecting on thousands 
of questions touching on moral 
and political issues (e.g., 'should 
we raise taxes on the rich?')171. In 
another example, researchers used 
an LLM to intervene in text-based 
conversations between individuals 
holding opposing views on 
contentious issues (e.g. gun control 
in the USA), and suggest alternative 
messages to those submitted by 
the users that were reframed/
reformulated to be more polite, 
validating, and understanding. 
Researcher’s report that these 

interventions improved conversation 
quality and tone, while reducing 
political divisiveness172. 

This technology would have 
clear applications as a means 
of facilitating large discussions 
of contentious political issues on 
digital crowd-ideation platforms 
(e.g. Polis173), potentially acting as 
a means of reducing conflict and 
helping to build consensus. 

Of course, many of the technologies 
above are at a nascent stage, 
needing more development 
before they can be considered 
mainstream tools that do not 
require considerable expertise to 
implement. This is a fast moving 
field, and it is important to be 
aware of current trends and 
technologies on the horizon that 
could impact the scope and impact 
of democratic innovations for 
when these tools become widely 
available and intuitive to use. 

“AI will transform 

democracy in the 

next ten years. At the 

Citizens Foundation, 

we're already 

integrating AI with 

collective intelligence 

to enhance public 

decision-making 

processes.”

Robert Bjamason, Citizens 
Foundation
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