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Abstract

This article investigates the prospects of deliberative democracy through the analysis of 
small-scale deliberative events, or mini-publics, using empirical methods to understand 
the process of preference transformation. Evidence from two case studies suggests 
that deliberation corrects preexisting distortions of public will caused by either active 
manipulation or passive overemphasis on symbolically potent issues. Deliberation 
corrected these distortions by reconnecting participants’ expressed preferences to 
their underlying “will” as well as shaping a shared understanding of the issue. The article 
concludes by using these insights to suggest ways that mini-public deliberation might be 
articulated to the broader public sphere so that the benefits might be scaled up. That 
mini-public deliberation does not so much change individual subjectivity as reconnect 
it to the expression of will suggests that scaling up the transformative effects should 
be possible so long as this involves communicating in the form of reasons rather than 
preferred outcome alone.
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Much of the theory of deliberative democracy is concerned with macro-level processes 
of public sphere transformation, but most of the evidence available to us about delibera-
tion comes from deliberative mini-publics. There are good reasons for this: achieving 
ideal deliberation is much simpler on a small scale. Innovative “deliberative” forums, 
such as deliberative polls, citizens’ juries, and consensus conferences in most cases 
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precede the deliberative turn in political theory. Yet despite this promising history of 
practice in mini-publics, a question mark remains as to exactly how the theoretical 
promise of deliberative democracy can be achieved on a wider scale, with issues of 
institutional design largely unanswered.1

Although the Habermasian tradition of deliberative democracy began with concern 
about the corruption of the public sphere,2 the grander claims of deliberative theory 
have largely been tested using deliberative mini-publics. While this has been largely 
positive, providing an important touchstone for deliberative democracy, the develop-
ment has thus far had relatively little impact on wider political discourse or political 
action. Moreover, the conclusions drawn from observation of mini-publics on the 
question of whether Habermasian conceptions of deliberation can actually be achieved 
is mixed. This is due, at least partly, to the way deliberation has been implemented and 
the methods used to assess it. Another part of the problem also lies in the narrow con-
struction of what ideal deliberation looks like, which is much contested within the 
field of deliberative democracy.3 Combined with assertions about the difficulties in 
scaling up deliberation, this has led to somewhat of a retreat from the pursuit of delib-
erative democracy as a public-sphere-wide enterprise to the promotion of deliberative 
mini-publics and online forums as a means for extending deliberation to a wider audi-
ence; both approaches have significant limitations.4

Here I would like to challenge this retreat. I will do so in three steps. The first step 
is to establish evaluative standards for a successful deliberative process. To date, these 
standards are often linked to procedural norms or outcomes in the form of the much-
criticized Habermasian ideal of “complete rational consensus.” Although I recognize 
procedural legitimacy as an important foundation of deliberative theory, I will focus 
on the outcomes that deliberation ought to produce.

Establishing standards for a successful deliberative process involves identifying the 
normative benefits of deliberation and developing a better understanding of what it 
actually “does,” for which theoretical inference is instructive but not conclusive. It has 
been argued that the “coming of age” of deliberative democracy demands the interplay 
of theoretical insight and empirical investigation.5 Such interplay requires that we first 
establish the conceptual criteria for what should be considered to be authentic delibera-
tion so that we can recognize when and how it has occurred.

The next task is to develop the evaluative criteria and methodology for assessing 
deliberation. The methodological approach involves exploring changes to the underly-
ing reasoning regarding the issue at hand—which is operationalized using a methodol-
ogy to identify the relevant discourses in play as part of an overall subjectivity—and the 
impact of these changes on expressed preferences. The results of the analysis can be 
used to apply evaluative standards that have been developed from the interplay of the-
ory and empirical observation—intersubjective consistency and metaconsensus6—as 
well as the content of discourses to explore the extent to which ideal deliberation might 
have been achieved. The discourses themselves are identified using Q methodology.7 
These discourses (or factors, to use the terminology of Q methodology) are distinguished 
by the extent to which they reflect mutually recognized interests, or are an artifact of 
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manipulation of public will to achieve certain predefined ends under mechanisms that 
are well described by symbolic politics.8

As a second step I will analyze two case studies that demonstrate how the expressed 
public will is distorted by the power of symbolic issues that dominate the news media. 
Both case studies involve a predeliberative scenario that can be characterized in slightly 
different ways by symbolic politics. In the first case study, elites actively promoted 
symbolic issues to achieve certain predefined ends. In the second case study, there was 
no intentional manipulation, but the operation of what Chambers refers to as “plebisci-
tary rhetoric” communicated symbolic messages, particularly through news media.9 
Both examples had a distortive effect on individual choices (and thus on the public will) 
such that before deliberation citizens’ expressed preferences tended not to properly 
reflect the ends that they would have liked to achieve.

Analysis of the deliberative case studies reveals an emancipatory mechanism, 
whereby participants’ stated preferences more closely reflected their underlying will 
(that is, their subjectivity).10 To demonstrate this transformation, I examine both partici-
pants’ expressed preferences and their subjective desires. I combine both sets of data to 
examine intersubjective consistency and the extent to which participants shared a kind 
of metaconsensus in the form of collective reasoning. Finally, I explore the implications 
of the findings for achieving deliberative democracy in the wider public sphere.

Revisiting Deliberative Ideals
Deliberative democracy stresses broad-scale participation in political decision-making 
and the activation of “citizenship” in determining outcomes. Ideally speaking, citizens 
are supposed to be willing to engage in “communicatively rational” discourse, free of 
strategic manipulation.11 For the individuals involved, this process requires an open 
mind, a spirit of reciprocity, and acceptance of the validity of others’ arguments.12 
Normative virtues ascribed to deliberation include the role of civic spiritedness, rather 
than narrow self-interest, in determining outcomes.13

One type of claim relating to the epistemic superiority of deliberative outcomes 
focuses upon the potential for group deliberation to overcome the problem of bounded 
rationality, where complexity of problems outweighs the cognitive capacities of the 
ordinary citizen.14 Group deliberation reduces the “cost” of acquiring information 
through information pooling15—or combining cognitive powers—in much the same 
way as multiple processors working in a series increases computing power.16 However, 
this analogy is based on a rigid notion of rationality that implies that there is a 
definitively “right” answer, independent of the normative dimension, which can be 
achieved through rational consensus.

The rational consensus ideal is widely criticized and ultimately unhelpful to delib-
erative theory. Indeed, in recent years some advocates of deliberative democracy have 
moved toward more empirically grounded accounts of deliberation.17 Dryzek and 
Niemeyer have argued for a more relaxed version of consensus—in the form of 
metaconsensus—in which intersubjective deliberation produces a situation involving 
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common agreement on important issue dimensions and legitimate possible outcomes, 
without necessarily agreeing on the exact outcome.18 More recently, I have added to 
metaconsensus the related concept of intersubjective consistency as an ideal delibera-
tive end.19 Intersubjective consistency occurs when individuals agree on the way in 
which reasons inform preferences; or, more precisely, when there is a consistent rela-
tionship between subjectivity and expressed preferences. I have argued elsewhere that 
intersubjective consistency is indicative of individuals not merely holding preferences, 
but understanding why they hold these preferences.20

Intersubjective consistency, which I will expand on below, tends to only emerge in 
circumstances where individuals are attentive to all the relevant reasons for and against 
an issue (which is a result of achieving metaconsensus).

This deliberative ideal contrasts dramatically with symbolic politics as described 
by Edelman.21 Symbolic politics begins with elites strategically using arguments that 
invoke particular symbols to manipulate outcomes in a public sphere that is dominated 
by political spin doctoring. Manipulation occurs in ostensibly democratic political 
systems where organized interests need at least tacit public approval to gain political 
legitimacy. Such manipulation is possible partly because of the disparity between the 
motivations of actors in the political sphere and the relative distance from the issues of 
citizens. Interests are motivated to act in the political sphere in order to secure particu-
lar outcomes.

Zaller rightly points out that symbolic manipulation—which he compares to the 
framing effect on choices—is not necessarily indicative of a hopelessly debased sys-
tem of democracy prone to systematic manipulation.22 It is only possible because those 
not directly affected by the issue have a relatively small incentive to consider it in any 
depth. Citizens operate as spectators to the parade of symbols on the political stage, 
unable or unwilling to check political claims against reality.23 Consequently, citizens 
“have unstable and inconsistent [policy] preferences, not firm ideological commit-
ments that would resist the blandishments of elites.”24 However, this is not to say that 
predeliberative citizens have no interest in issues whatsoever.25 The anxiety citizens 
hold about a “threatening and complex world” can make them susceptible to the parad-
ing of political symbols that reduce cognitive dissonance.26

As I will demonstrate using two contrasting case studies, deployment of symbols is 
not always an attempt to strategically manipulate. And not all symbols are necessarily 
manipulative. Edelman identifies two types of symbols: referential and condensation. 
Referential symbols are “economical ways of referring to objective elements in objects 
or situations” that help with logic and are widely, if not universally understood—such 
as numbers and statistics.27 Condensation symbols, by contrast, have an emotional con-
tent and can include “a name, word, phrase, or maxim which stirs vivid impressions 
involving the listener’s most basic values.”28 It is this latter form of symbol that has a 
distorting potential, because of diminished possibility of reality check against the con-
victions that can be invoked when they are entreated.

Although Edelman focuses on symbolic politics as a method of overt political 
manipulation through the invocation of condensation symbols, he does recognize the 
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potential for relatively autonomous processes of symbolic distortion, for example 
where the public projects its “psychic needs” as it makes demands of politicians and 
consumes sensationalized media reporting.29 When I refer to symbolic politics, I include 
all processes involving symbols that distort the public will, whether or not that distortion 
is intended.

The actual motivation that drives the use of symbols can vary from outright manipu-
lation to simply helping to make a point. Some deliberative democrats argue that sym-
bols, deployed as rhetorical devices, should be permissible under deliberative ideals.30 
Referential symbols are more obviously acceptable than condensation symbols, but as 
Dryzek notes, citing the example of Martin Luther King Jr., the use of emotive language 
can also lead individuals to question their own positions, promoting greater reflexivity.31 
For the purposes of the argument in this article, the important side of the symbolic 
political equation is not the intention behind the use of symbols, but the outcome that 
results from their deployment—the extent to which it results in a distorted public will. 
As I will demonstrate, such distortion is much more likely to occur in a nondeliberative 
public sphere.

This article argues that if symbolic politics is the disease, deliberation is the cure. 
Deliberation has an emancipatory effect, permitting citizens to develop a shared logic 
in relation to the issue at hand. It buffers against distortion by symbolic lines of argu-
ment because it makes salient the whole range of relevant arguments that are identified 
as part of a resulting metaconsensus. This shared logic reflects a more holistic view of 
the issue at hand—one that is more resilient to the vagaries of symbolic framing. I will 
demonstrate this effect using a number of related methods, which are outlined below.

Assessing Deliberative Outcomes
Investigating the impact of participation in deliberative mini-publics—which includes 
questioning whether the ideals described above have been achieved—involves utilizing 
a number of related methodologies that connect to a conceptualization of how the public 
will is formed and reformed. Figure 1 outlines this conceptualization, which also shows 
the corresponding methodologies at the bottom.

The left-hand side of Figure 1 represents subjectivity, which is understood in its 
broadest sense as the way in which the political issue at hand is understood within the 
public sphere. This includes all the assumptions, judgments, contentions, dispositions 
and capabilities that come into play on the issue. In most cases this involves linguistic 
representations, but it also potentially involves a wide array of sensory inputs: imagery, 
sound, etc. Together these inputs constitute the public sphere: a complex system, where 
contentions and ideas are formed and interact, represented in the figure by the intersect-
ing ripples.

One account of the way this complexity is dealt with can be found in “discursive 
psychology.” Understandings of the issue at hand can be seen through the lens of dis-
courses.32 These discourses are defined as a “shared set of capabilities,” which permit 
the complex arrange of discursive inputs into coherent wholes—sometimes referred to 
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as “story lines.”33 Discourses help with understanding in a parallel fashion to symbols 
described earlier; they assist cognition insofar as they enable the mind to process sen-
sory inputs into coherent accounts that can be shared in an intersubjective fashion.34 
They are meaningful and replicable; they can be communicated and understood. But it 
is not the case that the subjectivity of a given individual can be accounted for by a 
single discourse, as “most of us will fashion a complex subjectivity from participation 
in many discourses” as part of a multiple self.35

The analogy between symbols and discourses extends to different types of dis-
course. Referential symbols that are universally understood and aid comprehension of 
the world can be compared to discourses that relate to generalizable interests. All—or 
most—participants agree on the content of such discourses. “Protecting the environ-
ment is important” is an example of such a statement; it is universally understood, and 
it does not appeal to particularized interests. By contrast, symbolic discourses, as the 
term is used here, are related to condensation symbols, which have a strong emotional 
content that supports particularized interests to the exclusion of others. Their content 
may include claims that are putatively generalizable, but they are deployed strategically 
in order to distort ideal communication and achieve predefined outcomes. For example, 
environmentalists might appeal to a form of conservation discourse that is emotively 
focused on large charismatic animals, such as whales, in order to elicit support at the 
expense of equally pressing or more substantive concerns.

Figure 1. Conceptual model
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Where discourses comprise the subjective component of the conceptual model in 
Figure 1, the volitional component on the right-hand side relates to the actual choices 
we make, which are comprised of preferences. This approach does not ascribe to any 
particular conception of what is meant by a preference. It is simply an expression of 
choice that relates to an issue at hand, which leads to some course of action (usually 
in the form of a policy, in the case of mini-publics).

The middle column of the model represents the relationship between subjectivity 
and preferences under the heading “reasoning.” This involves a meta form of reason-
ing regarding the way in which discourses—which also embody reasons—map onto 
preferences. The mechanism is similar to that described by value-focused preferences; 
it works along the lines of “this is what I want and this is what I believe is the best 
approach to achieving it.”36 In this case, the mechanism works more along the lines of 
“this is how I see the world (issue at hand) and this is what I believe is the best approach 
for getting it to where I want it to be.”

Metaconsensus occurs to the extent that there is agreement within a group on the 
nature of the world (or more precisely, the issue at hand) and the nature of the choices 
that can be made.37 It also covers agreement on how subjectivity ought to map onto 
preferences. There are two different, but related, forms of this relationship. First, there 
is a relationship between particular discourses and particular preference positions. For 
example, if I subscribe to a “pro-life” discourse in relation to abortion, I might tend to 
be against legalization of the practice. The dashed arrows in the figure represent this 
relationship——which is never predetermined, but is discovered via observation and 
analysis. The second form of relationship, intersubjective consistency, is more relevant 
to the analysis that follows in this article. It involves an overall correlation between 
subjectivity and preferences relationship across the whole range of discourse elements 
and preferences, and is represented by the large arrow and proportional sign. The nature 
of the agreement can be characterized in the form of “we agree on the nature of the issue 
and the legitimacy of the relevant issue (discourse) components, even though we may 
not agree on the veracity of different claims; and we agree on how positions in relation 
to those claims map onto preferences regarding the outcomes that we would like to 
achieve.” In other words, we may not share our positions, but we do share the logic by 
which our subjective positions translate into preferences.

Intersubjective consistency is indicative of metaconsensus among the group to the 
extent that shared logic is only possible if agreement exists on what the important issues 
are and how beliefs about these issues translate into relevant courses of action—even if 
there is not actual consensus in relation to the preferred outcome.38 This metaconsensus 
is indicative of authentic group deliberation, as opposed to outcomes such as group-
think or group polarization.39 This is because consistency must be achieved across the 
whole range of subjectivity (measured in the form of responses to Q statements, see 
below) and preference options, or that subset of options that form the group metacon-
sensus. This process of reasoning is a fundamentally discursive property.40 It requires 
that all individuals recognize and evaluate a wide variety of relevant issues rather than 
intuitive guessing, heuristics that reinforce preexisting biases, or the privileging of 
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particularized interests that are made salient by the emotional appeal of their symbolic 
content.

Overall, the model describes a situation where the public will is formed discursively. 
Discourses frame the understanding of the issue, and preferences follow. To understand 
the difference between predeliberative and deliberative will-formation, the actual con-
tent of these discourses—and the relationship between them and preferences—needs to 
be understood pre- and postdeliberation. The analysis as a whole helps to determine 
whether a particular discourse is generalizable or symbolic and distorting. Understanding 
the content of the discourse by itself is not enough to establish its symbolic nature or 
otherwise—although it does provide a clue, as in the whale conservation example. It is 
necessary to examine changes to the impact of the discourse, as well as its role in pref-
erence formation and how this changes postdeliberation. The methods used to identify 
these discourses, obtain preferences, and establish the relationship between them are 
outlined below.

Empirical Methods: Identifying Discourses
The identification of discourses and exploration of subjectivity utilizes Q methodology, 
which is an established approach for exploring political behavior.41 The methodology 
involves drawing a sample of statements relevant to the issue or phenomenon under 
study to implement as a “Q sort.” In most cases, statements are drawn from actual dia-
logue across a wide range of sources—interviews, mass media, parliamentary records, 
and so on. A representative sample of statements is drawn from this larger pool to com-
prise the Q statement set, usually numbering between forty and sixty statements.

Obtaining the actual data in the form of a Q sort from participants’ pre- and post-
deliberation involves “sorting” the set of statements along a scale (in this case from 
“most agree” to “most disagree”) using a quota system, where participants distribute 
(rank) statements along a predetermined grid. For the studies reported in this article there 
were eleven columns representing relative level of agreement. The shape of the grid 
approximates a normal distribution; there are a smaller number of statements that could 
be allocated in the “most agree” and “most disagree” columns, and the greatest number 
of statements could be allocated to the middle column.42 The resulting data comprises an 
array of responses to the statements, which for the examples cited below range between 
5 for most-agree statements to –5 for most-disagree.

The Q sorts are then analyzed using inverted factor analysis to produce the basic 
materials for the interpretation of discourses. The factor analysis itself involves using 
individuals as variables and the statements as the population.43 Usually, a relatively 
small number of discourses (less than six) are identified, depending on the amount of 
variation among individual Q sorts, reflecting the number of coherent discourses that 
exist in relation to the issue.44

The raw materials used to interpret each discourse comprise an array of factor scores, 
which represent the typical response to each of the statements under that discourse. 
These “typical” responses to the statements are interpreted together to build an overall 
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picture of what that discourse represents. The extent to which individuals concur with 
a particular discourse is indicated by their factor loading, which is analogous to a cor-
relation coefficient where a “1” denotes complete agreement and a “–1” complete 
disagreement with a particular discourse.

Preference Ranking
The preference option survey is implemented pre- and postdeliberation at the same 
time as the Q sorts. The preference options involve policy choices regarding what 
should be done about the issue being deliberated. Ideally, the choices will relate to 
actions that would be implemented (by a decision maker). In some cases, as for the 
Fremantle Bridge case study below, the task of the deliberative forum is to deliberate 
prior to repeating a “voting” exercise that involves ranking the preferred options—
usually between four and nine of them—using a simple preference ordering from 
“most preferred” (which is given a ranking of “1”) through to “least preferred.” It is 
the results of these voting exercises that are used to analyze preferences. Where this is 
not the case, for example in citizens’ juries such as the Bloomfield Track example below, 
which usually produce a series of recommendations, a set of relevant policy options is 
developed and implemented as separate pre- and postdeliberation surveys, the latter of 
which is independent of—but related to—the outcome of deliberation.

Analyzing “Reasoning”: The Relationship  
between Subjectivity and Preference
The main approach for exploring the relationship between subjectivity and preference 
is that of intersubjective consistency. Intersubjective consistency is obtained by using 
the raw data (Q sorts and policy preference rankings) and correlating pairs of individuals 
to examine the degree of agreement at the subjective level, relating to the nature of the 
issue, and at the preference level, relating to the preferred policy outcome. Intersubjective 
consistency is achieved when individuals who agree on the subjective level also 
agree on preferred policy outcomes, and visa versa. If all possible combinations of pairs 
are plotted, with subjective agreement on the x-axis and preference agreement on the 
y-axis, the extent of consistency is observed by the relationship between the two types 
of agreement in the form of a positively sloped regression.

Interpreting Results
Together, the different forms of data and analyses described above provide clues about 
how well the public will is being expressed. The presence of symbolic discourses will 
tend to have a distorting effect, encouraging particularized thinking, which works 
against achieving metaconsensus and reduces the observable level of intersubjective 
consistency. But it is only really possible to identify the symbolic effect once it has 
been overcome by deliberation. Thus, I might suspect a conservation discourse that 
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emphasizes whales as potentially symbolic, but I can only confirm this to be the case if 
authentic deliberation has established a metaconsensus that either dissipates this par-
ticularized concern or relegates it among a wider range of concerns, which were pre-
deliberatively crowded out by the distortion of will formation by its symbolic potency. 
This type of symbolic discourse, if it is symbolic, should decline during deliberation 
because it relies on forgoing the process of checking claims, symbolic or otherwise, 
against other potential claims—a process that characterizes authentic deliberation—and 
the realities that symbols are supposed to represent. By contrast, a discourse that embod-
ies generalizable interests will tend to survive deliberation because, by definition, it 
contains claims that should withstand deliberative scrutiny as being acceptable to all. 
Even if not all individuals wholeheartedly subscribe to the content of a discourse that 
embodies generalizable interests, they will not be emphatically against it. The existence 
of such a discourse is fully compatible with the group metaconsensus because all indi-
viduals accept the legitimacy of its claims.

It is important to note that not all discourses can be neatly categorized as symbolic 
or generalizable. Generalizable interests as described by Dryzek are theoretically neat, 
but empirically messy. A common-good argument is generalizable—for example, uni-
versal access to food and shelter—but such claims can also be discursively combined 
with other arguments or deployed strategically and/or co-opted by a symbolic claim; 
for example, a generalizable concern for the environment can be distorted by a particu-
larized and symbolic concern about whales. And some claims may be neither general-
izable nor symbolic, such as a pragmatic call for more evidence regarding the role of 
whales in ecosystems. In the examples that follow, the discourses tend to operate along 
a continuum between symbolic and generalizable, depending on their content. But we 
are most interested in those discourses that can be most strongly characterized as gen-
eralizable or symbolic. As will be seen, these types of discourses play the greatest role 
in reshaping public will during deliberation.

The analysis of public will using the approach described above has revealed a 
remarkable regularity in the type of transformations observed across a wide variety of 
forms of deliberative mini-publics involving different deliberative designs, issues, and 
institutional settings in different countries. Reporting on all of them would involve far 
more space than is available here.45 Instead, discussion is limited to two case studies 
that clearly demonstrate the transformative effect of deliberation: the Bloomfield 
Track citizens’ jury and the Fremantle Bridge deliberative survey.

Case Study 1: The Bloomfield Track
The first case study concerns a four-day citizens’ jury conducted on the issue of the 
Bloomfield Track. The track itself is a controversial road located in the Daintree region 
in the tropical northeast of Australia—a region famed for the unique convergence of 
a remnant tropical rainforest and a coral reef. Historically, the issue has been marked by 
a lack of public participation and bitter contestation between political interests. Constructed 
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during the mid 1980s amid controversy, the track remains a largely unsurfaced road, 
thirty kilometers in length, which passes through high-value rainforest. Its crudeness 
reflects its mode of construction: a single bulldozer negotiated both difficult terrain 
and protesters, who were sometimes buried up to their necks in the ground to impede 
construction. The track is plagued by an unstable surface in a region where annual 
rainfall is measured in meters. The status of the Bloomfield Track has ever since been 
implacably stuck in an unsustainable status quo.

Though it was ostensibly constructed to provide access to isolated communities, the 
actual driving force behind the construction of the Bloomfield Track was a power strug-
gle between two levels of government. The Queensland State government wanted to 
invite a showdown with a proenvironmental federal government.46 Advocates of the 
Bloomfield Track have historically used colorful rhetoric to make their case.47 The most 
successful arguments concern the need for Bloomfield residents to enjoy access to their 
isolated properties; this argument continues to retain a strong air of legitimacy amidst 
the remnants of a “frontier” Queensland culture with an entrenched individual rights 
ethos.48 When paraded as a political symbol it is a difficult normative claim to deny.49

Those who oppose the road have often focused on similarly dramatic claims, mainly 
concerning environmental damage. At the time of construction, opponents invoked 
highly emotive symbols, such as describing the intrusion of road works into a signifi-
cant wilderness area known as “where the rainforest meets the reef.”50 These arguments 
were those most represented by the local media—though this distortion in media cover-
age may not have been intentional.51 As a result, pictures of pristine rainforest “ruined” 
by bulldozers dominated the campaign. The most symbolically potent weapon of envi-
ronmentalists was the potential damage to the onshore reefs by sediment run-off from 
the Bloomfield Track.

It is a testament to the power of symbolic politics that these discursive battle lines 
persisted in the public domain, and even after fifteen years the issue remained polarized. 
As will be seen below, this polarization sustains the status quo against the potential 
outcomes decided under the deliberative ideal.

The Bloomfield Track Citizens’ Jury
The Bloomfield Track Citizens’ Jury was conducted independently to investigate the 
processes whereby preferences are transformed during deliberation.52 To maximize 
the possibility of authentic deliberation, the deliberative design itself was intensive. 
To this end, it was comprised of only twelve participants, who were selected on a random 
stratified basis out of responses to two thousand recruitment letters distributed through-
out the far north of Queensland. Participants were asked to consider recommendations 
regarding the future management of the Bloomfield track under the guidance of a facili-
tator over four days: one day of preparation and site inspection; two days of information-
gathering during which witness presentations were given; and a final day of deliberation 
and report-writing.
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Deliberative Transformation: Bloomfield Track

We now turn to the transformative effect of the citizens’ jury: beginning with prefer-
ences, the facilitator presented five policy options to participants immediately before 
and after deliberation:

Bituminize Upgrade the road by sealing with bitumen.
Upgrade Upgrade the road to a dirt road suitable for conventional vehicles.
Stabilize  Stabilize specific trouble spots, such as steep slopes, on the road 

but leave it as a 4WD track.
Status Quo Maintain the road in its current condition as a 4WD track.
Close  Close the road and rehabilitate it.

The resulting preference rankings are shown in Table 1. Two features are worth noting. 
First, aggregate ranking changed considerably, each deliberative stage producing a 
dramatically different outcome (shown as the highlighted option). Stabilization was the 
predeliberative winner. Closure rose from least-preferred before deliberation to become a 
clear postdeliberative winner.53 Second, there was a strong convergence in preference 
toward a single consensus position, but a significant level of dissensus remained.

Clearly preferences changed. But this in itself is not enough to demonstrate an ideal 
deliberative transformation; it is necessary to know why they changed.54 In the first 
instance, this involves looking at the four discourses relevant to the issue. These 
are summarized in Figure 2, using spheres that contain representative statements 

Table 1. Pre- and Postdeliberative Preference Ranks

Predeliberation Postdeliberation

Juror* Bituminize Upgrade Stabilize
Status 
Quo Close Bituminize Upgrade Stabilize

Status 
Quo Close

ADV 5 4 3 2 1 5 4 3 1 2
ASW 4 3 1 2 5 5 4 3 1 2
BOA 5 3 1 2 4 5 4 2 3 1
JAN 1 4 3 2 5 5 4 3 2 1
JUL 2 1 3 4 5 5 3 1 2 4
KEI 4 3 2 1 5 5 3 1 2 4
KOD 2 5 1 4 3 4 5 2 3 1
MAT 5 4 2 1 3 5 4 3 2 1
PEA 4 3 2 1 5 5 4 3 2 1
RAS 4 3 1 2 5 5 4 3 2 1
SNO 1 2 3 4 5 5 4 3 1 2
TAM 2 5 3 4 1 5 4 3 2 1
Aggregate  

Rank  
(Borda)

3 4 1 2 5 5 4 3 2 1

*Abbreviations are based on pseudonyms chosen by participants to protect their identity.
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paraphrased from the Q statements (with the corresponding statement number shown 
in brackets; the complete set of Q statements and factor scores can be found in Table 3 
in the appendix). Where a statement is associated with more than one discourse, it is 
shown in the overlap between the spheres. There is one consensus statement (24) that 
is shown in the center of the figure, where all four discourses overlap.

The first discourse, Preservation, represents a kind of “enfranchisement of nature” 
position described by Goodin.55 It is a holistic discourse that reflects longer-term 
thinking and a recognition of the complex interconnections between human actions, 
environmental consequences, and, ultimately, impacts on society. It is particularly 
sensitive to the incremental impacts associated with the road, which were not well 
captured in the discourses in the broader public sphere—particularly among traditional 
media outlets.

A second discourse, Pragmatism, is strongly correlated to Preservation, but is more 
conservative in orientation, requiring a greater burden of evidence before conceding 
any particular course of action.

The third discourse, Optimism, resonates with a form of technocentrism56 that is 
related to the social history of the region, which has been characterized by pioneering 

Figure 2. Factor description: the Bloomfield Track*

*Statements are paraphrased, with relevant statement numbers shown in brackets.
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and developmentalism. Here, technological optimism suggests that progress, particu-
larly in the form of roads, yields benefits for both the environment and humans.57 Not 
surprisingly, Optimists tended to favor upgrading the Bloomfield Track.

The final discourse, Symbolism—which is labeled as such because of the conden-
sation symbols that it embodies—pertains more directly to the prevailing political 
discourse surrounding the Bloomfield Track issue, embodying the more sensationalist 
claims made in the local media.58 Individuals associated with this position tended to 
focus on two symbolic claims in particular—that of damage to reef and community 
access—and they sought mechanisms through which to resolve this dissonance. Preference 
positions associated with this discourse tended to be less stable, shifting from closure, 
which would to address the reef issue, to bituminization, which would reduce runoff 
and improve community access.

Of all the discourses, the deliberative process had the most profound impact on 
Symbolism, which dissipated altogether after beginning as the second strongest dis-
course (beginning with an average factor loading of 0.26, with half the participants 
significantly loaded; and no significant loadings following deliberation). Optimism 
declined slightly (average factor loading decreasing from 0.20 to 0.15). Pragmatism 
increased during deliberation (0.25 to 0.34), but not significantly. Preservation, by con-
trast, was the strongest discourse throughout the process, with an average factor loading 
of 0.59 both before and after deliberation, and with eleven of the twelve participants 
significantly loaded at both stages.

Preservation is arguably a generalizable discourse, both in terms of content and the 
level of agreement attached to it. The preexisting consensus regarding Preservation 
might seem counterintuitive. A commonly held perception, inspired by a behavioral 
perspective of human action, is that in general the public does not hold views that are 
consistent with an ecological imperative. The reasoning goes that people do not act 
ecologically; therefore, they must not hold ecological views. Yet, clearly an idealized 
form of ecological thinking was widely accepted before deliberation, even if its influ-
ence on the choices made at the time might seem dubious in retrospect.

This underlying (ecological) consensus can also be demonstrated using the average 
correlation between participant Q sorts. Figure 3 plots the correlation between all com-
binations of pairs of individuals for both their Q sorts (subjective position) along the 
x-axis and correlations between their preference orderings along the y-axis for both the 
predeliberative (LHS) and postdeliberative (RH) data. The figure shows the subjective 
consensus was always high, and increased only marginally from 0.45 to 0.52 during 
deliberation. By contrast, consensus on preferences (horizontal line) increased dra-
matically from 0.13 to 0.72.

The regression lines in Figure 3 indicate the nature of the shared logic (intersubjec-
tive consistency) within the group. They show a dramatic improvement. This greater 
consistency suggests that after deliberation individuals began to construct their prefer-
ence positions in accordance with their subjective positions in an intersubjectively 
shared manner. Before deliberation no such relationship existed.
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It turns out that the key to explaining the predeliberative situation is the distorting 
influence of the non-Preservationist discourses, Symbolism in particular. Predeliberative 
Symbolists also tended to be Preservationists. But not all Preservationists were Symbolists, 
and those individuals were the ones who favored road closure. Only after Symbolism 
dissipated did all those in agreement with Preservationism favor closure. Prior to delib-
eration, Symbolism, which was a direct product of the prevailing political discourse, 
had a distorting impact on preferences. In other words, deliberation emancipated par-
ticipants from the manipulatory impacts of the Symbolism discourse, freeing them to 
thereafter base their preferences on Preservation, which heretofore had not been able 
to find full expression in the distorted public sphere.

Three interrelated processes contributed to this effect. First, deliberation provided 
the impetus for participants to think about the issue. Beforehand, their preferences 
tended to be premised on fairly casual analyses of symbolic cues from sources with an 
eye to very particular interests. Second, the information provided during the process 
directly challenged symbolic claims. Finally, the process of deliberation smoothed the 
path to nonsymbolic preferences by assisting the participants in grappling with issues 
of significant complexity, about which their assessments and conclusions then became 
comparably sophisticated.

r  = 0.74
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Figure 3. Pre- and postintersubjective consistency: the Bloomfield Track
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For the purposes of this discussion the focus is on the dispelling of distorting 
symbolic myths. During deliberation many of the existing symbolic arguments tended 
to be dispelled in the face of the evidence. But it is important to stress that information 
alone did not do the trick. Ideal deliberation requires that individuals be active 
receivers of information—to be “switched on” and display judgment in considering 
arguments through mutual understanding, even in the absence of agreement.

This effect is perhaps best encapsulated by “central” and “peripheral” routes to atti-
tude formation, which Petty and Cacioppo described.59 People may arrive at positions 
via peripheral routes, such as taking cognitive shortcuts or arriving at “top-of-the-head” 
conclusions or simply following the lead of others believed to hold similar attitudes or 
values.60 Where peripheral shortcuts are employed, people may form positions based on 
partial information or incomplete information and inconsistent logic. By contrast, central 
routes to the development of attitudes involve the application of more deliberate effort in 
a way that is more akin to the reflective deliberative ideal.

Take, for example, the claim that the road would damage the onshore reef.61 Before 
deliberation, many of the participants who were concerned about the environmental 
impact of the road supported the argument that the road would kill the reef because 
of the large amount of sediment that would be produced by runoff. But it was a weak 
argument. No actual evidence that this would be the case had ever been found. Yet 
many were prepared to believe it because of their intuition that the road was bad for 
the environment—an example of peripheral processing. Environmentally concerned 
groups argued vehemently that this damage would occur, as they often do in cases 
where their overall concern encourages them to take shortcuts and invoke symbols—
such as direct damage to an area “where the rainforest meets the reef”—to impress upon 
a public that may not otherwise be willing to act.62

Although the reef-damage argument was comprehensively dispelled by scientific 
evidence presented to participants, apart from two firm Pragmatists, participants’ envi-
ronmental concerns did not abate. To the contrary, their concerns tended to intensify as 
they developed a deeper understanding of the strong arguments regarding the envi-
ronmental impact of the road: its contribution to increased traffic flow, the knock-on 
effect of increased pressure to build a bridge over the Daintree River (where vehicular 
flow is currently restricted by the need to cross by ferry), and the increased likelihood 
that privately held rainforest parcels would more likely be developed—in what is now 
a World Heritage area—as access to road and other services increased.

Ordinarily, it is difficult for such arguments to get traction in the public sphere. These 
arguments require central routes of cognitive processing, working through the arguments 
that citizens do not ordinarily engage with unless they have a particular interest in doing 
so. But if motivation to do so improves, as it does when groups engage in deliberation, 
central processing involving strong arguments is more likely to occur.63

Moreover, motivated deliberators are more likely to cut through weak (symbolic) 
arguments. In this case, participants directly challenged one such argument—that the 
road was needed for community access—when a presenter invoked it; they had worked 
out for themselves that an alternative inland route had already been upgraded, affording 
similar travel times to major centers.
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The Fremantle Bridge Case Study

The Bloomfield Track case study demonstrates the emancipatory nature of delibera-
tion where issue complexity combined with emotive condensation symbols make it all 
too easy to manipulate citizens’ preferences. But not all manipulation need be overt. 
The case study of the Fremantle Bridge shows how the distortion of public will is 
possible, even in the absence of strategic manipulation. In such cases deliberation also 
plays an important emancipatory role.

The Fremantle Traffic Bridge across the Swan River in Western Australia is one of 
two important road traffic links between Fremantle and the Perth metropolitan area. Its 
present condition has deteriorated so much that it needs to be either upgraded or 
replaced. The bridge was constructed in 1939 and upgraded in 1974. This upgrade had 
an estimated lifespan of thirty years.

In order to decide the future of the bridge, the Western Australian state government 
embarked on a large-scale community engagement process. The overall objective was 
to identify the public’s views and preferences about six proposed solutions. The Main 
Roads department, which is responsible for the bridge, identified the following safety 
and engineering issues: risk collision by river vessels; structural integrity of the 
bridge; and road-user safety. River navigation was impeded by both the low level of river 
clearance afforded by the bridge and its misalignment with a nearby railway bridge. The 
bridge’s narrow width and poor provision for pedestrians and cyclists threatened road-
user safety.

By contrast, the issues that excited some residents in the region reflected less prag-
matic concerns. These included the heritage significance of the bridge, the conservation 
of the Swan River, and concerns of the indigenous Noongar people, for whom the river 
is an important cultural symbol.

All of these issues played out in the public sphere. Conflict was neither as entrenched 
nor as protracted as the Bloomfield Track. But there were passionate advocates, par-
ticularly interest groups concerned about the loss of the bridge’s heritage value, who 
argued for its retention. However, this desire directly clashed with the safety, transport, 
and navigation issues. It is against this background that the deliberative survey was 
commissioned.

Fremantle Bridge Deliberative Survey
The deliberative survey consisted of a one-day forum that involved approximately 
two hundred residents drawn from a random sample of six thousand responses to a 
community survey implemented in Fremantle and the wider city of Perth. A random 
subsample of fifty was surveyed, using the extension of Q method described above. 
The forum itself was a one-day process in which participants considered their pre-
ferred options for the bridge. Participants were distributed among twenty-five tables 
(approximately eight to ten per table). During the process they learned about different 
viewpoints through a series of “expert” presentations by representatives from the 
community, industry, and government.
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Networked computers enabled small-group discussions to be linked together. Inputs 
generally came from the consensus of the table as a whole, except where there were 
strongly held minority views, in which case these minority views were reported along-
side the consensus. The table computers were connected to a team of six “themers” who 
worked in pairs to identify themes and questions as they emerged. The output from the 
themers was broadcast onto a large screen behind the stage. One of the main outputs 
was in the form of questions or concerns to be put to the panels for their responses.

The overall aim of the process was to give participants the opportunity to consider 
information provided by the presentations, deliberate in small groups to determine out-
standing issues and questions, and to listen to responses. There was no attempt to try to 
reach participant consensus.

Deliberative Outcomes: Fremantle Bridge
Turning now to the actual outcomes, a preference survey was administered immediately 
before and after the deliberative process. The main component of the survey involved 
rating six options, which ranged from minimalist solutions (repairing the existing 
bridge), to the major construction of a new “statement” bridge, to building a new bridge 
and retaining the old one:

Repair  Retain existing bridge, but replace the navigation 
spans and deteriorated components.

Repair and widen  Retain existing bridge, but replace the navigation 
spans and deteriorated components and incorporate 
bridge widening.

New bridge,   Construct a new standard bridge next to the current 
retain section  bridge, leaving a section of the existing bridge as a 

 heritage and recreation site.
New statement bridge,   Construct a new bridge that is a major
retain section entry statements for Fremantle, leaving a section

 of the existing bridge as a heritage recreation site.
New bridge plus old  Construct a new standard bridge and 
cyclist bridge  retain the existing bridge as a pedestrian/cyclist facility.
New bridge, retain old  Construct a new two-lane standard bridge and retain 

the existing bridge as a two-lane bridge with improved 
pedestrian/cyclist facilities.

The aggregate changes in rank for individual options were relatively small, at least 
compared to the Bloomfield Track case. However, there were substantial changes that 
are not well illuminated by simply looking at aggregations. A better way to look at the 
data for the purposes here involves performing the same sort of inverted factor analysis 
as performed in Q methodology. Doing so produced three relevant preference positions 
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(factors), which are summarized in terms of the typical preference ordering for each 
factor (factor scores) in Table 2.

Preference factor 1 is strongly in favor of building some sort of new bridge. This 
contrasts with the second preference factor, which is strongly in favor of a statement 
bridge, but sanguine about the possibility of retaining and repairing the old one. The 
third factor represents a position favoring retaining the old bridge in some form, pre-
ferring options that maintain its heritage value.

Loadings on factor 1 increased significantly during deliberation from an average of 
0.32 to 0.61. Factors 2 and 3, by contrast, were fairly static. Pre- and postdeliberative 
loadings for factor 2 were 0.20 increasing to 0.26; and factor 3 from 0.16 to 0.13. From 
these changes it can be seen that there was a shift in sentiment in favor of constructing 
a new bridge. There was some preference for maintaining a part of the old bridge for 
its heritage value, but the emphasis increasingly turned to functionality.

This functional turn is reflected in changes to the discourses that were observed 
from the factor analysis of Q sorts. In brief, the discourses that emerged from the 
analysis include:

Safety and Efficiency: Focused on the development of a safe, efficient, modern 
and long-lasting bridge.

Heritage Priority: Focused on heritage issues with an emphasis on indigenous 
heritage.

Conditional Alteration: Interested in possible alteration after adequate consider-
ation of the issues.

Alternative Transport: Concerned with issues such as cyclists’ safety with an 
emphasis on economically feasible solution.

The factors themselves are schematically represented in Figure 4. A complete set of 
factor scores is provided in Table 4 in the appendix.

As for preferences, the discursive transformation was not as strong as the Bloomfield 
Track case study. Here the biggest change involved an increase in agreement with the 
largest predeliberative discourse (Safety and Efficiency) from 0.33 average factor 

Table 2. Preference Factor Scores: Fremantle Bridge

Option Description
Preference 

factor 1
Preference 

factor 2
Preference 

factor 3

Option 1 Repair 6 4 2
Option 2 Repair and widen 5 3 3
Option 3 New bridge, retain section 4 1 4
Option 4 New statement bridge, retain section 1 2 5
Option 5 New bridge plus old cyclist bridge 2 5 1
Option 6 New bridge, retain old 3 6 6
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loading to 0.48 following deliberation. The other relatively large movement was a 
decrease in Heritage Priority from 0.23 to 0.13.64

Analysis of the overall changes reveals a shift away from Heritage Policy with 
much of this resulting in a migration toward Safety and Efficiency. In other words, we 
see a movement away from concern about heritage issues in favor of more pragmatic 
concerns about public safety and efficiency. This movement does not quite reflect a 
dissipation of manipulative symbolic politics in the same way as it did in the case of 
the Bloomfield Track. Advocates of keeping the old bridge did appeal to heritage, 
which had the same effect as a symbolic issue, but in this case the argument was genu-
inely felt and able to be checked against reality.

The symbolic nature of the heritage issue is only fully revealed in comparison to 
the postdeliberative outcome of the deliberative survey. And it is a relatively smaller 
impact than for the Bloomfield Track case study. This can be seen in Figure 5, which 
shows pre- and postdeliberative intersubjective consistency. Prior to deliberation, the 
overall relationship between subjectivity and preferences was much greater than for the 
Bloomfield Track, in this case 0.34 for all individuals in the study.65 The relationship 
did improve during deliberation, reaching 0.70, but the overall change was not as dramatic 
as for the Bloomfield Track.

Figure 4. Factor description diagram: Fremantle Bridge
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However, the impact of the Heritage Priority discourse becomes clearer when those 
individuals who are significantly associated with it (using factor loadings) are looked 
at separately from the others. This is done in Figure 5, where all pairs of individuals 
not loaded on Heritage Priority before deliberation are plotted separately from those 
combinations of pairs where one individual is loaded significantly on Heritage Priority, 
and separately again from those pairs of individuals who are both loaded on Heritage 
Priority. Before deliberation, it was clear that intersubjective consistency was much 
higher within the Non-Heritage group (0.38) than the Heritage–Non-Heritage pairs 
(0.18). And the Heritage pairs actually had a negative relationship (–0.14). After delib-
eration, all sets of pairs were strongly intersubjectively consistent (0.79, 0.48, and 
0.32, respectively). It is important to note that the postdeliberative figures relate to 
those same individuals who were significantly associated with Heritage Priority before 
deliberation, even if they no longer agreed with that position. Before deliberation, 
there were thirteen individuals significantly loaded on the Heritage Priority discourse; 
after deliberation this decreased to eight individuals.66

If we look at only those individuals who were still associated with Heritage Priority 
after deliberation, it turns out that both the pre- and postdeliberative intersubjective 
correlations are higher. For Heritage–Non-Heritage Pairs the values are 0.29 and 0.53 
pre- and postdeliberation respectively; and for Heritage pairs the values are 0.22 and 
0.50. From this it appears that these true believers, who remained in agreement with 
Heritage Priority, were individuals who began the deliberative process with relatively 
well-developed positions—at least compared to those who dropped Heritage Priority 

Figure 5. Pre- and postdeliberative intersubjective consistency: Fremantle Bridge
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during deliberation. It is these latter individuals who appeared to display symbolic 
political behavior in relation to the heritage issue where, before deliberation, casual 
observation of the issue in the public sphere made this dimension more salient: not 
least because it is easier to grasp, being conducive to peripheral processing.

And as it turns out, these individuals were also less likely to actually live near 
the bridge; for those who did, the reality of the issues embodied in Safety and Efficiency 
were far more salient from the outset, apart from the smaller group of die-hard 
individuals for whom Heritage remained paramount. For those who did not hold a 
strong commitment to Heritage, beyond its intuitive appeal, the deliberative process 
made salient those more practical issues that were otherwise crowded out by the heri-
tage issue prior to deliberation.67

These changes occurred not because the deliberative process deemphasized Heritage 
Priority, so much as that it synthesized the wider concerns reflected in Safety and 
Efficiency into participant evaluations, particularly for that group of participants that 
had only thought about heritage before deliberation because it was intuitively appealing, 
with its strong emotive content and symbolic potential. It took a deliberative process 
to decouple these participants from symbolic positions to positions that reflected 
more the sort of broad rationality described by Elster or “deliberative” positions 
described by deliberative ideals.68 There was an emancipatory effect, but unlike the 
Bloomfield Track example, the predeliberative situation was not a product of overt 
manipulation of political symbols. It was merely a case of some individuals taking 
shortcuts before deliberation in forming their positions, based on a particular argument 
that was emotive, easy to comprehend, and relatively easy to articulate.

The Emancipatory Effect
Both case studies reported above involved a move from a situation where symbolic con-
cerns played a distorting role before deliberation to one where individuals were emanci-
pated to consider the issue across a wider range of considerations on more equal terms. 
Before deliberation, symbolic claims tended to crowd out other concerns that were either 
acknowledged but not acted upon (in the case of Preservationism for the Bloomfield 
Track) or were nonsalient because they were less likely to gain traction in the prevailing 
public sphere (in the case of Safety and Efficiency for the Fremantle Bridge). Whether a 
discourse is symbolic depends on the content of the discourse and upon its actual 
impact on the development of positions. The actual nature of symbolic politics varies. 
The Bloomfield Track Symbolism discourse contained a number of claims that were 
made strategically, with the express desire to invoke a symbolic response. In the 
Fremantle Bridge case study, the Heritage Priority discourse embodied a claim regard-
ing the heritage of the Fremantle Bridge that exhibited characteristics of symbolic 
politics, not because it was intentionally manipulatory, but because it had crowded out 
other concerns that became legitimated by the deliberative process. In both cases, the final 
outcome reflected a greater level of integrative thinking across the range of relevant issues, 
once individuals were liberated from the effect of distorting symbols, whose claims only 
had a chance to be checked against reality in the context of a deliberative process.
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Lessons for Deliberative Democracy

The results of the two case studies in this article suggest that deliberation does not 
fundamentally change individuals or inculcate a sense of moral duty. The particular 
values that prevailed in both issues were always present (and measurable), even if 
they were latent in expressed preferences. Before deliberation, most participants 
believed they were acting in the public interest,69 but good intentions alone are not 
sufficient to formulate civic-minded preferences. Predeliberative preferences were 
more strongly influenced by discourses associated with symbolic politics. Following 
deliberation, symbolic cues reduced the “cost” of arriving at a decision,70 but the cogni-
tive shortcut resulted in positions that did not properly reflect participants’ overall 
subjectivity.

Before deliberation, symbolic politics—or at least the mere presence of potent 
symbols—distorted participants’ preferences. This process may be manipulative and 
overt, as in the case of the Bloomfield Track, or incidental, as in the case of the Fremantle 
Bridge. Deliberation successfully corrected the influence of symbolic politics because it 
provided both the incentive and the means to develop positions on an intersubjective set 
of recognized issues that extended beyond the narrow set of unhelpful symbolic ones. The 
mechanism whereby this occurred did not so much involve changing incentive structures, 
as predicted by institutional rational choice.71 Rather, it changed the decision pathway 
from a casual understanding of emotionally appealing content to a deeper understanding 
that allowed participants to better express their own subjectivity. The change was as 
much a function of stripping away the impact of symbolic arguments as it was due to 
participants’ increased ability and willingness to deal with issue complexity. This 
suggests that the transformative effect might be more easily replicated in the wider 
public sphere than is ordinarily supposed.

The Potential for Deliberative Democracy
In a sense, there is nothing particularly surprising in the results discussed here. It has 
been repeatedly demonstrated that, in contrast to the persisting Schumpeterian asser-
tion regarding “primitive citizens,” citizens do have the right stuff to make democracy 
work.72 However, Schumpeter is at least partly correct—citizens often do become 
primitive when they enter the political field. But this is largely due to the nature of 
politics that they encounter, characterized by a parade of emotive issues and symbolic 
cues propagated by both elites and mass media in the public sphere. The evidence 
presented in this article suggests that politics as usual is the illness, and deliberative 
democracy can provide a cure.

The potential for citizen transformation looks promising, but transforming a 
corrupted public sphere remains challenging. Walton prescribes greater engage-
ment by citizens in political dialogue as a remedy.73 However, simply encouraging 
greater engagement in politics may be too weak a cure for the prevailing political 
disease. Goodin and Dryzek provide a reality check for how, in many states, the 
impact of mini-publics is limited.74 But the analysis in this article shows that the 
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symptoms of the disease are real. The public will is, in many cases, not being 
expressed in ways that reflect the underlying subjective desires of citizens. Because 
of this, deliberative democracy should not be seen as a high-minded attempt to 
implement unobtainable ideals, but rather as a solution to the undemocratic distor-
tion of citizens’ desires.

Mini-publics may act as a guide for wider public opinion, as demonstrated by the 
example of the British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly on electoral reform. The outcome 
of the assembly was a proposal for a system of single transferable vote. When this was 
subsequently put to referendum, a large number of citizens voted “yes”; they trusted 
assembly members’ judgments, because they were people like themselves. This case 
leads Warren to suggest a trust-based role for mini-publics, where citizens can trust the 
outcomes because people just like them produced them.75 If the mini-public voted for 
single, transferable voting system, then citizens can trust their judgment that this is the 
best option for electoral reform.

This seems promising on the face of it. However, the analysis of symbolic manipu-
lation suggests caution, depending on the type of information that is being communi-
cated by the mini-public. A danger exists that reliance upon simple conclusions by 
mini-publics shortchanges the decisions made by the rest of the public, which may end 
up going along with decisions that do not reflect its underlying will. If the information 
communicated is merely the end result in the form of aggregate preferences—such as 
“the mini-public arrived at conclusion ‘x’”—then the public is being asked to trust too 
much in that mini-public’s decisions. It may actually perpetuate the circumstances 
that are conducive to the symbolic distortion of public will. If they want to avoid 
this distortion, citizens need to be attentive and adopt a skeptical disposition toward 
potentially symbolic claims, taking into account the range of relevant issues as part of 
a metaconsensus.

Another important reason not to emphasize aggregate preferences is that it creates 
an epistemic expectation that many mini-publics may not be able to meet. There is an 
assumption (often implicit) that a well-run mini-public is capable of providing the defin-
itive answer to a particular policy problem. This might be true for a particular type of 
mini-public that includes the time, information resources, and deliberativeness ade-
quate for proper deliberation on a relatively straightforward issue. However, at least 
some processes, if not many, will fall short of these basic necessities. There is limited 
empirical evidence available that suggests small variations to deliberative designs can in 
fact produce different outcomes.76 Even worse is the possibility that a mini-public might 
be manipulated to produce a particular outcome.

However, this does not mean that mini-publics—even less-than-ideal ones—cannot 
contribute to political decision making. Although aggregate outcomes may vary, what 
does remain relatively stable between different mini-publics is that deliberation reveals 
the lines of reasoning without the influence of symbolic distortion. Relying solely on 
the outcomes in the form of aggregated preferences will simply shackle public opinion 
to outcomes that appear concrete, but are possibly indeterminate.

Emphasis on communication of deliberative reasoning overcomes this limitation. 
Whereas communicating aggregate preferences provides citizens with a position they 
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might trust, it does not necessarily empower them to understand. By contrast, communi-
cating the reasoning that underlies a deliberative outcome empowers citizens to make 
their own evaluations of the mini-public’s decisions. Reproducing the emancipatory 
effect of deliberation in the wider public sphere requires nudging citizens just a little 
bit harder to grapple with the reasons that underlie the judgments of their peers.

The problem here is that in ordinary political life such requirements are potentially 
time-consuming. By contrast, Warren’s proposal is elegant because it is sensitive to the 
scarce political resources available to citizens, including the time required to understand 
complex issues. It is much easier to trust other citizens to deduce the same outcomes that 
you might under the same circumstances than to make the same evaluations yourself 
without the resources afforded to citizens in mini-public deliberation.

Is there a way the results from deliberative mini-publics can be articulated so that 
the simplification afforded by Warren’s approach is maintained, and wider discursive 
engagement is promoted in a way that fosters a flourishing public sphere (or at least 
addresses a debased one)? It is possible to imagine a situation in which, rather than 
communicating outcomes in the form of aggregate preferences (“single transferable 
vote was preferred by deliberators”) the outputs of deliberation are communicated 
in the form of simplified reasons (“single transferable vote was found by delibera-
tors to produce electoral outcomes that better represented the diversity of community 
opinion”)?

The trust dimension is still important in the communicating reasons approach, but 
rather than relying on simplistic aggregated preferences, citizens can trust that their 
mini-public counterparts successfully “sort the wheat from the chaff” to focus on the 
issues that are most relevant to them. Mini-publics could deal with the complex array 
of claims, counterclaims, and symbolic content that might otherwise confuse an issue 
that is communicated purely through the usual channels of the public sphere. Other 
citizens can reap the benefit of this hard work by being able to more easily focus on 
those arguments that have been deemed as important by the metaconsensus, without 
the undue influence of special interests or symbolic politics.

It is conceivable that such an approach—one that emphasizes the transmission of 
reasons over conclusions—might also have a positive impact on elites. Imagine a situ-
ation in which a political actor, who would normally use symbolic claims to good 
effect, is faced with a situation in which the veracity of his or her claim will be scruti-
nized and the results communicated following a deliberative mini-public. The incen-
tive to deploy symbolic language would be reduced, and a deliberative mini-public 
might, in turn, be able to use its precious time and resources to even greater effect, 
without having to wade through various strategic claims. This would be less likely to 
occur if only the final aggregate outcomes are communicated, because there is no mech-
anism to illuminate the veracity of claims beyond supposing that they simply did not 
carry enough force to influence the final outcome.

Focusing on reasons might even produce higher levels of trust than those reported 
by Warren because citizens are not required to take at face value the recommenda-
tions produced by mini-publics. When they are given sufficient evidence for them to 
make up their own minds, they are treated as discursive equals. This changed focus 
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might also address the legitimacy concerns expressed by Parkinson, who questions 
why the broader public should accept mini-public recommendations, when the 
transformation of the participants ends up separating them from their peers.77 The 
evidence presented above demonstrates  that the transformation in mini-publics is 
mainly at the preference level, with preferences coming to reflect largely preexisting 
subjective states. If the broader public is given the opportunity to understand this 
transformation it is more likely to evoke positive responses.

It is worth considering whether emphasizing reasons from the British Columbia 
Citizens’ Assembly would have led even more of the public to agree with its outcomes 
and, as a result, pass the referendum with the requisite majority. The question is ulti-
mately empirical, requiring the application of methods outlined in this above to the 
public sphere more widely. Specific questions that would need to be addressed con-
cern the efficacy of communicating reasons rather than aggregate preferences, the 
incentives required to encourage citizens to listen to the conclusions of mini-publics, 
and the level of detail required to achieve the desired emancipatory effect—which is 
unlikely to be as onerous as a legal judgment and could simply involve headline-style 
bullet points.

Conclusion
We can learn important lessons from the mini-public deliberative processes, which sug-
gest possibilities for a reinvigorated public sphere. The major dynamics of deliberative 
transformation observed in two selected case studies involved correcting the distortion 
of public will, which had been impacted previously by the operation of mechanisms 
such as symbolic politics, which served to disenfranchise ostensibly sovereign citizens, 
disconnecting them from their underlying will. Deliberation did not so much fundamen-
tally change the underlying positions of citizens as open up avenues of intersubjective 
reasoning; this process was facilitated by removing the distorting effects of symbolic 
claims. This reasoning process served to reconnect participants’ underlying will (mea-
sured in the form of subjectivity) to their expressed will (measured in the form of 
expressed preferences for particular courses of action).

In light of these insights, I have argued that scaling up deliberative democracy should 
involve the promotion of the same kind of reasoning as observed in mini-publics, but 
using mechanisms that simplify the transformative process for the wider public. This 
could involve communicating the results from mini-publics, as suggested by Warren, to 
reduce the cognitive cost of citizens arriving at autonomous decisions.

However, I have argued that the form of communication is important. Rather than com-
municating aggregate outcomes in the form of preferences, a simplified version of the 
process of reasoning could provide enough information to reduce the burden of political 
engagement in the community. It could also empower citizens to make choices that reflect 
their own will. In this way, it might be possible to replicate the promise of deliberation 
observed in mini-publics in the wider public sphere. By contrast, I have argued that merely 
communicating aggregate preferences (or recommendations for action) risks replicating 
exactly the same sort of processes that gave rise to symbolic politics in the first place.
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Appendix: Factor Scores
Table 3. Factor Scores: Bloomfield Track Case Study

No. Statement PRES PRAG OPT PROP

1 Laying bitumen on the Bloomfield Track would be 
beneficial for the environment. It may even help reduce 
fuel usage and the greenhouse effect.

-2 -3 1 1

2 I don’t know if improving the Bloomfield Track would lead 
to a rapid acceleration of development in the area to the 
detriment of the environment.

-3 0 2 0

3 In deciding on what to do with the Bloomfield Track I 
don’t know whether it’s more important to meet the 
needs of the community or the environment.

-2 -2 2 0

4 Whilst impacts on locals in the Bloomfield area are 
a concern, it is the broader community that should 
carry more weight when deciding what to do with the 
Bloomfield Track.

2 1 3 3

5 I don’t know what the people of Bloomfield think about 
the Bloomfield Track.

1 2 2 -2

6 The road is just the “thin edge of the wedge.” Further 
improvement of the road will lead to more development 
in the area resulting in environmental damage. This may 
not happen for a long time, but it will happen.

3 3 -2 2

7 Erosion from the Bloomfield Track is permanently 
damaging the coral reefs that fringe the beaches below.

1 -2 -2 3

8 When it comes to the Bloomfield track, people living in 
Cairns are in no position to judge what the interests of 
the local residents of Bloomfield are.

-1 0 2 -1

9 If the Bloomfield Track is sealed (bituminized) there will 
not be a rapid increase in environmentally damaging 
development in the Daintree area in the future. It may 
even benefit the environment there.

-4 -1 -1 -1

10 No development should be permitted in World Heritage 
areas such as the Daintree.

3 4 -3 1

11 I would be worse off if more of the Daintree rainforest is 
protected.

-3 -2 -1 -1

12 The Bloomfield Track issue is important for Queensland. 2 2 0 -1
13 I’m not sure if the future of the Bloomfield Track should 

be determined by locals, outsiders, or both.
-1 -1 1 -1

14 The fate of the Bloomfield Track is of no concern to me. -3 -4 -2 -3
15 Economic development associated with the Bloomfield 

Track will provide more opportunities for future 
generations in North Queensland.

-1 -1 0 1

16 The future of the Bloomfield Track should be determined 
by everyone and not just by those who live in the 
Bloomfield area.

3 3 1 2

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

No. Statement PRES PRAG OPT PROP

17 I don’t know how, but I think that there must be some 
way in which everybody benefits from protecting the 
rainforest near the Bloomfield Track.

2 0 4 1

18 The Bloomfield Track is important because it allows quick 
access to remote areas of the North.

0 0 2 2

19 Conservation in the Daintree area is worthwhile at 
whatever cost.

4 -3 2 4

20 Using cars on the Bloomfield Track is bad for the 
rainforest.

2 -1 0 -1

21 Any decision about the Bloomfield Track will greatly affect 
people like me.

1 -2 0 2

22 I have no idea what the people in the Bloomfield area 
think about the Bloomfield Track.

1 1 1 -1

23 Erosion from the Bloomfield Track does not cause 
siltation or damage to the fringing inshore reefs between 
Cape Tribulation and Cooktown.

-1 0 -1 -2

24 If we don’t take steps to protect the Daintree Rainforest 
future generations will miss out on the opportunity to 
experience the area as we do now.

4 3 4 4

25 We don’t need to worry too much about environmental 
damage in the Daintree region because future generations 
will be better able to deal with these problems than we 
are.

-3 -4 -4 -4

26 There is no reason to believe that the Daintree Rainforest 
is under threat.

-4 0 -3 -4

27 If future generations could have their say about the 
Bloomfield track, they would be less concerned about the 
environmental impacts than many people make out.

-2 -1 -3 -3

28 The protection of plants and animals in the Daintree is 
OK so long as it doesn’t affect me.

-2 -4 -3 -3

29 Let’s fix the problems in the Daintree just for now. The 
future will take care of itself.

-4 -3 -4 -2

30 The more that it is possible for the average North 
Queensland resident can access the Bloomfield Track the 
better.

-2 -2 -2 -1

31 I don’t like how development is creeping further and 
further North into the Daintree and beyond because of 
its effect on the environment.

2 1 0 0

32 The coral reefs along the foreshore below the Bloomfield 
Track are not badly affected by the road.

0 2 1 -4

33 Native animals in the Daintree need protection because 
they have a right to life, which cannot be traded against 
economic considerations.

3 2 3 1

(continued)
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Table 4. Factor Scores: Fremantle Bridge Case Study

No. Statements A B C D

 1 Replacing timber elements with steel components would destroy the 
authentic appearance of the bridge.

0 0 -5 1

 2 Alterations will lead to nothing but the uglification of the bridge. -1 -3 -4 -2
 3 The bridge has stood the test of time for the past sixty-seven years; 

there’s no need for major changes to it.
-4 -2 -3 -2

 4 The safety of the bridge is more important than its appearance. 3 0 4 2
 5 The main concern is to have a bridge that underpins the economic 

activities in the region
1 -3 2 -3

 6 The function of Fremantle Bridge as a transport gateway is more 
important than its heritage.

1 -4 -1 -1

 7 There are no specific economic benefits for the Fremantle from the 
bridge.

-1 -3 -2 0

 8 The problem is not the vulnerable structure of the bridge but 
excessive traffic, which should be reduced.

-2 0 0 4

 9 As long as there is a bridge that I can cross, I don’t care about its 
structure.

-2 -5 -2 -4

(continued)

No. Statement PRES PRAG OPT PROP

34 The Wujal Wujal Community is better off now that the 
Bloomfield Track has been built.

1 4 0 2

35 The most important use of the Bloomfield Track is for 
tourism.

1 1 -3 -1

36 I’m concerned that I will be made worse off by any 
decision about the Bloomfield Track.

0 -1 -1 -2

37 I think that both short and long-term perspectives 
are needed in deciding what should be done with the 
Bloomfield Track, but I don’t know which one is more 
important.

0 3 3 3

38 The Bloomfield Track may not have been the best idea, 
but I guess there is probably little point in closing it now 
that it has been built.

-1 4 -2 2

39 I don’t really know who benefits most from the 
protection of rainforest in the Daintree.

0 1 1 -3

40 A long-term perspective on the Bloomfield Track is 
essential.

4 1 4 4

41 When it comes to the Bloomfield Track, it’s not important 
to worry about what the future will hold. We need to 
worry about now.

-1 2 -4 0

42 Everyone in Queensland is better off for having a road 
like the Bloomfield Track.

0 -3 -2 -2

Table 3. (continued)
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No. Statements A B C D

10 We should definitely preserve the heritage value of the bridge, but 
only if it is financially viable.

0 -1 0 3

11 Taxpayers’ money should be spent on services that are more essential 
than upgrading the bridge.

-2 -2 -1 3

12 It is worth spending money to retain the iconic status of the bridge. -1 2 -2 -3
13 We shouldn’t stick to the past when deciding about the future of the 

bridge; we should be open to modern design options.
3 -2 4 -3

14 The bridge is certainly an attractive entry statement to Fremantle and 
without doubt far more important than trucks.

-2 1 -4 0

15 The Fremantle Bridge is irreplaceable. It is a strong, enduring part of 
our history.

-3 3 -1 -1

16 Reducing the risk of vessel collision on the Swan River should 
be the main consideration when deciding about the future of the 
bridge.

2 -2 3 1

17 It is most important that the solution is a long-term one. 4 3 3 2
18 River craft deserve better traffic conditions on the Swan River. 1 -1 1 -2
19 Altering or replacing the existing Fremantle Bridge means diminishing 

Fremantle.
-5 -1 -3 -5

20 Whatever works are undertaken, the heritage value of the old bridge 
will be affected.

0 1 -2 -4

21 The old bridge provides a scenic entrance to Fremantle that attracts 
tourists.

-3 1 -1 1

22 The cost of maintaining the old timber structure is too high. 2 -1 0 0
23 Providing a better pedestrian and cycle traffic should be the main 

consideration when deciding about the future of the bridge.
0 0 2 2

24 The old bridge will never be able to handle vehicles, bikes, and 
pedestrians at the same time.

2 -1 2 -2

25 The most important thing is that access to Fremantle from its north 
is maintained in the most undisturbed manner as possible.

1 1 0 -1

26 The most important issue for cyclists is safety, which means they need 
access across the bridge, which has a good surface.

2 1 -1 5

27 Since the traffic bridge has important heritage significance, the only 
grounds for its removal should be on the grounds of serious safety 
issues and verified by heritage engineers.

-1 5 2 2

28 The existing bridge is too low; archways are too narrow and do not 
line up with the railway bridge, making navigation dangerous.

3 0 3 3

29 The critical infrastructure of the bridge raises serious safety concerns. 4 2 1 0
30 Safe and efficient movement of all road and river users across and 

under the bridge should be the main considerations.
5 2 1 4

31 Any changes to the bridge should give right consideration to the 
environment.

1 4 1 1

Table 4. (continued)

(continued)
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