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INTRODUCTION





and democratic values, we can build a future where 
technology strengthens our democratic institutions 
and serves the public good.

From Experiment to Institution: The 
Growing Role of Citizen Deliberation

Integrating deliberative approaches into democratic 
institutions is no longer an aspiration�it is a growing 
global movement reshaping civic engagement 
and political decision-making. Governments and 
civil society organizations worldwide are testing 
new ways of embedding citizen engagement into 
policy processes, moving beyond performative 
consultation toward genuine influence.

In her essay, Claudia Chwalisz, founder and CEO 
of DemocracyNext, examines the Paris Citizens� 
Assembly, where deliberation played a central 
role in shaping municipal policies. Similarly, 
Peter MacLeod, chair of the Citizens� Assemblies 
on Democratic Expression (CADE), explores 
CADE�s successes and challenges in leading 
citizens assemblies in Canada, demonstrating 
how structured citizen participation can enhance 
legitimacy and trust in governance. These initiatives, 
together, illustrate how deliberative democracy can 
be institutionalized at varying levels of government, 
and how having concrete uptake of such initiatives 
by government can truly magnify their impact.

However, as highlighted by both authors, embedding 
these democratic innovations into formal structures 
is not without challenges. Political resistance, 
resource constraints, and waning public interest 
all present barriers to institutionalization. Despite 
these hurdles, successful initiatives demonstrate 
that with strong political will, thoughtful design, 
and institutional safeguards, participatory and 
deliberative democracy can become a durable part 
of governance frameworks.

Digital Platforms and Democracy:  
A Double-Edged Sword

New digital platforms and civic tech solutions have 

enabled new forms of deliberation and also raised 
critical concerns about the depth and character 
of participation. Micah L. Sifry, co-founder of Civic 
Tech Field Guide and publisher of The Connector, 
hones in on two digital participation initiatives from 
the Obama administration as case studies, warning 
how without proper backing and buy-in, online 
platforms can derive signi�cant engagement while 
failing to deliver real influence. In a similar vein, 
Aaron Maniam, fellow of practice and director of 
Digital Transformation Education at the University of 
Oxford, examines different models of government-
citizen interaction in Singapore, suggesting that 
digitally-enabled participation processes must 
remain flexible in order to capture those who have 
both strong and weak feelings toward engaging 
with substantive policy issues through civic-
technology mediums. Liz Barry, executive director 
at Metagov, and Joseph Gubbels, political theory 
fellow at Metagov, echo these concerns, critiquing 
AI-driven simulations that replace genuine public 
participation with algorithmic representations of 
citizen voice. They argue that such practices, which 
extract data without consent to simulate democratic 
input, risk undermining the core democratic values 
of empowerment and capacity-building�warning 
that desirable policy outcomes cannot substitute for 
meaningful human involvement in shaping them.

The authors ultimately illustrate that while 
technology can facilitate citizen engagement, 
trust-building and consistent interactions between 
government and publics remain crucial. In other 
words, policymakers must ensure engagement is 
meaningful and not just symbolic. If citizen input 
is not meaningfully leveraged and integrated, the 
legitimacy of civic engagement processes can be 
threatened in the long term. The challenge, then, is 
not merely to adopt digital tools for participation, 
but to design them in ways that strengthen 
deliberation from the outset. Ensuring that 
technology enhances and mobilizes participatory 
democracy, rather than undermines it, will require 
a careful balance of innovation, regulation, and 
inclusive design. 
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Ever since the creation of the Internet, hopes have 
been raised that a new era of greater democracy 
was coming. The vehicle for such hopes has 
gone by many names, including e-democracy, 
e-governance, e-participation, community 
tech, and most recently, civic tech. In my own 
work, I�ve de�ned civic tech broadly as �the 
use of technology for the public good,� but for 
practitioners working in the governmental arena, 
it is also useful to de�ne it more narrowly as �any 
technology that is used to empower citizens or 
help make government more accessible, ef�cient 
and effective.�1

Unfortunately, the main lesson to learn from 
my two decades of experience supporting 
and reporting on civic tech initiatives aimed at 
strengthening democracy is that technology 
alone will not change the realities of politics. 
People do not participate equally. Some have 
more power, many have less. Using technology 
to add new pathways for participation does not 
automatically lead to greater or more equitable 
public engagement. Nor does it inevitably cause 
powerholders or decision-makers to behave 
differently. 

Giving people more voice without also giving 
them more teeth to ensure responsiveness 
and accountability from government is a fool�s 
errand.2 What we have seen again and again is 
that while civic tech can dramatically reduce 
the costs for governments and other institutions 
to open channels for citizens to express their 
concerns and needs, most of the time, the 
willingness, capability, and resources available 
for governments to respond to or develop policy 
remains the same, at best. Even when tens 
of thousands of citizens show their support, 
entrenched institutions do not change their 
behaviour. Instead, more voice alone, without 
more power, can lead to greater civic cynicism.

During the eight years of Barack Obama�s 
presidency, the White House launched two 
experiments in e-democracy that were intended 
to make government more open, accessible 

and responsive to the American public: �Open 
for Questions� and �We the People.� Open 
for Questions3 was a platform for gathering 
questions of concern from the public that would 
then be answered by the president or relevant 
subordinates; We the People4 was a website 
where people could write and sign petitions 
seeking a response from the White House and 
relevant government actors or agencies. A closer 
examination of both experiments offers sobering 
lessons about the opportunities and limitations 
of using technology to make government more 
responsive to public concerns.

Background: Obama’s Commitment to 
Transparency and Open Government

Barack Obama ran for president in 2008 on a 
platform of hope and change. His campaign 
made innovative use of social media and online 
organizing methods, and it broke records for 
fundraising and volunteer engagement. It also 
featured vocal support from many leaders from 
America�s rising tech sector. As a candidate, 
Obama spoke often about how he wanted to 
use cutting edge technology to change how 
government worked.5 So, expectations were high 
that he would carry these approaches into how he 
governed.

On the �rst day of his administration, President 
Obama issued a memorandum on �Transparency 
and Open Government,� calling on all agencies 
to �establish a system of transparency, public 
participation, and collaboration.�6 The memo 
not only directed the government to �harness 
new technologies� to make their operations and 
decisions online and readily available to the public, 
but also asked it to solicit and incorporate public 
feedback. The goal was to more pro-actively 
engage Americans, offering them �increased 
opportunities to participate in policymaking� 
and assist the government with �their collective 
expertise and information.�7 

President Obama also restructured the White 
House, adding or renaming staff positions to 
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ensure that key personnel would be able to 
implement these goals. His administration was 
the �rst to appoint a Chief Technology Of�cer 
and Chief Information Of�cer, positions that drew 
on similar roles held in large corporations and 
in some forward-leaning state governments. He 
also created the �rst Of�ce of Digital Strategy, 
integrating and elevating the work of staff across 
the White House�s various policy councils and 
its Departments of Public Engagement and 
Communication.

Open for Questions

Two months later, White House Digital Director 
Macon Phillips announced the launch of �Open for 
Questions� with a post on the White House blog 
inviting the public to submit a question about the 
economy, and vote other submitted questions 
up or down. The website was a continuation of a 
similarly named experiment that the President-
elect�s transition team had launched on December 
10, 2008 on a temporary website, Change.gov.8 
The website�s �ltering function also included a few 
categories to better organize questions and enable 
users to search through them before submitting 
their own. In just a few days, more than 100,000 
questions had been submitted from across the 
country, and 3.6 million votes ranking them were 
cast. President Obama then responded directly 
to several of them at a town hall-style meeting 
held in the White House East Room, which was 
streamed live. 

That level of direct public participation was 
unprecedented for American governance, but 
this was not to be a breakthrough for bottom-up 
democracy. Several of the top questions that users 
wanted answered revolved around the idea of 
legalizing marijuana to stimulate the economy by 
allowing the government to tax sales and regulate 
its use.9 Instead of taking that idea seriously, 
Obama made a condescending joke about it, 
remarking �I don�t know what this says about 
the online audience,� evoking laughs from the 
audience. Then, he answered, �No, I don�t think 
that�s a good strategy [more laughter] to grow 

our economy.�10 The media gave major coverage 
to this event, since it was a �rst. Unfortunately, 
the tone that this coverage took followed the one 
Obama set when he disparaged the marijuana 
question as unserious. For example, the New 
York Times described the episode as an example 
of �the �stoner constituency� gaming the pool of 
questions,� because advocates for legalization 
had organized themselves to push their question 
upward. The headline on its report was similarly 
derisive, reading ��Grass� Roots Lobby Games 
Obama�s Town Hall.�11 At no point did any of the 
coverage note that while most Americans were 
against the legalization of marijuana, a robust 
minority of  35-45 per cent favoured the idea.12

At the time, I was the editor-in-chief of 
techPresident.com, which covered the 
intersection of technology and government. We 
tracked the development of Open for Questions 
closely. I was quoted in the New York Times� story 
cited above and attempted to shift the frame in 
several ways. First, I pointed out that all efforts 
to influence the government involved small but 
organized groups of people trying to make their 
concerns more salient. And second, compared 
to a typical lobbying campaign, the efforts of 
marijuana legalization advocates on the �Open 
for Questions� site were quite transparent. No, I 
added, �it was not a perfect, neutral democratic 
process. But�compared to what? The entire 
American political process is also gamed, 
constantly and unfairly, by all kinds of privileged 
and powerful actors.� 

Alas, Obama�s derisive framing dominated the 
launch of Open for Questions. This had the effect 
of delegitimizing the platform as a meaningful 
channel for democratic participation. This attitude 
spread �rst among White House insiders and 
then to the larger ecosystem of thought-leaders 
and reform advocates. As John Wonderlich, then 
the policy director for the Sunlight Foundation 
(an NGO focused on open government) recalled, 
the White House was not happy to have elevated 
what to them seemed an unserious issue. The 
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idea �that marijuana laws are counter-productive 
[was] a liability for them from a communication 
perspective,� Wonderlich commented.13 

Interest and participation in the �Open for 
Questions� process steadily declined from this 
point forward. While the �rst event was widely 
viewed,14 Obama himself hardly participated in 
future iterations of �Open for Questions.� Instead, 
the White House communications team used 
the label for a variety of engagement programs 
involving lower-level staff or inviting public 
comments alongside the annual presidential State 
of the Union address. The use of up-down voting 
on user-generated questions was quietly shelved.

The quiet abandonment of Open for Questions 
indicated that it lacked a real constituency. Inside 
the White House, no one fought to save it, though 
a variety of staffers held bits of the technology, 
digital communications, and open government 
portfolios. At the same time, there also was only 
the slenderest external constituency for this 
e-democracy experiment, coming from the small 
NGO community of open government advocates. 
Not even the powerful e-group MoveOn.org, 
which had used its giant email list to push the 
topic of �net neutrality� to the top of a list of 
user-generated questions that Obama answered 
while he was a presidential candidate,15 sought 
to mobilize its member base to sustain Open for 
Questions as a relevant hub for civic engagement. 
The lesson: promises to use technology to make 
government more interactive are easily forgotten 
if they lack either powerful internal sponsors or 
external backers.

We the People

Unfortunately, a similar pattern played out with the 
Obama White House�s �We the People� e-petition 
website, which was launched in September 2011. 
It was the �rst time an American administration 
had opened a direct online public communication 
channel. The site invited users to submit petitions 
on topics of concern and promised to issue of�cial 
responses to all that reached the threshold 

of 5,000 signatures within 30 days of their 
submission. In its �rst 12 days of operation, 44 
per cent of the petitions submitted reached that 
bar. Then the threshold was raised to 25,000,16 
a level at which just nine per cent met the 
requirement. In January 2013, it was raised again 
to 100,000; just two percent of petitions reached 
that level.17 

According to the Pew Research Center�s 
comprehensive review of the site�s operation, from 
its inception in 2011 through to July 2016, the 
White House responded to 227 petitions out of a 
total of 268 that met the required threshold.18 In 
2012, 95 per cent of the White House�s responses 
had a named author; by 2015 that �gure had 
dropped to just eight per cent. And responses 
often took a long time. Of successful petitions 
created in 2011, the average time to receive a 
White House response was 133 days. By 2013, 
the average was 271 days. After a spate of 
negative publicity (with some successful petitions 
still awaiting a response more than two and a half 
years after reaching the threshold19), the White 
House announced that it had formed a new team 
to monitor the site, and response times dropped to 
a matter of weeks.

The novel site generated some real public interest, 
particularly after the White House responded to 
a petition calling for the construction of a Star 
Wars-inspired �Death Star� with a post titled, 
�This isn�t the petition response you are looking 
for� that noted the cost of such a project would 
be $850 quadrillion.20 But the site�s novelty wore 
off as users discovered it had little actual impact. 
The White House website only cited a handful 
of examples where a petition led to a concrete 
outcome, and just two of those were of any 
consequence.21

By April 2014, We the People had become 
a �virtual ghost-town,� in the words of Dave 
Karpf, a professor of communications at George 
Washington University and an expert on digital 
political engagement. Only 85 petitions were 
created on the site that month, half had less than 
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500 signers, and only 15 per cent had more than 
2,000. Why the collapse? Because, as he wrote 
for techPresident that month, �the promise of 
a government response has turned hollow.� 
Petitions on serious, but controversial, topics 
like a pardon for whistleblower Edward Snowden 
or an investigation into the role of prosecutorial 
misconduct in the death of hacker Aaron Swartz, 
were ignored. As Karpf wrote, �the original 
promise that �you will receive a government 
response� has been reinterpreted as �you will 
receive a response if and when it makes us look 
good.��22 And if the White House wasn�t going to 
engage with public petitions on a neutral basis, 
why bother petitioning?

We the People�s decline again demonstrates 
the hollowness of an e-democracy initiative that 
offers citizens more voice alone, without strong 
backing from top government decision makers 
or external partners. But there�s a further lesson. 
Neither We the People nor Open for Questions 
were launched in a political vacuum. The political 
discourse in America was already highly polarized 
between the two major parties and riddled with 
�astro-turf� lobbying efforts to advance narrow 
agendas. Lacking signi�cant support, these 
initiatives got ground through the same processes 
more generally driving public disengagement and 
cynicism.

Conclusion

Looking back on the Obama years, it�s striking 
how little interest key actors from the �rst so-
called �tech presidency� have in reflecting on 
these experiments in digital democracy.23 To 
my knowledge, only Beth Simone Noveck, who 

served as deputy chief technology of�cer for 
open government in the White House from 2009 
to 2011, has shared lessons from these efforts. 
In her 2015 book Smart Citizens, Smarter State, 
she criticized We the People for drawing so much 
participation without meaningful responses, 
writing that none of the petition responses made 
by White House of�cials �can be connected to a 
decision made, dollar spent, or action taken by the 
government.� She added, �No wonder that use of 
the site dropped off precipitously.�24

The lesson should be obvious. Innovative efforts 
to encourage new forms of citizen engagement 
and open the doors to new voices are doomed 
to fail if there is no concurrent commitment from 
key decision-makers to embrace and be guided 
by the results of the process. Likewise, even when 
a new leader takes of�ce with stated promises 
to make government more responsive, if there 
is no concurrent civic movement pressing to 
turn those promises into reality, the status quo 
will not change. Finally, new systems for public 
engagement face strong headwinds generated 
by political polarization, media skepticism, and 
public cynicism. Wherever possible, advocates 
should draw on existing traditions of robust public 
engagement and seek to line up political support 
in advance from across the spectrum in order to 
give new approaches a �ghting chance to gain 
public backing and involvement. Without all of 
these building blocks in place, new experiments in 
tech-enabled democracy are likely to fail.
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Meeting the Needs of Communities

Picture a community torn over a proposed zoning 
law. Some are angry, others defensive, and 
misunderstandings abound. On social media, they 
broadcast insults at one another; every nuanced 
perspective is reduced to a viral soundbite.

Yet, when they meet face-to-face and start 
speaking, something changes: residents begin 
listening more than speaking, and people begin 
testing ideas together. Misunderstandings fade, 
and trust begins to form. By the end of their 
discussion, they have not only softened their 
hostility, but discovered actionable plans that 
bene�t everyone.

This is the kind of meaningful discourse our 
society desperately needs. Yet our digital 
platforms�designed primarily for maximizing 
engagement through provocative content�have 
pulled us away from these core community 
endeavours.

As a constructive path forward, we introduce the 
idea of conversation networks as a basis for civic 
communication infrastructure that combines 
interoperable digital apps with the thoughtful 
integration of AI guided by human agency.

The Gap in Our Digital Infrastructure

Community building relies on three forms of 
communication:

1.	 Bridging: Bringing people together across 
divides, helping to reduce polarization and 
foster understanding between fragmented 
groups.

2.	 Listening: Leaders�whether in organizations 
or communities�hear a wide range of 
authentic voices and perspectives, ensuring 
that everyone has a chance to be heard.

3.	 Deliberation: Collective reasoning, testing 
ideas, and generating actionable decisions.

What if we could harness the same elements 
that make social media powerful�its ease of 
use, habit-forming designs, and interconnected 
networks�to create something fundamentally 
different? Imagine scalable digital spaces 
designed for constructive communication: 
networks built around live, spoken conversations, 
rather than divisive content. These �conversation 
networks� offer a promising path to rebuild our 
fragmented social fabric, reduce polarization, and 
strengthen democracy.

By redesigning key elements of social media, 
including AI for content analysis, intuitively-
designed apps, and digital networks, and 
combining them with thoughtful investment, 
human-centered training, and shared standards, 
we can catalyze a new ecosystem. With the right 
support, conversation networks could transform 
how we engage with one another, and meet the 
urgent needs of communities worldwide.

What Are Conversation Networks?

In a conversation network, the core 
“content” are excerpts from recorded group 
conversations, not provocative social media 
posts or status updates. These recorded 
dialogues can be held in person or on digital 
platforms designed to encourage thoughtful 
discussion, broad participation, and respectful 
exchange. With consent of participants, excerpts 
from these conversations can then be heard 
by others to form new connections beyond the 
original conversation.

For example, if two groups in a community have 
become mutually polarized and distrustful, 
exposure to each other in performative public 
spaces such as social media and open-mic town 
hall meetings can exacerbate divisions. Instead, 
members of each group could hold recorded 
conversations amongst themselves that are 
structured and facilitated to surface nuanced 
perspectives. Excerpts from the conversation 
recordings can then be shared across groups, 
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helps people develop a common language for how 
they talk, listen, and make decisions. As more 
communities adopt interoperable tools, they will 
naturally share vocabulary and methods, making 
it easier for everyone to learn from each other. For 
example, terms including �conversation guide� / 
�discussion guide� and �sensemaking� are used 
in overlapping ways by dialogue and deliberation 
practitioners, yet differences in what the terms 
connote impede the sharing of best practices. A 
standard for tools that support these processes 
would lead to greater conceptual alignment and 
foster easier learning across practitioners.

While our emphasis here has been on digital 
tools, it is essential that people develop new 
communication skills and habits to effectively use 
these tools to foster constructive communication. 
Using these tools requires training, a commitment 
to community engagement, active listening, 
collaborative problem-solving, and thoughtful 
deliberation. It also needs a culture of 
accountability, transparency, inclusivity, and 
adaptability. By investing in human capacity-
building�such as training for facilitation and 
deliberation practices�alongside technological 
innovation, we can ensure that these tools serve 
as enablers of community building.

The combination of conversation-centric 
tools and methods has the potential for wide 
adoption, spreading into schools, workplaces, 
and neighbourhoods. Grassroots conversation 
networks could emerge, rebuilding the trust and 
agency that have eroded over decades under 
the pressure of top-down media, social media, 
and national-level political polarization and 
fragmentation. Such networks would not only 
strengthen communities but also help lay the 
foundation for a more resilient society.

The Promise and Peril of Automation

As we envision a cohesive ecosystem of tools 
to support conversation networks, we must 
also grapple with the role of automation in 

conversation networks, ensuring that its 
application actively strengthens, rather than 
undermines, community connections.

Large language models (LLMs) are already 
showing transformative potential in shaping how 
we engage with information and public discourse. 
AI-driven summarization of conversations (e.g., 
fathom.ai, otter.ai) and AI-led interviews to 
understand public opinion (e.g., talktothecity.org) 
are being actively used today, while AI-mediated 
deliberation tools, like the Habermas machine6 

remain a promising focus of ongoing research.

The increasing integration of automated 
processes in bridging, listening, and deliberation, 
reflects a broader trend: the growing reliance 
on technology to predict and, in some cases, 
replace human participation. Imagine taking this 
trend to its logical extreme: every citizen could 
be represented by an AI avatar,7 continuously 
engaging in community discourse on their 
behalf�what we might call an �Avatar State.� 
Would such a development ful�ll John Dewey�s 
vision of an inclusive participatory democracy, 
in which all citizens�given the right educational 
and institutional support�can actively engage in 
self-governance? Would it address the challenges 
Walter Lippmann identi�ed as signi�cant 
obstacles (that most people lack the expertise, 
time, or interest to participate effectively in 
governance)? Or would it veer toward a techno-
autocracy, where the essence of human agency is 
handed over to those who control the AI?

In designing our future, we must consider the 
ideal roles AI can and should play�and, just as 
importantly, the roles that only people can ful�ll.

AI’s Assistive Potential in Strengthening 
Conversation Networks

AI technologies could displace human action 
or they could complement, by assisting human 
bridging, listening, deliberation. We believe they 
have enormous potential to be transformative 
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and constructive in strengthening conversation 
networks when applied in an assistive capacity: 

1.	 Expanding participation: Offering supportive 
structures and learning resources can 
broaden engagement, inviting people from any 
background or level of expertise to take part 
in a meaningful way.

2.	 Spreading effective practices: AI can help 
disseminate effective practices, allowing 
communities to learn from each other�s 
successes and build upon established 
methods.

3.	 Revealing blind spots: AI can uncover 
overlooked perspectives and issues, shedding 
light on concerns that might otherwise remain 
hidden.

4.	 Automating repetitive tasks: Finally, AI can 
handle time-consuming �spade work,� freeing 
up time for human participants to focus on 
contextualized decision-making and authentic 
human-to-human collaboration.

In democratic processes such as citizen 
assemblies, AI should not come between people 
in ways that diminish or cut off direct human-
human conversation. Instead, AI should be 
used to ensure members engage fully with one 
another, promoting genuine human interaction 
and deliberation without technological mediation. 
Learning how to work through differences of 
perspective and opinion is an integral part of the 
deliberative process that should be supported 
and protected. AI could help enable that.

Bridging networks,8 such as scaled community 
networks on U.S. campuses, present another 
opportunity. In these networks, AI could support 
logistical and analytical tasks, while humans 
perform all key functions such as facilitation and 
overseeing sensemaking, fostering authentic 
connections and trust.

Preserving Human Agency and 
Accountability

Although AI can lighten the burdens of analysis 
and coordination, people must remain at the 
heart of conversation networks. We need to build 
civic muscle�the skills, habits, and capacities 
required for active participation�so communities 
can exercise agency and take ownership of their 
roles in governance. It is critical that humans, 
not AI tools, own their actions and take credit as 
well as responsibility for decisions and outcomes 
shaped by AI.

AI used in the context of conversation networks 
must therefore operate within guardrails, refusing 
tasks that require making subjective judgments 
about what other people feel or want. Instead, AI 
should be focused on more objective tasks�such 
as organizing data or highlighting patterns�while 
leaving interpretation and moral responsibility to 
human beings. Performance audits, in which even 
non-experts critically evaluate how AI systems 
are functioning, are equally important to keep 
under human control.

Maintaining decentralized control in the creation 
and shaping of conversation networks is also 
essential, with a particular emphasis on fostering 
community-controlled AI to prevent power 
from concentrating in the hands of a few. Lastly, 
humans must actively practice interpersonal 
connection, ensuring that technologies 
mediating our interactions enhance and deepen 
relationships, rather than erode them.

By placing human agency, trust, and 
accountability at the heart of how we use AI, 
we can ensure that AI remains a catalyst for 
authentic conversation and collective action�
rather than a replacement for it.

Conversation Networks | Roy, Lessig, & Tang 49





Endnotes

1.  Details about the vTaiwan platform are available 
at https://info.vtaiwan.tw/ 

2.  For more on bridging systems, see E. Glen Weyl 
et al., �Prosocial Media� (arXiv, February 18, 2025), 
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2502.10834.

3.  Details about the Cortico platform are available 
at https://cortico.ai/platform/

4.  The portal for this project can be found at 
https://newarkyouthvoices.portal.fora.io/ 

5.  Open standards are publicly available, 
consensus-driven speci�cations that de�ne 
how digital tools and systems communicate and 
exchange data. They allow different software, 
hardware, and networks to work together 
seamlessly, free from proprietary restrictions or 
vendor lock-in.

6.  Michael Henry Tessler et al., �AI Can Help 
Humans Find Common Ground in Democratic 
Deliberation,� Science 386, no. 6719 (October 18, 
2024), https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adq2852.

7.  A recent study demonstrates that AI 
simulations of individual people, based on 
interviewing them, can accurately predict their 
attitudes and behaviours. See: Joon Sung Park 
et al., �Generative Agent Simulations of 1,000 
People� (arXiv, November 15, 2024),  
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2411.10109.

8.  A conversation network that bridges groups 
of people by enabling them to hear cross-cutting 
perspectives, experiences, and opinions.
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In an era marked by rapid technological 
advancements, increasing political polarization, 
and democratic backsliding, reimagining 
democracy requires innovative approaches 
that foster meaningful public engagement. 
Over the last 30 years, Deliberative Polling has 
proven to be a successful method of public 
consultation to enhance civic participation and 
informed decision-making. In recent years, the 
implementation of online Deliberative Polling 
using the AI-assisted Stanford Online Deliberation 
Platform, a groundbreaking automated platform 
designed to scale simultaneous and synchronous 
deliberation efforts to millions, has put 
deliberative societies within reach. By examining 
two compelling case studies�Foreign Policy 
by Canadians and the Metaverse Community 
Forum�this paper highlights how technology can 
empower diverse voices, facilitate constructive 
dialogue, and cultivate a more vibrant democratic 
process. This paper demonstrates that leveraging 
technology in deliberation not only enhances 
public discourse but also paves the way for a 
more inclusive and participatory democracy.

What is Deliberative Polling®?

Deliberative Polling was created by James Fishkin 
in 1988 as a response to the shortcomings 
of traditional public opinion polling and the 
challenges facing our democracy.1

He aimed to establish a method that would 
facilitate a more informed citizenry. To maintain 
the quality and consistency of this approach, 
Deliberative Polling is a registered trademark 
of Fishkin, and any revenue generated from the 
trademark supports research at the Stanford 
Deliberative Democracy Lab. As of 2024, 
Deliberative Polling has been carried out in 
over 50 countries, with more than 150 projects 
implemented. This method has had a substantial 
policy impact globally. For instance, in 2017, 
Mongolia enacted the Law on Deliberative Polling, 
mandating that the Parliament conduct a national 

Deliberative Poll before making any amendments 
to the constitution.2 Since the enactment of 
this law, Mongolia has organized two national 
Deliberative Polls, and in accordance with the 
law, its Parliament has reviewed the �ndings and 
amended certain sections of the constitution. The 
Deliberative Polling method consists of six key 
steps:

A random, representative sample of citizens is 
initially surveyed on speci�c issues to capture 
their opinion before deliberations.

Following this initial survey, a sample is invited 
to gather�either online or in-person�for at least 
one day (sometimes over a weekend, or several 
days across a few weeks).

Carefully balanced brie�ng materials are provided 
to participants, which are also made publicly 
available after the deliberations conclude. An 
advisory committee is then convened to vet 
brie�ng materials for balance and accuracy. 

Participants are randomly assigned to small 
groups of about 8-10 individuals, where they 
engage in discussions on the topics. These 
small group sessions alternate with plenary 
Q&A sessions featuring experts throughout the 
deliberation process.

During the plenary Q&A sessions, participants 
have the opportunity to interact with competing 
experts and political leaders, posing questions 
that emerge from their small group discussions.

After the deliberations, the same questions from 
the initial survey are administered to the sample 
in a con�dential questionnaire. The resulting 
changes in opinion reflect what the public thinks 
when they are informed and actively engaged 
with the issues. The �ndings are subsequently 
disseminated to the public through various media 
channels.

The goal is to create a space where individuals 
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can exchange views, challenge their assumptions, 
and consider different perspectives on particular 
policy issues. Deliberative Polling not only 
measures shifts in public attitudes but also 
enhances the quality of democratic discourse 
on speci�c policy issues by fostering informed, 
thoughtful engagement among citizens. 
Deliberative Polling aims to provide policymakers 
with insights that reflect the considered 
judgments of a well-informed public, rather 
than spontaneous reactions to issues. Results 
from Deliberative Polls have demonstrated 
that deliberation alleviates polarization,3 better 
moderates opinions,4 and produces lasting 
effects on policy opinions, voting intention, and 
respect for those with differing opinions.5 

AI-assisted Stanford  
Deliberation Platform

In partnership with the Stanford Crowdsourced 
Democracy Team, the AI-assisted Stanford Online 
Deliberation Platform was developed in 2018 to 
facilitate structured, high-quality deliberations 
without the need for human moderators. Since 
its launch in 2020, the platform has accumulated 
over 100,000 hours of deliberation, has been 
utilized in more than 40 countries, and is available 
in over 30 languages, with commissioned projects 
from various governments and industry leaders 
worldwide. Drawing on more than 30 years of 
experience in Deliberative Polling and the training 
of human moderators, this platform allows 

Illustration: This illustration shows the steps in a Deliberative Polling process. The image of the small group deliberations is from a national 
Deliberative Poll in Tanzania, and the image of the expert plenary sessions is from a national Deliberative Poll in North Macedonia.
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small groups of about ten to self-moderate. 
Key features of the platform include managing 
microphone access (capping contributions at 45 
seconds), guiding discussions through various 
policy proposals, checking for a balanced 
presentation of arguments, intervening in cases 
of incivility (which is rare), and helping groups 
formulate questions for plenary sessions. The 
platform uses AI to detect toxic language, and in 
the event that it does, the software prompts the 
admin on the backend and personnel that are 
monitoring the deliberations in real time, allowing 
them to jump into the small group if needed.

An important feature of the deliberation platform 
is the availability of real-time transcripts, 
which allows for human monitors to observe 
deliberation in real time with the ability of 
doing so simultaneously for many small groups. 
Furthermore, the real-time transcripts allow 
organizers immediate access to transcripts of all 
small group discussions, offering rich evidence 
regarding participants� reasons for supporting or 

opposing policy proposals. The deliberations held 
on this platform effectively combine qualitative 
and quantitative data, with qualitative insights 
enriching the quantitative �ndings, creating �a poll 
with a human face.�6 This approach goes beyond 
mere numbers by articulating participants� 
genuine concerns in their own words.

Furthermore, results from deliberations 
conducted on the AI-assisted platform indicate 
improved gender equity compared to traditional 
in-person discussions.7 Additionally, in a 
controlled experiment comparing in-person 
deliberations with a human moderator, Zoom 
deliberations with a human moderator, and 
deliberation on the AI-assisted deliberation 
platform, the deliberation platform demonstrated 
similar trends in attitude shifts toward the 
discussed policy proposals and evaluations of 
the deliberation process when compared to 
both in-person deliberations and Zoom sessions 
moderated by humans.8

Illustration: Map of Deliberative Polling projects. 
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Case Studies

Case Study 1: Foreign Policy by Canadians: A 
National Deliberative Poll

The �Foreign Policy by Canadians� (FPbC) 
Deliberative Poll served as a national deliberative 
experiment conducted in March and April of 
2021.9 FPbC was a joint initiative by the Canadian 
International Council, the Canadian Partnership 
for Women and Children�s Health, and Global 
Canada. FPbC commissioned YouGov to recruit 
participants through strati�ed random sampling 
in both the deliberation and control groups. 
Following two rounds of deliberation, a total 
of 444 Canadians took part in the Deliberative 
Polling process. Concurrently, a control group 
of 300 individuals who did not deliberate 
completed both the pre- and post-surveys. Prior 
to deliberation, the deliberative participants 
and the control group were nearly identical, but 
afterward, the participants arrived at considered 
opinions, while the control group showed little 
change. FPbC aimed to provide informed and 
representative policy input, which is particularly 

challenging because the public tends to be less 
engaged with foreign policy than with domestic 
issues, except during times of war or signi�cant 
international crises.10 Therefore, Deliberative 
Polling is especially suited for gathering public 
input on topics people have not thought much 
about. On topics that are less salient, the public 
will be able to learn more about the issues 
together and engage in discussion with diverse 
others to come to considered opinions.

This Deliberative Poll was notable in the following 
three ways. First, all discussions among the 
444 nationally representative deliberators 
occurred through the AI-assisted Stanford Online 
Deliberation Platform. When FPbC was conducted 
in March 2021, it was only the second national 
use of this AI-assisted online platform, following 
a similar application nationally in Chile, which was 
commissioned by the Chilean National Congress.11

A second distinctive feature of FPbC was its 
agenda-setting process, which involved both top-
down and bottom-up approaches. An advisory 
group provided input on relevant topics and 

Illustration: A snapshot of the AI-assisted Stanford Online Deliberation Platform. 
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material accuracy, while chapters of the Canadian 
International Council across the country reviewed 
and discussed how to improve the draft materials. 
They evaluated what was missing and whether 
the most crucial arguments were represented, 
agreeing on recommendations that shaped 
the �nal discussion documents. This process 
exempli�es �deliberative crowdsourcing,� as 
groups reached a consensus on their most 
important suggestions through shared discussion, 
all facilitated by the automated deliberation 
platform. In fact, one of the policy proposals from 
the deliberative crowdsourcing process was used 
in the �nal Deliberative Polling brie�ng materials 
for FPbC.

Third, the �ndings of the Deliberative Poll 
showed that participants in FPbC had increased 
positive views of democracy and trust after 
deliberations.12 The �rst question in the survey 
asked respondents to assess �how poorly or 
well would you say the system of democracy 
in Canada works.� Initially, 69 per cent felt 
that democracy was working well, but this 
�gure signi�cantly increased to 80 per cent 
after deliberation�a notable improvement in 
participants� perceptions of democracy in the 
country. Additionally, this enhanced view of 
democracy was accompanied by increased 
mutual respect for those with whom participants 
strongly disagreed. This was reflected in pre- and 
post-deliberation surveys, which included several 
questions regarding opinions about people they 
strongly disagree with. 

For instance, when asked about individuals 
they �strongly disagree with on issues like those 
we have been discussing,� the percentage of 
participants who said �they just don�t know 
enough� decreased from 49 per cent to 43 per 
cent (p=0.090). Those responding �they believe 
some things that aren�t true� fell from 63 per cent 
to 55 per cent (p=0.000), and those who said 
�they are not thinking clearly� dropped from 48 
per cent to 38 per cent (p=0.001). By the end, 70 

per cent of participants agreed that they would be 
willing to �compromise to �nd a solution we can 
both support,� up from 66 per cent.

For comparison, the Stanford Deliberative 
Democracy Lab (DDL) conducted an in-person 
national Deliberative Poll called �America in One 
Room� (A1R), involving a nationally representative 
sample of 526 people from across the United 
States.13 The same questions regarding those 
they strongly disagree with were posed. In A1R, 
the percentage of participants agreeing with �they 
just don�t know enough� remained unchanged 
at 53 per cent after deliberation. In contrast, in 
FPbC, only 43 per cent agreed with this statement 
post-deliberation. While A1R participants also 
experienced signi�cant positive changes in 
their views, they maintained generally negative 
opinions of those with whom they disagreed.

In addition, overall, FPbC participants� views on 
foreign policy underwent signi�cant changes 
regarding several proposals related to the 
four topics of Global Public Health, Security, 
Prosperity, and Human Dignity. There were 
statistically signi�cant shifts in opinions on 
proposals such as prioritizing trade agreements 
with democratic nations, expanding embassy 
presence abroad, and adopting digital innovation 
as a key driver of economic growth, among 
others. However, it is noteworthy that while some 
opinions changed, many remained unchanged 
before and after deliberation, indicating that 
certain viewpoints are stable and hard to shift.

As an example of opinions shifting post 
deliberation, participants appeared to be less 
supportive of investing in Canada�s diplomatic 
network, with support decreasing from 68 per 
cent to 58 per cent for the proposal �Canada 
should increase the number, size, and resources 
of embassies around the world to better advance 
Canadian national interests in our interactions 
with other countries.� 

Here are qualitative insights from select 
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