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The idea of deliberative democracy is based upon an implicit and questionable assumption
that the ability for a meaningful participation in deliberation is a common characteristic of
citizens of democratic countries. This paper discusses that assumption and describes the
results of empirical research aimed at finding out (1) whether ordinary people are able to
solve important ideological and moral controversies by means of deliberation, (2) what
factors may facilitate this process, and (3) what are the effects of the deliberation. The
research consisted in studying 20 small groups of parents of school-aged children who were
asked to participate in a debate about sex education in Polish schools (N = 195). The
debates were conducted by a facilitator. Before and after the debate participants filled out
questionnaires testing their attitudes and some psychological variables. The debates were
recorded on videotapes. We found that it is possible to conduct a debate on ideologically
contentious issues that meets some criteria of the deliberative functioning and such a
debate may have some of the effects postulated by deliberative theorists.

KEY WORDS: deliberative democracy, political beliefs, attitude change, group norms

Why Deliberative Democracy?

In the contemporary world, there is a widespread consensus that democracy is
the most desirable form of social order. For citizens of authoritarian states it was
(and is) a “promised land.” In its name, masses of people went out to the streets of
cities such as Warsaw, Prague, Berlin, Beijing, Kiev, or Beirut. The citizens of
democratic countries accept considerable sacrifices in order to protect or extend
the rule of democracy; many even are willing to risk their lives—large armies are
sent overseas with a justification that they are supposed to help in the establish-
ment of democracy.

However, once this “promised land” is attained, it becomes quite obvious that
the everyday experience with democracy does not exactly confirm the original
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expectations. The data from public opinion surveys, for example, from Euroba-
rometer (2005), indicate that dissatisfaction with democracy among citizens of
so-called new democracies in Europe is very common (see Table 1).

In the fall of 2004, in almost all new members of the European Union and a
few old ones (namely, Italy and Portugal), satisfaction with democracy is
expressed by less than 50% of citizens. However, it may be reassuring that in “old
democracies” these figures are much higher. After all, one should not be surprised
that in the new democracies where political mechanisms did not have time to
develop, the regimes may engender disappointment. We can hope, therefore, that
after some time when the democratic mechanisms in the new democracies become
more mature, the situation should improve.

Unfortunately, even in old democracies the opinion about democratic institu-
tions is not very high. In 15 long-time members of the European Union the trust in
government, in political parties, in the legal system, in parliament is quite low.
Significantly, these expressions of trust differ from the trust for institutions that are
not necessarily democratic, such as the army and police (see Figure 1).

Nor is trust in government high in the United States. According to the National
Election Studies, in the year 2000 trust in government was declared by 44% of
respondents (“Most of the time” 40% or “Just about always” 4%). In the year 2002
there were 56% similar responses. But still there are many scholars and political
pundits who are concerned about the current state of democracy and civil society.
Many argue that the level of disaffection is high and that it reflects a deeper crisis
of legitimacy for democracy itself. In other words, according to the critics, democ-
racy seems to need major repairs.

Table 1. Satisfaction with Democracy in Countries of the
European Union

“Are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied, not at all
satisfied with the way democracy works in [COUNTRY]”

(Eurobarometer 62, Fall 2004)

Above 50% of satisfied

% of satisfied Country

80+ Denmark, Finland, Luxemburg
70–79 Ireland, Sweden, Spain, Austria, The Netherlands,

Belgium
60–69 Greece, United Kingdom, Cyprus, Germany
57–59 France. Slovenia

Below 50% of satisfied

40–48 Malta, Latvia, Italy, Czech Republic, Estonia
30–39 Portugal, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland
25 Slovakia

The names of so called “New Democracies” where democratic
regimes were established after 1989 are written in bold.
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Various attempts to improve democratic mechanisms have been offered. One
of the attempts that in recent years has gained an increasing popularity consists in
the proposition of supplementing dominant practices of democratic decision
making with deliberative procedures and implementing these procedures in grass-
roots politics. In other words, it is an idea of replacing or supplementing proce-
dural democracy with deliberative democracy. One of the best known articulations
of this proposal is found in a book by Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson,
“Democracy and Disagreement” (1996).

The concept of deliberative democracy has various interpretations by different
authors (see review in Rosenberg, 2003a) but the main tenets seem similar for
many writers. They rest on the assumption that neither the procedural nor the
constitutionalist approach is able to handle the moral disagreements that permeate
political life. Such disagreements “are not properly resolved by mere interest
group bargaining.” Instead “citizens should aspire to a kind of political reasoning
that is mutually justifiable” (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996, pp. 52–53). Thus, the
core idea of deliberation is mutual justification of its own positions. Citizens “must
reason beyond their narrow self-interest and consider what can be justified to
people who reasonably disagree with them” (p. 255). Deliberation may lead to
moral accommodation but it does not require the sacrifice of integrity. It merely
requires acknowledgment of “the moral standing of reasonable views opposed to
our own and demonstrate a desire to find a mutually acceptable position” (p. 9).
Deliberation is viewed as a debate that requires mutual respect, reasoned argu-
ment, and equal participation (Rosenberg, 2003). Such debate is supposed to
“promote the legitimacy of collective decisions,” “promote better outcomes,”
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Figure 1. Trust in certain institutions in 15 EU countries (“old democracies”).
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“encourage public-spirited perspective on public issues,” and “promote mutually
respectful decision making” (Machedo, 1999, pp. 7–8).

The idea of deliberative democracy as a remedy for the shortcomings of
democratic mechanisms evokes much controversy. The idea drew both strong
support and strong criticism from political scientists and sociologists (Machedo,
1999). I will leave aside the political and sociological arguments. Instead, my main
problem concerns the psychological underpinnings of deliberative democracy, its
implicit assumptions that the ability for a meaningful participation in deliberation
is a common characteristic of people, at least a common characteristic of citizens
of democratic countries. We may wonder whether it is a realistic assumption. We
also may wonder whether the deliberation can in fact produce the psychological
effects that it is supposed to produce, such as beliefs in the legitimacy of collective
decisions or the public-spirited perspective on public issues.

Some everyday observations may indicate that the deliberative potential is
widespread among ordinary people. After all, in families, in the workplace, in
organizations, in the media, etc., people, much of the time, are communicating
with each other, discussing various issues, forging agreements. And most of them
prefer that important decisions not be imposed but consulted and discussed with
them in advance.

On the other side, we also observe many instances in which these attempts
at communication and the attempt to come to agreement go nowhere. Many
interpersonal and intergroup problems are solved by means of manipulation, by
the use of force or threat of force, by acceptance of decisions of superior author-
ity, or by following established patterns of behavior—customs, routines, and
legal or moral norms. In situations where the norms are unclear, where no author-
ity is available, and the relative strength of the protagonist is similar, the differ-
ences in points of views or interests are likely to transform into vicious
arguments or protracted conflicts.

So there is no clear and unambiguous answer to the question whether ordinary
people are in fact capable of solving important problems by means of deliberation.
In other words, we cannot say whether deliberative democracy is a psychologically
feasible proposition. In fact, some of its critics claim that it is a proposition for
elites.

The purpose of this paper is to describe our search for empirical answers to
these questions. These answers are based on the preliminary results of our program
of research aimed at finding out (1) whether ordinary people are able to solve
important ideological and moral problems by means of deliberation, (2) what
factors may facilitate this process, and (3) what are the effects of the deliberation.

Theoretical Background: Psychological Preconditions of Deliberation

The project of deliberative democracy is based upon an assumption that
people with different outlooks on sensitive issues (moral or political) come
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together and try to reduce or eliminate the existing differences in the course of a
debate meeting specific criteria. In other words, the participants are supposed to
submit to the rules of deliberation. Are these rules realistic from the psychological
point of view?

One set of such rules concerns cognitive functioning. Thus, it is postulated
that participants make attempts at rational analysis of a problem at hand; try to
understand the perspectives of others; try to make their opinions, needs, and points
of view understandable to others; and recognize what divides and what unites the
participants of the debate. These are pretty demanding requirements.

Psychological studies indicate that a kind of functioning which meets all these
criteria is not very likely and not very common for a number of reasons.

First, functioning of this kind may require a relatively high level of ability for
perspective taking and coordination of divergent perspectives; in other words, it
may require an advanced level of cognitive competency. But “. . . there is a great
deal of social psychological research that suggests that individuals generally do
not think in logical, rational, or reasonable way and do not evidence the commu-
nicative competence assumed by deliberative democratic theory” (Rosenberg,
2003a, p. 11).

Data show that not many people reach the high level of thinking in dealing
with complex moral, political, or social problems (Kohlberg, 1976, 1981;
Reykowski, 2002; Rosenberg, 1988). For example, Golec (2002) in her study of
Polish politicians found that only 20 out of 46 mid- and high-ranking politicians
attained relatively high levels of political thinking, and only six were able to go
beyond their own perspective and integrate it with other viewpoints. Such research
suggests that many adults do not display the highest levels of understanding
posited by theories of cognitive development.

Second, psychological studies demonstrate that the human mind is prone to a
variety of biases which interfere with rational analysis of the situation (Nisbett &
Ross, 1980; Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). Such biases are even more powerful in
people with low levels of openness to experience (McCrea, 1996), close-minded
people (Rokeach, 1960), and those with high need for closure (Kruglanski &
Webster, 1996). These characteristics are widespread among the general popula-
tion, and in addition, they are likely to be intensified in conflict situations.

Third, the ability for effective communication—for attentive listening and
clear self-expression—has uneven distribution in a general population. We can
safely assume that many people have very limited competencies in this respect
(Rosenberg, 2003a).

Another set of rules of deliberation concerns personality functioning. It is
expected that if participants have a cooperative approach in the debate, they will
seek just solutions, behave toward themselves with a mutual respect, and treat each
other as equals. However, we can again list a number of psychological factors that
may interfere with this kind of approach to a debate. It would be a rather long list,
and I will mention here merely a few examples.
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One is psychological orientations. An extensive series of studies (Grzelak,
1994; McClintock, 1972; Messic & McClintock, 1968) show that in conflict
situations many people demonstrate individualist or competitive social orienta-
tions. In other words, they care primarily for their own outcome (individualist) or
their main goal in a group task is to attain more than others (competitive). These
kinds of orientations obviously interfere with cooperative problem solving. Simi-
larly, social dominance orientation (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) might inhibit a
tendency for assuming attitudes of equality and mutual respect in situations where
some participants of a debate are classified as representing an “inferior” category.

Another psychological enemy of deliberation is authoritarian personality
characteristics (e.g., Altemeyer, 1996). People with high levels of these character-
istics are not likely to engage in open discussion because they do not feel inde-
pendent enough in their thinking (authoritarian submission); at the same time, they
are likely to get involved in a hostile exchange if other people’s perspectives
significantly differ from what they regard as belief sanctioned by authority
(authoritarian aggression).

A third example of personality mechanisms that can interfere with the delib-
erative approach is some basic motivational tendencies—such as power and
achievement motives (Winter, 1996, 2003). Both of them may instigate behavior
that undermines or weakens a willingness to seek just solutions based on the
assumption of equality of all participants.

In addition, we ought to keep in mind that the little amount of rationality and
good will that each of us is capable of can be reduced by an emotional arousal. In
situations of conflict—when there is a clash of opposite views, especially if
important values are at stake—ego involvement may result in emotional arousal
and then in the deterioration of the information-processing capabilities, especially
a decrease in openness to new information. It may strongly affect readiness for
listening to other points of view.

The above-described psychological factors are but some of many that “con-
spire” to work against the idea of deliberation. And in fact, they explain why so
many debates are a pure failure both in political and in everyday social life. We can
see that many debates end inconclusively, aggravate conflicts, are used as a cover
for real political intentions, or simply bring disastrous consequences. No wonder
that in ancient Rome there was a suspicious attitude toward collective bodies that
are supposed to forge decisions, as illustrated in the Roman proverb: “Senatori
boni viri senatus mala bestia” (“Senators are good men but the Senate is a
malicious beast”).

Interpretation of Psychological Factors

Given that all these psychological obstacles to deliberation are common in
human societies, is there any real hope that the deliberative approach has any
chance to develop?
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The answer to this question depends on the interpretation of the previously
mentioned factors. These (and other) psychological factors can be interpreted in two
different ways: We can think about them in dispositional terms implying that the
observed ways of psychological functioning originate in the more or less permanent
traits of the people. Alternatively, we can interpret them in functional terms,
implying that cognitive and personality functioning depends, to a major degree, on
dynamic psychological processes influenced by situational factors. It means that
under different conditions the same people might manifest different characteristics.

With respect to deliberation, we can see that these two interpretations lead
to different conclusions: In the case of the dispositional interpretation, we
may conclude that not many people are psychologically fit for the democratic
deliberation—such a procedure would be successful among those few who have
appropriate intellectual competences and appropriate personalities. In the case of
the functional interpretation, we may expect that the same people can be more or
less suited for participation in deliberation, depending on conditions. It does not
mean that cognitive and personality characteristics have no effect on functioning
during a debate. It only means that in a large proportion of people these charac-
teristics are malleable, to a significant degree.

There are good theoretical and empirical arguments on behalf of the func-
tional approach. Social psychological studies provided a strong support for the
thesis about the “power of situation” (Ross & Nisbett, 1991), and situations
influence both cognitive and personality functioning. For example, it has been
shown that the level of cognitive functioning is not a fixed point on the develop-
mental dimension. Contextual factors may enhance functioning above the
“normal” level for a given person (Functional Performance Level) or they can
lower it (Bidell & Fischer, 1992; Fischer & Silvern, 1985). Furthermore, data
indicate that psychological orientations can be modified by situational factors
(Grzelak, 1995). The same can be said about the level of authoritarianism
(Altemeyer, 1996). Motivational mechanisms by their very nature change from
situation to situation. “Motives wax and wane;”—says Winter—“even the hungri-
est person stops eating eventually” (2003, p. 121).

What contextual factors can facilitate the deliberative approach to a debate?
The major source of impact in the situation of a debate is group dynamics. In fact,
there are some empirical studies that show that under certain conditions groups
deeply divided by their moral and political views are able to assume a cooperative
approach in a debate. For example, such effects had been achieved in a program of
meetings between representatives of antagonistic ethnic or political groups in
Ireland, in Cyprus, in the Horn of Africa (Doob, 1974; Doob & Foltz, 1974), as
well as in so-called “Interactive problem-solving workshops” developed by
Herbert Kelman and his group from Harvard (Kelman, 1997; Kelman & Cohen,
1979; Kelman & Fisher, 2003) for Israeli and Palestinian representatives. Kelman
describes a number of conditions that may facilitate cooperative functioning
during group debates and reaching reasonable consensus.
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In both the already-mentioned examples the participants of the debates were
specially selected, and the debates were conducted in a special environment.
Thus, we may wonder whether deliberative effects can be attained when such
conditions are not met, i.e., when ordinary citizens are supposed to solve their
problems in an environment that does not differ substantially from their ordinary
experience.

Program of Research

The Aims of the Research

On the basis of the previous reasoning, we may ask two questions:

• Is it possible to instigate the deliberative functioning among “ordinary citi-
zens” of a democratic country in situations of moral disagreements, and if so,
how?

• Does the deliberative functioning of “ordinary citizens” produce the effects
postulated by deliberative theorists?

We are assuming that psychological functioning can be significantly affected
by a social context: Since a debate is a group activity, the behavior of participants
of the debate may depend, to a major extent, on the characteristics of a group, i.e.,
on group goals, group norms, and group authorities. It also should depend on a
broader social-normative context provided by the institutional framework within
which the debate is conducted. It means therefore that the role of cognitive and
personality differences between group members can be reduced, to some extent,
by the impact of the group.

General Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: It is possible to create group situations that are conducive
for deliberative functioning, especially by induction of cooperative goals
and norms of democratic deliberative debate.

Hypothesis 2: Deliberative functioning:

2.a. Helps in reaching agreements that are acceptable for group
members.

2.b. Fosters democratic attitudes
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Outline of the Research

Parents of school-aged children ( junior high school and secondary school)
were asked to participate in a debate about sex education in Polish schools
conducted in small groups (7 to 13 persons). It was assumed that the topic of the
debate was important for parents and potentially highly controversial. Each person
participated in one such debate that lasted 90 to 100 minutes. The debates were
conducted by a facilitator who introduced topics for discussion, defined its goals
and rules, and put down the results of the debate. Before and after the debate
participants filled out questionnaires testing their attitudes and some psychological
variables. Moreover, after the session, they evaluated their experience during the
debate and its outcome. The debates were recorded on videotapes and assessed by
means of a specially designed coding system.

General Conditions of the Debates

Institutional framework. Participants were informed that the debates were
organized by the Polish Academy of Science. The Academy is a highly prestigious
institution suggesting neutrality, objectivity, and a scientific approach. We have
conjectured that this institutional framework may play an important role in helping
the induction of group goals and group norms.

Definition of goals. The participants were informed that the goal of the
debates was the development of guiding principles for sex education in Polish
schools and their results would be conveyed to school authorities. It was stressed
that the “guiding principles” must take into consideration their applicability to all
public schools in the country. The debates were divided into three parts, dealing
with three sets of specific questions:

• When should sex education start, how it should be organized, and who should
teach it?

• Should sex education contain information about contraceptives and what
kind?

• Should children be informed about pedophilia? If so, when and how?

The participants were also informed that another goal of the research they
were taking part in was the question of how to improve the quality of public
debates (according to a popular view, the quality of a public debate in Poland is
very low). They were asked for approval of these goals.

The participants received a small payment for taking part in the research part
of the program (for filling out the questionnaires) but not for participation in the
debates.
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Group Norms

Group norms were introduced by the facilitator. There were three scenarios of
the facilitator’s behavior:

1. Minimal conditions for deliberation—general “democratic” norms (MC
groups). The facilitator formulated minimal requirements for the debate: to
stay on a topic, not to offend the participants, and to allow all participants free
expression themselves.

2. Introducing the deliberative norms (DN groups). At the beginning of the
debate the facilitator introduced the norms of the deliberative approach to the
debate. (They were written down on sheets of paper and available to each
participant.) During the debate the facilitator occasionally reminded the par-
ticipants about the importance of following the norms. Otherwise he did the
same as what he did in neutral conditions.

The norms were as following:

• Attempt the rational analysis of a problem and seek its just solution;
• Behave toward themselves with a mutual respect and treat each other as

equals;
• Listen attentively to the others and try to understand their perspectives;
• Make efforts at conveying their opinions, needs, points of view understand-

able for the others;
• Make efforts at good understanding of what divides and what unites the

participants of the debate.

3. Support for deliberative norms (SDN groups). The facilitator introduced the
norms of the deliberative approach, and occasionally, when there were some
difficulties in communication between participants, he raised deliberative
norms and tried to help in their application.

Facilitator

The Facilitator was a psychologist, a member of the research team. He did not
participate in the discussions and kept a low profile except during the final stage of
each part of the debate. In this stage he tried to establish and write down what was
agreed upon in the group and the points of disagreement.

In the DN and SDN groups, at the beginning of the debates, the facilitator
stressed the cooperative character of the task (defined it as a common problem),
explained the idea of deliberation, and introduced norms of deliberation asking for
their approval. During the debate he sometimes reminded participants of the norms
but in a very unassuming way.
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The scenarios for all groups contained some specific recommendation con-
cerning the facilitator’s reaction to various situational demands.

Main Findings

The description of the preliminary results of the analysis of our data will focus
on the following topics. First, the effects of attempts at induction of the delibera-
tive forms of functioning during debates; second, the primary effects of the debates
reaching agreements and changes in attitudes toward sex education; third, the
secondary effects of the debates changes in the preferred political strategies (in
democratic thinking); and fourth, the role of education and gender.

Perceived Deliberative Functioning during the Debates

In social science, the term “deliberative functioning” is being used in both a
broad and narrow sense. In the broad sense, it refers to any kind of exchange of
information, ideas, points of view, etc. In a narrow sense, the term is applied to a
debate that meets specific criteria. In our research, we have assumed the narrow
interpretation of the deliberative functioning referring to the characteristics pre-
sented by S. Rosenberg, who mentions the following characteristics of delibera-
tion: “Concern for autonomy” (freedom to speak, heard with respect and
consideration), “Concern for equality,” “Justice as fairness,” and “Exchange of
reasons” (Rosenberg, 2003).

The deliberative functioning can be contrasted with antagonistic functioning
that rather, “that is” attempts to debase other people’s opinions as intellectually
and morally inferior, and egocentric functioning that consists in ignoring other
people’s opinions.

We have developed a special measure of deliberative functioning during the
debates based on the participants’ perception: an “Assessment of the Debate
Questionnaire” (ADQ) consisting of 15 items belonging to three scales: (1) the
Deliberative Functioning Scale, e.g., participants treated each other with respect;
had equal possibilities to influence the course of the debate; tried to understand
other people’s views; (2) the Egocentric Functioning Scale, e.g., they listened only
to themselves, believed that no one else, except them, was right; and (3) the
Antagonistic Functioning Scale, e.g., they tried to impose their view on the others
and they were nasty toward each other.

The response format was a 7-point scale: 1: Nobody; 2: Very few; 3: Some; 4:
Hard to say; 5: Majority; 6: Almost everybody; and 7: Everybody.

Figure 2 describes the obtained results. We can see that the great majority of
participants perceived the debate in deliberative categories. They declared that
“Everybody” or “Almost everybody” conformed to the deliberative standards.
And according to the great majority of respondents “Nobody” or “Very few”
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participants manifested antagonistic behavior. The egocentric behavior was
observed somewhat more frequently but was also regarded as very rare.

We have tested whether the groups differing in the manner of introducing the
deliberative norms differed in their perceived functioning during the debates.
There were no significant differences between the groups in perception of antago-
nistic functioning. But there were statistically significant differences (t-test)
between SDN (Support for Deliberative Norms) groups and two remaining groups
(combined) MC and DN (see Table 2).

We may conclude that according to the participants’ assessment, the level of
the deliberative functioning in our groups was high and the level of the egocentric
and antagonistic functioning was low. The data also seem to indicate that active
support of deliberative norms contributed to significant increase of the delibera-
tive functioning and significant decrease of the egocentric functioning.

It should be noticed here that the level of the perceived deliberative function-
ing was high in all groups, even in the MC group where there was no attempt at
inducing the deliberative norms. We can conjecture that it was the entire situation
rather than a specific instruction of the facilitator that contributed to the function-
ing of the groups as perceived by participants. Apparently, the situation contained
some implicit norms.

0
20
40
60
80

100
120

Nobody

Ver
y f

ew
Som

e

Har
d

to
sa

y

Majo
rit

y

Am
ost

ev
er

yb
ody

Eve
ry

body

# 
of

 R
es

po
nd

en
ts

deliberative
egocentric
antagonistic

Figure 2. Participants’ assessment of the debate.

Table 2. Perceived functioning during the debates
(means)

MC + DN Groups SDN Groups t-test p!

Deliberative functioning 6,07 6,32 1.87 .063
Egocentric functioning 2,12 1,82 1.93 .055
Antagonistic functioning 1,91 1.60 NS
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Primary Effects of the Debates: Reaching Agreements and Changes in
Attitudes toward Sex Educations

The practical results of the debates were the lists of recommendations con-
cerning sex education in schools formulated by each group in response to the
questions asked during the debate. These recommendations will be summarized in
a special report prepared for school authorities that is for the Ministry of Education
and Sports in Poland. It turned out that out of 20 groups, in 15 groups participants
agreed on one common list of recommendations and in three groups there were
two separate lists. In the remaining two groups, participants initially tried to
prepare two separate lists but in the course of preparation they changed their minds
and eventually prepared one list. It could be said, therefore, that in spite of the
highly controversial and potentially contentious themes of the debate, the majority
of groups were able to achieve a high level of consensus. We may pose a question:
Did achieving this consensus mean that some significant changes took place in the
participants’ attitudes?

Deliberative democrats expect that participation in deliberation may have
some transformative effects on beliefs and values. According to Dryzek and
Braithwaite, “Deliberative democrats pin their hopes on the transformative power
of deliberation” (2000, p. 242). Sunstein writes: “political choices will reflect a
kind of deliberation and reasoning, transforming values and perception of inter-
ests” (1991, p. 16). Sulkin and Simon maintain that deliberation “promotes open-
mindedness” (2001, p. 810). Do our data support these claims?

To answer this question, we examined whether there were any changes in
participants’ beliefs and attitudes concerning sex education. The changes were
measured by means of a 12-item scale (“Opinions about sex education in schools”;
OSES–Scale) that was supposed to tap the conservative-liberal dimension in
attitudes in this area. The OSES Scale was filled out before and after the debates.

It turned out that after the debates the level of liberalism slightly increased
(from 3.61 to 3.69 on a 6-point scale). (Test t for paired samples 1.93, p ! .055.)
But, unexpectedly, the changes were observed only in MC (Minimal Conditions)
and DN (Deliberative Norms) groups (see Figure 3).

But our “index of liberalism” is not a homogenous variable. The Factor
analysis (principal component, orthogonal rotation) revealed three factors that
could be interpreted as three kinds of values underlying the beliefs and attitudes
concerning sex education (see Table 3).

We examined the changes separately for these three kinds of values compar-
ing scores before and after the debates. We found that the already mentioned
changes in the Liberalism score were due merely to an increase in the Objective
Information Value (means pre-post 4.07 vs. 4.27, t = 2.86 p ! .005). In other
words many participants declared greater openness for objective information about
sex-related matters. But both the “Conservative values” and “Religious values”
remained unchanged.
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Figure 3. Changes in beliefs and attitudes concerning sex education (Conservative-Liberal
Dimension*)

*6-point scale: 1 = Low, 6 = High.

Table 3. Factorial structure of the OSES—scale

Factor 1
21% of variance

Objective information as a value Factor
loadings

9. Discussion of abortion from the perspective of women’s
rights for free choice

.858

8. Full description of contraceptives of all kinds .804
11. Discussion of the gay and lesbian issues .600

4. Curriculum independent from a dominant religion .502

Factor 2
14% of variance

Conservative values

5. Avoidance of the pedophilia issue because it has already
a great publicity in media

.772

6. Presentation of only natural means of family planning .639
1. Separate classes for boys and girls .539

Factor 3
13% of variance

Religious values

12. Discussion of abortion from the perspective of protection of
the conceived life

.742

10. Teaching according to the principles of the Catholic Church .702
7. Warning children about frequent activities of pedophiles .531
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There was some relationship between the degree of increase in the Objective
Information Value score and the Perceived Level of Deliberative Functioning,
namely, in groups where level of Deliberative Functioning was lowest the Value of
Objective Information after the debates was the lowest, as well (see Figure 4). The
differences were significant (ANOVA. F = 4.61, p ! .01).

We may conclude that participation in the debates increased the value of
objective information about sex but had no effect on probably more established
ideological values. Thus, the obtained data seem to indicate that the transformative
effects postulated by the deliberative theorists may have rather complex charac-
teristics. People may reach a consensus concerning some sensitive moral issue on
the basis of the relatively superficial changes in their beliefs and attitudes: they can
agree on some course of action while the differences in their basic values remain
unchanged. But this change confirms the expectation that deliberation tends to
increase openness.
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Figure 4. Perceived Deliberative Functioning (PDF)* and Objective Information Value (OIV)
scores after the debate**

*The groups were classified into three categories according to the mean level of the Perceived
Deliberative Functioning score: Low, Average, High.

**Differences between the groups in OIV scores before the debate were not significant.
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Secondary Effects of the Debates: Changes in Preferences Concerning
Approaches to Political Conflicts (in Political Strategies)

According to theorists of deliberative democracy, participation in deliberation
should affect a broader range of attitudes and values promoting development of
democratic citizenship. Deliberation is supposed to “foster democratic values”
(Sulkin & Simon, 2001, p. 810), and “provide a basis for renewal of interest and
faith in democratic governance . . .” (Rosenberg, 2003).

“Democratic values” and “democratic governance” may manifest in people’s
preferences concerning strategies of handling the political conflicts. We posit that
a democratic citizen respects other people’s rights for maintaining his or her own
view about how to solve a particular political controversy and tries to solve
emerging differences by means of discussion and negotiation. If no viable solution
can be achieved by these means, decision is made by majority voting and the final
decision respects to some extent a minority perspective. The opposite, nondemo-
cratic approach consists in an attempt at suppressing the opposite opinion and
using power in order to prevent the opponents from pursuing their political
objectives.

On the basis of these assumptions we have developed a method that was
supposed to test our subjects’ preferences for political strategies (“Controversial
Issues Questionnaire,” CIQ).

The questionnaire contained short vignettes describing a current public dis-
cussion in Poland concerning an important and highly controversial political issue
(such as lowering taxes, privatization of public companies, or introduction of small
payments for public health services). The respondents’ task was to express their
opinions with respect to three kinds of questions: whether public discussion of the
issue is desirable or undesirable; how to solve the controversy; what should be
done with people whose views are wrong from the respondents’ point of view. For
each of these questions there were five scales representing three kinds of political
strategies: Confrontational strategies (debate is needless, solution should be
imposed by a superior authority, opponents should be eliminated from public life);
Egocentric strategies (debate should serve to change the opponent’s views that are
obviously wrong, decision should be made by outvoting the opponents, opponents
should be persuaded that they are not competent enough to understand the issue);
and Cooperative (democratic) strategies (debate is necessary, decision should be
based on negotiated solution, opponents should be treated as equal partners in
dealing with the issue).

Each participant presented his or her reaction to two political conflicts before
the debate and two conflicts after the debate. The content of conflicts was rotated.
Response formats were 5-point scales (15 scales before and 15 scales after the
debates plus four scales probing participants’ opinion about the issue).

We found, first of all, that cooperative strategies obtained a very high level of
approval—close to the top level of the scale (means 4.19 pre and 4.21 post on
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5-point scales). It does not mean, however, that all our respondents were “con-
vinced democrats” because at the same time many of them also endorsed the
egocentric and confrontational strategies. We suspect that high evaluation of the
cooperative (democratic) strategies was due to the so-called “social approval
effect”—the tendency to give responses that are approved in the given culture or
social context. In other words, approval for cooperative strategies seems to be
required by the norms of political correctness that were popular in Poland at the
time of the research. There were no changes in cooperative strategies after debates
due probably to a ceiling effect.

There were also no significant changes in overall means of egocentric strat-
egies. But there was a clear and statistically significant decrease in confrontational
strategies after the debates (see Figure 5).

We have obtained a similar picture from an analysis on a group level. We
noticed the decrease of support for confrontational strategies in 16 groups and
for egocentric strategies in 14 groups. There were no changes in cooperative
strategies.

In general, we may conclude this analysis with the proposition that partici-
pation in the debates reduced support for the nondemocratic strategies. Thus, in
a sense, these findings seem to corroborate the thesis that participation in delib-
eration may have a more generalized effect such as reinforcing democratic
values.
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Figure 5. The effects of participation in deliberation: decrease in confrontational strategies (means)
(5-point scale—The higher the score the greater support for the given strategy).

Paired sample T test: t (df. 171) = 2.50, p ! .013
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Modifying Factors: The Role of Education and Gender

There are good reasons to expect that capability for deliberative functioning
can depend on cognitive competencies of the participants. Thus, one could con-
jecture that the development of the deliberative approach in a given society may
depend on its members’ average level of such competencies. If such a level is low,
it could mean that that deliberation would be a political tool for a small minority.

Cognitive competencies are related, probably quite closely, to the level of
education. We might suppose, therefore, that the high level of deliberative func-
tioning that we found in our groups should be due to the high proportion of
well-educated people in our sample. This supposition turned out not to be true. The
majority of our sample is people with secondary education and only less than 30%
had college education (see Table 4). Although the proportion of the participants
with college education in our sample was higher than in the Polish population
(about 10%), still they were in the minority.

What was the relationship between the level of education and the perceived
deliberative functioning? Figures 6 and 7 present the obtained data.

We can see that contrary to our expectations the lower the level of education
the higher the perceived deliberative functioning of the groups (one way ANOVA,
p ! .04), but higher levels of education were associated with the lower level of the
perceived antagonistic functioning. In other words, people with college educations
were less convinced than people with primary educations that the groups were very
close to deliberative standards At the same time, they noticed fewer instances of
antagonistic behavior.

There was also an effect of gender. Overall, in our sample there were more
women (151) than men (42). We found that the greater proportion of women in a
group, the higher the index of the achieved group consensus (post debate similarity
of beliefs within groups). In other words, both education and gender had some
impact on the functioning of our groups.

In general, we can say that some important standards of deliberations can be
reached in debates among participants with a relatively low level of education.

Table 4. Level of education in our sample

# of subjects

Primary 17
Secondary 106
College 59
Other 11
Lack of information 2
Total 195
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Truly, we are talking here about standards as perceived by the group members. But
that does not mean that the fact is meaningless. After all, what people think and
feel about the situation is important in and of itself. Moreover, we can say that
some requirements of deliberative debates can be met by people who do not
achieve the highest levels of cognitive functioning.

General Conclusions

The main conclusion from the presented data is the proposition that psycho-
logical obstacles notwithstanding—both cognitive and personality obstacles?—it
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Figure 6. Perceived deliberative functioning and the level of education
(7-point scale).
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is possible to conduct a debate on ideologically contentious issues that meets some
criteria of deliberative functioning and that such a debate may have some of the
effects postulated by deliberative theorists.

First of all, we found that the great majority of our subjects—the “ordinary
citizens”—I perceived the situation of the debate in the deliberative categories. In
spite of the fact that the debates dealt with highly controversial moral and ideo-
logical issues, they declared that all or most of all participants “treated each other
with respect,” “had equal possibilities to influence the course of the debate,” and
“tried to understand other people’s views,” etc. We conclude that under certain
conditions, deliberative norms of mutual interaction can in fact be adopted (to a
certain extent) by ordinary citizens.

It is worthwhile to stress this fact because many critics believe that it is an
unlikely state of affairs. They doubt whether the very premises of deliberation—
the attitudes of mutual respect, reasoned argument, and equal participation—are
realistic requirements. For example, Sanders observed that “Mutual respect—the
basic requirement for successful deliberation—is assumed not investigated”
(quoted in Sulkin & Simon, 2001, p. 810). We now can say that we have empirical
evidence suggesting that “mutual respect” can in fact be engendered and main-
tained in a debate concerning contentious moral and ideological topics.

Secondly, our study seems to indicate that the deliberative debate can be
looked upon as an effective instrument for reaching agreements over these kinds of
topics. Such debate may lead to some, at least temporary, changes in certain beliefs
and attitudes of the participants. The change can be looked upon as a greater
openness to new information and new approaches. It should be noted that the more
basic moral and ideological values remained unchanged.

We should add that the amount of the change was higher in groups where the
perceived deliberative functioning was higher as well. Could we regard it as
evidence that the deliberative functioning was a causal factor in the change in
openness to new information? Not exactly. At this stage of analysis, we can’t rule
out the possibility of the role of a third factor. For example, the changes in
openness and perception of debates were both related to a greater susceptibility to
situational demands.

Whatever the case, these findings can be looked upon as an argument in
polemics with authors who maintain that discussions between people who differ in
their views and values instead of leading to some accommodation are likely to
reinforce initial positions and increase antagonisms. According to Schauer,
“talking to one’s opponents can cause discussants to tighten their grip on prior
beliefs, which deepens cleavages and promotes acrimony” (quoted in Sulkin &
Simon, 2001, p. 810). Truly, in many real-life situations it is often the case. But it
can be argued that deliberative procedures can, at least in some instances, prevent
such a course of events.

Thirdly, we obtained data indicating that participation in the deliberative
debates tends to reduce the participant’s approval for confrontational strategies in

342 Reykowski



dealing with political conflicts. While this observation does not contradict the claim
that “deliberation might move politics away from the agreement and accommoda-
tion” (Shapiro, 1999, p. 31), it does suggest that it is possible to create conditions
that make such an effect less likely. As a matter of fact, it seems to reinforce the
deliberative theorists’ assertion that participation in deliberation may have a more
general effect on beliefs and attitudes reinforcing pro-democratic orientations.

We should acknowledge that some of our findings seem to be inconsistent
with our initial expectations. In fact, we came across two “mysteries”: The first one
concerns the fact that the perceived level of the deliberative functioning in groups
was highest among the lower-educated participants. Our initial theoretical analysis
would rather suggest that deliberative functioning is more likely among better-
educated people. Does it mean that our initial expectations were basically untrue?

Not necessarily. On the basis of a preliminary analysis of the video record-
ing, we noticed that full deliberative functioning (that is, collective rational
analysis of the issues) was a rare event during the debates. Instead, the large part
of the participants’ activities consisted in sharing opinions, information, and
experience. They also expressed their agreement or disagreement with the opin-
ions of the others. In some, not too frequent, cases, there were intensive, long-
lasting polemics. But in many instances there emerged quite spontaneously some
common perspectives about the issue under debate. These observations suggest
that the dominant form of group functioning did not require advanced cognitive
competencies. This is why, for people who had more sophisticated standards of
a rational debate, its course could be somewhat less satisfactory. Hence, the
better-educated people evaluated the debates lower (but still high) than the less-
educated people.

This observation has some bearings on the concept of deliberation and delib-
erative functioning. It implies that deliberation can be a matter of degree. And
some effects postulated by deliberative theory can be achieved even if debates do
not meet all the important, and as some people would think, critical standards.
It appears that people with lower levels of education, and as presumably, with
lower levels of cognitive competencies, can participate constructively in such a
debate. In other words, limited cognitive competencies should not be looked
upon as insurmountable barriers to meaningful participation in certain kinds of
deliberation.

The second mystery is the lack of expected relationship between the groups
differing with respect to how deliberative norms were introduced. Apparently, the
differences in facilitator behavior on the basis of which we defined our three
categories of groups (MC, DN, SDN) were not potent enough to produce real
differences in participants’ behavior. Groups where deliberative norms were sup-
posed to be made more salient were not better in reaching agreements and did not
manifest greater changes in beliefs about sex education or greater changes in
confrontational strategies. We could rather say, therefore, that the crucial role was
played by the common characteristics of the situation of the debate such as
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institutional framework, formulation of the task as a socially important cooperative
goal, and the presence and behavior of the facilitator who was neutral, kind,
rational, and in his interventions modeled the deliberative approach. In fact there
are theoretical arguments that each of these factors could contribute to the insti-
gation of the deliberative “atmosphere” and produce deliberative effects. We must
come to the conclusion that we were not very successful in differentiating the
conditions of the debates. But we were able, in all groups, to prompt some forms
of deliberative functioning.

One additional observation should be made here. We noticed that in SDN
groups, where the facilitator was most active in implementing the deliberative
norms, the perceived deliberative functioning scores were the highest. This result
can mean that facilitator behavior can be an important factor in shaping the
groups’ deliberative functioning. But it might also be due to the so-called
“experimenter effect” (or “Rosenthal effect”)—a tendency of the respondents to
act or to respond according to the expectations of the experimenter (Rosenthal,
1976); in these groups such expectations were probably more salient than in the
remaining ones.

There is an open question about the breadth of the category of people who can
participate meaningfully in deliberation. In our study, we are dealing with the
“ordinary citizens of a democratic country.” It presupposes some cultural back-
ground of the participants. Such background may be an important factor in the
actualization of some implicit norms of interaction during debates. But how could
this background be defined?

Final Remark

One may wonder whether these findings have any bearings on the problem of
the improvement of democracy. A very remote impact, to be sure. We must be
aware that there is a great distance between experimental psychological studies of
deliberation and implementation of the deliberative procedures into democratic
mechanism. But we can console ourselves with the fact that there also is a great
distance between the laboratory of a microbiologist and a physician’s office, and
nobody questions that sooner or later some of the microbiologist’s findings will
turn out to be helpful to physicians.
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