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Policy, participation and power.

How can deliberative democracy change 
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government?
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public in decision making!
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What is Y lab?

• We are a partnership between Cardiff University and 

Nesta, bringing together research excellence and 

innovation expertise.

• We make lives better by improving public services for 

the people who use and deliver them.



What is deliberative democracy?

Deliberative democratic processes are basically a 
variety of methods by which people can be engaged in 
decision making with the opportunity to deliberate 
over issues before coming to an informed decision. 

This can be achieved through using mini publics (such 
as citizens assemblies, citizens juries, planning cells, 
deliberative polls etc) or participatory budgeting. 



Deliberative democracy and Service Design

Often thought of as a policy tool but DD can transfer just as easily into service 
design. 3 key areas of overlap.

User centred – DD is about recognising people as experts and valuing their 
lived experience. It places the user or citizen in the centre of the service and 
allows us to discover how they experiences the service.

Co created - Involving users not only in the design of the solution but also the 
production and development of it. Particularly with Participatory Budgeting.

Transformative. Through a careful examination of evidence and deliberation 
DD can provide a roadmap for long-term change, promoting cost savings and 
service improvements.



Why do we need deliberative 

democracy?

• People feeling disengaged from politics and 
decision making.

• Trust in politicians and service providers is at an all 
time low.

• Public engagement in decision making is not 
functioning effectively.

• Limited mechanisms for public engagement in 
policy making, scrutiny and governance.

• Rise in populism and people looking for the simple 
answers.

• Polarised political landscape.



• Mini publics

• Participatory Budgeting

Deliberative democratic methods



What is a mini public?

• A representative sample of a local 
population.

• Brought together to discuss and make 
recommendations on a particular issue.



Mini public process



• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fwSclUlDUD0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fwSclUlDUD0


Types of Mini Public



How can mini publics be used in policy 
and  service design?

Mini publics are a great way of gathering the views of a representative 
population they can be used to:
• Identify priorities for improvement
• Suggest ideas for service improvement
• Test ideas for service improvement

They are particularly helpful in addressing politically contentious issues

But – it difficult to rely solely on their decisions as there are issues 
around democratic accountability.

• Could be incorporated into the scrutiny system of Local government 
to de politicise contentious issues, provide greater citizens voice and 
an effective avenue within the current governance framework.



What is required for a mini public to be 
effective?

• A clear articulated purpose for being created. Not just holding 
a mini public because it’s fashionable.

• A predetermined way to feed into the decision making 
process.

• Time and planning  and resources to develop and implement.

• Independent professional facilitation.

• Robust evidence behind decisions / recommendations.



What are the key issues with mini publics?

• A lack of democratic accountability.

• Questions over their representativeness.

• They are often only a one off mechanism for engagement.

• Can be expensive.

• Take skill and resources to be run effectively.



What is Participatory Budgeting

• A way of people being involved in allocating / distributing 
funds in a democratic way.

• Citizens design, deliberate, vote for and implement proposals.



Participatory budgeting



• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dLrPJghHIzg – New York

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZpbylYAbzV0 – Health 
and social care alliance Scotland

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dLrPJghHIzg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZpbylYAbzV0


Essential elements of PB to maximise
impact

• Allocation of a portion of a public body’s budget to PB

• Articulating what the ‘need’ is that will be addressed through the PB 
process.

• Citizen / service user involvements int the development of project 
proposals.

• Citizen / service users voting on projects to be funded 

• A commitment to implement the winning projects which are 
subsequently monitored and reported on.



Benefits of participatory budgeting

• Increases understanding of the complexities and trade offs in 
decision making.

• Transparency in decision making and budget allocation.

• Reduces public dissatisfaction in politics when practiced 
effectively.

• Improved citizen participation and engagement.

• Improves democratic legitimacy of decision making.

• Better services and infrastructure based on the citizens’ 
proposals.

• Improved self-confidence of individuals and organisations.

• Greater civic engagement with increased volunteering and the 
formation of new groups.

• Increased confidence of citizens in local service providers.



Participatory budgeting in service design - Co 
production plus!

PB allows citizens or service users to be involved in the whole 
process of service design and resource allocation.

The entire PB process should allow engagement in:

• Setting priorities

• Co producing solutions

• Communicating the projects ideas

• Voting on the projects to be taken forward

Can be undertaken with a wide range and number of people 
from service users to a whole geographical area.



Issues with PB

• Tokenistic

• One off exercise

• The usual suspects. Not enough recourses dedicated to 
inclusion and engagement. Is it accessible to all?

• Can turn into a local popularity contest.

• How does PB fit in with representative democracy?

• Public may not consider long term benefits when voting or 
vote on self interest.

• It is expensive. Require a lot of resources to be run effectively.

• Open to manipulation when not conducted effectively. E.g. pre 
determined project choices.



Supporters argue these methods can 
address many of the current issues in 
policy and public service design by:

• Giving real power back to citizens and service users.

• Building trust between service providers and service user or 
citizens and the state.

• Empowering communities and service users to innovate.

• Providing better citizen focused public services.

• Recognising people as experts through their life experiences.

• Increasing participation and civic engagement.

• Better, decision making based on evidence and personal 
experience.

• Taking political partisanship out of difficult decisions.



Questions for discussion

1. Have you used DD methods in the past? What lessons did 
you learn?

2. Do you think DD should be used more in-service design and 
policy development?

3. Which of these methods do see you as being most effective 
and in what situation?

4. How could you incorporate DD for policy development and 
service design in the future?

5. What are some of the issues you need to overcome when 
implementing mini publics or PB?
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