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Summarising the problem

Australia is lucky - we have one of the strongest and most effective democracies in the
world. However, our democratic institutions were developed in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century and were designed for a different time. As with all areas of life
democracies need to adapt and change as the world changes.... and times are changing
fast.

Social and technological changes are making it increasingly difficult for our democratic
institutions to operate effectively. Democracies worldwide face significant risks because
of diminished trust in politicians, governments, and institutions, a general disillusionment

with government and an increasingly polarised community.

These issues are being driven in part by echo chambers,? spaces that only expose us to
views that reinforce our existing beliefs and perspectives. The consequence of this is that
we no longer have ‘shared stories’ that shape our civilisation; instead, we exist in silos only
hearing, or perhaps trusting, those in our tribe.

1 Harris, C. and Hughes, I. (2020), The Covid-19 pandemic has exposed why we urgently need to re-imagine democracy,
Democratic Audit, https://www.democraticaudit.com/2020/06/18/the-covid-19-pandemic-has-exposed-why-we-urgently-need-
to-re-imagine-democracy/

2 Kertesz, J. (2019), Media Echo Chambers Increase Polarization in Society, Central European Union’s Department of Data and
Network Science, https://www.ceu.edu/article/2019-03-14/media-echo-chambers-increase-polarization-society



Rising inequality in many democracies is also playing a significant role, as is the rise of
populism.

The impact? Substantial reform by governments is becoming very difficult at a time when
we are needing to make ever complex and difficult economic, social and environmental
trade-offs. Our democratic systems need refinement to enable them to continue to
operate effectively. We would argue that a range of reforms (or perhaps tweaks!) are
needed to our democratic systems. Giving citizens a way into the political process through
large scale participative methods offers one way forward to address a number of the
challenges.?
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SOURCE - diagram has been developed by democracyCo, from the research referenced in this paper.

3 Ziblatt D. (2021), Challenges to Democracy, Harvard University, https://scholar.harvard.edu/dziblatt/challenges-democracy
4 Keane, J. (2020) as cited in Wyndham, S. (2020), Democracy in Crisis, The University of Sydney,
https://www.sydney.edu.au/arts/news-and-events/news/2020/09/04/democracy-in-crisis.html



Disillusionment

“There is growing disillusionment with politicians and, by extension, with the political
system, in Australia. There is diminishing respect for the rule of law, political
corruption, poor standards of personal behaviour and failure of leadership have
affected people’s confidence in the system of government”. *

Dr Bede Harris, Head of Law Discipline, Charles Sturt University, 2020

The 2019 Guardian Essential poll® found that:
* 15% of Australians have tuned out of Federal politics.
+ 8% engage only during elections.
*  23% only tune in when something big is happening, and
«  38% monitored political events sufficiently to know what's afoot,
*  15% are following politics in Canberra closely

The Australian Election Survey found in 2016 that disillusionment had reached a threshold where Australia was
beginning to see corrosive popular disaffection with the political class’.

“Fewer Australians think about and talk about politics, which is a bad sign. There's a
real stalemate in terms of voters being angry, parties not caring and no one really
knowing what to do. It's not sustainable indefinitely”.

Jill Shepherd, ANU, School of Politics

Distrust

Trust is the foundation upon which the legitimacy of public institutions is built and is crucial for maintaining
social cohesion. Trust is important for the success of a wide range of public policies that depend on behavioural
responses from the public. For example, public trust leads to greater compliance with regulations and the tax

system. Trust is necessary to increase the confidence of the public as well as business. 8
A strong trusting relationship also provides governments with a considerable buffer to their ‘social licence to
operate’. Where governments are trusted, the community is much more likely to accept politically challenging or

difficult decisions - as the public have faith that the government is acting in their best interests.

The trend in levels of trust had been downward for the last 20 years until COVID hit.

5 Harris B. (2020), Public Disillusionment with Politics in Australia. In: Constitutional Reform as a Remedy for Political
Disenchantment in Australia. Springer, Singapore.

& Murphy, K. (2019), The big tune-out: few Australians follow politics closely, Guardian Essential Poll Shows, The Guardian,
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/sep/04/the-big-tune-out-few-australians-follow-politics-closely-guardian-
essential-poll-shows

7 Chan, G. (2016), Trump-style political disaffection taking hold in Australia, review says, The Guardian,
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/dec/20/trump-style-political-disaffection-taking-hold-in-australia-review-
says

8 OECD, (2019), Trust in Government, https://www.oecd.org/gov/trust-in-government.htm



https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/sep/04/the-big-tune-out-few-australians-follow-politics-closely-guardian-essential-poll-shows
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/sep/04/the-big-tune-out-few-australians-follow-politics-closely-guardian-essential-poll-shows

After each federal election, a study is undertaken by the Australian National University analysing the outcome at
that last election. It is known as the Australian Electoral Study. It is interesting to note that the Australian
Electoral Study in 2019 found that trust in government had reached its lowest level on record, with data covering
a 50-year period since 1969. Trust in government had declined by nearly 20% between 2007 and 2019. In
addition, it found that 56% of Australians believe that the government is run for ‘a few big interests’, while just
12% believe the government is run for ‘all the people.’

The data in the Table above was taken from the Edelman Survey, which is an international study looking at trust
in business, government, media and NGO's. Time will tell whether the results for 2021 is an anomaly, however
given that the conditions for trust to build are being undermined by the echo chamber (amongst other things),
we are expecting for trust levels to return to the previous downward trajectory over the coming couple of years.
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9 Cameron, S. & McAllistar, I. (2019), The 2019 Australian Federal Election: Results from the Australian Election Study, Australian
National University, https://australianelectionstudy.org/wp-content/uploads/The-2019-Australian-Federal-Election-Results-
from-the-Australian-Election-Study.pdf

10 CSIRO, (2019), Australian National Outlook 2019, pg 12. https://www.csiro.au/en/work-with-us/services/consultancy-
strategic-advice-services/csiro-futures/australian-national-outlook

11 CSIRO, (2019), Australian National Outlook 2019 — Executive Summary, pg 7. https://www.csiro.au/en/work-with-
us/services/consultancy-strategic-advice-services/csiro-futures/australian-national-outlook



Polarisation

“One of the key drivers of democratic decay in new and established democracies is
intense polarization, where political opponents begin to regard each other as
existential enemies, allowing incumbents to justify abuses of democratic norms to
restrain the opposition, and encouraging the opposition to use “any means necessary”
to (re)gain power.""?

Daniel Ziblatt, Eaton Professor of the Science of Government, Harvard University

In Australia we saw increased political polarisation between 1996 and 2016. This can be seen by the results of
the Australian Electoral Study over this period presented in the table below. Unfortunately, the Australian
Electoral Study did not ask this question in their 2019 survey. The 2019 study did however find increasing
divisions between:

e Genders

+ Generations

« Owners of assets/ Non owners'3
We can also see the polarisation happening in our communities - polarised debate on talk back radio, polarised
debate in online forums, the polarised debate through our media outlets and even the increasing polarised
debate and positioning by our politicians in response to the community.
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'In politics, people sometimes talk about the ‘left' and the 'right’. Where would you place yourself?
Source: Australian Election Study 1996-2016, AlphaBeta

2 7iblatt, D. (2021), Challenges to Democracy, Harvard University, https://scholar.harvard.edu/dziblatt/challenges-democracy

13 Cameron, S. & McAllistar, |. (2019), The 2019 Australian Federal Election: Results from the Australian Election Study, Australian
National University, https://australianelectionstudy.org/wp-content/uploads/The-2019-Australian-Federal-Election-Results-
from-the-Australian-Election-Study.pdf



The Echo Chamber

We have a significant problem with how we are analysing the information we receive. While we are receiving
more information than ever before, instead of making us more likely to agree with each other, “informational
diversity” has instead taken us further away from an agreed upon truth and made us more likely to disagree.’®

Up until recently, the echo chamber effect was thought to be as a consequence of us not reading the views of
others. Recently, research has clarified that echo chambers aren't necessarily about not seeing or reading
information from those with ideological differences, but more about discounting or discrediting them based on

their contradiction to our own worldviews.'®

Research out of the United States has demonstrated that as with online echo chambers, news media consumers
do view sources across the political divide, but rates of mistrust of those sources are high, with 77% of liberals
mistrusting Fox News and 67% of conservatives distrusting CNN."” Echo chambers aren’t being created because
users or readers are blind to other information (or not receiving it) but because they discredit alternative views
and use their trusted sources to reinforce their own world view. “Ultimately then, two people can hold opposite
accounts of reality because that's the reality they perceive within their respective echo chambers. And therein lies the
danger—although one account may be more objectively accurate than another, echo chambers transform false

perception into subjective reality just the same.”®

These online echo chambers represent a kind of “confirmation bias on steroids” driven not only by filter bubbles
built into search engines and social media sites, but also by active “challenge avoidance” (i.e. not wanting to find
out that we're wrong) and “reinforcement seeking” (wanting to find out that we're right) by readers.'® This feeds

and reinforces our desire to access our information online as these new media use algorithms to deliver

information directly to a user’s personal account that accords with our own existing bias. 2°

14Gopaldas, R. and William, B. (2020) The social dilemma — optimising for clicks or consensus?, Daily Maverick,
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-10-07-the-social-dilemma-optimising-for-clicks-or-consensus/

15 Pierre, J. (2021), Alternate Realities: A Tale of Two Echo Chambers, Psychology Today,
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/psych-unseen/202101/alternate-realities-tale-two-echo-chambers

18 1bid

7 1bid

18 Ibid

1% Brugnoli E, Cinelli M, Quattrociochi W, et al. (2019), Recursive patterns in online echo chambers. Scientific Reports; 9:20118.
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-019-56191-7

20 Sirbu, A. Pedreschi, D., Giannotti F., & Kertész, J. (2019), Algorithmic bias amplifies opinion fragmentation and polarization: A
bounded confidence model, PLOS ONE, https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0213246

8


https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/motivated-reasoning

Recent work on how to counteract opinion polarization on social networks has also appeared, and initial results
suggest that facilitating interaction among chosen individuals in polarized communities can alleviate the issue.?'

ZESTY THINGS.COM
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ideas inside the chamber resonate so that the people inside begin to believe it's the
predominate world view even if they are the ones actually on the fringe while
conflicting ideas never make it into the chamber or are ignored causing them to die

Source: Zesty Things, Infographic: The
Echo Chamber Effect - Zesty Things

Inequality

It is argued that high levels of inequality will continue to undermine democracy.?? Apart from the fact that
inequality is contrary to the concept of democratic principles, inequality also creates challenges for the effective
operation of a democracy. For example, there is considerable research linking inequality with polarisation in the

United States and Europe.

2! Garimella, K., De Francisci Morales, G., Gionis, A. and Mathioudakis, M., (2017), Reducing controversy by connecting opposing

views. In Proceedings of the Tenth ACM International Conference on Web Search and Data Mining (pp. 81-90).
22 pentland, A. (2013), Beyond the Echo Chamber, Harvard Business Review, https://hbr.org/2013/11/beyond-the-echo-chamber

23 Ziblatt, D. (2021), Challenges to Democracy, Harvard University, https://scholar.harvard.edu/dziblatt/challenges-democracy
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https://zestythings.com/infographic-the-echo-chamber-effect/
https://zestythings.com/infographic-the-echo-chamber-effect/

Research in Europe has found that increasing inequality leads on average to more support for left-wing parties
and more support for far-right parties among older individuals.?* In the US, researchers have found that “states
showing greater degrees of political polarization are associated with higher levels of income inequality. In particular, a
1 percent rise in the 90-10 earnings gap is associated with a 0.18 percentage point increase in political polarization -
that is, the share of individuals identifying as extreme liberals minus those reporting as extreme conservatives goes up

by that amount. For the 90-50 earnings gap, it's 0.22 percentage point.”?

It is less clear to what extent inequality is contributing to polarisation in Australia.?® We have not been able to
find research into the connection between, inequality and polarisation in Australia, but one could assume that
like the US and Europe, it does play a role.

Various data sources show income and wealth inequality exists in Australia, but there is less agreement among
analysts about whether inequality is worsening, improving or staying at around the same level over time.

ACOSS provide data indicating that people in the highest 20% of the wealth scale hold nearly two thirds of all
wealth (64%), while those in the lowest 60% hold less than a fifth of wealth (17%). People in the highest 20% of
the wealth scale hold nearly two thirds of all wealth (64%), while those in the lowest 60% hold less than a fifth of
wealth (17%). The average wealth of a household in the highest 20% wealth group, at $3.25 million, is six times
that of the middle 20% wealth group, at $565,000, and over ninety times that of the lowest 20% wealth group, at
$36,000. The average wealth of the highest 5% wealth group is $6,795,000.%’

ACOSS state that inequality “was no higher in 2020 than in 2007-08, however it was still higher than in any year
between 1999-00 and 2007-08, and almost certainly than in any year between 1980 and 1999".28

2 Winkler, H., (2019), The effect of income inequality on political polarization: evidence from European regions, 2002—
2014. Economics & Politics, 31(2), pp.137-162.

25 Makridis, C. A., (2016), Are soaring levels of income inequality making us a more polarized nation?, The Conversation,
https://theconversation.com/are-soaring-levels-of-income-inequality-making-us-a-more-polarized-nation-63418

26 NOTE — we had trouble identifying relevant research in Australia into this issue.

27 The Australian Centre of Social Service, (ACOSS), (2020), Inequality in Australia, Poverty and Inequality,
http://povertyandinequality.acoss.org.au/inequality/
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Solutions

In this paper we identify a range of interconnected problems which together are contributing to challenges to
the effective operation of our democracy. There are of course a vast range of solutions to these issues from
regulating search engines and social media3° to reduce the impact of the echo chamber, publicly funded political
campaigns or caps on political donations to build trust in institutions, parliamentary processes to encourage

collaboration, and addressing inequality. Just to name a few.
There is no silver bullet.

Various reforms to address different aspects will be important, however at democracyCo our focus is on one
method - increasing participation in the work of government. We are focused on this area because our
experience and research tells us that it helps - that using an area of participative engagement known as
deliberative democracy in particular helps to address polarisation, builds trust among participants and builds

empathy in our communities.

We are also focused on this space because, improving participation in the work of government can be achieved
without constitutional reform, without legislation, without even decisions of Cabinet. This is an area in which the
public service can act, individual local members can act, and individual Ministers can act. Even the private sector
can act. As a consequence, we believe that increasing participation of the community in the decisions of

government is ‘low hanging fruit' in terms of democratic reform ...

In addition, apart from these broader benefits to democracy, improving the quality of participative methods will
bring the following benefits to your work in policy making, project management and service development:
Innovation - new and different ideas
Builds support for reform/ change
Assists improved decision making - through the use of critical / analytical thinking and by addressing
bias
Assists in the development of enduring solutions - ones that everyone can contribute to

2% Harris, C. and Hughes, 1. (2020), The Covid-19 pandemic has exposed why we urgently need to re-imagine democracy,
Democratic Audit, https://www.democraticaudit.com/2020/06/18/the-covid-19-pandemic-has-exposed-why-we-urgently-need-
to-re-imagine-democracy/

30Centre for Humane Technology, (2021), Policy Principles, https://www.humanetech.com/policy-principles
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https://brill.com/view/journals/copr/14/4/article-p416_416.xml?language=en
https://www.humanetech.com/policy-principles

Some Research on participation

The OECD has reflected on the importance of civic participation in democracies to addressing issues of trust.

They state:

This is reinforced by recent research out of Singapore into their first three citizen juries which found that the

processes-built trust between government and participants.3?

Research from the United States also highlights that using participative methods of engagement - particularly
deliberative methods of engagement help to address polarisation, improve empathy and enable groups with
diverse views to come to agreement with each other about the way best way forward. A recent study by
Stanford University highlighted these benefits. Refer to the below text box for an overview. Similar results were
found through some research in Vancouver in 2017. In this example researchers asked 1,500 participants to talk
about polarising issues relating to Al. Each participant was asked to judge whether it was ethically wrong or right
on their own before they were broken up into groups of three people, where they were asked to reach
consensus with each other. Each group was asked to discuss the issues for two minutes and unanimously come
up with a single number that expressed the correctness of that action on the same o-to-10 scale. One-third of
the groups that began with participants holding completely opposite views on highly polarized issues were able

to reach a consensus.33

31 Brezzi, M., Gonzalez, S. & Prats, M. (2020), All you need is trust, The OECD Statistics Newsletter, Directorate for Public
Governance, https://www.oecd.org/gov/all-you-need-is-trust-statistics-newsletter-12-2020.pdf

32.Sin, Y. (2021), Citizens’ panels build trust in Govt partnerships: Study, The Straits Times,
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/citizens-panels-build-trust-in-govt-partnerships-study

33 Sigman, M., Navajas, J., Garbulsky, G. & Ariely, D. (2017) How can we improve democracy? One intriguing idea: Set up a jury
system, ldeas.TED.com, https://ideas.ted.com/how-can-we-improve-democracy-one-intriguing-idea-set-up-a-jury-system/
34 Thorold, R. (2021), Transitions to a participatory democracy: How to grow public participation in local governance, RSA,
https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/ foundation/new-site-blocks-and-
images/reports/2021/06/transitions_to_participatory_democracy-_report.pdf
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Stanford Study - America in one Room

Before COVID-19 pandemic hit the US, over 500 American voters, from across the country met to discuss
the most pressing issues of the 2020 election: immigration, health care, the economy, the environment
and foreign policy.

Before participants started, they rated their support (or opposition) for 49 policy proposals. The
researchers found extreme partisan-based polarization between Democrats and Republicans on 26 of the
proposals. But after a weekend of deliberation, the two parties moved closer on 22 out of the 26 proposals
and in 19 of those, movements were significant.

One of the most polarizing topics - deportation of undocumented immigrants. Before deliberation - 79
percent of Republicans supported the proposal “undocumented immigrants should be forced to return to
their home countries before applying to legally come back to the U.S. to live and work permanently.” After
-the number was halved: 40 percent in support.

Research lead James Fishkin reflected on the change he saw in participants - “People began to see one
another as human beings. They got to know one another, and they began to develop something that is so rare in
our hyper-polarized society: empathy.”

The researchers also found that people came to like each other more. After deliberation, dislike between
the two parties diminished: Democrats' “feeling thermometer” ratings of Republicans rose 13 points with
deliberation. Republicans’ ratings of Democrats went up 14 points.

Could deliberative democracy depolarize America? | Stanford News

35 De Witte, M. (2021) “Could deliberative democracy depolarize America?” Stanford News,
https://news.stanford.edu/2021/02/04/deliberative-democracy-depolarize-america/
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A Final Word

There is no doubt that democracies around the world face considerable challenges, in substantial part driven by
changes to how we receive our information, and they will face increasing pressure over time as the complexity
of decisions get harder and more urgent within a resource constrained world.

We are at a key point in history. We have an opportunity to make the changes needed to our democracy to
make them as resilient as possible for the future. Some of these changes are harder than others.

One simple thing that can be done is to change how we involve citizens in the processes of government and
public policy development and make sure that we are involving them in ways that build trust, respect and
empathy - not only between public servants, decision makers and citizens but between the citizens themselves.
Participative forms of engagement such as deliberative democracy provide us with the opportunity to build
bridges and find solutions to complex public policy questions that the vast majority can live with. Utilising such
engagement tools will not only contribute to an improved democratic environment but also assist decision
makers in achieving sustainable reform.
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Want to learn more?

In addition to the documents referenced throughout this paper, you might like to explore the following -

General community engagement resources through International Association of Public Participation

IAP2 Published Resources | IAP2 Australasia

OECD, Innovative Citizen Participation and New Democratic Institutions, Catching the Deliberative Wave,

Innovative Citizen Participation and New Democratic Institutions: Catching the Deliberative Wave | en |

OECD

The Kettering Foundation website. The Kettering Foundation, is a foundation in the US which is

dedicated to improving democracy - Problems Behind the Problems | Kettering Foundation

o David Mathews at The Kettering Foundation has developed a concept about involving

community which he summarises in a paper - “With the People” With the People: An

Introduction to an ldea | Kettering Foundation

Royal Society of the Arts, UK, Deliberative Democracy - RSA (thersa.org)

o The study of conflict shows that divided people can come together when they talk - RSA

(thersa.org)

Australian foundation for deliberative democracy which has case studies and research into best practice

- WWW.newdemocracy.com.au

Podcast about “America In One Room"” Research by Stanford University After America in One Room

(civilsquared.org)

Full report on the results from America in One Room Research - America in One Room Final Results -

CDD (stanford.edu)

Scottish Citizens Assembly, The Economist - How to restore trust in politics | The Economist - Bing video

Transitioning to more participation in democratic systems - Transitions to participatory democracy: How

to grow public participation in local governance - RSA (thersa.org)

Can citizen juries improve democracy and restore public trust? - Life Matters - ABC Radio National

Wisdom of collective intelligence research - How can we improve democracy? One intriguing idea: Set up

a jury system. | (ted.com)

Our own blogs on democracy, case studies and best practice engagement techniques -

www.democracyco.com.au
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https://iap2.org.au/resources/iap2-published-resources/
https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
https://www.kettering.org/core-insights/problems-behind-problems
https://www.kettering.org/catalog/product/with-the-people-introduction-to-an-idea
https://www.kettering.org/catalog/product/with-the-people-introduction-to-an-idea
https://www.thersa.org/projects/deliberative-democracy
https://www.thersa.org/blog/2020/02/everday-deliberation-democracy
https://www.thersa.org/blog/2020/02/everday-deliberation-democracy
http://www.newdemocracy.com.au/
https://civilsquared.org/listen/after-america-in-one-room
https://civilsquared.org/listen/after-america-in-one-room
https://cdd.stanford.edu/2020/america-in-one-room-final-results/
https://cdd.stanford.edu/2020/america-in-one-room-final-results/
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=The+Economist+How+to+restore+trust+in+politics&view=detail&mid=4BFE561E649AF56186344BFE561E649AF5618634&FORM=VIRE
https://www.thersa.org/reports/transitions-participatory-democracy
https://www.thersa.org/reports/transitions-participatory-democracy
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/can-citizen-juries-improve-democracy-and-restore-public-trust/12936238
https://ideas.ted.com/how-can-we-improve-democracy-one-intriguing-idea-set-up-a-jury-system/
https://ideas.ted.com/how-can-we-improve-democracy-one-intriguing-idea-set-up-a-jury-system/
http://www.democracyco.com.au/

