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A wide range of institutions, including democracy….are starting to show 
signs of acute stress or outright failure. …. In this dangerous historical 
moment, we need to urgently heed Plato’s warning and re-imagine our 

social institutions so that they can better contain and address sources of 
toxicity and instead empower progressive change if impending 

catastrophes are to be faced and avoided.”1 
Archon Fung, Harvard ASH Centre  

Australia is lucky - we have one of the strongest and most effective democracies in the world. This strength and 

success is a direct result of the robustness of our economic and democratic institutions.2  

 

Maintaining our success requires our system of democracy to change and adapt. Democracy is not and never 

has been a static concept. Over hundreds of years, democracy as a concept has become more ‘democratic’, 

more inclusive - offering citizens greater voice and greater levels of equality.  In an Australian context, the 

extension of the right to vote to women and to First Nations peoples, as well compulsory voting and the secret 

ballot are just a few of the most recent significant changes. However, since World War 2 democratic reform in 

Australia has stagnated.  In recent years we haven’t been improving how inclusive our institutions are, despite 

our society changing rapidly.3  

 

Our democracies are facing challenges from multiple fronts, from the implications of rapidly changing 

technologies, the proliferation of mis and disinformation, echo chambers, diminished trust in institutions, 

divided communities and rising inequality.   

 

New information technologies are changing our world at a pace we have never seen before, and whilst on one 

hand they appear to give another avenue for ‘voice’ and another opportunity to improve ‘inclusivity’ – they are 

having unintended and perhaps unexpected impacts globally. A combination of misinformation, disinformation, 

and echo chambers4 (spaces that only expose us to views that reinforce our existing beliefs and perspectives), 

are reducing the opportunity for us to develop the ‘shared stories’ that shape our civilisation. Instead, we exist in 

silos, only hearing, or perhaps trusting, those in our tribe. This is driving diminished trust in institutions, a 

general disillusionment with government and an increasingly divided and contemptuous community.  Rising 

inequality in many democracies is also playing a significant role. 

 

The impact?  

 

 
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 Prof. Justin Wolfers, Professor of Economics and Public Policy, University of Michigan, Boyer Lecture 2025. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4 
 
3 OECD (2020), Innovative Citizen Participation and New Democratic Institutions: Catching the Deliberative Wave, OECD 
Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/339306da-en. 
4 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 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4
https://doi.org/10.1787/339306da-en


  

 
4 

In this time of complex change, current democratic and governance structures are failing to keep up with 

societal change and community expectations, contributing to a rise in populism.5 

 

Substantial policy reform to move our country forward and respond to increasing social, economic, and 

environmental pressures is becoming very difficult at a time when we are needing to make ever complex and 

difficult trade-offs. This inability to pursue change is further undermining trust in these very institutions as their 

credibility in their ability to respond to our challenges corrodes.  

 

 

“I think the writing is on the wall for democracy and it has been for at 
least a decade. The symptoms we know well: the hollowing out of political 
parties; rising disaffection of citizens against politicians, parties, politics; 
the growing gap between rich and poor – practically every democracy has 

seen a 40-year widening of the gap, and that’s a violation of the ethic of 
equality, which is essential to democracy; the penetration of politics by 

dark money; the growing ruination of biomes in which democracies 
operate.” 

John Keane, Prof Politics, Sydney University6 
 

 
This diagram has been developed by DemocracyCo, from the research referenced in this paper. 

 

 
5 OECD (2020), Innovative Citizen Participation and New Democratic Institutions: Catching the Deliberative Wave, OECD 
Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/339306da-en. 
6 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 

https://doi.org/10.1787/339306da-en


  

 
5 

 
Distrust  
High levels of trust in public institutions has been identified by the OECD as one of the most important features 

for a successful democracy, and, in turn, economy.  

 

“There is an economic cost to low trust, in the form of high transaction costs in social, economic, and political 

relationships, risk aversion among investors, and non-compliance with regulations.  

Low trust also impacts negatively on social cohesion, exacerbating polarisation…the rise of radical political parties, and 

protest movements”². 

 

The practical impact of this is that low trust is stopping governments from being able to successfully reform at a 

time when urgent and significant reform is needed more than ever.  

 

A high degree of trust in Australia’s institutions has historically been a hallmark of Australia’s democracy.  

 

However, levels of trust in the Australian government have been on a downward trajectory. Trust in the 

Australian Government reached a peak when the Australian Election Study (AES) started collecting data in 1969 

at 51%, and an all-time low of 25% in 2019³.  

 

The McKinnon Foundation’s own Democracy Index 2025⁴ has found that:  

- 46% of people have low levels of trust in the Federal Government  

- 46% of Australians have low trust in Federal Politicians 

- Only 24% of Australians feel that Federal Politicians understand and represent people like them   

- Only 26% feel that government can be trusted to do the right thing 

- 53% have low confidence in the Federal gov balancing the interests of current and future generations  

- 56% feel that federal politicians don’t represent people like them  

 

 

On a positive note, however, trust in some of our key individual institutions such as, the Australian Electoral 

Commission, police and the health system has been holding with approximately 70% saying these institutions 

can be trusted.7 

 

“This loss of trust threatens the social license to operate for Australia’s institutions, 
restricting their ability to enact long-term strategies.”8 

 

 

 
7 https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-2024-Report.pdf 
 
8 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 

https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-2024-Report.pdf
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“Unless trust can be restored, Australia will find it difficult to build consensus on the 
long-term solutions required to address the other challenges.”9 

 

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.”10 

Daniel Ziblatt, Eaton Professor of the Science of Government, Harvard University 
 
Division and difference are, of course, healthy. A society will not grow and progress if everyone thinks the same. 

But robust disagreement can entrench positions making consensus almost impossible. If this is coupled with 

avoidance, contempt or hostility towards ‘the other’ (any individual who holds a contrary position), then society’s 

cohesion can break down. Trust of others, a sense of shared values and national unity are important for 

individuals’ sense of belonging and for participation in social, civic and political spheres. Our ability to come 

together, to deliberate issues with an openness to other views and to work together towards the common good 

are all essential elements of a healthy democracy and a functioning, prosperous society.11 

 

In Australia we saw increased political polarisation between 1996 and 2016. Over time the AES asked people to 

identify where on the political spectrum they placed themselves. Over this time, there was a noticeable decrease 

in people identifying as ‘centrist’ (Table 1). Unfortunately, however the AES has stopped asking this question 

creating difficulties in monitoring the extent at least of peoples perceived views of themselves in the context of 

the political spectrum. The 2019 study did however find increasing divisions between:   

• Genders  

• Generations  

• Owners of assets/ Non owners12  

 

 
9 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  
10 Ziblatt, D. (2021), Challenges to Democracy, Harvard University, https://scholar.harvard.edu/dziblatt/challenges-democracy 
11 Scanlon Foundation, Social Cohesion 2024,  https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-
2024-Report.pdf 
 
12 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 

https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-2024-Report.pdf
https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-2024-Report.pdf
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Table 1 - 'In politics, people sometimes talk about the 'left' and the 'right’. Where would you place yourself?  

Source: Australian Election Study 1996-2016, AlphaBeta 
 
In 2024, the Scanlon Foundation conducted 45 interviews of diverse Australians, including 15 with younger 

Australians on the issue of polarisation and found that 60% felt Australians had become more divided. 

Interviewees identified the issues on which we have been becoming more divided and those we are becoming 

more united (Table 2).13  

 

Table 2 – What divides and unifies us? 

More divided More united 

- Climate change 

- Immigration 

- The war in Gaza 

- Voice to parliament  

- Indigenous rights  

- Cost of living  

- Safety of children / children’s rights 

- Housing crisis  

- Privacy protections  

- Addressing government spending 

 

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.  

 

 

 
13 Scanlon Foundation, Social Cohesion 2024,  https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-
2024-Report.pdf 

https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-2024-Report.pdf
https://scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping-Social-Cohesion-2024-Report.pdf
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Disillusionment  
 “There is growing disillusionment with politicians and, by extension, with the political 

system, in Australia.14 
Dr Bede Harris, Head of Law Discipline, Charles Sturt University, 2020 

 

“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 

 

In 2022 the Australian Electoral Study found that only 12% of Australians believe government is run for all 

people. 

 

The 2019 Guardian Essential poll15 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 

 

  

 

 
14 Harris B. (2020), Public Disillusionment with Politics in Australia. In: Constitutional Reform as a Remedy for Political 
Disenchantment in Australia. Springer, Singapore. 
15 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 

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
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The Echo Chamber  
 

“Online communities are fragmenting into warring tribes with common ground and 
reasonable compromise falling victim to the culture wars pitting “us” against “them”. 
Moreover, the dangers posed by big-tech platforms and their use and management of 

citizens’ data has fuelled the climate of polarisation and undermined social 
cohesion.”16 

 

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.17  

 

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.18 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.”19 

 

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.20 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. 21 

 

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.22 

 

 

 
16Gopaldas, 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/ 
17 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 Ibid 
19 Ibid 
20  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 
21 Sîrbu, 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 
22 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). 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/motivated-reasoning
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Social learning improves decision making only when individuals each have different 
information. When the information from outside sources (such as magazines, TV, and 

radio) became too similar, we observed, social trading became reliably unprofitable. In 
such circumstances, not only does groupthink not pay, but betting against groupthink 

becomes a great trading strategy.23 
 

Deliberative democratic processes help us 
to move forward 
 

“Given the dangerous erosion of democracy in many places, a more holistic model of 
democracy is required which involves a combination of deliberative, participatory, 

direct and representative forms of democracy, where each may act to overcome the 
deficiencies of the other.  Within this ‘vibrant democratic ecology’ there is an urgent 
need for participatory and deliberative democratic innovations that empower wider 

and deeper forms of citizen participation.”24 
 

In this paper we have identified 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 actions that can be 

taken to help address these issues from improving civic freedoms, to reforming media freedoms and digital civic 

space and creating a more enabling environment for civil society25,26.  

 

There is no silver bullet – reform is needed in many areas and increasing the inclusivity of our democratic 

system is essential.  

 

Leaning into the notion of democracy by expanding the breadth and depth of voices that are heard by our 

institutions and improving how our institutions respond to, and work with the diversity of our community by 

building our inclusive goo is key.27  

 

Improving participation by a diversity of Australians in the actions and decisions which impact their lives is the 

most important lever for increasing trust.⁵  History tells us that inclusive institutions give rise to greater 

prosperity in democratic nations. Giving citizens a way into the political process through large scale participative 

methods offers an important way for addressing a number of the challenges.⁶    

 

 
23 Pentland, A. (2013), Beyond the Echo Chamber, Harvard Business Review, https://hbr.org/2013/11/beyond-the-echo-chamber 
24 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/ 
25Centre for Humane Technology, (2021), Policy Principles, https://www.humanetech.com/policy-principles 
 
26 OECD (2024), Practical Guide for Policymakers on Protecting and Promoting Civic Space, OECD Public Governance Reviews, 
OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/6c908b48-en. 
27 Prof. Justin Wolfers, Professor of Economics and Public Policy, University of Michigan, Boyer Lecture 2025. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4 

https://brill.com/view/journals/copr/14/4/article-p416_416.xml?language=en
https://www.humanetech.com/policy-principles
https://doi.org/10.1787/6c908b48-en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4
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Surveys of the community about their levels of trust in institutions (including the McKinnon Index) tell us that 

people are more trusting of those institutions that they are closer to and/or that they view as being competent, 

capable and reliable. This research also tells us that people tend to trust local government more than they do 

state government and state governments more than they do Federal Governments.  

 

We see high degrees of trust in the courts and the judicial system (54%)7 which could be explained perhaps 

through a combination of the competence of these institutions and the fact that citizens are active participants 

in court proceedings through juries.  

 

The two concepts of trust and competence are of course interconnected, and the closer people are to an 

institution the more likely they are to see how well it works.  

 

Australians also want to be part of the solution with 84% saying that Australians should be actively working to 

strengthen our democracy. 28 The latest Australian Electoral Survey (2025) also explored support by Australians 

in a range of democratic reforms. They found that Citizens Assemblies, described to respondents as “a body 

made up of randomly selected citizens who consider important policy issues and advise the government”– were 

the most supported democratic reform – with 48% support. This resulted is supported by research undertaken 

by The University of Canberra that found that 50% of Australians would prefer that political decisions are made 

through dialogue with citizens and affected groups.29  

 

Impact of increasing participation 
Our democratic institutions need to change if Australia is going to keep prospering. At DemocracyCo we spend 

our days contemplating the tough challenges our democracy is facing, and advocating for the tools that we 

believe will make a real difference to strengthening it. In short, we believe that we need to improve what 

Professor Justin Wolfers refers to as our institutions’ ‘inclusive goo’ – “putting the power of the punters over the 

elites” .30 This might sound a little radical but what we (and Wolfers) are really advocating for is inclusion, and 

voice for the everyday person, not revolution.  

 

Improving participation by a diversity of Australians in the actions and decisions which impact their lives is the 

most important lever for increasing trust.31 History also tells us that inclusive institutions give rise to greater 

prosperity in democratic nations.32 Giving citizens a way into the political process through large scale 

participative methods offers an important way for addressing a number of the challenges.33   

 

 

 
28 Amplify Polling 2024, https://www.amplifyaus.org/ 
29 "Bridging the Gap: citizens, elected officials and Deliberative Engagement in Australian Democracy" - 
https://lnkd.in/gbaAY5vy 
30 Prof. Justin Wolfers, Professor of Economics and Public Policy, University of Michigan, Boyer Lecture 2025. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4 
31 OECD (2024), OECD Survey on Drivers of Trust in Public Institutions – 2024 Results: Building Trust in a Complex Policy 
Environment, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/9a20554b-en. 
32 Prof. Justin Wolfers, Professor of Economics and Public Policy, University of Michigan, Boyer Lecture 2025. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4 
33 Ziblatt  D. (2021), Challenges to Democracy, Harvard University, https://scholar.harvard.edu/dziblatt/challenges-democracy 

https://lnkd.in/gbaAY5vy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4
https://doi.org/10.1787/9a20554b-en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAa9f5M1Jr4


  

 
12 

Forms of participative engagement such as the field of deliberative democracy in particular offers tools and a 

suite of approaches which can assist in  

- directly addressing social cohesion by improving mutual understanding and address divisions by 

enabling our diverse communities to find common ground,  
- building trust in institutions and   
- reinforcing and building democratic skills of us all 

 

Improving participation in the work of government can be achieved without constitutional reform, without 

legislation, even without decisions of Cabinet.  

 

This is an area in which the public service can act, individual local members of parliament can act, and individual 

Ministers can act, the private sector can act, and we can also make a difference as individuals. In this way 

increasing our inclusive goo represents ‘low hanging fruit’ in terms of democratic reform! 

 

 

 

Building trust and social licence  
“The biggest constraint on the power of a ruling politician right now is that the public 

don’t trust them. Deliberation will give politicians more power because real power 
relies on having citizens on board”. 

Matthew Taylor, UK Political Strategist and CE of the RSA34 
 

Central to obtaining social licence to act by governments is building economic and social /political legitimacy, 

interactional trust, and institutional trust.35 

 

Deliberative processes help build social and political legitimacy as well as addressing issues of mistrust.  

 

Social and political legitimacy 
Deliberative processes address misinformation and disinformation and helps to give community members a 

sense of agency over initiatives that are impacting on their lives. In this way deliberative helps to make sure that 

governments or public policy makers more broadly, are making decisions which positively contribute to the 

wellbeing of the people being affected and that they are meeting community expectations about their role in 

society.  

 

Our research shows that deliberative processes help the vast majority of participants to coalesce around 

substantive and sophisticated solutions to address complex issues – that otherwise divide the community. 

 

 

 

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 
35 Thomson and Boutilier, The Social Licence to operate, January 2011 
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Trust  
The OECD has reflected on the importance of civic participation in democracies to addressing issues of trust.  

 

They state:  

“Participation and institutional trust are positively related. Civic-minded citizens are 
more participative and have higher levels of trust than passive citizens. Additionally, 

trust in public institutions is positively correlated with government “openness”, which 
can be interpreted as “providing an explanation of government’s actions. People’s 

belief that they have a say in what government does (described as external political 
efficacy), and that they can participate and understand politics (described as internal 

political efficacy) are positively correlated with engagement and participation. Besides, 
high levels of political efficacy are considered desirable for the stability of 

democracies, as they are linked to people’s feeling that they have power to influence 

governments’ actions”.36 
 

This is reinforced by recent research by the Singaporean Government into their first three citizen juries which 

found that the processes-built trust between government and participants.37 

 

Our research in Australia has shown similar impacts.  

 

We have started to measure to what extent trust is built in the convening organisations of the deliberative 

processes we have facilitated. Across 5 recent projects (on controversial issues like housing and energy) 

participant trust in the convening organisation increased by between 18-70%. We can’t be certain about why we 

have seen such large differences in the increase in trust between the projects, but it seems to correlate to the 

length of the process (the longer the process the better) and the level of involvement of the convening individual 

or organisation in the process (the more they are directly involved the more trust is built).  

 

Whether or not trust is improved in people who haven’t been involved in the deliberative process, but are aware 

of the process, is unclear and should be the subject of future studies. However, what we do know is that 99% of 

participants in two recent deliberative processes on energy indicated that they thought that the community 

would feel more positively towards the convener for holding the process.38  

 

 

 

 

 

36 Brezzi, M., González, 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 
37 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 
38 DemocracyCo, “Deliberative Democratic Processes – Supporting Social Cohesion”, July 2025, 
https://www.democracyco.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/ET_SocialCohesion_website.pdf 
 

https://www.democracyco.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/ET_SocialCohesion_website.pdf
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Building Social Cohesion  
Research from the United States 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 called “America in One Room” demonstrated that deliberation reduces 

polarisation and division – helping us to find common ground and find a way forward that the vast majority of 

us can agree with. (Refer to Case Study below) 

 

In addition, in Vancouver in 2017, researchers asked 1,500 participants to talk about polarising issues relating to 

AI. 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 0-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.39 

 

Our own research demonstrates that deliberative processes help to address social disintegration or 

fragmentation by  

• Enabling participation in social, economic and public life  

• Enabling respectful and civil conversations  

• Building trust in institutions  

• Increasing a sense of belonging  

• Improving equity – particularly improving access to policy making  

• Building relationships and democratic skills40  

 

You can read more about our research here –  

https://www.democracyco.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/ET_SocialCohesion_website.pdf 

 

“If you have a moderated discussion with diverse others, you open up to people from 
different socio-demographic backgrounds and different points of view, you learn to 

listen to them as well as speak to them. If the discussions are in-depth enough, people 
will depolarize.”  

James Fishkin, Stanford University41 
 

 

 

39 Sigman, M., Navajas, J., Garbulsky, G. & Ariely, D. (2017) How can we improve democracy? One intriguing idea: Set up a jury 
system, Ideas.TED.com, https://ideas.ted.com/how-can-we-improve-democracy-one-intriguing-idea-set-up-a-jury-system/ 
40 DemocracyCo, Deliberative Democratic Processes – Supporting Social Cohesion, July 2025 
https://www.democracyco.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/ET_SocialCohesion_website.pdf 
41 De Witte, M. (2021) “Could deliberative democracy depolarize America?” Stanford News, 
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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.  

 

The most important reform that government’s, industry, and other public policy makers can make is a simple 

one – bring a greater number and increased diversity of the community into the democratic process.  

 

Participative forms of engagement such as deliberative democracy provide 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 a more resilient democracy but also assist decision makers in achieving 

sustainable reform.   

 

Want to learn more about deliberation, its impacts and read case studies which 

demonstrate how it can assist? 

Visit  - https://www.democracyco.com.au/impact/ 

Case Study - Stanford Study – America in one Room 
Before the 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 saw the greatest shifts. 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.   

https://www.democracyco.com.au/impact/
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