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Abstract

The theoretical assumptions of deliberative democracy are increasingly embraced
by policymakers investing in local practices, while the empirical verifications are
often not on an equal footing. One such assertion concerns the stimulus of social
learning among participants of civic democratic deliberation. Through the use of
pre-test/post-test panel data, it is tested whether participation in mini-publics
stimulates the cognitive and attitudinal indicators of social learning. The main con‐
tribution of this work lies in the choice of matching this quasi-experimental set-up
with a natural design. This study explores social learning across deliberation
through which local policymakers invite their citizens to participate in actual poli‐
cymaking. This analysis on the District of Antwerp’s participatory budgeting dem‐
onstrates stronger social learning in real-world policymaking. These results inform
a richer theory on the impacts of deliberation, as well as better use of limited
resources for local (participatory) policymaking.

Keywords: Deliberative democracy, mini-publics, participatory budget, social
learning, deliberative opinions.

1 Introduction

The central question explored in this study is whether participation in civic demo‐
cratic deliberation stimulates social learning.

* Part of a PhD research project funded by the University of Ghent in the context of a teaching
assistant mandate. I certify that no party having a direct interest in the results of the research
supporting this article has or will confer a benefit on me or on any organization with which I am
associated.Thibaut Renson is, inspired by the 2008 Obama campaign, educated as a Political
Scientist (Ma EU Studies, Ghent University) and Political Philosopher (Ma Global Ethics and
Human Values, King’s College London). Landed back at the Ghentian Centre for Local Politics to
do empirical research. Driven by the moral importance of social learning (vs. political
consumerism) in democracy, exploring the empirical instrumentality of deliberation.
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This research objective is based on the assumption that democratic delibera‐
tion strengthens public reason (Chappell, 2012; Christiano, 1997; Fishkin, 1997;
Habermas, 1996; Mill, 1948; Pateman, 1975; Valadez, 2001) and particularly
stimulates social learning (Barraclough, 2013; Dryzek, 2006; Park, 2000; Welton,
2001). The act of social learning implies that deliberators learn from each other’s
insights and experiences, which results in a greater understanding and apprecia‐
tion of opposing views (Barraclough, 2013) and hence in a deliberative opinion
(Park, 2000). However, contrary to the theoretical work on this claim, empirical
studies on the topic are still quite rare.

Researchers have already revealed some promising insights into the instru‐
mental value of deliberation for social learning. However, scholars who have
paved the way for this work have been largely dependent on the assessment of
deliberation as the informal, daily conversations people have (Park, 2000) and on
the indirect measurement of social learning through participants’ self-assessment
(Grönlund, Herne, & Setälä, 2017; Hansen, 2004; Luskin, O’Flynn, Fishkin, &
Russell, 2014; Michels & De Graaf, 2010; Price & Cappella, 2002) or through the
post-deliberation willingness to donate to charity (Grönlund et al., 2017).

Moreover, all of these studies, except the work of Michels and De Graaf
(2010), focus on experiments in controlled settings (so-called laboratory experi‐
ments), such as Deliberative Polls. Although these studies certainly have their
value in obtaining control over the research setting, they do not test deliberation
in the natural and consequential environment of actual policymaking.

Therefore, this work is based on three methodological pillars. First, this study
measures social learning by covering its conceptual complexity. Here, I am not
dependent on respondents’ self-assessment of social learning; social learning is
directly measured by focusing on both the cognitive and the attitudinal indicator.
Secondly, contrary to traditional cross-sectional research, this research is based
on panel data collected before and after participation in deliberation. This one
group pre-test/post-test design grants me the opportunity to analyse the individ‐
ual evolutions in social learning. Thirdly, and most importantly, this quasi-experi‐
mental set-up is mixed with a natural design. I study social learning across delib‐
eration in which local policymakers invite their citizens to take part in actual poli‐
cymaking. The main contribution of this work is a quasi-experimental exploration
of a deliberative process not set up by academics, but as part of the real world of
local policymaking. To my knowledge, this is a unique approach in the field.
Hence, the overall relevance of this work lies in the objective of providing empiri‐
cal data for a theoretical claim. Indeed, despite the theoretical importance of scal‐
ing up deliberative democracy, empirical data on the phenomenon of democratic
deliberation at the micro level is still quite rare. Furthermore, since local govern‐
ments are extensively investing in deliberative practices, it is as well of much
practical relevance to contribute to insights into the efficiency of those invest‐
ments, from a public-spirited perspective of citizenship – assumed in this
research.

Some scholars are sceptical as to whether deliberative practices in all should
be deployed to test the idea of deliberative democracy (Posner, 2003; Przeworski,
2010). However, it is also argued that the problems associated with civic delibera‐
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tive practices can be mitigated in well-organized deliberative settings (Farrar,
Green, Green, Nickerson, & Shewfelt, 2009; Smith, 2010). Mini-publics are con‐
sidered to be the most likely environment to attain the ideals of deliberative
democracy (Gerber, 2014; Smith, 2010). I understand mini-publics as the forums
wherein a diverse sample of participants meet face to face in small groups, for
moderated deliberation on a particular issue (Brown, 2006; Fung, 2003; Goodin &
Dryzek, 2006; Himmelroos, 2017; Setälä & Herne, 2014). For the concrete opera‐
tionalization of the concept, I selected the mini-publics in the process of the par‐
ticipatory budgeting (PB) of Antwerp District. Through the PB of the largest and
most central district of the municipality of Antwerp (Belgium’s most populous
city), citizens autonomously deliberate on 10% of the district council spending.

In the first part of this article, I explain how I approach social learning – the
central dependent variable in this work – and present the hypothesis following
the state of the art on empirical research on democratic deliberation. In the sec‐
ond part, I introduce the natural and quasi-experimental set-up of this research.
In the penultimate part, I reveal the results as an answer to the hypothesis. In the
concluding part, I refer to the most important empirical insights and reflect on
the implications for the academic and societal field – two terrains wherein demo‐
cratic deliberation increasingly emerges.

2 Literature Overview and Hypothesis

2.1 Via Empathy to Social Learning
Policymakers have three incentives to engage citizens, in between elections, in
decision-making (participation in the invited space): ‘because they have to’ (juridi‐
cal argument), ‘because it ought to be’ (moral argument) and ‘because it is worth
it’ (instrumental argument) (Fung, 2003). The latest refers to the quality of deci‐
sions (‘better decisions’), the legitimacy of the decisions (‘better support’) and
social learning (‘better citizens’). It is that final benefit that civic deliberation, in
particular, assumes to stimulate (Barraclough, 2013; Dryzek, 2006; Park, 2000;
Welton, 2001). In this work I endorse Barraclough’s (2013) definition of social
learning as civic deliberators who learn from each other’s insights and experien‐
ces, which results in a greater understanding and appreciation of opposing views.1

What makes an opinion deliberative is that it has grasped and taken into consid‐
eration the opposing view of others (Chambers, 1996; Park, 2000; Weithman,
2005).

Underlying this interpretation of social learning is the publicity principle.2 If
democracy is about the debate on the decisions that mostly benefit society, then
it is our duty as citizens (whose interests are assumed to be served by our repre‐
sentatives) to think about what we personally think is good for the society as a
whole and to act upon it (read: to cast our vote accordingly). If policy has to serve
society in the end, then the representation of the simple sum of individual inter‐
est is not only morally counter-intuitive, but also materially inefficient. Seen
from this perspective, social learning is of crucial importance. To be able to delib‐
erately opt for a policy whereby society as a whole is benefited, it is essential to
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understand and appreciate the perspectives of those who do not share our back‐
ground, environment or experiences. In light of this argument, the roots of this
work can be found in an epistemic or substantive approach to democratic legiti‐
macy (Min & Wong, 2018). I engage with the view that democratic legitimacy
should not merely be derived from the procedural fairness of the democratic
instruments, but should also be judged on the acceptability of the policy output in
terms of public reason (Estlund, 2008). This Kantian and Rawlsian approach to
democracy centralizes the question “if one could still get away with his or her
actions and reason for doing it, if they were publicly known” (Luban, 1996, p.
156). Hence, the empirical exploration of democratic deliberation in this work has
to be seen as an assessment of an instrument to increase the level of democratic
legitimacy.

For the concrete conceptualization of the notion of social learning, I adapt
Park’s (2000) classification of what he labels as ‘civility’: one’s understanding of
why others think the way they do. Even though this definition consists of a pure
cognitive approach (in contrast to our broader interpretation of social learning
that also refers to the appreciation of opposing views), he conceptualizes his
notion along different axes, of which I reconcile the cognitive and the attitudinal
in this work.3 Based on his cognitive dimension, I refer to social learning as learn‐
ing to understand others’ views, as well as learning to make one’s own views
understandable for others. The attitudinal dimension implies the appreciation
(besides the mere identification) of other views and refers to learning to tran‐
scend the perspective of the personal environment.

Understanding others’ views as an indicator of social learning (cognitive)
does not merely imply that people are conscious of what other people think. The
‘understanding’ factor indicates reference to learning why other people think the
way they do (Siu, 2008). Hence, that deliberators are able to make themselves
understandable for others (cognitive) is a necessary precondition for deliberators
to be able to learn about the reasoned arguments of others. Reciprocity as a delib‐
erative virtue is thus also to be seen as a – softer – indicator of social learning.
Indeed, being able to explain why you hold a particular position implies an
(implicit) understanding that opinions need arguments and are not self-explana‐
tory, because others do not necessarily share your background or are otherwise
different. Learning to transcend the perspective of the personal environment
(attitudinal), subsequently, is about taking the recognition of these differences
(in meaning, social position, needs) into account (Janssens & Steyaert, 2001).

In this way, social learning relates to the notion of empathy. Our cognitive
dimension of social learning can be seen as a sharper, more methodologically
robust conceptualization of empathy as an evolution in deliberative opinion (i.e.
argumentation). The attitudinal component of social learning goes with its appre‐
ciation of other views beyond empathy as the understanding of others. However,
social learning relates, for instance, to Davis’ (1983) and Morrell’s (2010) multidi‐
mensional approach to empathy in which the notion is not restricted to the cog‐
nitive knowledge gain about others’ positions. These widely cited scholars also
include an emotional aspect in which empathy refers to the affectionate consider‐
ation of others’ positions. Cognitive empathy can thus be seen as a basis for social
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learning but does not constitute it as such. In contrast to multidimensional
notions of empathy, social learning focuses – by definition – on a transformative
character and is restricted in this work to an individual evolution in argumenta‐
tion.

2.2 Empirical Fuzziness about the Deliberative Effect
The assumption of the deliberative effect on social learning is based on general
social psychological insights into the effect of attitudinal diversity in social envi‐
ronments. Whereas like-minded environments would reinforce and radicalize
pre-existing views (Sunstein, 2009; Vinokur & Burnstein, 1978), being exposed to
different views would stimulate openness to opinion change and the appreciation
of opinion diversity (Levitan & Visser, 2008; Meffert, Guge, & Lodge, 2004).
Hence, democratic deliberation complements the idea of exposure to different
views with the idea of structured and moderated group discussions, designed to
incentivize deliberative reasoning and counter detrimental group effects (which
occur in the broader world of informal, everyday talking) (Himmelroos & Chris‐
tensen, 2018). Formal democratic deliberation is not immune to motivated rea‐
soning biases through which people are inclined to perceive arguments in favour
of their pre-existing view as more compelling than others (Barabas, 2004; Woj‐
cieszak & Price, 2010), or to empathize with the like-minded (Bruneau, PLuta, &
Saxe, 2012; Cikara, Bruneau, Van Bavel, & Saxe, 2014; Glynn & Sen, 2014). Yet
democratic deliberation is understood precisely as a remedy for those biases since
it is to be seen as an intersubjective process targeted at the introduction of differ‐
ent viewpoints and the achievement of balanced consideration (Grönlund et al.,
2017; Himmelroos & Christensen, 2018; Strandberg, Himmelroos, & Grönlund,
2017). Moreover, as argued for above in the development of the softer indicator
of social learning, I argue that there is legitimacy to learning to argue for one’s
own position, which could be (but not necessarily is) the result of – what others
would call malign – motivated reasoning bias.

Empirically, previous research concluded that democratic deliberation creates
more single-peaked preferences (Farrar et al., 2010), that it acts as a buffer
against more negative feelings towards the out-group (Caluwaerts & Reuchamps,
2014) and that it makes people more thoughtful (Grönlund, Bachtiger, & Setälä,
2014; Smets & Isernia, 2014). Other conclusions have been that democratic delib‐
eration stimulates mutual understanding of conflicting viewpoints (Andersen &
Hansen, 2007; Hansen, 2004; Luskin et al., 2014) and that democratic delibera‐
tion leads to a greater cosmopolitan and collective orientation of preferences
(Gastil, Bacci, & Dollinger, 2010) as well as to preferences that are more environ‐
mentally friendly (Fishkin, 1997).

All of these conclusions are in line with the transformative character argued
for by deliberative theorists. However, disproportionally less attention has been
given to the more profound relationship between social learning and deliberative
democracy in empirical research than has been the case in democratic theory.

As mentioned above, social learning – as an evolution in deliberative argu‐
mentation – has a sharper interpretation of the empathic outcome of under‐
standing opposing views, since it also implies that one learns to take other visions
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into account. The latter is as well not necessarily implied when deliberation
appears to greaten the expression of preferences towards ‘the common good’
(Fishkin, 1997; Gastil et al., 2010). This can just as well be an utterance of a mere
personal consideration, which – in the search for self-interest – inadvertently gets
a public-spirited outcome.

Empirical research that uses social learning as a dependent variable is scarce.
Promising research has largely been dependent on participants’ self-assessment
of the perception of social learning (Michels & De Graaf, 2010; Price & Cappella,
2002), on the evolution of participants’ self-assessment of the willingness to con‐
sider other views and the measurement of social learning in digressive behaviour
like the post-deliberation willingness to donate to charity (Andersen & Hansen,
2007; Grönlund et al., 2017; Hansen, 2004; Luskin et al., 2014), or on the self-
assessment of informal deliberation as “the frequency of political conversations
people think they have with those with whom they disagree” (Park, 2000). This
means that until today, studies in which the assumed deliberative effect on the
cognitive and attitudinal indicators of social learning is directly measured in a for‐
mal deliberative setting are uncommon. This makes the empirical validity of the
far-reaching claim on social learning in deliberative theory still unclear.

Additionally and most importantly, all of the aforementioned studies on
social learning, except the work of Michels and De Graaf (2010), focus on control‐
led experiments, such as Deliberative Polls. Although these studies certainly have
their value in obtaining control over the research setting, they do not test deliber‐
ation in the natural and consequential environment of actual policymaking.

In the meantime, the importance of taking into account the perspectives of
others with a different background or experience is mounting in societal debate.
The moral and material desirability of citizens (read: consumers) who vote – in a
democracy – for a party because they assume they will lower their taxes or make
their recently bought solar panels economically cost-effective, is increasingly put
into question. From this Kantian and Rawlsian approach to legitimacy in democ‐
racy (cf. supra), policymakers are progressively inspired by the persuasive theo‐
retical assumption that democratic deliberation stimulates social learning.4

Given its reasonable theoretical explanation and some meaningful empirical
indications in previous research, I expect that democratic deliberation stimulates
social learning.

H: Participation in mini-publics stimulates social learning among deliberators.

3 Methods

3.1 A Case of Deliberative and Participatory PB
The choice for case study research implies the drop of external validity. However,
I argue that in the current context in which deliberative democratic experiments
take on so many distinct forms (topic, decision-making, length, role of modera‐
tor/experts) and the impact of those conditions is still unknown, external validity
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is, by definition, unachievable. However, this does not mean that one cannot
strive to validate the institutional context.

In contrast to almost any other empirical research on deliberative democracy,
this work explores a real-world practice and thus citizens in a natural experiment.
As argued above, I focus on mini-publics, since they are considered to be the most
likely environment to attain the ideals of deliberative democracy (Gerber, 2014;
Smith, 2010). More specifically, I selected the PB case of Antwerp District. The
district (a sublevel of the municipality) enjoys a directly elected sub-local council
and disposes over those (constrained) powers that concern the citizens’ most
direct living environment (streets, public squares, green spaces, culture, sports,
communication, targeting youth and seniors). Since 2014, Antwerp District has
annually set up forums in three different phases in which a diverse group of citi‐
zens gather for moderated, face-to-face deliberation in small groups on the
spending of €1.1m (10% of district council spending). In this way, the Antwerp
PB case represents three mini-publics, in which participation in each of the three
phases is open to every district inhabitant. Furthermore, I want to emphasize
that the former district alderman of participation, initiator and greatest advocate
of the Antwerp PB, argues that the PB is ‘a light form of civic education’: ‘with the
PB, I also want to achieve that citizens learn from each other’s perspective, from
each other’s personal environment, that they learn to develop mutual under‐
standing’. Hence, I argue that the mini-public at hand is a most likely case to
attain the specific deliberative ideals on social learning.

Instead of many of the other practices of PB worldwide (through which citi‐
zens can propose ideas and proposals online, without face-to-face debate), the
case of Antwerp is undoubtedly set up as a deliberative practice (i.e. a mini-
public). Equally opposed to many of the PB practices in the field (Pateman, 2012)
(as well as to many mini-publics on other matters in real-world policymaking),
the PB at hand is not merely informative or consultative. The Antwerp District
council puts 10% of its annual spending up front at the disposal of their citizens.
The citizens autonomously decide on how the budget is to be divided, which con‐
crete projects hereby ought to be realized, and are responsible for the concrete
implementation of these projects. The PB case of Antwerp is an example of partic‐
ipation in local policymaking on the highest rung of the participation ladder and
is therefore, undoubtedly, no participatory democracy in disguise.

I opted for a deliberative ‘participatory PB’, because – in contrast to other
real-world mini-publics – PBs are neither characterized by specific policy ques‐
tions nor distorted by ruling political power relations – dependent on the particu‐
lar case at hand. They are defined by a universal setting in which citizens can
independently decide on politically allocated money. Furthermore, with the case
of Antwerp, I selected a case whose particular decision-making procedure, role of
moderators and length have been copied in foreign cities and municipalities.5 I
thus argue that the Antwerp PB offers the opportunity to maximize not only the
internal but also the external validity within deliberative case study research.

However, although participants in the Antwerp PB meet face to face in small
groups, the idea of a mini-public also implies that participants constitute a
diverse sample. I have mentioned above that participation in each of the three
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phases is open to every inhabitant; participation is consequently based on self-
selection. In the first edition of the PB, this led to a rather traditional (elitist) par‐
ticipatory public. From then onwards, the district – attaching importance to the
attraction of a diverse sample of participants – started focusing on informing and
inspiring hard-to-reach citizens (youngsters and people with a migration back‐
ground). Although the PB participants are not representative for the greater pop‐
ulation, the district in the studied fourth edition did succeed in securing a signifi‐
cant presence of under-24-year-olds (on average 8%) and people with a migration
background6 (on average 18%), whereas women and the less educated7 were
nearly equally represented compared with men and the highly educated (cf.
appendix I). Hence, it is difficult to argue that this sample is homogeneous.

Practically, the first phase of the PB consisted of eight identical meetings (in
eight different neighbourhoods of the districts) of about two and a half hours,
which all took place in March. During these deliberative meetings, citizens
decided on which twelve topics they wanted to spend the participatory budget.
Hence, the central question in the first phase is: on which policy domains should
we spend the money? About a month later, there were two identical meetings,
which also lasted about two and a half hours, in which citizens deliberated on how
to divide the money between the twelve selected topics of the first phase. The
central question in this second phase thus becomes: how should we divide the
money? The third and final phase took place in October and consisted of an after‐
noon8 in which the citizens determined, in several topical rounds, which specific
projects they wanted to finance with the money foreseen for each area. The cen‐
tral question in this project phase, therefore, is: which concrete projects do we
select?

3.2 Panel Data of Deliberative Opinions
In contrast to traditional cross-sectional research, I developed a design that
allows causal relations to be tested accurately. This research is based on panel
data of the participants of the Antwerp 2017 PB collected before and after partici‐
pation in the respective phases of the deliberative process. This one group pre-
test/post-test design makes it possible to analyse the evolution in social learning
for each individual. Hence, I measured the aforementioned indicators of social
learning (cognitive and attitudinal) through a pre-/post-survey with open-ended
questions, the answers to which were coded qualitatively (by two coders to test
reliability9) and analysed quantitatively.

More specifically, I asked the respondents (before and after every phase) on
which of the topics10 they would certainly want to spend money. As such, these
answers were not of much relevance to this research, but acted as a cue for the
sequential core questions. Hence, I subsequently asked for all of the specific
reasons for their choice. This survey design has been successfully introduced by
Cappella, Price, and Nir (2002), in research on the impact of informal deliberation
(everyday talks) on one’s argument for the choice for this or that presidential can‐
didate.

In contrast to the work of Cappella et al. (2002), the number of arguments
provided is not relevant to this study. Our data-analysis focuses on the content of

10 doi: 10.5553/PLC/258999292020002001002 - Politics of the Low Countries 2020 (2) 1

Dit artikel uit Politics of the Low Countries is gepubliceerd door Boom bestuurskunde en is bestemd voor anonieme bezoeker



Deliberation Out of the Laboratory into Democracy

the given arguments. I can thus study whether respondents are able to think of
understandable arguments for their own position (cognitive), whether they tran‐
scend the personal environment (attitudinal) and the respective pre/post evolu‐
tion in this. I did ask the respondents to be as specific and complete as possible in
their reported argumentation, but whether one’s exhaustive argument offers a
few or many arguments tells us nothing about the reasoned or public character of
those arguments.

For the coding of these arguments, a coding scheme has been developed on
the basis of the Discourse Quality Index (DQI) (Steiner, Bächtiger, Spörndli, &
Steenbergen, 2004). Since the DQI is not to be seen as a method to measure argu‐
mentation, but is used as an index to analyse reported argument, I argue that it is
a well-founded instrument to apply on either form of deliberative argumentation
– whether it has been reported before, during or after deliberation, as an answer
subsequently to explicit questions, or argued for on one’s own initiative. Hence, I
argue that a well-established instrument to measure the quality of arguments
raised during deliberation can even accurately be used to study the quality of
arguments pre- or post-deliberation. Since the index has been initially developed
for parliamentary deliberation, it is common to adapt the index to use in civic
deliberation (Steffensmeier & Schenck-Hamlin, 2008). More specifically, it is
desirable to focus not only on ‘arguments’, but also on narratives and reasons
(e.g. personal stories and anecdotes).

In this way, I adapted these elements of the DQI that are relevant to social
learning: the level of justification (inferior, qualified, sophisticated) and the con‐
tent of justification (neutral, group interests, common good). I copied the condi‐
tions of the relevant coding categories of the DQI, whereas I argue that the dis‐
tinction between qualified and sophisticated argumentation is overreaching for
civic deliberation and that the distinction between arguing for the common good
in utilitarian terms or according to the difference principle is insignificant to
social learning. In that way, I made the distinction between unqualified (cf. DQI’s
no or inferior justification), qualified (cf. DQI’s qualified justification) and quali‐
fied public arguments (cf. DQI’s explicit statement of the common good). Hence, I
coded an argument as unqualified if no reasons or only reasons without a clear
linkage with the opinion were reported (cf. cognitive dimension of social learn‐
ing). Consider, for instance, the following arguments in favour of more green
spaces: ‘because that is good for society’ or ‘because there is a need for it’. Here it
is unclear why this is the case and thus could equally be linked to any other opin‐
ion. When at least one reason with a clear linkage with the opinion was given, I
coded the argument as qualified (cf. cognitive dimension of social learning). See,
for instance, this argument in favour of road safety: ‘The city has become
extremely busy and noisy. This makes it very unsafe for vulnerable road users.’ I
gave the qualified public code to arguments with at least one reason with a clear
linkage to the opinion whereby an individual or particular group context is being
transcended (and thus other specific groups, society as a whole or the environ‐
ment is included in the argument) (cf. attitudinal dimension of social learning).
Consider, for instance, the following argument in favour of more green spaces:
‘The city is too dense, which affects the air quality. More green spaces can
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improve this.’ Or this argument in favour of road safety: ‘The city has become
extremely busy and noisy. This makes it very unsafe for the vulnerable road users.
As a result, car users are also being involved in many accidents.’

In this way I can explore social learning by studying the individual pre-post
evolutions of the coded arguments (cf. Table 1). When an argument becomes
‘public (qualified)’ or ‘qualified’, social learning has taken place. In the first case,
the respondent shows having learnt to transcend the personal environment. This
can concern both an evolution of a (non-public) qualified and an unqualified pre-
argument. In the second case, the respondent shows having learnt to think of
understandable arguments for one’s own argument, the softer form of social
learning (‘+’ instead of ‘+ +’). The latest can only concern an unqualified pre-argu‐
ment that evolves to a (non-public) qualified post-argument.

Arguably it is more difficult to use public arguments for some (spending) topics
than for others. Through an analysis of every (pre- and post-) argument given by
the respondents in this study (cf. appendix II), this can be confirmed. Indeed,
arguing in favour of more green spaces by stressing general air quality (air that
you also breathe yourself) is undoubtedly easier than arguing for the support of
youth work without exclusively referring to the benefits for young people. Conse‐
quently, one can argue that the former argument possesses a lesser degree of pub‐
licity. Nevertheless, this is a nuance that I do not want to introduce in this
research: the evolution towards public arguments is already merely a part of
social learning. Furthermore, it would be (conceptually) incorrect to neglect argu‐
ments in favour of general air quality as public arguments. Crucial, however, is
whether the consideration that a public argument for some topics is less demand‐
ing than for others makes the internal validity of the coding questionable. What
the measuring instrument ought to assess in this study is the deliberative effect
of social learning, in casu the evolution towards public arguments. When I com‐
pared, as part of a robustness check, the topics of those arguments becoming
public, I actually did see a fair distribution among the different spending topics
(cf. appendix III). ‘Culture’ was as well represented as the easier topic ‘green
spaces’. ‘Streets and squares’ also had a comparable high proportion. The fact that
‘youth work’ was represented in the same way as ‘social inclusion’ (that other
obvious topic in terms of publicity) proves that the coding measured actual argu‐
ments and not topics as such.

Table 1 Summary of individual evolution own argumentation

Post-argument

Public Qualified Unqualified

Pre-argument

Public Stays public Becomes private Becomes
unqualifiedQualified

Becomes public
(++)

Stays qualified

Unqualified Becomes
qualified (+) Stays qualified
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Next to the argument of the own opinion, I also asked for potential opposing
opinions, as measurement for the second stronger cognitive indicator of social
learning. By analogy with the aforementioned open-ended survey design of Cap‐
pella et al. (2002),11 respondents were asked for specific reasons other people
could have to disagree with them (i.e. why others would not want to spend money
on the respondent’s personal priority).12 These answers were coded in compliance
with the coding of the argumentation of one’s own position, as described above:
qualified versus unqualified argumentation. An evolution from a pre-unqualified
to a post-qualified argument shows that respondents learnt to understand other’s
views (cf. Table 2).

In this study I focus on the survey results of the first and second phases of
the 2017 PB. The third, and final, phase is not incorporated in our analysis since
the response rate in that phase was too low to achieve valid results (9%). The fact
that this response rate is much lower than in phases 1 and 2 (whereas the same
technique and strategy vis-à-vis similar – and often also the same – respondents
were used) is remarkable. In this phase, in which the funding of concrete projects
is at stake, participants reported on site that they ‘have no time to complete the
survey’ since they wanted ‘to use the time before the start of the deliberation to
campaign for their own project’ and ‘to search for allies’. This suggests that the
context of this third phase is unfavourable for evolutions in social learning and
should be taken into account in the below-mentioned analysis of social learning
in phases 1 and 2 of this deliberative PB.

The data is derived from self-administered surveys, the goal of which was
unknown to the participants and were completed individually in an isolated set‐
ting.13 Of the 175 civic deliberators of the first phase and the 102 of the second,
77 and 36, respectively have completed both the pre- and the post-survey.14

Hence, I obtained reliable response rates of 44% and 35%, respectively. Since a lot
of the non-response concerns dropped out after the pre-surveys, I have socio-
demographic information from considerable proportions of the total population
at my disposal (74% of all participants in phase 1, 65% in phase 215). After having
compared the subsamples16 ‘pre- and post-response’ versus ‘pre-response only’ on
gender, age, education and migration background, I notice no statistical differ‐
ences.17 This means that the respondents whose data I have for analysis of their
social learning do not differ socio-demographically from these civic deliberators
who do not appear in our social learning analysis, and this strengthens the inter‐
nal validity of our results.

Table 2 Summary of individual evolution argumentation of others

Post-argument

Qualified Unqualified

Pre-argument
Qualified Stays qualified Becomes unqualified

Unqualified Becomes qualified
(++) Stays unqualified
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4 Results

First, I ascertained that regarding the argument of the own opinion, the vast
majority of participants already had a qualified opinion at the beginning of the
deliberation: 67% at the start of phase 1, 78% before phase 2. At the beginning of
the first phase, more than one-third of these already reported a qualified public
argument (25%). At the start of phase 2, this public variant concerned more than
half of the qualified arguments (42%).

Figures 1 and 2 show the result of the comparison for each respondent
between that pre-argument and the reported argument after the respective first
and second phases of the PB. When an argument becomes ‘public (qualified)’ or
‘qualified’, social learning has taken place (cf. Table 1). 

The first and second phases show a similar, positive effect of social learning. After
the first phase, I see an effect of social learning among 27% of the respondents:
13% show a qualified argument, which they did not have at their disposal before
the deliberation. Among 14% the post-argument shows an evolution to a (quali‐
fied) public character. At the end of the second phase, I found that 36% of the
respondents demonstrate – based on the argument for the own opinion – to have
learnt socially. Among 7%, there is an evolution to a qualified argument and
among 29%, there is an evolution to a (qualified) public argument, the stronger
indicator of social learning. Furthermore, I ascertain only a relatively limited neg‐
ative effect (11% in phase 1, 14% in phase 2); in casu respondents whose public
qualified pre-argument evolved to a mere qualified post-argument (‘becomes pri‐
vate’) or whose (mere) qualified pre-argument became an unqualified post-argu‐
ment (‘becomes unqualified’).

Figure 1 Phase 1: individual evolution own argumentation (N = 64)
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I conducted nonparametric Wilcoxon signed-rank tests to explore the statisti‐
cal significance of the individual evolution of this ordinal data. With a p-value of
0.068 in both deliberative phases, the results of these tests did not confirm the
statistical significance of the positive effect at first sight (Z = –1.894 and –1.826,
respectively, based on negative ranks). However, this is due to the already high
favourable levels of argumentation prior to the deliberation. Indeed, one has to
note that the vast majority of the respondents who have not been categorized as
having learnt socially already had a qualified argument at the start and were able
to maintain this level of argument (53% in phase 1, 46% in phase 2). More than
one-third in phase 1 (19%) and more than half among them in phase 2 (25%)
even possessed a qualified public argument at the start and succeeded in main‐
taining this type of argument. Therefore, when those participants who already
possessed a public argument at the start, and thus were not able to learn socially,
are excluded from the significance tests (as a matter of robustness check) I obtain
p-values of 0.001 in phase 1 and 0.005 in phase 2 (Z = –3.279 and –2.803,
respectively based on negative ranks). This proves that the initial absence of stat‐
istical significance is due to the high levels of deliberative opinion prior to the
treatment and hence actually reinforces the positive effect of social learning on
the argument of the own opinion described above. 

Secondly, corresponding to the reported argument regarding the opinion of
others (who would not prioritize the funding of concerned priority), I found that
three-quarters of those arguments were unqualified at the beginning of the PB:
74% in phase 1, 77% in phase 2. In other words, contrary to the own opinion,

Figure 2 Phase 2: individual evolution own argumentation (N = 28)
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only a few respondents were able to give concrete reasons why others would not
want to finance their proper priority at the start of the deliberation.

Figure 3 shows the results of the comparison for each respondent between these
pre-arguments and the reported arguments at the end of the first and second
phases of the PB. 

Again I discovered a similar, positive evolution in social learning in the first and
second phases. After the first phase, I detected an effect on social learning among
21% of the respondents, and after the second phase among 22% of the respond‐
ents. This means that more than one out of five respondents were unable to give
concrete reasons why other citizens would not support the same priority at the
outset but were capable of doing so after the deliberation.

Furthermore, it should be noted that five respondents (9%) after the first
phase18 and no one after the second phase were able to report (concrete) reasons,
whereas they had been able to do so at the start of each of the phases. This
implies that a part of the status quo group concerns respondents who maintained
their qualitative pre-argument. So, hereby it goes as well that (since they did not
evolve) they were not labelled social learners and consequently enforced the posi‐
tive effect on social learning.

After I ran a McNemar test on the cumulated data on the similar evolutions
in the first and second phase, the statistical significance of the positive effect of
social learning can also be confirmed (N = 79, p = 0.017).

Finally, I discovered that all respondents – but two (in phase 2) – who learnt
socially regarding the argument for their own opinion (in phase 1 or 2), differed
from those who learnt socially on the argument of the opinion of others. Thereby,
I concluded that 48%19 of the respondents learnt socially in phase 1 and 51%20 in

Figure 3 Phases 1 & 2: individual evolution argumentation of others
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phase 2. These learners were in both phases 1 and 2 proportionally spread out
over the different meetings in the respective phases.21

At first sight, the latter empirical conclusion seems counter-intuitive; how
can you learn to know the arguments that oppose your own opinion (social learn‐
ing on the argument of others) without also having learnt arguments that sup‐
port the own position (social learning on the own opinion)? Above, however, I
mentioned that there has been a ‘positive status quo group’ regarding the argu‐
ment of the own opinion. Hence, I found that the social learners regarding the
argument of the opinion of others were respondents who already possessed and
maintained a qualified (public) argument for the own position (except the two
aforementioned respondents who learnt both on the argument of others and on
their own).

With the conclusion that about half of the participants learnt socially, the
results of this case study suggest the confirmation of the hypothesis. It is not
without importance to stress hereby that this number is not the result of mainly
soft social learning (cf. own argument becomes qualified). The positive evolution
corresponds for 71% in phase 122 and for 88% in phase 223 with learning to
understand the meaning of others (cf. argument of the position of others
becomes qualified) and to transcend the personal environment (cf. own argument
becomes public) – the stronger indicators of social learning.

5 Conclusion & Discussion

In this article, I answered the causal question regarding whether participation in
democratic deliberation stimulates social learning. On the basis of a reiteration of
the two central empirical conclusion of this natural, quasi-experimental study of
the PB case of Antwerp District, I explain in this concluding part, the scientific
and societal relevance of this work.

Through a comparison of pre- and post-survey data, I concluded, in the first
place, that approximately one-third of the participants were able to give concrete
reasons for their own opinion at the end of the deliberation, whereas they were
not capable of doing so beforehand (27% in phase 1, 36% in phase 2). Nonpara‐
metric statistical hypothesis tests confirmed the significance of this positive
effect on social learning.24 Moreover, most of the learners transcended the per‐
sonal environment by reporting public post-reasons, whereas they did not do so
at the start of the deliberation.

Secondly, I concluded that later participants were better capable of giving
reasons why others would have a contrasting opinion. One out of five respond‐
ents were able to report concrete reasons why others would not agree with the
concerned respondent’s own opinion, whereas they could not do so beforehand
(21% in phase 1, 22% in phase 2). This statistically significant positive effect25

– derived from direct measurements – confirms the formerly assessed evolution
of participants’ self-assessment of the willingness to consider other views (Ander‐
sen & Hansen, 2007; Grönlund et al., 2017; Hansen, 2004; Luskin et al., 2014).
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The significance of this positive relationship between deliberation and social
learning is confirmed by two additional observations. It follows from our analysis
that the two aforementioned groups of social learners (those who learnt on the
own argument and those who learnt on the argument of others) consist of two
mutually exclusive groups – let alone two participants in phase 2. Concretely, this
means that no less than half of the participants of the Antwerp PB learnt socially
(48% in phase 1, 51% in phase 2). Furthermore, I ascertained the strongest ways
in which social learning took place. Citizens not only learnt to argue for their own
opinion (the softer indicator of social learning), but they predominantly transcen‐
ded their own environment in doing so, and were also able to deliver concrete
reasons against their own position. The fact that these evolutions towards delib‐
erative opinions occurred through discussions of de facto an hour and a half,
additionally confirms the theoretical assumption of the deliberative effect on
social learning.

Mini-publics are more topical than ever in local politics and are not rarely jus‐
tified by their presumed effect on social learning. In this way, this research sug‐
gests that the rising investments of local policymakers in deliberative democratic
experiments are desirable – assuming the publicity principle.

Note that this panel effect has not been explicitly controlled for external
effects. I argue that it becomes virtually impossible to establish a comparable (and
thus meaningful) control group, when deliberators self-select their way into the
deliberation. Furthermore, given the fact that non-participating citizens learnt
socially to the same extent between a regular Sunday afternoon and a blue Mon‐
day morning (an accurate indication of the time between the pre- and post-
test26), there is no indication that the deliberative event was perceived by the
organizing administrators as not at all salient in society at large, social media or
the press.

Furthermore, the assumption that the mere pre-surveying of argumentation
would have such a strong social learning effect is difficult to explain (definitely
vis-à-vis a subsequent debate in which the exchange of arguments is central in the
decision-making). Himmelroos and Christensen’s (2018) findings of pre-post
differences in opinion change and opinion consistency within a control group of
non-deliberators were rather weak and do not imply that the same holds for the
veiled argumentations (i.e. social learning). However, when the sample size is suf‐
ficiently great as to allow for a selection of samples within the sample (e.g. post-
test only), I suggest scholars explore the panel conditioning effect of the research
design at hand.

Regardless, one has to handle the conclusion of this research carefully. This
study concerns one of the first empirical data on the deliberative effect on social
learning in which the variables are respectively directly and formally measured.
Although I developed an internally valid measuring instrument with the use of a
natural, quasi-experimental set-up, the number of participants was relatively
limited. In other words, we have to await to what extent further research (to most
similar cases) confirms the results of this study. Nevertheless, I selected a case
that – because of its common PB setting, its context of a diverse city, its decision-
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making model that has been copied and implemented abroad – tells us more than
merely something about an evolution among citizens in a Belgian city.

In addition, I wish to stress again that since our response rate in the third
phase was too low (9%), this final phase has not been incorporated in our analy‐
sis. At the same time, I used the same questioning technique and strategy vis-à-
vis similar (and often also the same) participants. In this phase, in which the
funding of concrete projects is at stake, participants reported on site that they
‘have no time to complete the survey’ since they wanted ‘to use the time before
the start of the deliberation to campaign for their own project’ and ‘to search for
allies’. This suggests that the context of this third phase is less favourable for evo‐
lutions in social learning. A qualitative analysis of participants’ experiences in the
diverse phases can clarify this matter.

Such an analysis should also look at how exactly empathy comes into play and
leads to the genesis of social learning. This study tells us what differences took
place before and after citizens took the deliberative pill; subsequent studies must
explore how exactly the pill works.

One has to remark that I approached phases 1 and 2 as if they were separated
independent variables. However, in practice there is overlap between the two
phases: more than half of the participants of phase 2 participated in phase 1 as
well. Nevertheless, further analysis demonstrated that previous participation (in
a previous edition or in the previous phase),27 or former social learning (in a pre‐
vious phase) had no (neither positive, nor negative) effect on the evolution in
social learning. Since this analysis is based on a small-N (a subsample of a sample
of a relative small population), further research is needed to confirm this conclu‐
sion. This may teach us more about the temporality and specificity of the effect
on social learning. Does the effect on social learning concern only the deliberative
issues? Or does this effect also play on other fields and in the longer term?

Additionally, this study leads the way to a comparison with most similar
cases. What effect does the mode of recruitment play, through which local
authorities invite their citizens to take part in policymaking? What about the
effect of not granting citizens the power of implementing projects but merely let‐
ting them decide on abstract policy priorities? While this work concludes with a
clear affirmation of the practicality of the deliberative idea of social learning in
the real world of local policymaking, it raises new, more specific empirical ques‐
tions.

Notes

1 The interpretation of ‘empathy’ in Grönlund et al. (2017) largely matches the concep‐
tualization of social learning (cf. infra).

2 Cf. Rawls’ (1971) ‘duty of civility’ and Arendt’s (1967) ‘representative thinking’ or
‘enlarged mindedness’.

3 The complete conceptualization also consists of a ‘behaviour’ indicator: learning to
show understanding of other opinions, actually making the own opinion understanda‐
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ble to others and appreciating other perspectives. However, this indicator is not
explored further in this work.

4 In the case selected for this study, the policymakers explicitly stated the goal of stimu‐
lating social learning in the set-up of the mini-public (cf. infra).

5 Cf. the city of Maastricht and neighborhoods in Emmen and Venlo (Netherlands).
6 People whose grandmother or grandfather was born outside Belgium.
7 Highest degree at most secondary education.
8 Phase 1: 13-26/03/2017. Phase 2: 22-23/04/2017. Phase 3: 22/10/2017.
9 To achieve the maximum consistency on the (pre- vs. post-) coding, one coder coded

all the answers. Later, 30% of the answers were recoded by a second coder. Krippen‐
dorff’s alpha measured 0.74 both for the own argument and for the argument of
others.

10 In the second phase I explicitly asked which of the first phase selected topics one pre‐
ferred (see Appendix IV for the actual wording of the question).

11 In their research labelled ‘argumentative repertoire’.
12 See Appendix IV for the actual wording of the question.
13 Gradually, once participants entered on site or online at home.
14 Of whom 32 participants in the first phase and 23 in the second phase completed the

pre-survey online (at the earliest three days before the deliberation). Every other pre-
survey was completed physically on site, every post-survey online. The social learners
(cf. infra) who completed the pre-survey physically are over-represented in phase 1
(with regard to the social learners who completed the pre-survey online), whereas they
are precisely – similarly strongly – under-represented in phase 2. Hence, I conclude
that there is no net effect of the way (physically or online) the (pre-) survey was com‐
pleted. It should be noted that I did not opt to let participants fill in the post-survey
on site. Seen the nature of the questions, I argue that answers in such a context would
be contaminated by a recency effect (arguments based on mere memory). Seen the
quasi-experimental set-up of this study it is, however, important to collect the post-
results relatively quickly after the end of the deliberation (because of contamination
by other post-processes or -events). Hence, by means of clear communication and fast
follow-up, I succeeded in receiving 58% of the post-results within a day after the delib‐
eration. Answers that I received after more than 5 days were no longer registered.

15 Furthermore, a part of the non-response in phase 2 represents participants who also
participated in phase 1 and of whom I at that stage gathered socio-demographic data.

16 See Appendix V.
17 Based on a paired samples test.
18 A possible explanation is that respondents did less effort for the post-survey (cf. sur‐

vey fatigue due to identical questions in a short time frame).
19 27% + 21%.
20 36% + 15% [(4 (new social learners on a total of 6)/N=27) = 15].
21 All of the 8 encounters within the first phase represented at least 7% of the social

learners. In phase 2, 57% of the social learners deliberated at the first encounter on
Saturday, 43% deliberated at the second encounter on Sunday.

22 11 (qualified evolution regarding the opinion of others) + 9 (public evolution regard‐
ing the own opinion)] / 11+ 9 + 8 (qualified evolution regarding the own opinion)].
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23 8 (qualified evolution regarding the opinion of others) + 8 (public evolution regarding
the own opinion)] / 6 + 8 + 2 (qualified evolution regarding the own opinion)].

24 Wilcoxon signed-rank tests’ p-values: 0.068 in both phases 1 and 2 (Z = respectively
–1.894 and –1.826 based on negative ranks). However, the vast majority of the
respondents who have not been categorized as having learnt socially already had a
qualified argument at the start, and more than one third in phase 1 (19%) and more
than half of them in phase 2 (25%) even possessed a qualified public argument at the
start. When I excluded the latter from the significance tests, I obtained p-values of
0.001 in phase 1 and 0.005 in phase 2 (Z = –3.279 and –2.803, respectively based on
negative ranks).

25 McNemar test on the cumulated data on the similar evolutions in the first and second
phase: N = 79, p = 0.017).

26 Indication of the time in which the pre- and post-surveys were completed (cf. footnote
14: 58% of the post-results were received within a day after the deliberation).

27 49% of the participants were engaged in one of the former editions of the Antwerp
PB. 56% of this year’s participants in phase 2 also participated in phase 1 of this edi‐
tion.

28 Actual questions were asked in Dutch.
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Appendix

I. Diversity of participants compared with general population

District
Population*

Participants
Phase 1

Participants
Phase 2

Gender Man 52% 54% 52%

Woman 48% 46% 48%

Age 0-24 31% 11% 5%

25-64 55% 60% 67%

64+ 14% 29% 28%

Education High 30% 54% 56%

Low 70% 46% 44%

Migration
Background

Yes 58% 19% 15%

No 42% 81% 85%
*  http://stadincijfers.antwerpen.be. There could be a slight under-representation of people with
a migration background, since the numbers of the general population are based on the place
where one’s parents are born (and not one’s grandparents as asked the participants of the PB
were asked). The figures are from 2017, the same year of the PB, except for these on education,
of which the latest figures date from 2011. The category ‘unknown’ within this socio-demo-
graphic has been divided proportionally between the two categories of low and high education.

II. Every reported argument divided between public and non-public arguments as
per topic

Preferential Topic Public Argument N

No Yes

Streets and squares 25% 75% 8

Green spaces 40% 60% 38

Social inclusion 45% 55% 40

Culture 60% 40% 5

Sports 75% 25% 8

Cyclists and pedestrians 84% 16% 49

Elder care 85% 15% 27

Youth work 87% 13% 31

Misc. 71% 29% 14
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III. Pre-post argumentative evolution divided between public and non-public evo‐
lution as per topic

Preferential Topic Post-Test Became Public N

No Yes

Culture 63% 37% 8

Green spaces 63% 37% 19

Streets and squares 67% 33% 3

Youth work 78% 22% 9

Social inclusion 78% 22% 9

Cyclists and pedestrians** 85% 15% 20

Elder care 100% 0% 9

Sports 100% 0% 4

Misc. 80% 20% 7
** This category (also) contains the separated topics concerning cyclists and pedestrians.

IV. Translated28 question wording argumentation of the own opinion (1) and
opinion of others (2).

Phase 1 pre-survey
– At the start you will decide on the spending of the Antwerp Citizens’ Budget

of this year in consultation with fellow citizens. If it were up to you, what
would you definitely spend money on? Type the topics for which you would
definitely foresee money below. (For instance, better sidewalks, construction
skate parks, neighbourhood concerts, etc.) [textbox]

– For which of the chosen topics is it most important to you that money is
foreseen? Type the topic below for which you, above all, want to foresee
money. [textbox]

– Why this topic? (Please name as specifically as possible all the reasons that
come to mind) [textbox] (1)

– Certain citizens of the district would rather spend the money on other topics.
What specific reasons with regard to your preferred topic could other people
have not to spend money on it? (Please name as specifically as possible all the
reasons that come to mind) [textbox] (2)

Phase 1 post-survey
– You decided in consultation with fellow citizens by consensus on which five

topics you would spend money. If it were up to you, would you choose for
these same five topics? [Y/N]

– If it were up to you, for which topic is it most important that money would
be foreseen? [textbox]

– Why this topic? (Please name as specifically as possible all the reasons that
come to mind) [textbox] (1)

– Certain citizens of the district would rather spend the money on other topics.
What specific reasons with regard to your preferred topic could other people
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have not to spend money on it? (Please name as specifically as possible all the
reasons that come to mind) [textbox] (2)

Phase 2 pre-survey
– At the district forum you will decide on the spending of the Antwerp Citizens’

Budget of this year in consultation with other citizens. If it was up to you, for
which of the twelve selected topics would you foresee the greatest part of the
1.1 million euro? [list of the twelve selected topics at phase 1]

– Why do you think that the greatest part of the budget should go to this topic?
(Please name as specific as possible all the reasons that come to mind) [text‐
box] (1)

– Certain citizens of the district would rather spend the greatest part of the
budget on other topics. What specific reasons with regard to your preferred
topic other people could have to spend less money on it? (Please name as spe‐
cific as possible all the reasons that come to mind) [textbox] (2)

Phase 2 post-survey
– At the district forum you decided in consultation with other citizens by con‐

sensus how you would distribute the Citizen’s Budget. If it were up to you,
would you choose for the same distribution? [Y/N]

– If it were up to you, for which of the twelve discussed topics would you fore‐
see the greatest part of the money? [textbox]

– Why this topic? (Please name as specifically as possible all the reasons that
come to mind) [textbox] (1)

– Certain citizens of the district would rather spend the most money on other
topics. What specific reasons with regard to your preferred topic could other
people have to spend less money on it? (Please name as specifically as possi‐
ble all the reasons that come to mind) [textbox] (2)

Socio-demographics
– What is your gender? (M/F/X)
– What is your age? (–16/16-24/25-44/45-64/64+)
– If you earned diplomas after primary education, which are they? (Secondary

education/Bachelor/Master/Doctor/Not applicable)
– Was your grandmother or grandfather born outside Belgium? (Y/N)
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V. Subsamples
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