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Political context for PB in Scotland

• PB has gained momentum in response to challenges and 
aspirations to improve governance, public services and local 
democracy

• Institutional factors, e.g. disconnect between communities and 
institutions 

• Civic factors, e.g. growing civic activity and democratic aspiration
• 2014 = pivotal year when civil society and government agendas 

coalesced

• Increasing political, legislative and policy support driven by a 
combination of grassroots proposals and top-down policy action 

• Christie Commission on the Future of Public Services; COSLA 
Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy; ERS Demo Max Inquiry; 
Open Government Partnership; Community Empowerment Act, etc 



http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk

http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/


What is deliberative democracy?

• Democracy should be more than counting heads: “it must involve 
discussion on an equal and inclusive basis, which deepens 
participants’ knowledge of issues, awareness of the interests of 
others, and the confidence to play an active part in public affairs” 
(Saward 2000:5)

• deliberative democrats argue that decision-making should be based 
on reasoned public dialogue and deliberation, where no force other 
than that of the better argument should prevail (Habermas 1975)

• The goal of public deliberation is to make democratic institutions 
responsive to reasons and evidence, not just the power of numbers, 
money or interests 



Placing dialogue and deliberation (D+D) 
at the heart of PB in Scotland

• Predominance of ‘aggregative’ models of PB, where voting 
takes place without prior dialogue and deliberation about 
evidence, issues, priorities, aspirations and trade-offs 

• ‘deliberative’ models can increase the democratic quality of PB 
by allowing exploration, discovery, learning and scrutiny, 
which in turn can generate more robust, informed and 
considered decision-making 

• When PB provides spaces for D+D between citizens, elected 
representatives, civil society organisations and public 
authorities, it creates opportunities for collective reflection, 
innovation and action

• Deliberative quality is important regardless of the PB model, 
but arguably more so for mainstream budgets and services



² Exchanging monologues and/or 
pre-packaged arguments

² Dominant voices
² Posturing / peacocking
² (Ab)using jargon
² Spiral of silence and avoidance

(+ groupthink)
² Confrontational exchanges
² Polarisation and 

oversimplifaction

common rituals and pitfalls 
in public conversations



Debate Dialogue Deliberation
Seeks to promote 
opinions and gain 
majority support

Seeks to build 
understanding 
and relationships 

Seeks common 
ground in order to 
solve problems 

Participants argue, 
express, persuade 
and compete 

Participants 
listen, exchange, 
reach across, 
reflect

Participants frame 
and weigh options, 
and make choices

Outcome: 
win/lose

Outcome: no 
decision

Outcome: decision 
– win/win
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Dialogue

• A form of non-polarised conversation that focuses on 
building understanding and relationships

• Importance of safe spaces

• Suspension of assumptions and automatic response 
(assimilation/opposition)

• Finding common ground / exploring differences

• Co-creation of shared meanings and vocabularies

• Collaborative inquiry

• Storytelling

• Important contribution of emotions



Deliberation is “communication that induces reflection on 
preferences, values and interests in a non-coercive fashion” (Mansbridge et al., 2010: 65)

Key stages in a deliberative process

Making informed and reasoned decisions

Seeking (some level of) agreement or consensus

Re-examining and (perhaps) changing preferences

Giving (and taking) public reasons

Mapping and scrutinising alternatives

Information, evidence, stories



Why combine dialogue and deliberation? 
Some critiques of deliberation:

• Internal exclusion (Young 2001): emphasis on 
reasoned/articulated exchanges privileges certain participants 
and excludes other forms of expression (eg testimony, 
storytelling)

• Often dominated by ‘debate’ – advocacy dynamics. Risk of not 
exploring issues and perspectives in depth

• Overly ‘rationalistic’: No room for emotions

• Overly centred on verbal contributions: facilitators must provide 
alternatives forms of participation that don’t privilege the spoken 
word

When designing a participatory process, a dialogue phase before the 
deliberative phase can help to address these weaknesses



The D+D model



Two different styles of facilitation
Dialogue Deliberation

Inviting exploration and 
understanding (no judgement)

Inviting scrutiny and judgement 

Broadening or deepening 
stories/experiences

Sharpening/testing arguments 

Centrality of experience Centrality of evidence (which may 
include experience)

Ethics of care Ethics of justification

Space for private and public 
reasons

Space for public reasons only

No pressure to reach conclusion/ 
decision

Pressure to reach 
conclusion/decision



Why dialogue and deliberation matter 
in PB?

• It helps to reach decisions that are well justified

• It builds understanding and consent for decisions we 
may disagree on 

• It can transform uninformed views and preferences 
through open and inclusive conversations 

• It can avoid ‘groupthink’ and the ‘echo chamber 
effect’ (i.e. law of group polarisation)

• Talk without action can be toothless but action 
without talk can be mindless



Concluding …
• Where in the PB process are dialogue and deliberation needed?

• ideation and development of proposals
• scrutiny of proposals before a vote
• ongoing monitoring and evaluation of PB projects/services
• …

• Key role of skilled facilitators whose job is to address power 
inequalities through process design and careful facilitation



@OliverEscobar



At your table:

1. Please introduce yourself briefly

2. Share quick questions/reactions to the presentation
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3 approaches to PB  
in Aberdeenshire

� mini public - Marr
� Poster campaign -

Garioch

� YVYC - Peterhead /  
Fraserburgh



Aberdeenshire mini  
publics

� Fraserburgh - May 2017 JIC

� Peterhead - October 2017

� Fraserburgh - June 2019



Key learning points

� Topic

� Timing

� Speakers

� Participants
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