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In recent years, deliberative democracy has drawn attention as a potential way of fighting polarization. Allowing citizens to exchange arguments and viewpoints on political issues in group, can have strong conflict-mitigating effects: it can foster opinion changes (thereby overcoming idea-based polarization), and improve relations between diametrically opposed groups (thereby tackling affective forms of polarization, such as affective polarization). However, these results conflict with social psychological and communication studies which find that communicative encounters between groups can lead to further polarization and even group think. The question therefore arises under which conditions deliberative interactions between citizens can decrease polarization. Based on a multidisciplinary systematic review of the literature, which includes a wide diversity of communicative encounters ranging from short classroom discussions to multi-weekend citizen assemblies, this paper reports several findings. First, we argue that the effects of communicative encounters on polarization are conditional on how those types of communication were conceptualized across disciplines. More precisely, we find depolarizing effects when group discussions adhere to a deliberative democracy framework, and polarizing effects when they do not. Second we find that the depolarizing effects depend on several design factors that are often implemented in deliberative democracy studies. Finally, our analysis shows that that much more work needs to be done to unravel and test the exact causal mechanism(s) underlying the polarization-reducing effects of deliberation. Many potential causal mechanisms were identified, but few studies were able to adjudicate how deliberation affects polarization.
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1. Introduction

Polarization is increasingly seen as one of the main threats to the future of democracy (Carothers and O'Donohue, 2019; Orhan, 2022). Although the evidence on the potentially detrimental effects of the different forms of polarization (e.g., idea-based vs. affective polarization) is still emerging and consequently being debated (Ruggeri, 2021; Broockman et al., 2022; Voelkel et al., 2023), it seems that the future of strong and resilient democracy is directly challenged by polarizing dynamics. After all, previous research has established polarization's connection to various negative outcomes, including a decline in support for democratic values (Kingzette et al., 2021), biased treatment based on political affiliation (Westwood et al., 2018), political factionalism (Finkel et al., 2020), heightened social detachment (Iyengar et al., 2019), and an erosion of democratic systems (McCoy et al., 2018; McCoy and Somer, 2019; Orhan, 2022).

Even though this research agenda on polarization and its adverse political consequences and broader relationship with democracy has been prolific in recent years, empirical research on potential cures for polarization has only recently started to emerge (see e.g., Levendusky, 2018; Warner et al., 2020; Wojcieszak and Warner, 2020; Huddy and Yair, 2021; Hartman et al., 2022; Simonsson et al., 2022), and apart from interventions in controlled research environments, real-life depolarization initiatives have not yet been successfully deployed. While several solutions have been proposed, such as imposing social media regulations, fostering inclusive online spaces, or installing opposing viewpoint buttons (see e.g., Fagan, 2017; Sunstein, 2017; Persily and Tucker, 2020), most of them have remained primarily theoretical endeavors and thought experiments.

One notable exception, however, is the literature on deliberative democracy, which in its varied forms is considered a potential cure for political polarization (see e.g., Esterling et al., 2021; Fishkin et al., 2021; McAvoy and McAvoy, 2021). By allowing citizens to exchange arguments and viewpoints on political issues in group, processes of communicative interactions can have strong conflict-mitigating effects: they can foster opinion changes (thereby overcoming idea-based polarization) (Grönlund et al., 2015; Smith and Setälä, 2018), and improve relations between diametrically opposed groups (thereby tackling affective forms of polarization) (Gastil et al., 2010). This leads Dryzek et al. (2019; p. 1143) to conclude that:

“[d]eliberation can overcome polarization. The communicative echo chambers that intensify cultural cognition, identity reaffirmation, and polarization do not operate in deliberative conditions, even in groups of like-minded partisans. In deliberative conditions, the group becomes less extreme; absent deliberative conditions, the members become more extreme.”

Research on this topic has gained momentum in recent years, and there are solid reasons to assume that deliberation could reduce polarization (see e.g., Grönlund et al., 2015; Strandberg et al., 2019). However, these results conflict with social psychological and communication studies which find that communicative encounters between individuals can lead to further polarization and even group think. For instance, research on group decision-making as far back as the 1970's (Myers and Lamm, 1976; p. 603; see also Lamm and Myers, 1978) has found that when individuals convene in groups to discuss collective issues and come up with recommendations, their decisions were usually more extreme than what each of the individuals preferred (Forsyth, 2010; p. 333–334, see also Sunstein, 2000, 2002, 2009). As those forms of group discussions arguably differ from deliberation within a deliberative democracy framework, the question is then no longer whether group deliberation reduces polarization, but rather which conceptualizations of deliberation can have these effects.

Against this background, this paper aims to take stock of the research on deliberation and polarization across multiple disciplines. Based on the systematic review, which includes a wide diversity of communicative encounters ranging from short classroom discussions to multi-weekend citizen assemblies, this paper reports several findings. First, and in line with the contradictory findings of previous studies, we argue that group discussions do not consistently reduce polarization. Rather, we argue that the effects of communicative encounters on polarization are conditional on how those types of communication were conceptualized across disciplines. More precisely, we generally find depolarizing effects when group discussions adhere to a deliberative democracy framework, and more frequent polarization effects when they do not. Secondly, we also find that depolarizing effects depend on a number of contextual factors. In particular, design factors that are often implemented in deliberative democracy studies, such as group composition, facilitation, and interaction mode, are positively associated with depolarization. In other words, deliberation seen as a form of organized group decision-making with specific design features as advocated in the field of deliberative democracy, does indeed decrease polarization; but other forms of group discussion with less stringent design factors increase polarization. This confirms the argument of Dryzek et al. (2019) that deliberative democracy designs can decrease polarization. Finally, our analysis also shows that much more work needs to be done to unravel the exact causal mechanism(s) underlying the polarization-reducing effects of deliberation. We found that many potential causal mechanisms were identified, but few studies were able to test and adjudicate in which way deliberation affects polarization levels.

In the remainder of this paper, we first discuss the methodology of our systematic review and the characteristics of the sample. In the third section, our paper discusses the widely diverging conceptualizations of deliberation and polarization, before moving on to the potential effects of deliberation on polarization. The next section analyses the deliberative design characteristics that can potentially be linked to increasing or decreasing levels of polarization. We conclude by identifying potential causal mechanisms.



2. Research design, data, and methods


2.1. Selection process and inclusion criteria

To study the complex relationship between deliberation and polarization, we conducted a systematic review of published studies following the standardized PRISMA protocol (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) (Moher et al., 2009) (see flowchart in Figure 1). An initial set of relevant publications was identified through a search process on Web of Science, Scopus and EBSCO, three databases containing primarily peer-reviewed articles in top-rated international journals, but also book chapters. The articles and chapters are predominantly published in English. In order to map the corpus of relevant publications, we searched for the following set of terms in the article titles, abstracts, or author keywords (date of the search: 18 November 2022):

“deliberation,” “deliberative,” “mini-public/s,” “minipublic/s,” “citizen assembly/ies,” “planning cell/s,” “citizen forum/s,” “deliberative poll/s,” “citizen panel/s,” “issue forum/s,” “group discussion,” “group talk,” “group decision-making,” OR “political talk”

in combination with “polariz/sation,” “polariz/sed,” “partisan/partisanship,” “sorting,” “divide/ision,” “disagreement” OR “extremiz/sation” (AND operator used)


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Flowchart of study selection.


As mentioned above, and as is clear from the list of search terms, we did not limit ourselves to only reviewing articles that study the strict Habermasian type of communicative action between citizens. We took a broad view on deliberation, going beyond the mere field of deliberative democracy, and including phenomena from communication studies and social psychology. Although not all these definitions meet the Habermasian standards of deliberation upheld by deliberative scholars, we chose to include them nevertheless for four reasons. First of all, both deliberative democracy and other disciplines rely on similar psychological mechanisms to explain why group communication leads to (de)polarization, such as biased information processing and identity theories. It might thus be interesting to check whether similar mechanisms are at play even in studies with widely diverging conceptualizations of deliberation. Secondly, broadening the conceptualization of deliberation allows us to go beyond traditional mini-public designs. This enables us to identify the diversity in conditions under which group discussion in various contexts might decrease polarization dynamics, and to understand how “rigorous” deliberation needs to be. Thirdly, deliberation is often considered as a broad concept in the deliberation literature itself (see for instance Polletta and Gardner, 2018; p. 71). Deliberation can take place in mini-publics, but also in everyday settings (Conover and Searing, 2005; Kim and Kim, 2008; Conover and Miller, 2018) or jury decision-making (Gastil and Hale, 2018). By including studies dealing with varying conceptualizations of deliberation, ranging from short experimental classroom discussions to multi-day citizen assemblies following deliberative democracy formats, we acknowledge that deliberation takes place in many instances and in many forms. Finally, even though many recent studies rely on deliberative mini-publics, few of them actually assess the quality of deliberation. In other words, there is an assumption that gathering citizens in well-designed mini-publics leads to deliberative types of communication, but few studies even in deliberative democracy scholarship measure the quality of the communication, e.g., using tools such as the (perceived) Discourse Quality Index (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2014; Bächtiger and Parkinson, 2019).

Our selection criteria led to an initial set of 517 publications, of which 419 were unique publications and 98 duplicates. Of these 419 articles, we scanned the abstracts, introductions, methodological sections and conclusions to adjudicate which articles had a substantive focus on the effects of deliberation on polarization, and would therefore make it to the final selection. During this process, we used the following inclusion criteria:

1. First of all, the selected articles' substantive focus had to be on the relationship between deliberation and polarization. Many articles, especially since the early 2000's, often mention polarization or deliberation as a way of framing the issue or as a reflection on the implications of their findings on deliberation or polarization. On the one hand, some mention in their introduction that deliberation increasingly takes place in polarized political systems, but do not focus on polarization as such in the analysis. Polarization was merely used as a way of framing the context. On the other hand, some authors on polarization reflect on the implications of their findings and call for more deliberation as a potential solution, without actually including deliberation in the analysis. The publications (N = 334) in which the focus was not on the substantive relationship between deliberation and polarization, were not included in the final selection.

2. Secondly, the publications had to contain an empirical analysis of the relationship between deliberation and polarization. This means that we excluded studies making a purely theoretical argument, as well as publications relying on simulation studies, agent-based modeling, or formal models. Only studies reporting on empirical data on a wide range of deliberative encounters and polarization were included. We excluded seven studies based on this selection criterion.

3. The final inclusion criterion relates to the assumed directionality of the effects. We only selected those articles that investigated the effect of deliberation on polarization. Some studies (N = 5) reported results that referred to the opposite relationship, i.e., on the question whether increasing levels of societal/political polarization led to more engagement in, support for, or demand for deliberation and group discussion. These studies were not included in the final selection.

The application of these inclusion criteria meant that 346 publications were removed from the final selection, leading to a dataset of 73 published studies spanning a time frame ranging from 1966 to 2022. In a final step, we applied the ancestry approach in systematic reviews (Cooper, 1982; Mullen, 2003; Siess et al., 2014; Rockwood and Nathan-Roberts, 2018), which maps relevant publications that were referenced in these 73 publications. The ancestry approach only revealed seven additional (peer-reviewed) studies, bringing the total to 80.

Even though the selection criteria ensure that the selected studies are substantively relevant and academically high-quality, the selection process is limited in two ways. On the one hand, we only study published works of research. As Erzeel and Rashkova (2022) rightly mention, published work benefits from recognition from peers in the field, and ensures that quality-standards are met. However, this inevitably means that potentially valuable, but not yet published, studies are not included. This is not necessarily problematic, but we should be aware of a positive-results bias among authors, editors, and reviewers, especially in an emerging field like deliberative democracy. The published studies might overestimate trends that are considered established in a given field of research, and studies reporting negative or inconclusive results might have a harder time getting published. On the other hand, the use of Web of Science, EBSCO, and Scopus databases inevitably means an oversampling of publications in English. Relevant case studies of deliberative mini-publics and polarization in a particular country, published in a nationally or regionally relevant journal are therefore not included in the selection. Once again, we should therefore be aware that an oversampling of large, internationally known deliberative mini-publics, or mini-publics originating from English-speaking parts of the world is a by-product of our selection process.



2.2. Coding procedure

The abstracts and full texts of these 80 articles were systematically coded on the following variables. The first sets of codes were used to identify mere descriptives, including the year of publication, the type of publication (journal article, book chapter or proceedings), the country in which the study was conducted, and the primary discipline of the journal in which the articles were published.

Subsequently, we also coded the methodological variables, including the type of data-collection (quantitative, qualitative or mixed), the population from which the participants were drawn (students, specific demographic groups, or the general population), the total number of participants in the study and the recruitment method (targeted recruitment, random selection or self-selection).

Finally, we coded the central variables and the substantive results of the study. These included the following:

1. The conceptualization of deliberation: Even though democratic deliberation is often considered a clearly distinguishable form of communicative interaction based on reason, logic, argumentation, and respect (Landwehr and Holzinger, 2010), its implementation in empirical research is diverse. Mini-publics and group discussions vary widely in their specific designs, reflecting different underlying conceptualizations of deliberation, which is why we coded the key design features of the reported studies. These design features include the size of the deliberating group (the number of participants per deliberating group), the issue saliency (high, medium, low saliency), the mode of interaction (face-to-face or online), the presence of facilitators, and whether substantive information on the topic was given to the participants.

2. The conceptualization of polarization: Polarization is an essentially contested concept in the sense that there is no substantive agreement in the theory on the actual conceptualization of polarization (Lelkes, 2016). In general, it can be said to refer to a form of increasing distance between actors (Bosilkov, 2021). Within that, two main conceptualizations figure centrally in the literature, namely idea-based and affective polarization (Mason, 2013; Bernaerts et al., 2023). In the former, actors conflict over idea-based differences such as contrasting ideologies, political standpoints, and/or issue preferences, and become more distant in their idea-based positions as a result (see e.g., DiMaggio et al., 1996; Abramowitz and Saunders, 1998; Fiorina and Abrams, 2008). In the latter, actors are not necessarily in disagreement with each other, but diverge over their mutual identities, against which they feel negatively (see e.g., Iyengar et al., 2012; Mason, 2015; Reiljan, 2020). Affective forms of polarization thus include strong emotions and are based on affective, rather than intellectual distance.

3. The substantive results of the study: these variables included whether the study reports an actual effect (coded “yes,” “no” or “inconclusive”), the effect size in case an effect was reported (the standardized coefficient in case of quantitative studies, the authors' reported effect strength in case of qualitative studies), and the direction of the effect (“negative” if deliberation increased polarization, and “positive” if deliberation decreased polarization).

4. The causal mechanism: regarding the causal mechanism, we coded whether the authors mentioned any explanation for their findings, and in case they did, which causal mechanism was mentioned (e.g., intergroup contact theory, persuasive argument theory, common ingroup identity model).

The initial coding was conducted by author K.B. Author D.C. recoded all articles for the period 2016–2021 to validate the findings. Intercoder reliability tests were conducted on each of the variables. The rate of coder agreement (RCA) ranged between 86.8% and 100% over all codings. The lowest RCA was reported for the identification of the causal mechanism (intercoder agreement in 33 out of the 38 studies).



2.3. Data: sample descriptives

This section briefly discusses the basic descriptives of the sample of articles that were included in the dataset. First, we map the evolution of the publication of studies over time. Figure 2 shows a strong upward trend in the number of articles on the issue. It is clear that the relationship between deliberation and polarization has gained increasing attention over time. The bulk of studies on the issue were published after 2010 (60 out of 80 studies, or 75%), and this coincides with the empirical turn in deliberative democracy (Dryzek, 2010). However, what is especially striking is that no less than 26 studies (or 32.5% of the total) were published in the last two years.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Absolute number of publications disaggregated per year.


Of all studies included in the sample, the majority have been pursued quantitatively (61 out of 80 or 76.3% vs. 7 out of 80 or 23.7% qualitatively), and as can be seen in Table 1, almost half of them are published in political science (48.5%) and one quarter in social psychology (23.8%) journals. The table also shows the geographical spread, with most studies conducted in North America (50%) or Europe (31.3%).


TABLE 1 Number of publications disaggregated per method, discipline and geographic area.

[image: Table 1]

Lastly, as the studies varied to a great extent in terms of methodologies, an overview is also presented of the various kinds of methodological design features of the studies reported (Table 2). With regards to the population involved in the studies, 27.5% of the studies (22/80) relied on a (quasi-)random population sample. 26.2% used targeted recruitment, including citizens from a specific location or citizens having extreme attitudes, but also students. The salience of the topic of discussion, as reported by the authors themselves, was high in most studies (63.8%) and most of the salient studies dealt with immigration or climate change. About 52.5% of the discussion groups were heterogeneously composed, meaning that they consisted of participants that were deliberately diversely selected in terms of gender, ethnicity, religion, or opinion. 13.8% were homogeneously composed (consisting of members which explicitly shared a predetermined set of characteristics), and in 21.2% of the articles the researchers organized a combination of homogeneous and heterogeneous groups, mostly to assess the effect of group heterogeneity (see e.g., Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2014). In terms of interaction mode, the group discussions took place in a face-to-face format in 51 studies (63.8%), although computer-mediated (online) discussions were no exception (17.5%). Finally, facilitators were present in 57.5% of the studies, and in about 72.5% of the publications, the researchers provided substantive information about the discussion topic.


TABLE 2 Number of publications disaggregated by design features.

[image: Table 2]




3. Conceptual diversity

As mentioned above, both deliberation and polarization are complex and multidimensional concepts. To properly understand the influence of deliberation on polarization, this paper takes a closer look at how both are conceptualized in the sample.

The first finding is the large amount of conceptual ambiguity or diversity. Even though we included the articles in the sample based on a broad repertoire of communicative interactions, it is striking that in those published articles claiming to test the effects of deliberation, the term “deliberation” seems to be used as a catch-all label encompassing a great many types of communicative interactions that are conceptually very distinct, and which vary along three axes. First, there is variation in the type of communication that is considered deliberation. This relates closely to type I (i.e., the strictly argument-based, rational, inclusive, respectful and consensus-oriented Habermasian conception of deliberation) and type II deliberation (i.e., a more open type of deliberation which allows for a multitude of communicative encounters including humor, rhetoric, and storytelling without the requirement to converge on a single position), which has figured centrally in the literature (Bächtiger et al., 2010; Bächtiger and Parkinson, 2019). Whereas some studies have very stringent definitions of which type of communication can be considered deliberative, others have very loose standards. About 30% of the studies (24 out of 80) mention that deliberation is conceptually distinct from mere communication in that it must meet some standards of respect, inclusion, and rationality. Another 55% of the publications (44 out of 80) include different types of organized group discussions, political talk among friends, family and colleagues, or jury deliberations. A final, more limited set of studies did not even organize deliberation but assessed the polarization-mitigating effects of for instance seeing a deliberative mini-public in action (i.e., seeing others deliberate) (Muradova et al., 2023) or being exposed to YouTube videos (Hwang et al., 2014). The latter types do not necessarily qualify as deliberation, in the sense of participants being able to interact with each other, but their findings were framed as such. We therefore still included them in the final dataset.

Secondly, there is variation in the type of interaction (see also Table 2). The majority of the studies (63.8%) rely on face-to-face interaction whereas 26.3% consisted of mediated types of interaction or a combination of both. The remaining studies did not explicitly specify how the participants interacted. Mediated interactions encompass both synchronous computer-mediated communication (i.e., live online deliberation), and asynchronous types of communication (e.g., people reacting to Tweets or newspaper articles).

Finally, the studies differ greatly in terms of the duration of the interaction. 44 out of 80 publications (about 55%) report the results of a deliberation that lasted 1 day or less, with group discussions ranging between 40 min and 8 h. Fifteen of them (or 18.8%) even lasted < 1 h. Another 17 studies (or 21.3%) lasted more than 3 days.

Even though this discussion on the different implementations of “deliberation” in the included studies seems conceptual and methodological, they greatly impact the overall effects we find as they reflect various conceptualizations of deliberation, as discussed above. After all, previous studies have highlighted that deliberation can only unleash its full potential when properly and carefully designed, i.e., when a diverse subsample of participants have had the opportunity to thoroughly and publicly argue their position and to listen to each other (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2018). Any interpretation of the substantive findings on deliberation and polarization should therefore be closely linked to the conceptual discussion on how deliberation was implemented.

The same pattern of conceptual ambiguity can be observed regarding the definition of polarization along two axes. First, there was significant diversity in terms of the type of polarization. Polarization typically consists of two types: idea-based and affective polarization, essentially differentiating between polarization of substantive ideas or preferences on specific political issues (i.e., polarization of ideas), and polarization of people themselves based on their feelings, emotions and identities (i.e., affective polarization) (McCoy et al., 2018; Tappin and McKay, 2019; Reiljan, 2020; Boxell et al., 2022). Both types of polarization were represented in our systematic review, but the focus was strongly skewed in favor of idea-based polarization, which occurred in 53 articles (66.3%), while only 24 incorporated elements of affective polarization (30%). Most studies thus seemed to aim at de-politicizing and defusing specific political issues, rather than at bridging emotionally intensive conflicts of identity.

Secondly, there was significant ambiguity in the measurement of polarization. Among political scientists, sociologists, and social psychologists alike, there is disagreement on how to measure polarization exactly. Some, in the tradition of the risky shift phenomenon (Forsyth, 2010), claim that polarization is the process through which individuals in groups become more homogeneous and extreme in their previously held opinions and identities (see e.g., Lindell et al., 2017; PytlikZillig et al., 2018; Esterling et al., 2021). In other words, people in groups tend to cluster together toward one extreme position. Others argue, however, that extremization is not the same as polarization. Polarization means that individuals in groups tend to move toward opposing poles on the spectrum, and that distance from the mean opinion tends to widen (see e.g., DiMaggio et al., 1996; Hwang et al., 2014; Strandberg and Berg, 2020; McAvoy and McAvoy, 2021). A final way of measuring polarization is through the perception of polarization. Instead of measuring people's issue-based attitudes or their affective orientations, perception measures rely on people's subjective feelings about the level of polarization in the group and the perceived gap between opinions, which is usually overestimated (Ruggeri, 2021). Hitherto we found only one study which measures perceived polarization (albeit indirectly) in combination with deliberation and other measures (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2014).

The same ambiguity can be witnessed in studies on deliberation and polarization. Within idea-based polarization (53 articles), two main forms are to be disentangled: unipolar convergence and bipolar divergence. The former, i.e., the process of attitudes converging toward one specific extreme (usually the one consistent with the groups pre-deliberation opinions), is observed in 27 articles (50.9%). The latter, which observes the creation of two (or more) poles within the group, figures centrally in 19 studies (32.1%).

Once again, this discussion might seem conceptual, but the implications are important. The manner in which one measures polarization, as one group becoming on average more extreme or two (or more) groups growing increasingly apart, is crucial in understanding the actual potential of deliberation as a depolarization strategy.



4. Directional effects

The descriptive results in the previous section show that the studies incorporated in this paper hold widely varying operationalizations of deliberation or polarization. In this section, we will discuss whether the studies show a trend in how deliberation affects polarization.

Despite their conceptual ambiguity, a clear pattern is discernible: the systematic review shows that 67 out of 80 studies (or 83.8%) did indeed find an effect of deliberation on polarization. Even though we should consider publication biases with authors, reviewers and editors being less likely to submit or accept null, negative or inconclusive findings, there is evidence that deliberation and polarization might be linked in a systematic and substantively significant manner.

Given that the measurement of deliberation and especially polarization varied widely across the studies, and given that not all studies reported comparable, standardized, quantitative effect measures, it is hard to assess its actual strength. We thus relied on the statistical effect size for quantitative studies, and on the strength of the effects reported by the researchers in qualitative studies. In 31.3% of the studies (25 out of 80), the authors reported that the relationship between deliberation and polarization was moderate at best, whereas in 15% of the studies (13 out of 80), the effect was strong. In 20% of the cases (16 out of 80), no conclusive results were reported because the effect of deliberation on polarization depended on a third variable. It is important to note that 71 out of 80 studies reporting an effect (88.8%), report the effect that was measured immediately after the deliberation. Very few studies thus actually assessed the long-term effects of deliberation on polarization.

What is more interesting in light of our research question, however, is the direction of the reported effects. Of the articles reporting an effect, 29 observed a negative effect (43.3%), i.e., that deliberation increased polarization, and 31 a positive effect (46.3%), i.e., that deliberation reduced polarization. Moreover, as Table 3 shows, the direction of the effect also seems to depend on the type of polarization under investigation. After all, about 41.5% of all articles on idea-based polarization show that deliberation increases polarization, whereas deliberation is reported to decrease affective polarization in 54.2% of the cases. The effect of deliberation is thus contingent on the type of polarization, and deliberation seems to be more effective at decreasing affective types of polarization than on idea-based polarization. The suggestion that having groups of citizens discuss political issues suffices to decrease the levels of polarization within the group therefore needs qualification.


TABLE 3 Direction of effects according to type of polarization.
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What the results furthermore tell us, is that the direction of the effect varies according to discipline (see Table 4). 59% of the articles published in political science journals report that deliberation can reduce polarization, whereas this effect is only reported in 17% of the social psychology studies. Social psychologists (paralleling the findings from the remaining disciplines) report much more often (in 61% of the cases) that group discussion actually increases polarization.


TABLE 4 Direction of effects according to discipline.

[image: Table 4]

The strong association between the discipline and the results requires further investigation, but two explanations are possible. On the one hand, there might arguably be a positive-results bias. Political science approaches the issue mainly from the angle of deliberative democracy, and the wide-spread assumption among political scientists is that deliberation is capable of overcoming even the deepest and most contentious forms of disagreement. It is therefore expected that deliberation reduces polarization. In contrast, most psychological studies approach the theme from the polarization angle, and are interested in the risky shift phenomenon, predicting that deliberating groups would go to extremes. As such, studies reporting findings in line with the discipline's assumptions might get published more frequently, which might account for at least part of our findings.

On the other hand, the widely diverging findings in both disciplines might be due to the specific setup of the—mostly—experimental studies. Some design features which figure centrally in deliberative experiments in political science (among others independent facilitation, issue salience, information briefings, group size, duration, decision-making rules…) and are crucial from a deliberative democracy framework. However, they are not as prominent in social psychology where group deliberation usually involves brief interactions in small groups aimed at solving specific puzzles, or in communication studies where deliberation is often considered to be a specific type of political talk (see e.g., Burkhalter et al., 2002).

If the latter explanation holds true, there might be no publication bias, but the findings might reflect methodological design choices inherent to different conceptualizations of deliberation, as explained at greater length below.



5. The importance of deliberative design

Taken together, the findings in the previous section are generally incomplete. Based on the aggregate data presented, no definitive conditions can be identified under which deliberation increases or decreases polarization. To further examine this, we have also coded several of the methodological design features of the studies in our sample (Table 5). These might shed some light on the conditions under which deliberation has (de)polarizing effects and reflect various conceptualizations of deliberation as discussed above.


TABLE 5 Design characteristics as mediating factors.
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First, we looked at group composition, and the difference between groups that were deliberately homogeneously (e.g., based on the subjects' gender, opinions, ethnicity, or party affiliation) or heterogeneously composed. In line with Dryzek et al. (2019) argument, data suggest that deliberation among like-minded individuals is more likely to polarize groups (63.6%) than to moderate groups (27.3%) even though the number of studies with exclusively homogeneous groups is low (n = 11). Informational or affective inbreeding is thus reported to push groups to extremes more often than internally diverse groups. After all, heterogeneous groups observe more depolarization effects (54.8%) than polarization effects (26.2%). Based on the analyzed publications, deliberation can thus have depolarization effects, as long as there is sufficient disagreement in the deliberating group.

Secondly, we coded the sampling technique, and we distinguish between those studies which use (quasi-) random population samples (possibly quota corrected), targeted samples (focusing on specific groups of students, or people in certain geographic locations), and pure self-selection (where people volunteered to participate without stringent inclusion criteria). The result paint an interesting picture. Half of the studies using randomized population samples find that deliberation reduces polarization (50%), whereas only 27.3% find the opposite. The same trend is applicable to self-selected samples where 50% finds a decrease in polarization, and one quarter finds an increase. In contrast, 42.8% of the studies using targeted samples find that deliberation pushes groups to extremes, whereas about one quarter of those studies find that it reduces polarization (28.6%).

These findings can be explained in two ways. On the one hand, it might be that (quasi-) random samples encompass a more diverse subset of the population. Having such a diverse subset deliberate, might have the same effect as a deliberately heterogeneously composed group. Targeted samples might be more homogeneous and might therefore lead more often to an increase in polarization. In other words, the sampling technique might be a proxy for group heterogeneity. On the other hand, the findings could be an artifact of the discipline in which the studies were conducted: in line with what we reported before, political science studies (most often using some kind of random population sample in an effort to generate external validity) primarily find that deliberation reduced polarization, whereas studies in psychology (more often using targeted samples to maximize experimental control) find that the process increases polarization.

The third variable we coded was the presence or absence of a facilitator in the group discussion. Facilitation is generally considered a best practice in deliberative mini-publics (Spada and Vreeland, 2013), and this design characteristic seems to have a very substantive impact on the results. Of all the facilitated studies in our dataset, no less than 52.2% shows a downward trend and only 23.9% show increasing levels of polarization. In contrast, 56% of all studies with non-facilitated groups show increasing levels of polarization (versus 16% showing depolarization). In other words: groups which are guided by an independent facilitator tend to depolarize more often than to polarize; groups which are not facilitated tend to polarize much more often than to depolarize.

This is an interesting finding that could point in two directions. On the one hand, it could be that the presence of a facilitator ensures (1) that a space is created in which all arguments pro and con can be safely aired, and (2) that the norms of deliberation are enforced. The facilitator thus ensures experimental realism and conversational civility, thereby defusing potential tensions within the group and allowing the careful weighing of arguments. On the other hand, a less positive interpretation is that these findings might point to some experimenter bias. The mere presence of the researchers or their associate facilitators might convey the experimenters' expectations, and arguably be sufficient to cause groups to depolarize more strongly. Based on the systematic review, we cannot adjudicate which of these explanations holds true, but it does allow us to conclude that facilitation is a favorable condition for depolarization through deliberation.

The final variable of interest is the type of interaction, i.e., whether the participants in the deliberating groups met face-to-face, or whether their interaction was mediated (online). Even though we should be careful when interpreting the results, they do show a pattern: studies in which the participants are not physically confronted with each other more often report polarization (42.9%) than depolarization (35.7%). Among the face-to-face studies, these numbers are the inverse (41.2% reports depolarization vs. 31.3% reports polarization). Non-physical contact thus seems to increase, rather than decrease, conflict and polarization, which lends support to the humanization theory and the intergroup contact theory. It is easier to dehumanize your discussion partners and to devalue their arguments when you are not confronted with them, and there is very little incentive to give in to their ideas or arguments. This is in line with the Social Identity model of Deindividuation Effects (Reicher et al., 1995; Postmes et al., 2001; Spears et al., 2002; SIDE model) in social psychology, which states that non-physical contact between group members can reduce the salience of group norms. As such, the differences between (members of different) groups become more pronounced.



6. Causal mechanisms

The previous sections of this paper argue that design features and the conceptualization of deliberation play a crucial role in explaining deliberation's effect. Confirming earlier studies that deliberative designs which hold true to deliberative democratic designs, i.e., heterogeneous groups discussing salient issues in facilitated face-to-face interactions, might indeed decrease polarization Dryzek et al. (2019), those results are very interesting. However, the question remains how these results can be explained, and what the theoretical mechanisms are that supposedly explain either increases or decreases in polarization? Surprisingly few articles give any indication of why deliberation might have an effect. Only 47 out of 67 studies (70.1%) reporting an effect make some theoretical claim about the causal mechanism. When subdividing these explanations by the direction of the effect, it is striking that 75.9% of the studies reporting a negative effect (an increase in polarization) provide such an explanation, while only 58.1% of the studies with a positive effect (a decrease) do so. Table 6 gives an overview of the theories invoked by the different articles to explain the findings.


TABLE 6 Theoretical mechanisms explaining the effect of deliberation on polarization.
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The finding that deliberation increases idea-based polarization, is most often explained by cognitive biases and errors in individual and group reasoning mostly. More specifically, and in line with the famous “risky shift,” the available theories in the sample argue that deliberating groups move to extremes due to persuasive arguments (i.e., more arguments will be brought to the table that support the groups pre-deliberation opinion), shared information biases (i.e. groups will only focus on that information that all members share), or social identity pressures (i.e., group members' tendency to be considered a prototypical group member by adopting a more extreme position than the group would adopt on average) (see e.g., Brauer et al., 2001; Sia et al., 2002; Hamlett and Cobb, 2006). Similarly, the theory of motivated reasoning, with participants not easily excepting new information when this does not support our initial idea, came across in one of the papers (Himmelroos and Christensen, 2020). The social identity theory is also mentioned in studies on affective polarization (Hwang et al., 2014): once group members figure out the attitudinal, emotional or identity orientations of the group, they tend to move more strongly in the group's pre-deliberation orientation to present themselves as the ideal, morally superior group member. Conversely, they stigmatize the less ideal members of their own group and devalue the outgroup. This further enhances pressures to conform to the group's—extreme—standpoint. In other words, it seems that the absence of deliberative norms that aim at fostering a rational debate between individuals, triggers cognitive biases that might explain the increase of polarization in those cases.

The explanation of the findings that deliberation decreases both forms of polarization, rests on a small number of theories. Most often, the articles point to the process of deliberation itself to explain the effect, without making very explicit which aspect of deliberation actually decreases polarization (see e.g., Wahl, 2021). At the most fundamental level, most studies argue that after the thorough and extensive process of deliberation and weighing information, the best arguments will prevail, and that these best arguments are generally not the most extreme ones. This argument is reminiscent of the dual process models of human rationality, which claim that deliberative reflection activates the analytic system, and decreases the chances of extreme decisions (Bago et al., 2020). Additionally, some authors claim that the physical presence of the other takes people out of their comfort zones, which in turn allows them to re-evaluate their own opinions (Lindell et al., 2017). Another formulation of this argument is that deliberation fosters depolarization through generating empathy. A deliberative space is one which is conducive to understanding others' opinions, arguments, and identities. Through deliberation, we empathize with others, acknowledge their humanity and moral concerns, and take their perspectives. This leads to understanding and moderation (Grönlund et al., 2017; Ugarriza and Trujillo-Orrego, 2017). This finding is particularly interesting because it contrasts with other research claiming that empathy can also increase polarization (Simas et al., 2020).

Even though the argument is most often invoked that the deliberative process is in some way exceptionally well suited to moderation and mutual understanding, two additional theoretically founded mechanisms are mentioned. Allport's intergroup contact hypothesis is mentioned, which claims that individuals will reduce conflict (and polarization) if they are put in a situation of equal status, physical contact, supportive group norms and overarching goals (see e.g., Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2014). Deliberation, in which everyone ideally has equal speaking time and influence, in which there are explicit group norms enforced by a facilitator, and in which the goal is to come to a collective decision, therefore meets the conditions for conflict-reduction set out by the contact hypothesis.

A final explanation for the conflict reducing potential of deliberation is inspired by the psychological common ingroup identity model. This explanation claims that polarization within the group will diminish as participants tend to develop a common identity as group members. Through deliberation, group members will come to identify with the deliberating group and overcome their differences, thereby reducing polarization within the group (Myers, 2021). Nevertheless, those theoretical mechanisms are to be studied in more detail, if we want to understand why exactly deliberative designs might help fight polarization in our democracies today.



7. Discussion

We are entering an age of anger, resentment, and disengagement, with rising levels of conflict and polarization. In response to those trends, deliberative democrats have argued that their talk-centric, procedural model of democracy might be the antidote to political and societal polarization. Democratic deliberation, as a process of weighing arguments and information among political equals, could counter centrifugal tendencies, and could incite accommodation and moderation between conflicting groups.

This assumption seems philosophically and democratically appealing, and many studies have been published on the subject, especially in recent years, both in the political science field and beyond. However, a clear overview of the promises and pitfalls of deliberation in the fight against polarization is missing. There are seemingly contradictory findings in the literature that deliberation (broadly understood) sometimes led to depolarization, and sometimes led to polarization of groups. We therefore conducted a systematic review of the literature, including studies ranging from short experimental group discussions to multi-day citizen assemblies, based on which we can draw several conclusions. First, we argue that the effects of communicative encounters on polarization are conditional on how those types of communication were conceptualized across disciplines. More precisely, we find depolarizing effects when group discussions adhere to a deliberative democracy framework, and polarizing effects when they do not. Fields outside of political science might use a conceptualization that does not fully reflect the original idea of deliberative democracy, and more often report polarization effects.

A second conclusion is that deliberation's effect on polarization can be positive and negative depending on the conceptualization of polarization. 43.3% of the studies found that deliberation increased polarization, whereas 46.3% found a decrease, and the other studies did not reach any definitive conclusion. Much depended on the exact type of polarization. Communicative encounters between group members more strongly increased idea-based polarization, but it decreased affective polarization. Additionally, the direction of the effects correlated with the discipline in which the effect was studied. Political science publications more often report a decrease in polarization; social psychology usually reports an increase in polarization. As mentioned before, this could be due to the methodological specifics of the studies, or to the different conceptualizations of deliberation in those studies.

A third finding is that deliberation's effect on polarization is contingent on many factors. We found that deliberation can decrease polarization albeit under the right deliberative conditions. Those conditions seem to be the group composition (with heterogeneous groups being more likely to depolarize than homogeneous groups), facilitation (with facilitated groups being much more likely to depolarize than non-facilitated groups), and interaction mode (with face-to-face deliberation being more likely to depolarize mediated (online) deliberation). This echoes an oft-heard finding in deliberative research that deliberative design matters a great deal.

A final finding is that—even if the majority of the articles report an effect in whichever direction—their authors often remain silent about the causal mechanisms underlying their findings. According to us, this constitutes one of the main shortcomings in extant research on the subject. Very few studies were able to corroborate any theoretical explanation for the findings, or adjudicate between different causal mechanisms, and very few mediating effects are listed.

Even though we have been able to draw some overarching conclusions on the contingent effect of deliberation on polarization, future research would ideally tackle two related issues. On the one hand, a first problem relates to the concept of deliberation. One of the main problems we faced during the coding and analysis, was the rich conceptual diversity in the studies on this subject. We justified earlier in this paper why we included a broad range of group interactions, but to some extent, the question whether deliberation impacts polarization depends on the question of how deliberation is conceptualized. After all, can we reasonably expect to find similar results from a 40-min classroom as from a multi-weekend citizen assembly? It would therefore be good to further deconstruct the concept of deliberation, and to determine how different conceptualizations produce different substantive results.

On the other hand, our finding that few studies explicitly mention a causal mechanism necessitates further inquiry. We have found that deliberation can have depolarizing effects under certain conditions, reflecting different conceptualizations of polarization, but we cannot yet draw definitive conclusions on why these conditions foster depolarization. What the scholarship needs is a much clearer answer to the question of what works for whom, under what conditions, and why. Deeper insight is therefore needed to pinpoint the exact psychological, institutional, or discursive mechanisms that underly the reported effects, and this inevitably means a stronger integration of different disciplines and methodologies on the fundamental psychological processes that are at work during group interactions. Meeting these challenges could offer us much-needed insights into how we can protect democracy against the forces of polarization in the future.
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