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This article studies citizens’ support for deliberative democracy in Belgium. It
examines it, first, from the perspective of Belgian citizens in general. In a second
step, it looks specifically at the attitudes of citizens from four disadvantaged groups
(women, lower educated citizens, citizens with precarious job conditions and
younger citizens). Regarding these groups we want to see whether they show
different levels of support for deliberative democracy than the rest of the population
and if their attitudes are driven by the same factors as for citizens from more
advantaged groups. Regarding the general population, the main finding is that
support for deliberative democracy is driven by negative attitudes towards elected
politicians but mainly by positive attitudes regarding the political competence of
fellow citizens. Regarding disadvantaged groups, we see first that women and
younger citizens show higher levels of support than the rest of the population.
Second, when it comes to the factors driving support for deliberative democracy
within these disadvantaged groups, it appears that they are similar to the rest of the
population except when it comes to political interest. Being more interested in
politics is a determinant to be in favour of deliberative democracy for citizens from
disadvantaged groups.

Keywords: Deliberative democracy; disadvantaged groups; representation;
democratic reforms; democracy; deliberation

Introduction

As emphasized by several decades of studies, advanced industrial democracies are con-
fronted with an erosion of political support (Dalton 2004). Citizens tend to be more
distant from political parties, more critical toward institutions and less positive regarding
governments (Dalton 2004). Two competitive hypotheses are proposed: the socialization
and resocialization experience of people and the performance evaluation. The resociali-
sation theory refers to a change within individuals toward post-materialist values (Ingle-
hart 1990, 1997). Citizens holding such values would no longer be satisfied with a
representative system that would just leave them with the opportunity to vote in elections
every four years or so. It refers to what Norris (2011) calls the rise of critical citizens. The
other line of explanation – the performance evaluation hypothesis – claims that political
dissatisfaction stems from a negative evaluation of the policy performance of government.
Especially in Western democracies, periods of sustained growth are becoming rare, and
public debts have been on the rise, leading to the adoption of austerity policies and to
growing pressures on public services as well as on the welfare system (Thomassen 2015).
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Building on this idea of a growing political resentment in many democracies, scholars
have examined whether and how such discontent might translate into demands for reforms
of representative democracy. Literature on the topic has grown significantly over the last
decade (Landwehr and Faas 2016; Caluwaerts et al. 2018; Bedock and Pilet 2020a, 2020b;
Gherghina and Geissel 2020). It appeared that citizens might be divided between those
calling for a system that would remain essentially representative and dominated by
elected politicians, those demanding a greater role for citizens in policy-making, and
those pushing for a more technocratic model of government (see Gherghina and
Geissel 2017). The three logic have been summarized by Bengtsson and Christensen
(2016) under three competitive conceptions of democracy: the Representation/Elitist,
Expertise/technocratic and Participation/Pluralist conceptions of democracy.

Yet, a limitation in existing research is that they have been looking at support in the
broader public, but without examining specifically and in detail differences that may be
present among some specific groups in society. In particular, they have not looked at
the specific cases of citizens belonging to groups that are politically disadvantaged and
less represented in elected institutions such as women, younger citizens, lower educated
citizens or citizens with more precarious jobs. The specific contribution of this article, and
of the special issue more broadly, is precisely to fill in this gap. We will look at the case of
women, younger citizens, citizens with a lower level of education and citizens in a more
precarious professional situation.

We believe that such an addition to current studies is crucial as there are several
reasons to believe that citizens from groups that are politically disadvantaged would
hold different attitudes towards deliberative democracy. As elaborated above, recent
research on support for deliberative democracy has mobilized two arguments. The first
is the re-socialization argument according to which support for deliberation is driven
by the growing competence of citizens, and the demand associated for more and richer
political participation. Yet, this line of explanation would be less likely to hold for
some of the disadvantaged groups we study, namely lower educated citizens and citizens
with precarious professional situations. Such groups are not the ones which have experi-
enced an increase in their political competence or in their educational capital. Therefore,
according to the re-socialization hypothesis, we might see lower support for deliberative
democracy in these two groups. They tend to have lower resources (in terms of education
and/or income) and often to participate less. As a consequence, they might not be willing
for more participation and would support less deliberative democracy. The other main
argument is the performance hypothesis, which claims that support for deliberative
democracy, and for institutional change more broadly, is stronger among citizens who
do not benefit from the current institutional architecture (see Ceka and Magalhaes
2020). This argument is especially strong when it comes to supporting direct democracy
(see Bowler, Donovan, and Karp 2007) as referendums give a direct say in policy-making
to all citizens. With deliberative democracy, the effect might be less straightforward as it
would give a direct say to a limited number of citizens, and some citizens from disadvan-
taged groups might fear that they would again come from a restricted elite (Pow, van Dijk,
and Marien 2020). Yet, overall, deliberative democracy remains a reform going in the
direction of opening up the policy process to each and every citizen. Therefore, we
would still expect stronger support for deliberative democracy among disadvantaged
groups. They are less well represented in representative institutions and they might
develop stronger forms of resentment towards elected politicians. We hope to shed
more light on these debates with the present article.
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More precisely, we propose to examine in detail which citizens would call for a greater
and more direct intervention of citizens in policy-making by supporting democratic inno-
vations inspired by the logic of deliberative democracy. Deliberative democracy refers to
“any one of a family of views according to which the public deliberation of free and equal
citizens is the core of legitimate political decision making and self-government” (Bohman
1998, 401). Such instruments have gained ground in many established democracies
(Smith 2009; Geißel and Joas 2013). For instance, Paulis et al. (2020) identify at least
127 deliberative mini-publics implemented in Europe by public authorities and scholar-
ship regarding deliberative democracy increased during the last decades. Belgium, the
case covered in this study, is one of the countries in which such mini-publics have been
often used by public authorities.

The paper is divided in two parts. In the first, we examine the determinants of support
for deliberative democracy in the broader public. We test hypotheses derived by recent
studies on the topic, or on support for other democratic innovations enhancing citizens’
participation, and we test them in the Belgian context (Schuck and de Vreese 2015;
Bowler, Donovan, and Karp 2007; Bedock and Pilet 2020b, 2020a; Gherghina and
Geissel 2020). These are (1) political dissatisfaction, (2) political interest (as an indicator
of political engagement), and (3) trust in the political skills of fellow citizens.

Then, in the second part of the analysis, we look more specifically at the attitudes
towards deliberative processes of citizens from groups that tend to be less represented
in political institutions (women, young people, lower educated citizens and citizens
with precarious job conditions). We first examine whether their belonging to one of
these groups generates different levels of support for deliberative democracy. We then
look at the factors shaping attitudes towards deliberative democracy to see whether
they are the same within such disadvantaged groups and within more advantaged
groups.

Theoretical framework: who supports instruments of deliberative democracy?

Various studies have over recent years tried to understand which citizens were more sup-
portive of a greater role of citizens in policy-making (Webb 2013; Río, Navarro, and Font
2016; Gherghina and Geissel 2017). Among them, a few have then tried to examine
specifically support for instruments of deliberative democracy (Font, Wojcieszak, and
Navarro 2015; Bedock and Pilet 2020a, 2020b; Gherghina and Geissel 2020).

The main approach to support for deliberative democracy or other forms of democratic
innovations is that it would find ground among the most politically dissatisfied citizens.
Citizens who are unhappy with the way politics is working in their country would look
for alternative models of governance, and would therefore be more open to reforms
that would increase the role of citizens in policy-making. This line of explanation was
first developed in studies on public support for a greater use of referendums (Schuck
and de Vreese 2015). Bowler, Donovan, and Karp (2007) present it as the “enraged citi-
zens” hypothesis. More recently, the same hypothesis has been tested regarding support
for participatory models of governance (Bengtsson and Mattila 2009; Río, Navarro, and
Font 2016; Caluwaerts et al. 2018), as well as in accounting for support for specific demo-
cratic innovations like mini-publics (Bedock and Pilet 2020a, 2020b).

An interesting development within this approach has been made by Gherghina and
Geissel (2019). Before them, most studies were using quite generic and broad measures
of political (dis)satisfaction. They used indicators such as “satisfaction with democracy”
or trust towards the main actors and institutions of representative democracy. Gherghina
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and Geissel (2019) have proposed going back to Easton’s (1965) classical distinction
between diffuse and specific support, and distinguishing between diffuse support for
the principles of the political system and support for specific actors. They found that dis-
satisfaction with institutions and the political system are more affecting support for citi-
zens as decision makers in Germany. Gherghina and Geissel (2020) also find a positive
relationship between doubt in institutions and government and support for deliberative
democracy as well as for political interest. Other authors rather distinguish between differ-
ent objects of political support such as the political regime, political institutions and pol-
itical actors (see Norris 2011). Bedock and Pilet (2020b) found, for instance, that support
for mini-publics among French citizens was strong when political support was low for pol-
itical actors, but was even stronger when support was lower for institutions and the
regime. We propose to follow this logic for our first three hypotheses.

H1: Support for instruments of deliberative democracy will be stronger among citizens with
lower satisfaction with democracy in general (regime support).
H2: Support for instruments of deliberative democracy will be stronger among citizens with
lower trust in representative institutions (support for political institutions).
H3: Support for instruments of deliberative democracy will be stronger among citizens
holding more negative evaluations of politicians (support for political actors).

A second set of political attitudes relates to how citizens perceive themselves, how
competent and interested they consider to be for politics. The general argument is that
some citizens have acquired stronger political skills, and feel, as a consequence, more
able to have a useful say into policymaking. Those citizens also tend to show greater inter-
est for public affairs. These elements connect to traditional explanations of political par-
ticipation: citizens with more resources and more (perceived) ability to participate support
more opportunities to have a say in politics (Almond and Verba 1963; Brady, Verba, and
Scholzman 1995). In their study about referendums, Schuck and de Vreese (2015) refer to
it as the “engaged citizens” hypothesis and several studies have confirmed that it was also
playing a role in shaping opinions towards deliberative democracy (Jacobs, Cook, and
Delli Carpini 2009; Bedock and Pilet 2020b; Gherghina and Geissel 2020). It leads us
to the following hypothesis.

H4: Support for instruments of deliberative democracy will be stronger among citizens with
higher levels of political interest.

Finally, in their study of French citizens’ attitudes towards sortition, Bedock and Pilet
(2020a) underlined the role of a third set of attitudes: how citizens evaluate the political
competence of their fellow citizens. The same kinds of attitudes had been earlier under-
lined in Spain by Adrian Río, Navarro, and Font (2016). The same line of reflection
has been central in the qualitative work of García-Espín and Ganuza (2017) on “partici-
patory sceptics”. Using focus groups, they clearly demonstrated that a good share of citi-
zens might be opposed towards deliberative democracy because they doubt that most
citizens would have the competence to take part. Deliberative forms of democratic inno-
vation are indeed demanding participatory instruments. They invite participants to engage
into long and complex deliberations. How one evaluates the competence of fellow citizens
might be even more salient for deliberative forums. In elections and in referendums,
everybody is entitled to participate. You do not delegate your sovereignty fully to
others. By contrast, in deliberative forums, only a handful of citizens are invited to take
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part (sometimes via sortition mechanisms). In the vast majority of cases, it means that you
would yourself not participate and would have to delegate your sovereignty completely to
other citizens. Trusting in their political competence becomes, therefore, more important.
In a recent study, Pilet et al. (2020b) have confirmed that a good share of Belgian citizens
were quite sceptical regarding the competence, honesty and empathy of their fellow citi-
zens, and such negative evaluations often led them to be more negative towards the intro-
duction of deliberative forms of democracy. It leads to the following hypothesis.

H5: Support for instruments of deliberative democracy will be stronger among citizens who
evaluate positively the political skills of their fellow citizens.

The first goal of the paper is to examine whether these hypotheses derived from extant
literature do hold in the case of Belgium (see below for case selection). Yet, in line with
the rest of this special issue (Gherghina, Mokre, and Miscoiu 2020), we want to decom-
pose further public attitudes towards deliberative democracy by looking more specifically
at the case of citizens from disadvantaged groups. We pursue two goals here. First, we
want to see whether belonging to a disadvantaged group exerts a specific impact in
being in favour (or against) deliberative democracy and, second, we want to compare
the effects of the highlighted explanatory variables between advantaged and disadvan-
taged groups. These disadvantaged groups may be defined on the basis of age, level of
education, professional situation, or gender.1

Our expectation is that, overall, citizens from disadvantaged groups will be more sup-
portive of deliberative democracy. The main arguments developed were that non-disad-
vantaged citizens are more reluctant to move away from the institutional status quo.
First, they hold more resources to participate to politics (see Brady, Verba, and Scholzman
1995). They are quite well able to find their way with current representative institutions.
Therefore, they are more prone to defend the institutional status quo (Ceka and Magalhaes
2020). By contrast, citizens from disadvantaged would be keen to move away from the
representative logic in which they are less represented among elected politicians, and
that does not guarantee a good representation of their interest (Traber et al. 2021). It
leads to the following hypothesis.

H6: Support for deliberative democracy will be stronger among citizens from disadvantaged
groups.

But we want to move beyond this first observation by looking at the dynamics behind
support (or opposition) to deliberative democracy. We want to see whether the same
factors would apply to account for attitudes towards deliberative democracy within
these groups. The question has not been often posed in earlier research. Our hypotheses
are therefore more inductive here, even if we may anchor them in some earlier work.

First, we can expect that political dissatisfaction would exert an even stronger effect
for citizens from disadvantaged groups. As said above, these groups are less represented in
representative institutions (Bartels 2008; Lefkofridi, Giger, and Kissau 2012; Carnes
2016; Rosset 2016), and they would also feel that their interests might not be heard by
elected politicians. Negative attitudes towards elected politicians would therefore be
stronger but also more salient, which should lead to greater demands for giving a more
direct say to citizens in policy-making. We, therefore, propose to test the following
hypothesis.
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H7: The positive impact of factors related to political dissatisfaction on support for delibera-
tive democracy will be stronger for citizens from disadvantaged groups.

The next hypothesis related to the role of political interest. Overall, political interest is
less pronounced among citizens from disadvantaged groups (Bennett and Bennett 1989;
Brady, Verba, and Scholzman 1995) and, as said above, low political interest should
lead to reduced support for deliberative democracy. However, within disadvantaged
groups, there are also citizens with high political interest and we might expect that they
would therefore be even more willing to engage into new opportunities for political par-
ticipation. They understand the limits of representative mechanisms for citizens from dis-
advantaged groups. We would therefore expect that within disadvantaged groups, the
effect of political interest on support for deliberative democracy would be even greater.

H8. The positive impact of factors related to political interest on support for deliberative
democracy will be stronger for citizens from disadvantaged groups.

Finally, regarding the impact of how citizens from disadvantaged groups evaluate their
fellow citizens, it is harder to formulate clear expectations. What could be argued is that
citizens from disadvantaged groups tend to have more negative views on their own pol-
itical skills. Indeed, internal political efficacy tends to be lower among lower educated,
more professionally precarious citizens and women (Campbell et al. 1960; Hayes and
Bean 1993; Schlozman, Verba, and Burns 2001; Marx and Nguyen 2016). Consequently,
we might expect that they would also perceive that their fellow citizens would be more
competent politically.

Therefore, the positive impact of their perception of the competence of other citizens
on support for deliberative democracy could be a bit stronger. Yet, since no earlier work as
elaborated on that, we should be more careful with this last hypothesis.

H9. The positive impact of factors related to the evaluation of fellow citizenswill be stronger
for citizens from disadvantaged groups.

Data and operationalization

Belgium as a peculiar case regarding the implementation of deliberative practices

The Belgian context is, we believe, very relevant but also quite peculiar to study public
attitudes towards deliberative democracy. The Belgian case is very relevant because it
is a case where citizens’ familiarity with such form of democratic innovations could be
expected to be higher than in many other countries. The topic of the support for tools
of deliberative democracy is very salient in the Belgian context. Indeed, lots of citizens’
panels have been organized during the last two decades, Vrydagh et al. (2020) find 38
occurrences of mini-publics including random selection between 2001 and 2018 with
15 of them between 2016 and 2018. Further, four regional assemblies have organized
deliberative mini-publics composed of citizens selected by lot over the last five years:
the Walloon parliament, the Brussels parliament, the parliament of the French-speaking
community, and the parliament of the German-speaking community. The Belgian case
goes even further by reaching a crucial stage: the institutionalization of mini-publics
(Vrydagh et al. Forthcoming) with the Ostbelgien Model (Niessen and Reuchamps
2019), but also mixed-deliberative commission in Brussels (Vrydagh et al. 2021) and
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Wallonia.2 Those recent developments regarding the implementation of deliberative pro-
cesses make Belgium a very relevant case and might help to have a better grasp of the
determinants of support for deliberative democracy.

Yet, the Belgian context might also be quite peculiar when it comes to the political
participation of citizens in general, and of citizens of underrepresented groups in particu-
lar. Belgium’s representative democracy is one of the most inclusive in contemporary
democracies. First, Belgium is a proportional system, which as emphasized by Lijphart
(1997) might make those groups better represented than in a majoritarian electoral
system and indeed, in terms of pure descriptive representation, Belgian assemblies are
doing quite well in terms of presence of women and of ethnic minorities (Celis, Meier,
and Wauters 2010; Pilet et al. 2020a). Second, and perhaps more importantly, Belgium
has a mandatory voting system. Mandatory voting increases significantly electoral partici-
pation. Around 90% of the electorate do turn out on Election Day. It automatically boosts
the participation of citizens from underrepresented groups. All those elements suggest that
disadvantaged groups might have incentives to prefer the classical Belgian representative
system due to its characteristics (proportional system and mandatory voting) than delib-
erative mini-publics in which there is an over-representation of privileged citizens and
in which inequality in terms of (e.g. cultural or economic) resources might unbalance
the deliberative process in favour of the privileged citizens. We will therefore have to
be attentive to the peculiarity of the Belgian context when discussing the generalizability
of our findings.

In order to test the hypotheses, we are making use of the data collected by the 2019
Belgian Election Study coordinated by the interuniversity consortium Represent.3 A
representative sample of Belgian citizens (based on age, gender and level of education cri-
teria) was surveyed twice, first within the four weeks preceding the 2019 Federal Elec-
tions, and a second time in the two weeks that followed Election Day. The survey was
conducted online and respondents were recruited by a private polling company (TNS
Kantar). Here, we are making use of the first wave of the survey in which 7609 voters
were surveyed (3420 in Flanders, 3133 in Wallonia and 1056 in Brussels).

Variables of interest

The Represent survey provides reliable data to study citizens’ attitudes regarding political
representation, political attitudes and support for political reforms. First, the questionnaire
includes a long list of items capturing voters’ political attitudes and how democracy
should be organized. Second, two questions are asked regarding: citizens’ support for con-
sultative mini-public with randomly selected citizens and citizens’ support for participa-
tory budgeting.

For the purpose of this paper, we use one dependent variable that is the support for the
deliberative model of democracy. The dependent variable is composed of two indicators
regarding common processes linked to deliberative democracy: deliberative mini-publics
and participatory budgeting. The two questions that are asked are the following and a sum
of the two indicators (Cronbach’s alpha = .75) constitutes our dependent variable:

(a) In general, are you for or against the organization of consultative citizen forums
on important national issues? A citizen forum is an assembly composed of around
30–50 citizens, selected at random, who meet and discuss a certain topic in order
to formulate a recommendation that is then transmitted to the parliament. [0-10
scale: 0 = Strongly against; 10 = Strongly in favour]
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(b) In general, are you for or against participative budgeting on a national level? Par-
ticipative budgeting consists of citizens deciding on a portion of the Belgian
state’s budget. The citizens involved meet and discuss the way in which they
wish to spend that amount in order to support different specific projects. [0-10
scale: 0 = Strongly against; 10 = Strongly in favour]

The questions were formulated to describe each instrument of deliberative democracy
well. Further, to guarantee that we gathered informed opinions, an “I do not know” option
was available. The distributions of the citizens on both questions are available in appen-
dices 3 and 4. The table below describes the summary statistics for both indicators and of
our key dependent variable: “Support for instruments of deliberative democracy” consti-
tuted as the sum of both indicators. The dependent variable oscillates between 0 and 20,
has a mean of 13.34 and a standard deviation of 4.28. Each instrument of deliberative
democracy appears to have a rather positive perception among most of the respondents
Table 1.

In order to test the first hypothesis related to regime support, the classical survey ques-
tion regarding satisfaction with democracy is asked. The second hypothesis, related to
trust in political institutions consists in capturing citizens’ trust toward the parliament.
The last hypothesis of the first block of explanatory variables, related to support for pol-
itical actors, is an index composed of several indicators that assesses the evaluation of
politicians (see Table 1 of the appendix for more details regarding the operationalization).

In order to test citizens’ engagement in relation to the support for deliberative democ-
racy we use their declared level of political interest (H4).4 Furthermore, to test citizens’
evaluation of their fellow-citizens (H5) an index similar to the one regarding the evalu-
ation of politicians is constituted based on three indicators. The indexes are constituted
using a principal component analysis.

Finally, to test H6 to H9 we first identify disadvantaged groups. Despite not allowing
to isolate members of ethnic minorities, the data provided by the 2019 Represent Belgian
Election Study allow to identify several disadvantaged groups. We rely mainly on groups
that are considered as disadvantaged according to the literature on political representation.
Indeed, for the last two decades, several scholarships tackled the issue of inequality in
terms of political representation. Several studies support the fact that under-privileged citi-
zens tend to have a lower influence on public policies and extensive research highlight the
fact that disadvantaged groups such as women, lower educated citizens or economically
disadvantaged citizens tend to be less represented than other privileged groups (Bartels
2008; Giger, Rosset, and Bernauer 2012; Gilens 2005; Jacobs and Page 2005; Lefkofridi,
Giger, and Kissau 2012; Lesschaeve 2017; Rosset 2016; Stockemer and Sundström 2019).
To those traditionally disadvantaged groups, Celis, Meier, and Wauters (2010) add the

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of support for deliberative democracy.

Variable N Mean
Std.
Dev.

Min &
Max

Respondent in favour
of the instrument

Support for consultative citizens’
forum

6630 6.91 2.35 0–10 75.76%

Support for participative budgeting 6484 6.40 2.44 0–10 68.49%
Support for instrument of deliberative
democracy (Cronbach’s alpha: .75)

6287 13.33 4.28 0–20 70.59%
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groups of the older citizens, the sexual minorities and linguistic minorities for the Belgian
case.

This paper will focus on four disadvantaged groups: the women, the lower educated,
the people in precarious professional situations (either unskilled workers or unemployed
citizens)5 and the younger population. The selection of those groups is based on the litera-
ture regarding the political representation of disadvantaged groups as well as on the
descriptive representation of disadvantaged citizens in the Belgian parliament (see Taluk-
der 2021). It was decided not to include older population as the age groups of the 60–65
years old tend to be over represented. Indeed, at the time of the data collection in Belgium,
14.3% of the MPs were between 60 and 65 years old (while their share within the adult
Belgian population is of 8.1%) while fewer than 1% of the MPs were 30 years old or
younger. The same can be said regarding occupation and level of education.

The following variables are therefore used: “women” (woman = 1 and man = 0)
“lower educated” (0 = having at least finished full secondary (around 18 years old) edu-
cation and 1 = having at best finished lower secondary (around 15 years old) education),
“Precarious job conditions” (1 = being an unskilled worker or unemployed and 0 =
others), and finally “younger citizens” (1= under 30 years old at the time of the survey
and 0 = being older than 30 years old). Each “disadvantaged group” is therefore compared
to its counterpart which is referred to an “advantaged” group in our analyses. Indeed, the
purpose of this study is to have a specific focus on disadvantaged groups compared to
other citizens who are not part of a disadvantaged group. It is, however, necessary to
underline the fact that it does not mean that citizens who are not disadvantaged necessarily
share a unified view regarding instruments of deliberative democracy. One might also
expect different effects depending on multiple memberships within different disadvan-
taged groups. Indeed, being a lower educated man might be different than a lower edu-
cated woman and have different impacts in terms of support for instruments of
deliberative democracy. In order to control for it, we ran bivariate statistics on the depen-
dent variable for each combination of disadvantage and we did not find any significant
results (see Appendix 5). Finally, while it would have been interesting to analyse
further other groups such as ethnic, sexual, and linguistic minorities, the data we are
using do not allow us to identify those citizens and to analyse them specifically.

Results

In order to test the hypotheses developed in the first section of this piece, we ran several
regression models with robust standard errors. We start with a test of the hypotheses devel-
oped for the general population (H1 to H5). The dependent variable is “support for delib-
erative democracy” based on citizens’ support for two instruments of deliberation:
participatory budgeting and consultative citizens’ forums. Each model tests separately
each block of independent variable (e.g. political (dis)satisfaction, political interest/com-
petence, citizens evaluations of fellow citizens and under-represented citizens). The last
model tests all explanatory factors together, which allows to assess the impact of the vari-
ables while controlling for other explanatory variables. Table 2 allows us to have a better
grasp of the factor that might impact citizens’ support for deliberative democracy. While
some of the hypotheses find support others might be rejected.

The first broad explanation that could explain citizens’ support for deliberative democ-
racy is linked to citizens’ attitude toward political actors and more specifically citizens’
dissatisfaction. Three hypotheses were considered regarding this specific element: the
respondents’ satisfaction with democracy (H1), trust in representative institutions (H2)
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Table 2. Multivariate linear regression (OLS) to explain support for deliberative democracy.

Support for deliberative
democracy

Model 1***: Citizens’
dissatisfaction

Model 2: Citizens’
engagement

Model 3***: Evaluation of
fellow citizens

Model4*: Disadvantaged
groups

Model 5***: Full
model

Coefficient

Attitudes towards political actors
Negative evaluation of
politicians

.76 (.05)*** .65 (.04)***

Trust in Parliaments .15 (.03)*** .02 (.03)
Satisfaction with
democracy

−.00 (.07) −.02 (.06)

Citizens’ engagement
Political interest .03 (.02) .09 (.02)***
Trust into others
Positive evaluation of
fellow-citizens

.99 (.04)*** .97 (.04)***

Disadvantaged groups
Woman (=1) .29 (.11)** .50 (.10)***
Lower level of education
(=1)

.03 (.18) −.27 (.17)

Precarious job conditions
(=1)

.32 (.20) −.15 (.20)

Young (under 30 y.o.) (=1) −.02 (12) 39 (.12)**
Intercept 12.71 (.20)*** 13.15 (.13)*** 13.30 (.05)*** 13.18 (.08)*** 12.86 (.37)***
Number of observations 6273 6286 6283 6278 6262
R2 .0605 .0004 .1099 .0015 .1675

Note: *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001.
Standardized coefficients with robust standard errors into bracket.
As one might expect those items to correlate and generate bias, we computed the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) to detect potential multicollinearity. We do not have element to support
the presence of multicollinearity as the mean VIF of model 1 is equivalent to 1.67 and model 5’s mean VIF is equal to 1.29.
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and evaluations of the politicians (H3). The results from models 1 and 5 lead us to the
conclusion that H3 could be corroborated and that the key factor (in terms of attitude
toward political actors) that explains citizens support for deliberative democracy might
be linked to the evaluation of the politicians. Indeed, the relationship is significant in
model 1 but also in model 5. H2 is partially corroborated as the relationship is significant
in model 1 but is not significant anymore when we control for other variables. H1 can be
rejected as it does not show a significant relationship with support for deliberative democ-
racy. Therefore, what our findings seem to indicate is that what drives Belgian citizens to
support deliberative democracy lies in their low levels of specific support towards elected
politicians. Support for deliberative democracy is, by contrast, not rooted in (low) diffuse
support in representative institutions or in democracy.

The second set of explanatory factors are related to the citizens’ views towards their
own interest to engage in politics (Schuck and de Vreese 2015). Our hypothesis for this
second set of attitudes is confirmed. We find, indeed, that support for deliberative democ-
racy is higher among citizens who feel more politically interested (H4). Such findings
confirm the “engaged citizens” explanation underlined by Bedock and Pilet (2020b) as
well as by Gherghina and Geissel (2020).

These last findings can be directly connected to the third set of political attitudes –
which is that some citizens would be reluctant towards deliberative democracy because
they are not very confident in the political skills of other citizens (H5). Our findings
seem to corroborate this expectation. Citizens holding more positive evaluations of
their fellow citizens are significantly more likely to be supportive of deliberative democ-
racy. Furthermore, the percentage of variance explained by this attitude is quite large
(11%). Actually, it is much higher than the other variables and might indicate that the
evaluation of fellow citizens is of crucial importance when studying support for instru-
ments of deliberation.

We can now move to the second part of our study, by looking more specifically at the
attitudes of citizens from four disadvantaged groups – women, younger citizens, lower
educated citizens, citizens in precarious professional situations – towards deliberative
democracy. Our first hypothesis about such groups (H6) was that they would be more sup-
portive of deliberative democracy. It is tested in the regressions presented in Table 2 for
models 4 and 5. Model 4 tests for the impact of socio-demographic variables related to our
disadvantaged groups alone and we see that for only one group – women – there is a stat-
istically significant effect. Only women are significantly more in favour of deliberative
democracy. In model 5, the same variables are included but controlling for our other rel-
evant factors. The statistically significant positive effect remains for women and we see
the same effect for a second group: citizens aged below 30 years old. For the two other
groups, we see no statistically significant effect. It is especially interesting since these
last two groups are not only politically less well represented – like women and younger
citizens – but they are also socioeconomically disadvantaged within Belgium. Yet, it
does not lead that to call for political reforms towards deliberative democracy.

This difference leads us to dig a bit deeper and to try understanding what factors could
shape support for deliberative democracy within disadvantaged groups. More precisely,
we propose to examine whether the drivers of support (or opposition) to deliberative
democracy are the same for citizens belonging to politically disadvantaged groups and
their counterparts. As developed above (see hypotheses 7–9), there are theoretical
reasons to expect that some factors would have a different impact for (at least some) dis-
advantaged groups.
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The second step of the analysis is, thus, to conduct multivariate regression analyses
with interaction effect between each theoretical explanation and disadvantaged citizens
to have a better grasp of the explanatory factors that have an impact on support for delib-
eration among specific disadvantaged groups. In order to verify it, we have run additional
regressions examining the difference in the effects of each independent variable for citi-
zens from advantaged and disadvantaged groups. We can visualize these differences in the
figures below, which display the coefficient for each independent variable of the models
and allows to distinguish the effects for each disadvantaged group.6

The main finding from these figures is that there are no major differences in variables
that shape support for deliberative democracy among citizens from disadvantaged groups
and citizens from advantaged groups. All factors tend to go in the same direction. It is first
true for the negative evaluation of politicians, which increases support for deliberative
democracy in all disadvantaged and advantaged groups. In the same vein, positive evalu-
ation of fellow citizens pushes citizens from both disadvantaged and advantaged groups to
back deliberative democracy. We should therefore reject H7 and H9 Figure 1.

The only exception could be for political interest. For all groups, there is a modest
positive effect of political interest on support for deliberative democracy. But the effect
is not significantly different from 0 for three advantaged groups: men, respondents
aged above 30 years old, and higher educated respondents. There is therefore a bit of
support for H8.

Yet, there is also another way of looking at those figures: comparing respondents
within more disadvantaged and more advantaged groups. Instead of looking at the direc-
tion of the effects of our independent variables, we might look at their magnitude. Once
again, differences are often not major. There are rarely statistically significant differences
between the effects of the factors for advantaged and disadvantaged groups. But there are
a few exceptions. First, regarding the negative evaluation of politicians, the effect is sig-
nificantly lower for women than men. Second, we can also see that the effect of how
respondents evaluate their fellow citizens on support for deliberative democracy is signifi-
cantly stronger among male compared to female respondents. Finally, there is a statisti-
cally significant difference between respondents aged below and over 30 years old for
the effect of political interest on support for deliberative democracy. The effect of this
variable is significantly stronger among younger citizens.

For the rest, differences in the magnitude of the effect of the variables examined
might exist but are not statistically significant. Here again, it appears that the dynamics
at play to understand support for deliberative democracy are not radically different
among Belgian citizens of more disadvantaged and advantaged groups. At best we
can argue that citizens from advantaged groups are a bit more influenced by their nega-
tive evaluation of politicians and by their positive evaluation of fellow citizens. Among
citizens from more disadvantaged groups, these factors also play a key role, but
also observe an impact of political interest. Among disadvantaged groups, support for
deliberative democracy is driven by political dissatisfaction and by trust in the political
competence of fellow citizens, but it is also stronger among those who show higher
levels of political interest.

Discussion and conclusion

While deliberative processes are extensively studied, research aiming to grasp citizens’
support for instruments of deliberative democracy remain scarce (Font, Wojcieszak,
and Navarro 2015; Bedock and Pilet 2020b, 2020a; Gherghina and Geissel 2020). This
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article aimed, therefore, to contribute to the literature with evidence from the Belgian case.
The Belgian case is of interest as it has experienced numerous cases at the regional and
local level (Vrydagh et al. 2020 find 15 between 2016 and 2018) and that several Parlia-
ments within the country institutionalized (or are in the process of institutionalizing)
deliberative instruments such as the “Ostbelgien Model” or mixed deliberative parliamen-
tary commission.

The second aim of the paper, further than contributing to the understanding of support
for deliberative democracy in Belgium, is to shift the focus from the whole population to
specific disadvantaged groups. Indeed, literature on political representation highlighted
that several groups within the population are under-represented in terms of descriptive
and substantive representation. This peculiar relationship might induce different dynamics
in how they relate to political reforms (Ceka and Magalhaes 2020). We have therefore
examined the attitudes of citizens from four political disadvantaged groups in
Belgium – women, younger citizens (below 30), lower educated citizens, and citizens
in more precarious professional situations, and compared them to the attitudes of citizens
from more advantaged groups.

First, we have seen that only for two of these groups being politically disadvantaged
translated into greater support for deliberative democracy: it is the case for women and for
younger citizens. We do not observe such difference for lower educated citizens and citi-
zens in more precarious professional situations. In order to understand better these find-
ings, we have looked at the factors shaping attitudes towards deliberative democracy
within these groups. We have first seen that they were for the most part driven by the
same factors as for the rest of the Belgian population. Support for deliberative democracy

Figure 1. Multivariate regressions’ coefficient plot between disadvantaged groups and their
counterparts.
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is mostly found among citizens with more negative evaluations of politicians and higher
trust in the political competence of their fellow citizens. Yet, there is also one factor that
marks a slight difference: political interest. This variable does not affect much support for
deliberative democracy within more advantaged groups. By contrast, among disadvan-
taged groups, it has a small but significant positive effect. Being in favour of deliberative
democracy, within these groups, is correlated with being more politically interested. This
element might explain why we observe more support for deliberative democracy among
women and younger citizens, where political interest could be more present, than among
lower educated citizens and citizens in more precarious professional situations. Other
explanations regarding those two groups could be related to the fact that they tend to
vary in terms of socio-economic conditions but also due to the characteristics of delibera-
tive instruments. Deliberative democracy instruments may be perceived as innovative, as
inclusive and as decision-making processes that tend to favour consensus and empathy.
These values might be more appealing for women and younger citizens.

These findings provide interesting new insights for the study of public attitudes
towards deliberative democracy, and especially when it comes to citizens from more dis-
advantaged groups. Yet, other approaches would be useful to dig deeper into this topic.
First, it would be interesting to compare support for direct and deliberative democracy
among disadvantaged groups as most citizens would be more familiar with the earlier.
Instruments of direct democracy are quite straightforward and easily understood by citi-
zens while deliberative instruments (including sortition) have benefits that are more
complex (Vandamme and Verret-Hamelin 2017) and less exposed. Moreover, instruments
of direct democracy may be perceived by citizens from disadvantaged groups as a more
direct empowerment due to the fact that it gives everyone a direct say into policy-making.
Deliberative democracy innovations may still give a greater role to citizens with more
resources and could be perceived as more elitist. Another interesting avenue for future
research would be to compare the role of objective descriptive under-representation –
which is the way we have defined our disadvantaged groups – with subjective perceptions
of being badly represented politically. Some citizens from our disadvantaged groups may
still feel well-represented. It would be interesting to examine whether it affects how they
relate to deliberative democracy innovations. These two questions, like several others
underline in the other articles of this special issue, would definitely be good candidates
for new research on the topic.

Notes
1. There is also quite some literature on ethnic minorities. Yet, unfortunately, the sample of the

2019 Belgian Election Study does not include a question that allows to identify respondents
from ethnic minorities to run analyses on them in this article.

2. Nevertheless, the deliberative processes (with randomly selected participants) are less current
in the Dutch speaking community (Vrydagh et al. 2020; Rangoni, Bedock, and Talukder 2021).

3. Stefaan Walgrave (PI – University of Antwerp), Pierre Baudewyns (UC Louvain), Karen Celis
(VUB), Kris Deschouwer (VUB), Sofie Marien (KU Leuven), Jean-Benoit Pilet (ULB), Benoît
Rihoux (UC Louvain), Emilie van Haute (ULB), Virgine van Ingelgom (UC Louvain).

4. We use political interest as an indicator for citizens’ political engagement. A supplementary
indicator related to internal political efficacy would have been better but we are unable to
make the use of it due to data constraint.

5. The two categories are considered as member of one group as they tend to be disadvantaged. On
one hand unskilled workers tend to have difficult working conditions and lower wages in
average. On the other hand unemployed citizens are excluded from the labour market and it
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might be a de-socializing experience (Paugam 2006). Further, Bègue (2007) find similarities
between unemployed citizens and unskilled workers regarding political attitudes.

6. The detailed regression table is available in Appendix 2.
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Appendix

Appendix 1. Operationalization of the hypotheses

Independent variables Survey items

H1: Satisfaction with democracy Overall, how satisfied are you with the way
democracy is working in Belgium?
5 = Very satisfied
4 = Somewhat satisfied
3 = Not satisfied, nor unsatisfied
2 = Somewhat unsatisfied
1 = Very unsatisfied

H2: trust in representative institutions On a scale of 0–10, what is your level of confidence in
the federal Parliament? [0-10 scale: 0 = Absolutely
no confidence; 10 = Complete confidence]

H3: Evaluation of politicians
Cronbach’s alpha (.75)
PCA leads to one component that
accounts for 49% of the variance

Please indicate to what extent you disagree or agree
with the following statements. [1 = Totally
disagree; 2 = Somewhat disagree; 3 = Neither agree
nor disagree; 4 = Somewhat agree; 5 = Totally agree]
1. Politicians are corrupt
2. Most politicians are competent. (Reversed)
3. Politicians try to keep their promises. (Reversed)
4. Politicians do not understand what is going on in
society.
5. Many politicians have been in place for too long.

H4: Political interest To what extent are you interested in politics in
general? [0-10 scale: 0 = Not interested at all; 10 =
Extremely interested]

H5: Evaluation of fellow citizens
Cronbach’s alpha (.77)
PCA leads to one component that
accounts for 69% of the variance

We are now going to ask you a series of questions on
the way in which you evaluate citizens as political
decision-makers. * [0-10 scale: 0 = Totally disagree;
10 = Totally agree]
1. Most citizens have all the competences required to
make political decisions.
2. Most citizens are honest.
3. Most citizens are capable of understanding the
needs of people like me.
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Appendix 2. Multivariate linear regression (OLS) on support for instruments of
deliberative democracy with interaction effect

Group of
women

Group of lower
educated
citizens

Group of
citizens with
precarious job

situation

Group of
younger
citizens

b/se b/se b/se b/se

Negative
evaluation of
politicians

advantaged 0.779*** 0.630*** 0.647*** 0.657***

(0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Reference
group

0.438*** 0.636*** 0.523*** 0.519***

(0.07) (0.13) (0.14) (0.09)
Trust in
Parliaments

advantaged 0.068 0.004 0.021 0.023

(0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Reference
group

−0.049 0.105 0.007 0.025

(0.04) (0.08) (0.10) (0.06)
Satisfaction with
democracy

advantaged 0.050 −0.022 −0.030 −0.080

(0.09) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Reference
group

−0.138 0.050 0.329 0.212

(0.09) (0.19) (0.20) (0.12)
Political interest advantaged 0.048 0.038 0.053* 0.042

(0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Reference
group

0.129*** 0.155* 0.134 0.182***

(0.03) (0.06) (0.08) (0.04)
Positive
evaluation of
fellow-
citizens

advantaged 1.103*** 0.963*** 0.978*** 1.000***

(0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Reference
group

0.777*** 0.924*** 0.667*** 0.752***

(0.06) (0.13) (0.16) (0.09)
Disadvantaged NO 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

(.) (.) (.) (.)
YES 0.548*** −0.242 0.288 0.380**

(0.10) (0.17) (0.20) (0.13)
Intercept 13.016*** 13.313*** 13.260*** 13.184***

(0.07) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06)

r2 0.172 0.164 0.164 0.168
N 6262.000 6270.000 6270.000 6270.000

Note: *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001.
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Appendix 3

Appendix 4
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Appendix 5

N of
disadvantaged Yes No

T-
Value Significance

Young & woman 660 13.13 13.35 1.28 NS
Lower educated & woman 296 13.20 13.33 0.52 NS
Precarious job condition & woman 206 13.47 13.31−0.53 NS
Young & lower educated 90 13.28 13.32 0.08 NS
Precarious job condition & lower
educated

131 13.24 13.30 0.14 NS

Women & lower educated & under 30 39 12.71 13.33 0.90 NS
Lower educated & under 30 & precarious
job condition

31 13.12 13.33 0.27 NS

Precarious job condition & women &
lower educated

60 12.85 13.33 0.88 NS

Precarious job condition & women &
lower educated & under 30

19 12.26 13.34 1.09 NS
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