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Abstract
Europeans, on average, are distrustful toward representative institutions. In recent 
decades, to restore confidence in political institutions, several countries have imple-
mented alternative decision-making processes. The literature has analyzed prefer-
ences for these alternatives, such as direct democracy or technocracy, and their driv-
ers. However, these analyses often treated these preferences in isolation, without 
considering that citizens might have more complex preferences involving multiple 
actors in the decision-making process. We test whether this complexity exists in a 
novel survey experiment where citizens are exposed to two different vignettes about 
divisive policies in Italy. Our results indicate that, more than anything else, Italian 
citizens prefer having their fellow citizens decide alone in referendums. However, 
they also favor consulting experts before Parliament’s decision. Furthermore, we 
demonstrate that while instrumentality is still crucial in evaluating the fairness of 
the processes, certain decision-making processes make losers of the policy outcome 
as satisfied as specific groups winners. These findings hold significant implications 
for citizens’ policy evaluations, highlighting that the decision-making process might 
influence their overall satisfaction with policies.
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Introduction

In the last decades, Europe has witnessed the spread of democratic innovations: 
Direct democracy and, to a lesser extent, deliberative democracy became cru-
cial decision-making processes in several European and non-European polities 
(Bengtsson and Mattila 2009;  Landwehr and Harms 2019; Fishkin et  al. 2021; 
Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2001). Numerically speaking, these processes are 
increasingly adopted within the framework of the European liberal-democratic 
regimes (Paulis et al. 2020; Silagadze and Gherghina 2019; Vittori et al. 2023b).

The literature has shown that citizens have a positive inclination toward their 
direct involvement in decision-making through referendums (Bowler et al. 2007; 
Leininger 2015; Rojon and Rijken 2020) and that they also view experts in gov-
ernment as a valid alternative to politicians (Bertsou and Pastorella 2017; Chiru 
and Eynedi 2021; Vittori et al. 2023a). One important gap in the literature, how-
ever, is that these processes are often conceived and operationalized as irreconcil-
able ideal types or are presented in contrast with representative democracy (Hib-
bing et al. 2021; Pilet et al. 2023). Revising the studies on citizens’ democratic 
preferences conducted between 2019 and 2020, König et  al. (2022) advocate a 
combinatorial measurement approach, in which process preferences are not ana-
lyzed in isolation but are considered as potential complementary decision-making 
tools (see also Kriesi et al. 2016). This means that, instead of proposing analyses 
based on trade-offs between processes (Beiser-McGrath et  al. 2021; Coffé and 
Michels 2014; Font et al. 2015; Gherghina and Geissel 2017), there is a need to 
focus on mixed preferences. In this regard, works on multi-layered decision-mak-
ing processes are rare (exceptions are Beiser-McGrath et al. 2021; Bertsou 2021) 
and, to the best of our knowledge, none of them have considered the possibil-
ity of having a multi-layered decision-making process in which citizens, experts, 
or politicians can be the ultimate decision-maker or a consultative body, as we 
plan to do in this paper. In several European countries, these decision-making 
processes do coexist and sometimes overlap. For example, the Parliament might 
appoint a fully technocratic government, as in the case of the 2021 Draghi Gov-
ernment in Italian. Citizens might vote in a non-binding referendum that is subse-
quently ratified by the Parliament, as in the case of the 2016 Brexit Referendum. 
People might reject, via referendum, a proposal that was ratified in Parliament, as 
in the case of the 2016 citizens’ initiative against the Netherlands’ Ukraine–EU 
Association Agreement. Or experts might be appointed in special committees for 
drafting policies that are (eventually) voted by the Parliament, such as the group 
of experts nominated in 2018 by the Italian Minister of Economic Development 
for elaborating the National Strategy on Artificial Intelligence. Thus, it is worth 
enquiring whether specific combinations with specific actors having the last word 
in the decision-making process are preferred over the representative system in 
divisive policy fields. Our analysis starts from the recent findings on process 
preferences: Firstly, we test processes in isolation, by looking at whether direct 
democracy or technocracy is more appreciated than having Parliament deciding 
alone. Secondly, we test whether citizens prefer that either experts or citizens are 
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consulted prior to decision-making by Parliament, instead of being the final deci-
sion-makers, as suggested by Beiser-McGrath et  al. (2021) and Bertsou (2021). 
Finally, we test whether citizens prefer having other actors being consulted when 
non-traditional actors are entitled to make the final decision.

To answer the research questions, we have designed a unique survey experiment 
by varying (1) the types of actors (Parliament, citizens, experts), (2) the number of 
actors involved (1–3), and (3) the role of each actor (consultative or decisive) in the 
decision-making process. We have repeated the experiment for two polarizing issues 
in the Italian context: the inheritance tax and the legalization of soft drugs. Our 
results show that Italian citizens are most keen on processes where citizens have the 
final say via referendums and care less about whether citizens are consulted during 
the decision-making process. Contrary to expectations, expert-led decision-making 
processes do not enjoy an advantage relative to parliamentary ones, but the con-
sultation of experts boosts support for the decision-making process in some cases. 
Finally, we show that when non-traditional actors make a decision, the fact that they 
were consulted prior to the decision does not change the evaluation of the process.

Support for decision‑making processes other than representative democracy

Recent contributions (Hibbing et  al. 2021; Pilet et  al. 2023) have highlighted that 
citizens have different conceptions of the role of political and non-political actors in 
political decision-making. The different roles that citizens assign to political actors 
reflect different conceptions of how democracy should be organized. König (2022), 
using an original survey in Germany, shows citizens have different conceptions of 
decision-making processes within liberal democracy, which oftentimes overlap. 
Europeans, thus, have different conceptions of democracy, each of which entails a 
prevailing group making the most important decision for the country. In this regard, 
Ferrin and Kriesi (2016) have shown that citizens with “pure” preferences for one 
conception of democracy are relatively rare. This is not surprising since European 
political systems have also made use of processes not related to representative 
democracy. For example, direct democracy can be a structural part of decision-mak-
ing (e.g., Switzerland, Italy) or be implemented on an ad hoc basis at the national 
and local level (Netherlands, Germany, Hungary). The same goes for the use of 
deliberative democratic instruments, such as mini-publics, which are increasingly 
adopted as a non-binding decision-making process in several European countries 
(Paulis et al 2020). Along the same lines, technocratic governments and ministers 
are on the rise in European countries, although they tend to be more common in 
Southern and Eastern Europe (Vittori et al. 2023b). Therefore, not only do demo-
cratic innovations coexist with the representative model of democracy, but also it 
is possible that citizens have more complex ideas of how decisions should be made 
than pure ideal types. Process preferences, however, are not disconnected from the 
context in which they occur. In this regard, experimental and observational stud-
ies on process preferences have highlighted the importance of instrumentality in the 
evaluation of a decision-making process. Regardless of the overall support to differ-
ent decision-making process, when confronted with scenarios where policy gains 
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are at stake, citizens seem to prioritize policy gains over process fairness (Arnesen 
2017; Esaiasson et al. 2012, 2016a, b; Smith et al. 2010; Tilley and Hobolt 2023; 
Werner 2020; Werner and Marien 2022). This indicates that in assessing the fairness 
of a policy decision, citizens discern a distinct division between those who benefit 
and those who don’t, with the former generally perceiving the process more favora-
bly and the latter more unfavorably. The gap between winners and losers is noth-
ing new to the study of democratic support: Losers’ consent is the backbone of the 
survival of democratic regimes, where elections are held on a regular basis (Nadeau 
and Balis 1993; Anderson et al. 2005). Thus, within the democratic framework, the 
idea of winner–loser consent is crucial: For example, when elections are free and 
fair, losers’ consent increases (Lago and Martinez i Coma 2017). Although the gap 
between winners and losers has been empirically proven, to what extent losers’ con-
sent increases based on the process that leads to a decision is still debated in the 
literature of process preferences (Werner 2020).

Based on previous findings, thus, there are two important research questions 
that should be tackled. Firstly, is it that citizens generally prefer decision-making 
arrangements empowering one specific actor, which is how the literature has stud-
ied public opinion so far, or do they actually prefer an integrative model combin-
ing experts, referenda, and parliamentary models in line with a recent study from 
Germany (Goldberg et al. 2020)? To answer to this research question, we take stock 
of Werner and Marien’s framework of analysis (2022), which builds on Warren 
(2017)’s intuitions: The authors have signaled the importance of a “realistic” prob-
lem-based approach, where different decision-making processes are not irreconcil-
able, but might be complementary. The comparison between a realistic status-quo, 
a pure representative system in Werner and Marien’s work (2022), and other more 
complex decision-making options where actors are consulted prior to the decision 
would improve our understanding of how citizens conceive decision-making within 
the democratic framework.

In particular, differentiating between decision-makers and decision-influencers is 
of particular importance. For example, while citizens are keen on fellow citizens 
or independent experts being more involved in decision-making processes, they 
would rather have these actors informing as opposed to actually taking the decisions 
(Bertsou 2021; Rojon et al 2019; Bedock and Pilet 2020). The second research ques-
tion we want to tackle is whether preferences for combinatory processes as opposed 
to single-actor decision-making process show the very same winners–losers gap 
dynamic that has been observed for other cases, such as elections (Anderson et al. 
2005) or direct democracy (Werner 2020). While we expect this pattern to exist here 
as well, there are also good reasons to expect that the evaluation of the decision-
making process depends on who is involved in the process (Martin et al. 2022).

Hypotheses

In this section, we present four primary hypotheses. Instead of offering separate 
hypotheses to explain citizens’ instrumental reasoning, which will be addressed in 
the analysis, we outline overarching expectations related to distinct processes. We 
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have previously shown that support for citizens and experts taking political deci-
sions has been studied in isolation and in opposition to decision-making by elected 
representatives (Bengtsson and Mattila 2009; Bowler et al. 2007; Neblo et al. 2010). 
Therefore, our first hypothesis deals with preferences for the actors responsible for 
taking decisions alone. Before detailing our expectations related to mixed processes, 
we want to test the extent to which citizens are dissatisfied with the representa-
tive system, i.e., a system in which the Parliament is the main decision-maker, as 
opposed to direct democracy and technocracy. Empirically, in parliamentary democ-
racy, the Parliament has the final say on a decision, regardless of whether the pro-
posal comes from the members of the Parliament or the government. We, thus, opt 
for contrasting a pure representative system, which resembles the most common 
decision-making process in parliamentary democracies, as in Werner and Marien’s 
work (2022), and other decision-making options.1 Processes other than parliamen-
tary decision-making, such as direct democracy or technocracy, when analyzed in 
isolation, enjoy the support of the majority of the population across Europe (Ber-
stou and Pastorella 2017; Rojon and Rijken 2020). In the last couple of decades, 
referenda have been used more frequently (Altman 2014), and the attention given 
by scholars to referenda and the determinants of referendum support have grown 
accordingly (De Vreese and Boomgaarden 2005; Silagadze  and Gherghina 2019; 
Qvortrup 2016). Recently, Rojon and Rijken (2020) have shown that direct democ-
racy is widely supported across European countries, even though doubts have been 
cast over the possibility that preferences for direct democracy are stable across time 
(e.g., Steiner and Landwher 2022). Support for experts and technocrats is, on aver-
age, less evident than for direct democracy. In their seminal study on technocratic 
attitudes, Bertsou and Pastorella (2017) have shown that in several European coun-
tries, the perception of experts taking decisions was viewed negatively, while in oth-
ers, particularly in Eastern Europe, support was more widespread. Overall, in the 
majority of the countries (19 out of 27), those who support experts in government 
constituted more than 50% of respondents. In their nine-country comparison, Chiru 
and Eynedi (2021) have found that technocracy was supported by less than 50% of 
the respondents. Experimental evidence provided contrasting findings: Lavezzolo 
et al. (2021) have shown that in Spain, experts are perceived more favorably than 
partisans, while Bertsou (2021) in her seven-country analysis has shown that in the 
decision-making process, experts are no better perceived than elected politicians. 
Finally, Beiser-McGrath et  al. (2021) have shown that favorability toward experts 
is dependent on instrumental considerations (see also below, for a further discus-
sion). Regardless of the drivers that lead to support for technocracy (Bertsou and 
Pastorella 2017; Bertsou and Caramani 2020; Chiru and Enyedi 2021), technocracy 
is more divisive than direct democracy, but still supported by European citizens.

H1 Citizens and experts deciding alone are preferred over the pure representative 
system, i.e., when the Parliament decides on its own.

1 This is also what Gherghina and Geissel (2017: 27) use as a point of comparison in their analysis of 
three different decision-makers (politicians, experts, and citizens): In representative democracy, “political 
representatives are considered as the main actors of political will-formation and decision-making.”
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Our first hypothesis postulates that the role of citizens and experts as decision-
makers would be more appreciated than the representative system. In general, 
however, citizens and experts are not just the decision-makers, but they can influ-
ence the decisions being taken by elected representatives. For example, experts 
in a specific field might be consulted by the Parliament during the drafting of a 
law or specific groups of citizens might be selected to provide non-binding sug-
gestions to decision-makers. The literature on public support for alternative pro-
cesses does not take into consideration scenarios where non-political actors are 
consulted prior to decision-making by politicians, even though such scenarios are 
not uncommon in European democracies. Equally important, consulting actors 
might be decisive in changing the overall acceptance of the policy-making pro-
cesses: In a recent experiment, Fishkin et al. (2021) have shown that deliberative 
democracy in the form of a deliberative poll decreases affective polarization. In an 
experiment among a representative sample of the Finnish population, Christensen 
et al. (2020) found that, besides instrumental considerations, the involvement of 
citizens and experts boosts the perceived legitimacy of policies (on euthanasia). 
Not only does consultation matter, but according to König (2022: 382), “it is hard 
to find citizens who, for example, show strong support for only populist or tech-
nocratic politics; many of them are also strongly committed to liberal-democratic 
principles, and there are even citizens who support both populism and technoc-
racy.” Research showing that consulting other actors increases the legitimacy of 
the decision-making process that focuses primarily on consultation through delib-
erative mechanisms. In their work on the Belgian case, Bedock and Pilet (2020) 
demonstrated that consultative DMPs are more appreciated than DMPs replacing 
local council. DMPs on average are less appreciated as final decision-makers, but 
still there is some empirical support for the idea that some citizens like consulta-
tive bodies composed by their peers in the literature (Rojon and Pilet 2021; Van 
Dijk et al. 2023). To the contrary, consultative referendums are seldom analyzed 
(e.g., Folkestad et al. 2019). In a recent contribution, however, Rojon et al. (2019) 
in a study on US have shown that the difference in the support for advisory and 
consultative referendums is contextual: People only preferred binding referen-
dums over consultative in US states that had direct democracy, whereas in non-
direct-democratic states, there was no preference for either. Lacking empirical 
analysis on the support for non-binding referendums in Europe, we can explora-
tively derive from the literature on support for direct democracy that this process 
might be appreciated by citizens more than the pure representative system. Fur-
thermore, few studies have dealt with experts as consultative actors. As an excep-
tion, Bertsou (2021) and Beiser-McGrath et al. (2021) have shown that independ-
ent experts are more supported than elected representatives in the design (and in 
the implementation of policies) but not in the final decision-making stage. While 
acknowledging that, similarly to direct democracy, the results are so far limited, 
and there are good reasons to exploratively expect that involving experts as con-
sultative actors should improve the evaluation of the process.

H2 Citizens’ consultation hypothesis: Citizens being consulted before Parliament 
makes the decision is preferred over the pure representative system.
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H3 Experts’ consultation hypothesis: Experts being consulted before Parliament 
makes the decision is preferred over the pure representative system.

So far, our core interest was using a quintessential representative democracy sce-
nario as a point of comparison between other decision-makers (deciding along) and 
between complex scenarios where Parliament is consulted prior to the decision-mak-
ing. However, as suggested by the literature (König et  al. 2022; König 2022), citi-
zens’ process preferences might be complex and entail actors other than the Parlia-
ment as final decision-makers. For this reason, we exploratively seek to test another 
hypothesis, based on the relevance of consultation in other scenarios where non-
traditional actors are the final decision-makers. Following the logic of the previous 
hypothesis, if citizens like and give importance to having other citizens or experts 
being consulted prior to a decision, then they should also like cases when these actors 
are consulted, but another actor makes the final decision. If we see no differences 
between pure scenarios where the decision-maker decides without consultations and 
complex decision-making scenarios (where the decision-maker is consulted prior to 
the decision-making), then we might assume that consultation does not provide an 
added value to the legitimacy of the non-traditional processes. If this is not the case, 
then, as the literature has suggested, citizens do care about mixed process preferences 
even when non-traditional actors decide and, in particular, care about consultations 
preceding the decision-making process (Bertsou 2021; Goldberg et al. 2020).

H4 For non-representative decision-making processes, consultation prior to deci-
sion-making is preferred over decision-makers deciding alone without consultation.

The survey and the experimental design

In August 2021, we conducted a computer-assisted web interview (CAWI) survey 
with an experimental component among a sample of 5008 Italian respondents. Our 
sample is representative of the whole Italian population for age, gender, region of 
residence,2 and education.3 We are using data from Italy as Italian citizens have, 
over recent years, been confronted to three models of government. They live in a 
representative democracy with an elected parliament. They have experienced several 
technocratic cabinets composed of experts as ministers rather than elected politi-
cians (like the recent cabinet of Mario Draghi until 2022). And several (abrogative) 
referendums have been held over recent years, asking citizens to decide on specific 
policies. Therefore, we might expect that it would be easier for Italians to evaluate 
decision-making processes representing different logics of representative democ-
racy, technocracy, and direct democracy.

We first presented respondents with an introductory sentence asking respond-
ents “to think about a future scenario, which is not related to present politics.” This 

2 The areas are North-West Italy, North-East Italy, Center, and South (and Islands).
3 To match our distribution with the Italian population distribution, we applied weights for the four strat-
ification criteria.
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premise was necessary, as some of the decision-making processes we analyze are 
not common or have not been experienced so far (for example, a propositive ref-
erendum, which is not among the direct democracy tools permitted in Italy). We 
presented respondents two vignettes with two different policies. We designed the 
experiment to deal with specific policy issues so that we could control for the 
effect of instrumentality on citizens’ decision-making preferences, as previous 
studies have shown that citizens tend to care more about the actual decision than 
about the decision-making process. We selected two positional issues for which we 
could find evidence of polarization of public opinion among Italian citizens (see the 
Issue Competition Comparative Project, De Sio and Lachat 2020). As for the soft 
drugs’ legalization, Italians are divided almost evenly: According to CISE (2022), 
56% of Italians were in favor of soft drugs’ legalization in 2022. As for the for-
mer, even though our experiment was slightly different, as we asked Italians about 
the introduction of an inheritance tax, overall Italians were against the increase in 
inheritance tax (67%). In the vignettes, we tell respondents that each policy has been 
already approved through a (randomized) decision-making process: The rationale 
behind this choice was due to the survey design. Randomizing the potential outcome 
would have doubled the potential combinations available. As we detailed below, our 
experimental design has 12 combinations, which would have become 24 with the 
randomization of the outcome, thus making the interpretation of the combination 
much more complicated and, equally important, creating inferential problems due 
to the further subsampling of the dataset (see below). Then, we ask respondents two 
questions: one related to the fairness of the decision-making and one related to the 
content of the proposal. Below, we present the vignette which deals with the inherit-
ance tax issue (the wording of the different vignettes is available in the Supplemen-
tary Materials—Vignettes and Descriptive Statistics). Due to space constraints and 
to ease the interpretation of the results, we report the results of the soft drugs legali-
zation issue in the Appendix (see Appendix C and D).

The randomization

In the vignettes, the randomization is related to the decision-making processes. We 
opted for including three main decision-making processes which the Italian elec-
torate is accustomed to: the representative democracy process, direct democracy, 
and technocracy. Every decision-making process is associated with a corresponding 
actor who is in charge of making the final decision: the Parliament (representative 
democracy), the (Italian) people (direct democracy), and a technocratic government 
(technocracy). In each vignette, one and only one actor is responsible for making 
the final decision on the issue at stake, so the decision-making process is always 
hierarchical: One actor makes the final decision, while none, one, or two actors are 
consulted. We did not randomize the order of the consulting actors, as we do not 
prime respondents about the flow of the decision-making process: In the combina-
tions including three actors, we only state that two actors have been consulted and 
the final actor has made the decision (see below). Because only two actors are being 
consulted, we do not expect any order effects.
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When only two actors are involved, the vignette looks like this:

Imagine that a new tax on inheritance will be introduced in Italy. A group of 
experts provided support for the idea in a consultative roundtable. The deci-
sion was then taken by a majority of MPs in the Parliament.

In the above case, the Parliament makes the final decision after having consulted 
a group of experts, who embody the technocratic actor. When three actors are 
involved, the vignette is as follows:

Imagine that a new tax on inheritance will be introduced in Italy. A group of 
experts provided support for the idea in a consultative roundtable, and a major-
ity of MPs expressed their agreement with the idea in a parliamentary vote. 
The decision was then taken by a majority of citizens in a binding referendum.

To make the vignettes plausible, we made some adjustments in the different com-
binations: Technocracy is operationalized as a technocratic government when this 
actor has a final say on the issue, while it has been operationalized as a group of 
experts when the actor plays a consultative role. Respondents received two vignettes 
in total: one for each issue. Within each vignette, we created 12 randomized levels, 
based on who makes the final decision and who is consulted prior. In order not to 
overcomplicate the experiment, we opted for creating a streamlined decision-making 
process where all actors involved in the process have agreed on the measure to be 
implemented. Furthermore, when three actors were involved, we did not discrimi-
nate between the order: In our vignettes, there is not an actor that offers its advice 
first and the second one after. We opted for having the three actors, as our aim was 
to inquire whether support for the policy changes according to the actor who has a 
final say and whether it changes according to the actors involved in supporting the 
decision, via non-binding consultation. All the vignettes are available in the Supple-
mentary Materials—Vignettes and Descriptive Statistics). Table  1 summarizes all 
combinations present in our experiment.

Dependent Variables

Our dependent variable captures the evaluation of the decision-making process, in 
a similar way to the study by Christensen et al. (2020). The question is the follow-
ing: On a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means "extremely unacceptable" and 7 means 
"extremely acceptable," how do you evaluate this way of making political decisions 
on the issue?

Modeling

For each issue, we calculate the difference between the mean scores of each sce-
nario. To evaluate favorability toward the process and not just the effect of switching 
from one level to another, we use marginal means (Leeper et al. 2020). We report, 
in the main text, the means and 95% confidence intervals for the different scenarios.
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To test H1, we first subset our dataset to show the effect of the pure representa-
tive system (Parliament deciding on its own) versus those scenarios in which the 
final decision is made by citizens or experts alone (that is, without consulting other 
actors).4 To test H2, we contrast pure representative system scenario to a scenario 
where citizens are consulted prior to the decision made by the Parliament. We do 
the same for experts (H3).5 For our last hypothesis, we compare scenarios where 
either citizens or experts decide alone to scenarios where citizens and experts are 
consulted by other actors prior to the decision.6

All results are modeled to account for citizens’ instrumental considerations. As 
we previously pointed out, outcome favorability is pivotal in the evaluation of pro-
cess preferences: In a nutshell, citizens appear to give a crucial importance to the 
substantive outcome of the decision-making process (whether it favors them or not), 
while the procedure in itself is less relevant or relevant only to some citizens (Beiser-
McGrath et al. 2021; Christensen et al. 2020; Graham and Svolik 2020; Esaiasson 
et al. 2016b;  Werner 2020). To account for outcome favorability, we create an inter-
action between the decision-making processes and the outcome. We did not use the 
question about the support for the policy outcome presented in the vignette, as the 
support for the process might be endogenous to the randomization level. Instead, we 
opted for asking a question for each of the two policy domains, at the beginning of 
the questionnaire; to avoid consistency biases, we use very similar, yet not identical 
domains. As a proxy for the inheritance tax, we use the property tax, and as a proxy 

Table 1  All scenarios presented in the survey experiments

Vignette Randomization levels for each issue Actors 
involved

Respondents

1 Final actor (FA): Parliament 1 412
2 FA: Citizens 1 414
3 FA: Technocratic government 1 411
4 FA: Parliament; Consulted via (CV): Citizens 2 425
5 FA: Citizens; CV: Parliament 2 412
6 FA: Parliament; CV: A group of experts 2 412
7 FA: Technocratic government; CV: Parliament 2 413
8 FA: Citizens; CV: A group of experts 2 413
9 FA: Technocratic government; CV: Citizens 2 412
10 FA: Parliament; CV: Citizens and a group of experts 3 415
11 FA: Citizens; CV: Parliament and a group of experts 3 425
12 FA: Technocratic government; CV: Parliament and citizens 3 413

4 We compare respondents receiving Scenario1 with respondents receiving Scenario 2 and Scenario 3.
5 To test H2 and H3, we compare respondents receiving Scenario 1 with respondents receiving Sce-
narios 4 and 6.
6 We compare respondents receiving Scenario 2 with respondents receiving Scenarios 5, 8, and 11 (clus-
tered together), and we compare respondents receiving Scenario 3 with respondents receiving Scenarios 
7, 9, and 12 clustered together.
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for soft drugs’ legalization, we use the depenalization of cannabis for recreative 
use. We ask respondents how much they agree with these two proposals on a scale 
ranging from 0 (strongly oppose) to 10 (strongly in favor). We then dichotomize the 
answers, creating a dummy (“Approve” or “Not approve”). To be sure that we cap-
ture only citizens who are supportive of the policy proposal, we place the mid-point 
(value = 5) in the negative pole (“Not approve”), while values higher than 5 are in 
the positive pole (“Approve”). The descriptive statistics for the dependent variables 
and interaction variables are presented in the Supplementary Materials—Vignette 
and Descriptive Statistics. As a robustness check, we also re-run the analyses pre-
sented in the main text without the mid-point (value = 5), i.e., neutral respondents 
(see Appendix B for the inheritance tax issue and D for the soft drugs’ legalization), 
demonstrating that the same results hold.

Results

We begin by testing the four hypotheses with the experiment on the inheritance tax 
issue. The results for the soft drugs’ legalization issue can be found in Appendix C 
and D. For the most part, they are consistent with the inheritance tax issue; when 
they differ, we report the differences in the discussion below. The coefficients for 
the estimated models corresponding to each figure in the main text are reported in 
Appendix A (Table 2 for Fig. 1, Table 3 for Fig. 2, and Table 4 for Fig. 3).

Fig. 1  Support to the decision-making process according to whether respondents approve or disapprove 
the policy outcome: Parliament making the decision alone (“Parliament”) versus people making the final 
decision alone (“Direct democracy”) versus a technocratic government making the final decision alone 
(“Technocracy”)
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Our first hypothesis postulates that citizens would prefer citizens or experts decid-
ing alone to a situation in which Parliament decides alone.

Figure  1 provides partial support for the H1; in general, we find that citizens 
prefer processes where the final decisions are taken by citizens via a referendum, 
but that this preference is even stronger for those who agreed with the content of 
the policy outcome. Contrary to H1, however, we do not find that citizens prefer 
experts as decision-makers over politicians. In fact, the winners appear to be even 
less keen on decision-making by experts than by politicians. Hence, H1 is confirmed 
for citizens but not for experts. Specifically, we notice that instrumentality mat-
ters because those who do not approve the inheritance tax are more critical of the 
decision-making process. However, we also notice that losers who received the pure 
direct democracy process do not differ in their support from winners who received 
the pure representative democracy process. Fig.  1 shows that these two scenarios 
overlap with the mid-point.7This finding is also confirmed when looking at the soft 
drugs’ legalization issue. First of all, contrary to the inheritance tax issue is that 
there is a comparatively higher acceptability of all scenarios. Secondly, and in line 
with inheritance tax issue, there is a clear-cut difference between winners and losers. 
Furthermore, the analysis of the soft drug legalization issue (Appendix, Figure 8, 
Table  9) shows that, among losers, the direct democracy scenario is significantly 
more appreciated than Parliament and experts deciding alone (the value is above the 
mid-point). However, among winners, we do not see the difference we have noticed 
between Parliament deciding alone and citizens deciding alone.

The next step in our analysis is to check whether having citizens (H2) or experts 
(H3) being consulted by Parliament increases the process acceptability.

Besides the importance of instrumental considerations, Fig. 2, in line with Bert-
sou (2021), shows that, among losers, experts functioning as consultative actors 
do improve the policy acceptability compared to when Parliament decides alone. 
Among the winners, the confidence intervals between Parliament deciding alone and 
Parliament deciding alone after experts’ consultations overlap at p < 0.05 (but not 
at p < 0.1, as shown in Appendix, Fig. 4, and Table 5) meaning that we cannot rule 
out the possibility that experts’ consultations give a boost to the procedural fairness 
evaluations. We note, however, that Parliament deciding after experts’ consultations 
is significantly higher than the mid-point (3.5), while Parliament deciding alone is 
not. Equally important, among losers, we note that the score for Parliament deciding 
after experts’ consultation is no different from the two winner scenarios (Parliament 
deciding alone and Parliament deciding after citizens’ consultation), thus implying 
that instrumental considerations, while present, might be attenuated by the different 
types of process. Overall, our findings confirm the experts’ consultation hypothesis 
(H3) but not the citizens’ consultation hypothesis (H2); consulting citizens prior to a 
decision by Parliament does not improve the acceptability of the process. The find-
ings are robust also, when looking at the soft drugs legalization issue (Appendix, 
Figure 9, Table 10).

7 In this case, however, when removing the neutral respondent, the difference between losers and winners 
become more marked; losers receiving the direct democracy scenario are significantly less satisfied with the 
fairness of decision-making compared to the winners receiving Parliament deciding alone.
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In the final hypothesis (H4), we postulate that consultations prior to the decision 
of non-traditional actors will increase the acceptability of the process compared to 
scenarios where non-traditional actors make the decision alone. Our results are only 
partially in line with our expectations; among winners, the difference between citi-
zens deciding alone and citizens deciding after consultation is not significant, while 
the difference between experts deciding alone and experts deciding after consul-
tation is indeed significant, meaning that Italian citizens seem to be distrustful of 
technocratic governments deciding alone, but also more confident if other actors are 
consulted prior to experts’ decision. Among losers, there is not a clear-cut distinc-
tion between non-traditional actors deciding alone or after consultations, thus fur-
ther corroborating the idea that is behind process evaluation, there exists a strong 
instrumental component. However, as we already noted, citizens deciding alone 
among the losers does not differ from experts deciding alone among the winners. 
When looking at the soft drugs legalization issue (Appendix, Figure 10, Table 11), 
we notice that, in line with the inheritance tax issue, instrumentality still matters and 
among winners, the difference between citizens deciding alone and citizens decid-
ing after consultation is not significant. However, we also notice that the means for 
experts deciding and experts deciding after consultation do not differ significantly. 
Overall, we cannot confirm our H4. Based on our previous findings, we can con-
clude that consultation makes a (partial) impact when traditional actors (i.e., Parlia-
ment) are consulted, while it has limited impact when non-traditional actors consult 
other traditional and non-traditional actors.

Discussion

The goal of this study is to examine what type of decision-making process boosts 
the perceived acceptability of policy decisions among citizens. The topic has been 
addressed before, but mostly, examining rather simple scenarios in which one non-
political actor is contrasted to the traditional picture of representative institutions 
taking policy decisions. Complex processes that associate different actors and in dif-
ferent roles are rarely examined in-depth (König 2022).

For this reason, we design a survey experiment that assigned randomly the 
respondents to one of 12 different decision-making processes that could identify cit-
izens (via referendums), elected politicians (via Parliament), or experts (via a tech-
nocratic government) in a decision-making or in a consultative capacity. Those pro-
cesses are embedded into two contemporary policy debates in Italy: the introduction 
of an inheritance tax and the legalization of soft drugs.

Our findings indicate that the nature of the process (who decides and who is con-
sulted) may have an impact on how citizens judge a new policy decision, but this 
impact should not be overestimated. In line with earlier studies, we confirm that 
what matters the most is how the respondents evaluate the content of the policy 
decision (the so-called instrumentality): Citizens who agree with the content of the 
decision are, in general, more positive about the decision-making process than those 
who disagree. Second, among those who disagree with the content of the policy, the 
type of decision-making process has less of an impact on respondents’ evaluations. 
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Everything else being equal, losers tend to be less favorable toward decision-mak-
ing process. However, we do find that there are cases in which winners and losers 
receiving different decision-making processes do score similarly on process accepta-
bility. In particular, compared to a situation where Parliament decides alone, citizens 
do not seem less satisfied if they lose on the policy side, as long as the decision was 
taken by fellow citizens or was informed by independent experts.

Nevertheless, it is among those who agree with the content of the new policy that 
we observe the most relevant impact of how the decision-making process is organ-
ized. And we observe especially two main effects. First, introducing referendums as 
decision-making instrument, and therefore giving citizens the final word (without 
consulting other actors) in the new policy, has a positive impact. Italians seem to 
prefer direct democracy over other forms of decision-making, including those where 
citizens listen to other actors prior to the decision. Second, we partially confirm, 
in line with previous studies, that involving experts as consultative actors may also 
boost perceived process acceptability, while giving experts the final say (alone) does 
not boost perceived process fairness among respondents. Our study has also discon-
firmed some of our expectations. First, even if trust in elected politicians is very low 
in Italy, it is not true that citizens would evaluate more positively any alternative to 
decision-making by elected politicians. Only a few alternative decision-making pro-
cesses are rated significantly more positively (among winners) than leaving policy 
decision to Parliament. Equally important, when non-traditional decision-making 
processes are at stake, play a similar role compared to when Parliament consults 
other actors: In both scenarios, we have shown that consultation matters depending 
on who is consulted. Consultation is, in most of the cases, contextual and depends 
on the actors involved and the structure of the decision-making; adding a layer of 
complexity in the decision-making process does not automatically improve the qual-
ity of the process in the eyes of the citizens. This result speaks directly to the recent 
findings in the literature (Ferrin and Kriesi 2016; König 2022), which have high-
lighted the importance of mixed preferences.

Overall, those findings shed new light on the growing literature on citizens’ pro-
cess preferences. Our study indicates that complex decision-making process might 
matter and this complexity should be taken into account both in future academic 
studies as well as in concrete political debates about institutional reforms, yet with-
out exaggerating its importance, since the policy outcome is what matters the most. 
Citizens are primarily instrumental in their evaluations of political processes (Chris-
tensen et al. 2020; Esaisson et al. 2016b; Werner 2020). Reforming institutions and 
procedures might have an effect, but it would be mainly (yet, not entirely) limited to 
those who have already obtained the decision they wanted. Most probably, losers are 
more concerned with the outcome than they are with the process. This has impor-
tant implications, because if an institution or actor making a decision is incapable 
of delivering, changing the actors involved in the decision-making might make little 
difference for them.
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Our findings also underline the need for other similar studies, in more countries, 
about complex decision-making processes. Italy is a specific case where citizens 
are familiar with representative democracy, technocracy, and direct democracy. 
It would be crucial to re-test our hypotheses in other national contexts and poten-
tially for different policies, because we observed some differences between the two 
policies under analysis. We might expect to find significant variations across coun-
tries, especially among countries that have had recent contentious experiences with 
direct democracy (e.g., UK, The Netherlands, Spain) or technocracy (e.g., Bulgaria, 
Greece). Our experiment also has some limitations that should be accounted for 
when evaluating preferences for decision-making process. Our scenarios, in which 
actors make decisions independently, do not explicitly specify that the final actor 
did not consult with other actors before reaching the decision. We acknowledge this 
limitation, but we also believe that priming respondents explicitly with a statement 
that clearly indicates that other actors were not consulted would have additional 
drawbacks. This could create the impression that the final actor deliberately refused 
to consult with other actors or, worse, disregarded the decisions made by the con-
sulted actors. In this regard, we exclude the possibility of compromise between the 
actors involved in the decision-making, something that in real-case scenarios can 
occur, especially within Parliament and when decisions are informed by other actors 
prior to a decision. For instance, citizens may perceive a decision made solely by a 
technocratic government more negatively, as this actor theoretically lacks the politi-
cal legitimacy inherent in decisions made by either the Parliament or the citizens. 
Another limitation of our setting is that the experiment was designed not to have 
disagreement among actors; having actors pulling in different directions might affect 
(even significantly) the way citizens evaluate the overall process. In particular, fur-
ther research should look at the consequences of ignoring what consulted actors 
have suggested or, in a more radical fashion, a complete reversal of the decision 
suggested by the consulted actor(s). Moreover, future research should also look at 
the specific content of the policies under analysis. In our experimental setting, we 
propose two general statements about two different policies, but we did not include 
treatments related, for example, to the levels of taxation of the inheritance tax, nor 
did we specify the implications of the soft drug legalization’s policy. This further 
layer of complexity might be helpful to meaningfully distinguish between winners 
and losers of the policy.

Appendix A

Inheritance tax issue. Estimated means for Figs.  1, 2, and 3; replication of Fig. 2 
with 90% confidence intervals (Fig. 4, Tables 2, 3, 4 and 5).

Appendix B

Inheritance tax issue. Replication of Figs. 1, 2, and 3 in the main text without neu-
tral response (for the inheritance tax issue) (Figs. 5, 6, and 7, Tables 6, 7 and 8).
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Fig. 2  Support to the decision-making process according to whether respondents approve or disapprove 
the policy outcome: Parliament making the decision alone (“Parliament”) versus the scenario in which 
the Parliament makes the decision after consulting citizens versus scenarios in which the Parliament 
makes the decision after consulting experts

Fig. 3  Support to the decision-making process according to whether respondents approve or disapprove 
the policy outcome: Citizens making the decision alone (“Parliament”) versus scenarios in which the 
citizens make the decision after consulting other actors versus scenarios in which the experts make the 
decision alone versus scenarios in which the experts make the decision after consulting other actors
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Fig. 4  Support to the decision-making process according to whether respondents approve or disapprove 
the policy outcome: Parliament making the decision alone (“Parliament”) versus the scenario in which 
the Parliament makes the decision after consulting citizens versus scenarios in which the Parliament 
makes the decision after consulting experts. Alpha = 0.1, instead of 0.05

Table 2  Estimated means for Fig. 1

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 3.872935 0.237118 16.33336 0.000 3.426965 4.318905
Approve_Direct democracy 4.721319 0.210582 22.42035 0.000 4.325258 5.11738
Approve_Technocracy 3.597718 0.190318 18.90372 0.000 3.239769 3.955667
Not approve_Parliament 2.579772 0.127629 20.21312 0.000 2.339729 2.819815
Not approve_Direct democracy 3.344687 0.152799 21.88946 0.000 3.057304 3.632071
Not approve_Technocracy 2.803055 0.146398 19.14683 0.000 2.527711 3.078399

Table 3  Estimated means for Fig. 2

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 3.872935 0.237047 16.33825 0.000 3.427098 4.318772
Approve_Parliament (citizens) 3.933718 0.197648 19.90268 0.000 3.561984 4.305453
Approve_Parliament (experts) 4.570619 0.205071 22.28796 0.000 4.184922 4.956315
Not approve_Parliament 2.579772 0.12759 20.21918 0.000 2.339801 2.819743
Not approve_Parliament (citizens) 2.98729 0.144032 20.74042 0.000 2.716395 3.258185
Not approve_Parliament (experts) 3.371155 0.170236 19.80279 0.000 3.050976 3.691335
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Table 4  Estimated means for Fig. 3

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Citizens 4.721319 0.210519 22.42707 0.000 4.325376 5.117261
Approve_Citizens (after consultation) 4.390635 0.141922 30.93689 0.000 4.123708 4.657561
Approve_Experts 3.597718 0.190261 18.90939 0.000 3.239876 3.95556
Approve_Experts (after consultation) 4.343335 0.116249 37.36223 0.000 4.124694 4.561976
Not approve_Citizens 3.344687 0.152753 21.89602 0.000 3.05739 3.631984
Not approve_Citizens (after consulta-

tion)
3.162941 0.09324 33.92242 0.000 2.987575 3.338307

Not approve_Experts 2.803055 0.146354 19.15257 0.000 2.527794 3.078317
Not approve_Experts (after consulta-

tion)
2.96814 0.085648 34.65519 0.000 2.807054 3.129226

Table 5  Estimated means for Fig. 4

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 3.872935 0.237047 16.33825 0.000 3.483027 4.262843
Approve_Parliament (citizens) 3.933718 0.197648 19.90268 0.000 3.608617 4.25882
Approve_Parliament (experts) 4.570619 0.205071 22.28796 0.000 4.273307 4.907931
Not approve_Parliament 2.579772 0.12759 20.21918 0.000 2.369904 2.789639
Not approve_Parliament (citizens) 2.98729 0.144032 20.74042 0.000 2.750378 3.224202
Not approve_Parliament (experts) 3.371155 0.170236 19.80279 0.000 3.091141 3.651169

Fig. 5  Replication of Fig. 1, without neutral responses for the policy issue (inheritance tax)
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Fig. 6  Replication of Fig. 2, without neutral responses for the policy issue (inheritance tax)

Fig. 7  Replication of Fig. 3, without neutral responses for the policy issue (inheritance tax)
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Appendix C

Soft drug legalization issue. Replication of Figs.  1, 2, and 3 with estimated 
means reported in the corresponding tables (Tables 9, 10 and 11). 

Appendix D

Soft drug legalization issue. Replication of the figures in Appendix C without neu-
tral response (for the soft drugs legalization issue) (Tables 12, 13 and 14).

Table 6  Replication of Fig. 1 (see also Table 2)

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 3.872935 0.237118 16.33336 0.000 3.426965 4.318905
Approve_Direct democracy 4.721319 0.210582 22.42035 0.000 4.325258 5.11738
Approve_Technocracy 3.597718 0.190318 18.90372 0.000 3.239769 3.955667
Not approve_Parliament 2.349892 0.140117 16.77092 0.000 2.086361 2.613424
Not approve_Direct democracy 3.068267 0.158364 19.37472 0.000 2.770416 3.366118
Not approve_Technocracy 2.675304 0.160958 16.62111 0.000 2.372575 2.978033

Table 7  Replication of Fig. 2 (see also Table 3)

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 3.872935 0.237047 16.33825 0.000 3.408331 4.337539
Approve_Parliament (citizens) 3.933718 0.197648 19.90268 0.000 3.546336 4.321101
Approve_Parliament (experts) 4.570619 0.205071 22.28796 0.000 4.168687 4.972551
Not approve_Parliament 2.349892 0.140075 16.77595 0.000 2.07535 2.624435
Not approve_Parliament (citizens) 2.873403 0.160993 17.84805 0.000 2.557864 3.188943
Not approve_Parliament (experts) 3.345275 0.187669 17.82538 0.000 2.97745 3.7131

Table 8  Replication of Fig. 3 (see also Table 4)

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Citizens 4.721319 0.210519 22.42707 0.000 4.30871 5.133928
Approve_Citizens (after consultation) 4.390635 0.141922 30.93689 0.000 4.112472 4.668797
Approve_Experts 3.597718 0.190261 18.90939 0.000 3.224813 3.970623
Approve_Experts (after consultation) 4.343335 0.116249 37.36223 0.000 4.115491 4.57118
Not approve_Citizens 3.068267 0.158317 19.38052 0.000 2.757971 3.378563
Not approve_Citizens (after consulta-

tion)
3.030722 0.101572 29.83823 0.000 2.831645 3.229799

Not approve_Experts 2.675304 0.16091 16.62609 0.000 2.359926 2.990682
Not approve_Experts (after consulta-

tion)
2.793839 0.092225 30.29371 0.000 2.613081 2.974597
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Table 9  Estimated means for Fig. 8

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 4.764127 0.190527 25.00502 0.000 4.405785 5.122469
Approve_Direct democracy 5.107904 0.16107 31.71231 0.000 4.804964 5.410844
Approve_Technocracy 4.819013 0.171128 28.16024 0.000 4.497156 5.14087
Not approve_Parliament 2.955317 0.199545 14.81028 0.000 2.580014 3.33062
Not approve_Direct democracy 3.881635 0.204183 19.01054 0.000 3.507608 4.265662
Not approve_Technocracy 2.75516 0.1696 16.24503 0.000 2.436177 3.074142

Table 10  Estimated means for Fig. 9

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 4.764127 0.190469 25.01259 0.000 4.390814 5.13744
Approve_Parliament (citizens) 4.879008 0.171221 28.4954 0.000 4.543421 5.214595
Approve_Parliament (experts) 5.520723 0.143763 38.40159 0.000 5.238953 5.802493
Not approve_Parliament 2.955317 0.199485 14.81476 0.000 2.564335 3.3463
Not approve_Parliament (citizens) 3.675375 0.173632 21.16763 0.000 3.335063 4.015687
Not approve_Parliament (experts) 3.816039 0.222233 17.17131 0.000 3.380469 4.251608

Fig. 8  Soft drug legalization issue. Support to the decision-making process according to whether 
respondents approve or disapprove the policy outcome: Parliament making the decision alone (“Parlia-
ment”) versus people making the final decision alone (“Direct democracy”) versus a technocratic govern-
ment making the final decision alone (“Technocracy”)
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Fig. 9  Soft drug legalization issue. Support to the decision-making process according to whether 
respondents approve or disapprove thepolicy outcome: Parliament making the decision alone (“Parlia-
ment”) versus the scenario in which the Parliament makes the decision after consulting citizens versus 
scenarios in which the Parliament makes the decision after consulting experts
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Fig. 10  Soft drug legalization issue. Support to the decision-making process according to whether 
respondents approve or disapprove the policy outcome: Citizens making the decision alone (“Parlia-
ment”) versus scenarios in which the citizens make the decision after consulting other actors versus sce-
narios in which the experts make the decision alone versus scenarios in which the experts make the deci-
sion after consulting other actors

Table 11  Estimated means for Fig. 10

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Citizens 5.107904 0.161021 31.7219 0.000 4.792308 5.4235
Approve_Citizens (after consultation) 5.372935 0.097425 55.14953 0.000 5.181985 5.563884
Approve_Experts 4.819013 0.171076 28.16876 0.000 4.483709 5.154317
Approve_Experts (after consultation) 4.798305 0.09764 49.14295 0.000 4.606935 4.989676
Not approve_Citizens 3.881635 0.204122 19.01629 0.000 3.481564 4.281706
Not approve_Citizens (after consulta-

tion)
3.803707 0.119438 31.84673 0.000 3.569613 4.037801

Not approve_Experts 2.75516 0.169549 16.24994 0.000 2.42285 3.087469
Not approve_Experts (after consulta-

tion)
3.223189 0.099299 32.45944 0.000 3.028566 3.417811
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Fig. 11  Soft drug legalization issue, replication without neutral responses. Support to the decision-
making process according to whether respondents approve or disapprove the policy outcome: Parliament 
making the decision alone (“Parliament”) versus people making the final decision alone (“Direct democ-
racy”) versus a technocratic government making the final decision alone (“Technocracy”)
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Fig. 12  Soft drug legalization issue, replication without neutral responses. Support to the decision-
making process according to whether respondents approve or disapprove the policy outcome: Parliament 
making the decision alone (“Parliament”) versus the scenario in which the Parliament makes the decision 
after consulting citizens versus scenarios in which the Parliament makes the decision after consulting 
experts
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Fig. 13  Soft drug legalization issue, replication without neutral responses. Support to the decision-
making process according to whether respondents approve or disapprove the policy outcome: Citizens 
making the decision alone (“Parliament”) versus scenarios in which the citizens make the decision after 
consulting other actors versus scenarios in which the experts make the decision alone versus scenarios in 
which the experts make the decision after consulting other actors

Table 13  Estimated means for Fig. 12

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Parliament 4.764127 0.190469 25.01259 0.000 4.390814 5.13744
Approve_Parliament (citizens) 4.879008 0.171221 28.4954 0.000 4.543421 5.214595
Approve_Parliament (experts) 5.520723 0.143763 38.40159 0.000 5.238953 5.802493
Not approve_Parliament 2.955317 0.199485 14.81476 0.000 2.564335 3.3463
Not approve_Parliament (citizens) 3.675375 0.173632 21.16763 0.000 3.335063 4.015687
Not approve_Parliament (experts) 3.816039 0.222233 17.17131 0.000 3.380469 4.251608
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Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1057/ s41295- 024- 00379-3.

References

Altman, D. 2014. Direct democracy worldwide. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Anderson, C.J., A. Blais, S. Bowler, T. Donovan, and O. Listhaug. 2005. Losers’ consent. Elections and 

democratic legitimacy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Arnesen, Sveinung. 2017. Legitimacy from decision-making influence and outcome favourability: 

Results from general population survey experiments. Political Studies 65(1_suppl): 146–161.
Bedock, C., and J.-B. Pilet. 2020. Who supports citizens selected by lot to be the main policymakers? A 

study of French citizens. Government and Opposition 56(3): 485–504.
Beiser-McGrath, L.F., R.A. Huber, T. Bernauer, and V. Koubi. 2021. Parliament, people or technocrats? 

Explaining mass public preferences on delegation of policymaking authority. Comparative Political 
Studies 55(4): 527–554.

Bengtsson, Å., and M. Mattila. 2009. Direct democracy and its critics: Support for direct democracy and 
“stealth” democracy in Finland. West European Politics 32(5): 1031–1048.

Bertsou, E. 2021. Bring in the experts? Citizen preferences for independent experts in political decision-
making processes. European Journal of Political Research 61(1): 255–267.

Bertsou, E., and D. Caramani. 2020. People haven’t had enough of experts: Technocratic attitudes among 
citizens in nine European democracies. American Journal of Political Science 66(1): 5–23.

Bertsou, E., and G. Pastorella. 2017. Technocratic attitudes: A citizens’ perspective of expert decision-
making. West European Politics 40(2): 430–458.

Bowler, S., T. Donovan, and J.A. Karp. 2007. Enraged or engaged? Preferences for direct citizen partici-
pation in affluent democracies. Political Research Quarterly 60(3): 351–362.

Caramani, D. 2017. Will vs. reason: The populist and technocratic forms of political representation and 
their critique to party government. American Political Science Review 111(1): 54–67.

Chiru, M., and Z. Enyedi. 2021. Who wants technocrats? A comparative study of citizen attitudes 
in nine young and consolidated democracies. The British Journal of Politics and International 
Relations 24(1): 95–112.

Christensen, H.S., S. Himmelroos, and M. Setälä. 2020. A matter of life or death: A survey experi-
ment on the perceived legitimacy of political decision-making on euthanasia. Parliamentary 
Affairs 73(3): 627–650.

Table 14  Estimated means for Fig. 13

Level Estimate SE z p Lower Upper

Approve_Citizens 5.107904 0.161021 31.7219 0.000 4.792308 5.4235
Approve_Citizens (after consultation) 5.372935 0.097425 55.14953 0.000 5.181985 5.563884
Approve_Experts 4.819013 0.171076 28.16876 0.000 4.483709 5.154317
Approve_Experts (after consultation) 4.798305 0.09764 49.14295 0.000 4.606935 4.989676
Not approve_Citizens 3.58768 0.237303 15.11859 0.000 3.122576 4.052784
Not approve_Citizens (after consulta-

tion)
3.610645 0.145254 24.85747 0.000 3.325953 3.895337

Not approve_Experts 2.420589 0.196074 12.34528 0.000 2.036291 2.804887
Not approve_Experts (after consulta-

tion)
2.913576 0.116804 24.94414 0.000 2.684644 3.142508

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-024-00379-3
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-024-00379-3


Beyond parliamentarism: How do citizens want to decide on…

Coffé, H., and A. Michels. 2014. Education and support for representative, direct and stealth democ-
racy. Electoral Studies 35: 1–11.

Dalton, R.J., W.P. Burklin, and A. Drummond. 2001. Public opinion and direct democracy. Journal of 
Democracy 12(4): 141–153.

De Sio, L., and R. Lachat. 2020. Issue competition in Western Europe: An introduction. West Euro-
pean Politics 43(3): 509–517.

de Vreese, C.H., and H.G. Boomgaarden. 2005. Projecting EU referendums. European Union Politics 
6(1): 59–82.

Esaiasson, P., M. Gilljam, and M. Persson. 2012. Which decision-making arrangements generate the 
strongest legitimacy beliefs? Evidence from a randomised field experiment. European Journal of 
Political Research 51(6): 785–808.

Esaiasson, P., M. Gilljam, and M. Persson. 2016a. Responsiveness beyond policy satisfaction: Does it 
matter to citizens? Comparative Political Studies 50(6): 739–765.

Esaiasson, P., M. Persson, M. Gilljam, and T. Lindholm. 2016b. Reconsidering the role of procedures 
for decision acceptance. British Journal of Political Science 49(1): 291–314.

Ferrín, M., and H. Kriesi. 2016. How Europeans view and evaluate democracy. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

Fishkin, J., A. Siu, L. Diamond, and N. Bradburn. 2021. Is deliberation an antidote to extreme par-
tisan polarization? Reflections on “America in One Room.” American Political Science Review 
115(4): 1464–1481.

Folkestad, B., J.E. Klausen, J. Saglie, and S.B. Segaard. 2019. When do consultative referendums 
improve democracy? Evidence from local referendums in Norway. International Political Science 
Review 42(2): 213–228.

Font, J., M. Wojcieszak, and C.J. Navarro. 2015. Participation, representation and expertise: Citizen pref-
erences for political decision-making processes. Political Studies 63(1Suppl): 153–172.

Gherghina, S., and B. Geissel. 2017. Linking democratic preferences and political participation: Evidence 
from Germany. Political Studies 65(1Suppl): 24–42.

Goldberg, S., Wyss, D., and Bächtiger, A. 2020. Deliberating or thinking (twice) about democratic prefer-
ences: What German citizens want from democracy. Political Studies 68(2): 311–331. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1177/ 00323 21719 843967

Graham MH and Svolik MWW 2020. Democracy in america? partisanship, polarization, and the robust-
ness of support for democracy in the United States. American Political Science Review 114: 
392–409.

Hibbing, J.R., and E. Theiss-Morse. 2001. Stealth democracy: Americans’ beliefs about how government 
should work. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hibbing, J.R., E. Theiss-Morse, M.V. Hibbing, and D. Fortunato. 2021. Who do the people want to gov-
ern? Party Politics 29(1): 3–15.

König, P.D. 2022. Citizens’ preferences for liberal democracy and its deformations: Evidence from Ger-
many. European Political Science Review 14(3): 367–385.

König, P.D., M.B. Siewert, and K. Ackermann. 2022. Conceptualizing and measuring citizens’ prefer-
ences for democracy: Taking stock of three decades of research in a fragmented field. Comparative 
Political Studies 55(12): 2015–2049.

Lago, I., and F. Martinez i Coma. 2017. Challenge or consent? Understanding losers’ consent in mass 
election. Government and Opposition 52(3): 412–436.

Landwehr, C., and P. Harms. 2019. Preferences for referenda: Intrinsic or instrumental? Evidence from a 
survey experiment. Political Studies 68(4): 875–894.

Lavezzolo, S., L. Ramiro, and P. Fernández-Vázquez. 2021. Technocratic attitudes in COVID-19 times: 
Change and preference over types of experts. European Journal of Political Research 61(4): 
1123–1142.

Leeper, T., S. Hobolt, and J. Tilley. 2020. Measuring subgroup preferences in conjoint experiments. Polit-
ical Analysis 28(2): 207–221.

Leininger, A. 2015. Direct democracy in Europe: Potentials and pitfalls. Global Policy 6(S1): 17–27.
Marien, S., and A. Kern. 2017. The winner takes it all: Revisiting the effect of direct democracy on citi-

zens’ political support. Political Behavior 40: 857–882.
Martin, A., G. Mikołajczak, and R. Orr. 2022. Does process matter? Experimental evidence on the effect 

of procedural fairness on citizens’ evaluations of policy outcomes. International Political Science 
Review 43(1): 103–117.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321719843967
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321719843967


 D. Vittori et al.

Nadeau, R., and A. Blais. 1993. Accepting the election outcome: The effect on participation on losers’ 
consent. British Journal of Political Science 23: 553–563.

Neblo, M.A., K.M. Esterling, R.P. Kennedy, D.M.J. Lazer, and A.E. Sokhey. 2010. Who wants to deliber-
ate—And why? The American Political Science Review 104(3): 566–583.

Paulis, E., J.B. Pilet, S. Panel, D. Vittori, and C. Close. 2020. The POLITICIZE dataset: An inventory of 
deliberative mini-publics (DMPs) in Europe. European Political Science 20: 521–542.

Pilet, J.-B., D. Vittori, S. Rojon, and E. Paulis. 2023. Who do Europeans want to govern? Exploring the 
multiple dimensions of citizens’ preferences for political actors in nine European countries. Party 
Politics. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 13540 68823 11539 32.

Qvortrup, M. 2016. Referendums on membership and European integration 1972–2015. The Political 
Quarterly 87(1): 61–68.

Rojon, S., A.J. Rijken, and B. Klandermans. 2019. A survey experiment on citizens’ preferences for 
‘vote–centric’ vs. ‘talk–centric’ democratic innovations with advisory vs. binding outcomes. Poli-
tics and Governance 7(2): 213–226.

Rojon, S., and J.-B. Pilet. 2021. Engaged, indifferent, skeptical or critical? Disentangling attitudes towards 
local deliberative mini-publics in four Western European democracies. Sustainability 13(19): 10518.

Rojon, S., and A.J. Rijken. 2020. Are radical right and radical left voters direct democrats? Explaining 
differences in referendum support between radical and moderate voters in Europe. European Socie-
ties 22(5): 581–609.

Schuck, A.R.T., and C.H. de Vreese. 2015. Public support for referendums in Europe: A cross-national 
comparison in 21 countries. Electoral Studies 38: 149–158.

Silagadze, N., and S. Gherghina. 2019. Referendum policies across political systems. The Political Quar-
terly 91(1): 182–191.

Smith, D.A., C.J. Tolbert, and A.M. Keller. 2010. Electoral and structural losers and support for a 
national referendum in the US. Electoral Studies 29(3): 509–520.

Steiner, N.D., and C. Landwehr. 2022. Learning the Brexit lesson? Shifting support for direct democ-
racy in Germany in the aftermath of the Brexit referendum. British Journal of Political Science 53: 
757–765.

Tilley, J., and S.B. Hobolt. 2023. Losers’ consent and emotions in the aftermath of the Brexit referendum. 
West European Politics. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 01402 382. 2023. 21689 45.

van der Meer, T. 2010. In what we trust? A multi-level study into trust in parliament as an evaluation of 
state characteristics. International Review of Administrative Sciences 76(3): 517–536.

Van Dijk, L., and J. Lefevere. 2023. Can the use of minipublics backfire? Examining how policy adoption 
shapes the effect of minipublics on political support among the general public. European Journal of 
Political Research 63(1): 135–155.

Vittori, D., E. Paulis, J.-B. Pilet, and S. Rojon. 2023a. Do technocrats boost the acceptance of policy pro-
posals among the citizenry? Evidence from a survey experiment in Italy. Electoral Studies. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. elect stud. 2022. 102566.

Vittori, D., J.-B. Pilet, S. Rojon, and E. Paulis. 2023b. Technocratic ministers in office in European coun-
tries (2000–2020): What’s new? Political Studies Review. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14789 29922 
11400 36.

Warren, M.E. 2017. A problem-based approach to democratic theory. American Political Science Review 
111(1): 39–53.

Werner, H. 2020. If I’ll win it, I want it: The role of instrumental considerations in explaining public sup-
port for referendums. European Journal of Political Research 59(2): 312–330.

Werner, H., and S. Marien. 2022. Process vs. outcome? How to evaluate the effects of participatory pro-
cesses on legitimacy perceptions. British Journal of Political Science 52(1): 429–436.

Wuttke, A., K. Gavras, and H. Schoen. 2022. Have Europeans grown tired of democracy? New evidence 
from eighteen consolidated democracies, 1981–2018. British Journal of Political Science 52(1): 
416–428.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

Springer Nature or its licensor (e.g. a society or other partner) holds exclusive rights to this article under 
a publishing agreement with the author(s) or other rightsholder(s); author self-archiving of the accepted 

https://doi.org/10.1177/13540688231153932
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2168945
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2022.102566
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2022.102566
https://doi.org/10.1177/14789299221140036
https://doi.org/10.1177/14789299221140036


Beyond parliamentarism: How do citizens want to decide on…

manuscript version of this article is solely governed by the terms of such publishing agreement and 
applicable law.

Davide Vittori is a postdoctoral researcher at Université Libre de Bruxelles and adjunct professor at the 
University of Antwerp. He was previously post-doc at LUISS University (Rome). He works mainly on 
process preferences, political parties, populism and voting behaviour. His works were published by Euro-
pean Political Science Review, European Journal of Political Research, Government & Opposition, Elec-
toral Studies, South European Politics and Societies, Political Behavior and others.

Sebastien Rojon is a postdoctoral researcher in political science at the Université libre de Bruxelles in 
Belgium. His research focuses on citizens’ political engagement and attitudes towards democratic reform.

Jean‑Benoit Pilet is Professor of politcal science at Université libre de Bruxelles. He coordinates the pro-
ject POLITICIZE/CureOrCurse (ERC Consolidator Grant) that looks at the impact of both deliberative 
democracy and technocracy on how citizens perceive the legitimacy of democracy and of policy deci-
sions. He has co-authored several articles within this project that have been published in Party Politics, 
the European Political Science Review, Electoral Studies or the European Journal of Political Research. 
He works also on elections, electoral systems, political parties and political elites.


	Beyond parliamentarism: How do citizens want to decide on divisive policies?
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Support for decision-making processes other than representative democracy

	Hypotheses
	The survey and the experimental design
	The randomization
	Dependent Variables
	Modeling

	Results
	Discussion
	Appendix A
	Appendix B
	Appendix C
	Appendix D
	References


