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Abstract: Deliberative democracy started out as an ideal for mass democracy.

Lately, however, its large-scale ambitions have mostly been shelved. This article

revivifies the ideal of mass deliberative democracy by offering a clear mechanism

bywhich everyone in the community can be included in the same conversation. The

trick is tomakeuse of people’s overlapping social communicative networks through

which informal deliberative exchanges already occur on an everyday basis. Far

from being derailed by threats of polarization, echo chambers, and motivated rea-

soning, informal networked deliberation can indeed put everyone in touch, directly

or indirectly, with everyone else.
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Deliberative democracy is supposed to be an ideal for mass democracy. Recent

theorists have however largely abandoned its large-scale ambitions, focusing

instead on formally-organized deliberation in small-scale mini-publics (Bohman

1998; Fung 2003; 2007; Smith 2009).1 Those range from 20-person Citizens’ Juries

to 250- to 500-person Deliberative PollsTM to 500- to 5000-person AmericaSpeaks

events (Goodin and Dryzek 2006; Smith 2009).2 Habermas’ older alternative suf-

fers the same deficiency. He gestures at informal deliberation in the public sphere

(Habermas 1992/1996). But while handful of people can indeed deliberate in the

same coffeehouse (Habermas 1962/1989), how can one-offdeliberations in any given

coffee house be extended even to other coffee houses? How can those small-scale

1 Criticizing this move away from theories of mass (macro) deliberative democracy tackling big

questions toward theories of micro deliberation, see e.g. Chambers (2009, 232) and Bächtiger and

Parkinson (2019).

2 Note that the primary deliberative element in Landemore’s (2020, 13) proposal for Open Democ-

racy is still a mini-public (smaller than AmericaSpeaks ones); it would be unusual in having

agenda-setting or/and law-making powers, but it is no more a mechanism of genuinely ‘mass’

deliberation than any of the others.
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deliberative episodes be ‘scaled-up’ so as to be relevant to mass democracy? How

can the entire community take part in one and the same deliberation? That remains

the great unsolved mystery haunting this field.

In this article I offer a solution.Mediated, community-wide networked deliber-

ation occurring through citizens’ overlapping social-qua-communicative networks

is, I argue, how small-scale informal deliberations extends across the entire com-

munity. Informal deliberation among small groups of people who are networked

to other small groups of people, and they to others in turn, is the fundamental

mechanism underlying mass deliberative democracy in the real world. In a way,

this is just to elaborate what Habermas must surely have had in mind in his talk

of deliberation in ‘the public sphere’ or in the black box that theorists of the delib-

erative system label ‘the public sphere’ (Dryzek 2009, 2017; Mansbridge et al. 2012).

Identifying overlapping networks as the precise mechanism by which democratic

deliberation can be scaled-up at the level of the entire community is, however,

crucial.

This article aims to integrate the normative study of deliberative democracy

with empirical research, old and new, drawn from multiple disciplines. At the

same time, the article innovates conceptually, by proposing new normative con-

cepts suited to the study of mass democratic deliberation understood in this way.

Although my argument will rely upon empirical resources, all that is ultimately in

the service of a normative aim, which is to show that mass informal networked

deliberation can indeed achieve the core values commonly associated with the

deliberative ideal–inclusion, reflection and reciprocity.

I should emphasize at the outset that informal networked deliberation is not

confined to online networks. A lot of our informal deliberative exchanges still occur

spontaneously, face-to-face, and randomly. Through those exchanges, we come into

contact not just of our immediate (direct) discussants’ opinions and information,

but (through our discussants’ discussants and their discussants in turn) with those

of the wider community’s network as well. I will draw here upon data about

people’s online networks as well. But offline networks continue to play an impor-

tant deliberative role, as shown in Section III that relies on survey data provided by

the American National Election Studies.3

I should also acknowledge from the outset that I shall not be attempting an

exhaustive review of all the voluminous empirical literature on the topics I shall be

3 Thus, even if some age groups (such as seniors) were underrepresented on social media, it does

not mean that they will be excluded from informal networked deliberation. They may conduct

their informal deliberative exchanges through their offline (face-to-face) networks. Or they may

nonetheless be adept at communicating through Facetime, email or Zoom. Not having a social

media account does not mean one is excluded from informal networked deliberation.
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discussing. I select the evidence that I do for its relevance and reliability. I report

high-quality research published in top journals and by top scholars across fields

in support of my claims. (That explains why most, but not all, of that evidence

comes from the US.) But this article is intended as an exercise in empirically-

informed political theory, rather than as a contribution to empirical political

methodology.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 1 critiques deliberative democrats’ fix-

ation on artificially organized mini-publics. Section 2 provides reasons for think-

ing that (online but especially offline) social-qua-communicative networks, instead,

are the main mechanism enabling large-scale democratic deliberation (see further

Tanasoca 2020). That section also discusses conditions under which such informal

networked deliberation can advance the normative goals that deliberative theorists

set for their highly artificial micro deliberations. Section 3 examines to what extent

informal networked deliberation is able to fulfill those goals and advance mass

deliberative democracy in a world that is as (minimally, I shall argue) polarized

as our own.

1 Deliberative Democracy: The Detour through

Minipublics4

When turning to seek practical embodiments of their ideals, deliberative democrats

commonly focus on small-scale, formally-organized deliberations among small

groups of people—‘mini-publics’ of the sorts alluded to above. They are heavily

invested in those as ways of facilitating citizen input on important public issues.

More empirically-inclined scholars embrace such micro deliberations as a labora-

tory—a valuable methodological tool for studying interpersonal interactions. Nor-

mative theorists celebrate the way in which such micro deliberations by and large

successfully vindicate deliberative democracy as a normative ideal (Dryzek 2000,

2014; Dryzek et al. 2019; Fishkin 2018; Bächtiger et al. 2010; for critiques, see Lafont

2015; Bächtiger and Parkinson 2019). Such exercises show that citizens can suc-

cessfully work through their disagreements by deliberating: the exchange of argu-

ments and reasons enlightens people’s preferences and shifts their views, reducing

4 The evolution of deliberative democracy has been punctuated by several generations or turns:

the institutional turn away from the Habermasian ideal of mass deliberative democracy toward

mini-publics, followed by the turn towards deliberative systems. Due to space constraints, here

I only nod to these transitions. For a discussion, see Chambers 2009; Mansbridge et al. 2012;

Bächtiger et al. 2018.
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disagreement at the group level (e.g., Fishkin 1995, 2009; Grönlund, Bächtiger, and

Setälä 2014; Luskin et al. 2014; O’Flynn 2017; Steiner et al. 2017).

The problem, however, is that findings from small-scale, artificially-organized

micro deliberations tell us nothing about how everyone can deliberate with one

another routinely and in the wild, outside of such rare and contrived events. It

is easy for a group of twelve people to deliberate together.5 It is much harder to

imagine how a community of twelve million people can deliberate ‘together’. Fur-

thermore, organized micro deliberations are governed by special communicative

norms under the strict supervision of a moderator, and the deliberation is pre-

ceded by an information phase in which all deliberators are given access to the

same evidence relevant to their matters discussed. Questions inevitably arise con-

cerning how and to what extent such artificially-orchestrated deliberations can be

‘scaled-up’, that is, replicated at the society-wide level (Bächtiger and Parkinson

2019; Niemeyer 2014; Niemeyer and Jennstäl 2018; Suiter et al. 2020). Since organized

micro deliberations do not reflect the natural conditions inwhichmass deliberation

normally occurs (or realistically could occur), they cannot provide any insights into

how mass-scale deliberative democracy might work.

Advocates of micro deliberative events sometimes say that this is perfectly

excusable, since their primary purpose is to show how people would deliberate

under very special, ideal conditions. Yet the insistence on these special conditions,

and that communicative exchanges must fit a very narrow definition to be deemed

truly ‘democratic deliberation’, also prevents deliberative democratic theory from

being empirically applicable to the real world. As Diana Mutz warned, such qualifi-

cations leave us with a ‘near-empty set of social interactions to study’ when testing

the claims made by deliberative democratic theory (Mutz 2006, 5; Mutz 2008, 522).

More recently, deliberative democrats have started focusing on ‘deliberative

systems’, which might in principle assuage concerns that their theories are irrel-

evant to large-scale, real-world deliberative democracy. The systems approach

explicitly aims to study the synergy between the different sites, components, or

levels of a deliberative system (Mansbridge et al. 2012, 2–4). Different components

serve different functions and exhibit different deliberative strengths and weak-

nesses. Non-deliberative or even anti-deliberative acts occurring in one part of the

system can still have deliberative value, through their beneficial consequences on

another part of the system or for the system overall.

5 Mini-publics such as Deliberative PollsTM or AmericaSpeaks events that involve more people

overall invariably centrally involve break-out sessions with just a dozen or so people at any given

table.
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Scholars conceive deliberative systemsdifferently. Some simply provide a laun-

dry list of sites forming a deliberative system in a democracy; one of the founda-

tional texts on the topic lists ‘informal networks, the media, organized advocacy

groups, schools, foundations, private and non-profit institutions, legislatures, exec-

utive agencies and the courts’ (Mansbridge et al. 2012, 2). Other scholars categorize

components of deliberative systems more abstractly, as sites or boxes (‘the pub-

lic space’, ‘the empowered space’) with arrows representing processes and inter-

actions connecting those sites (‘transmission’, ‘accountability’, ‘meta-deliberation’,

and ‘decisiveness’) (Dryzek 2009; 2009, 11–2; 2017). But the mere labelling does not

explain what actually goes on within or among them. A systems diagram does

not, in itself, tell us anything about just what makes the system function the way

it does.

For that, we need to identify the mechanisms that make the system work:

the patterns and regularities governing the operations within and the relations

between the different system components (Bunge 1967; Elster 1989; Hedström 2008;

Hedström and Ylikovski 2010; Hedström and Swedberg 1998; Hedström and Bear-

man 2013; Mayntz 2013; Merton 1968; Stinchcombe 1993; Tilly 2001). Mechanisms

constitute the ‘cogs and wheels’ of what we study, the in-between law-like gener-

alization and brute empirical description. There are various types of mechanisms

(e.g., internal, situational, transformational, belief-formation or action-formation

mechanisms) (Hedström and Swedberg 1998, 23). They can operate at different lev-

els of analysis or provide connections among those levels when explaining, for

example, how the combined behavior of individuals gives rise to collective out-

comes (micro-macro) or how the environment affects individual behavior (macro-

micro) (Coleman 1990, 701–2).

A focus onmechanisms is sorely needed in the study of deliberative democracy.

Mechanisms can explain how changes in one part of the deliberative system lead

to changes in another part of the system or how deliberation (and its effects) can

be scaled-up from the micro to the macro-systemic level. Identifying mechanisms

is also crucial in establishing that any given deliberative effect is not a one-off acci-

dent but rather the consequence of how the deliberative system is structured and

functions. Without a proper analysis of mechanisms, deliberative systems theory

amounts merely to postulating simplistic black-box explanations devoid of any real

explanatory power (Mutz 2008, 530).

Grasping that nettle, some deliberative scholars have stated that the concept of

deliberative system “is not intended to bemechanistic” or “have clearly identifiable

boundaries” (Mansbridge et al. 2012, 5). But that reply renders the deliberative sys-

tem approach vulnerable to the same objections raised by Diana Mutz about mini-

publics: how are we to empirically test the claims made by deliberative systems

theory if the system is boundless and devoid of mechanisms?
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To demand attention to the workings of mechanisms in the study of deliber-

ation is of course just to echo the long-standing call for middle-range theories, as

applied to deliberative democracy (Merton 1949/1996; Mutz 2008, 531, 536). Such

theories centrally involve accounts of mechanisms. Of course, such middle-range

theories offer only partial explanations (Hedström and Udehn 2013, 30–2). Still, in

contrast to grand theories, they are more amenable to robust empirical testing.

Although the need for middle-range theories has been mostly ignored by delibera-

tive scholars, numerous studies of deliberation in behavioral political science and

political psychology answer this call admirably. In the next section, I outline a the-

oretical model of deliberative democracy for the real (non-ideal) world that builds

on precisely such mechanism-focused, middle-range theories.

2 Network Mass Deliberation: A Solution to the

Scaling-up Problem

Despite the flurry of interest in deliberative systems, the micro-institutional per-

spective focusing on small-scale, artificially-organized deliberation continues to

dominate the study of democratic deliberation. I henceforth call that ‘the standard

model’, in deference to the dominance it exerts over the current scholarship in this

field.

There is, however, an older Habermasian tradition that instead embodied

a large-scale focus. In his Habilitationsschrift Habermas (1962/1989) was inter-

ested in explaining transformations of the public sphere. That book looked toward

public opinion and its micro-foundations: citizens’ informal discursive exchanges

enabled by the development of broadsheet newspapers and coffeehouses. In his

later magnus opus on deliberative democracy, Habermas (1992/1996) offered a

two-track model in which civil society was the primary locus of deliberative

engagement.

The account of mass deliberative democracy I am defending here similarly

has at its heart citizens’ informal, spontaneous exchanges in naturally-occurring,

non-artificial settings. Yet my focus on the way networks work (in theory and

practice) helps to further explain, in a way that Habermas did not, how a myr-

iad of such spontaneous exchanges interconnect across the community so as

to allow everybody to ‘deliberate together’. I draw on evidence not only about

direct informal exchanges occurring within an individual’s core network but also,

even more importantly, upon evidence about overlaps between different people’s

‘core’ networks and the capacity that affords for people to communicate with one

another indirectly across their much larger ‘extended’ networks. Community-wide

deliberation is made possible by direct and indirect communicative exchanges
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across the ‘deliberative community-wide web’ created by people’s overlapping

networks.

In what follows I defend interconnected deliberative networks as a mecha-

nism enabling mass deliberative democracy. While it may diverge from the ordi-

nary ideal of deliberation in some important respects (to be discussed below),

informal networked deliberation is a more empirically apt way of theorizing

deliberative democracy. Importantly, it offers a straightforward solution to the

‘scaling-up’ problem that has plagued deliberative democracy. People’s social-qua-

communicative networks are the mechanism by which large numbers of people

can deliberate ‘together’ on an everyday basis, without the need for any additional

artifice.6

Yet with new empirical understanding of how mass democratic deliberation

works comes also the need for a new normative framework for assessing it. In

the next sections I do just that by introducing appropriately modified versions of

classic deliberative-democratic desiderata like presence, inclusion, reciprocity, and

equality. Ordinarily championed by standard deliberative theory and small-scale,

artificially-organized deliberations based on it, these concepts are easily applicable

to micro deliberative settings; they need to be adapted for the study of mass net-

worked deliberation, however. I do just that in Section 2.2 where I propose a new

normative framework for the assessment of informal networked deliberation. Hav-

ing identified themechanism behind large-scale deliberative democracy—people’s

overlapping social-qua-communicative networks—we also are in a better position

to see how it can be improved. Due to space limitations, here I do not explore

this latter question which I have already extensively covered elsewhere (Tanasoca

2020).

2.1 Two Models of Deliberation

Informal networked deliberation diverges from the standardmodel of deliberation

in some important ways. The standard model conceives deliberation as an orga-

nized group activity requiring all participants to be present in the same place at the

same time (Young 2002, 44–5, 126; Young 1990, 233; Goodin 2008, 3; Fishkin 1995, 33;

Dryzek 2000; Fishkin and Laslett 2003, 1). Co-presence is an essential feature of the

standard model of deliberation, enabling all deliberators to directly listen to and

speak to each other. This is what I call the ‘synchronic-group’ model of deliberation.

Informal networked deliberation, on the other hand, allows deliberation to occur

6 While neglected by deliberative democrats, the phenomenon of networked communication has

long been well-known to political scientists and sociologists. It was central to Berelson, Lazarsfeld,

and McPhee’s (1954) seminal study of voting behavior.
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in a serial fashion, among subsets of people in extended networks. Although direct

and face-to-face deliberation plays an important role in community-wide informal

networked deliberation, in ways that will be explained below, not everyone needs

to be co-present, engaging directly face-to-face with one another in the same place

at the same time to ‘deliberate together’. By enabling the flow of arguments and

information across the entire extended network, informal networked deliberation

can make people ‘discursively present’ to one another, as the results from your

deliberative exchange with one person are carried forward into your next delib-

erative exchanges with others. People’s claims, arguments, and information can

thereby come to be widely known across the community as a whole. In this ‘serial-

diachronic’ model, deliberation is seen as a protracted process that occurs both

directly and indirectly (vicariously) when people act as discursive intermediaries,

passing along to their network contacts the views, perspectives, arguments, or infor-

mation that they have collected from their previous interactions with others. The

face-to-face direct engagement of everyone in the community with everyone else is

not required for everybody to have deliberated ‘together’ in this more ‘distributed’

way.

In making discursively present people who are not direct participants in our

deliberative exchange, networked deliberation allows us to influence, and be influ-

enced by, distant others (e.g., ‘a friend of a friend’) without ever coming into direct

contact with them (see Coleman, Katz, and Menzel 1966; Burt 1987, 1992, 2000; Gra-

novetter 1973 for the importance of extended networks and weak ties). Such diffu-

sion processes, with people routinely passing along information from one of their

contacts to others in their network, are and have always been ubiquitous. We now

have a wealth of empirical evidence about such exchanges, making us better able

to study them. But the political role and value of informal networked deliberation

has long been recognized by social and political scientists. The two-step communi-

cation model introduced by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues is an early case in point

(Lazarsfeld, Berelson, andGaudet 1944; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1995; see alsoHuckfeldt

and Sprague 1995; Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Sprague 2004a; Druckman, Levendusky,

and McLain 2018). People’s core face-to-face networks have been shown to influ-

ence non-political beliefs and behaviors as well (Christakis and Fowler 2009).7 And

to foreshadow, even if those core networks have been shown to be more homoge-

nous than not, as we will see in Section 3, people’s extended networks are more

heterogenous and characterized by more disagreement.

7 For example, people who are centrally located within their network have been shown to play

a more prominent role in diffusion processes; they thus constitute an important resource in

norm change (Prentice and Paluck 2020).
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2.2 Deliberative Democratic Desiderata: Inclusion, Equality

and Reciprocity

Deliberative democrats posit three prime desiderata as ‘success conditions’ for their

proposed innovations: inclusion, equality, and reciprocity. Their great boast is that

classic mini-publics serve all of these goals well. My aim in this section is to show

that community-wide informal networked deliberation can do likewise.

‘Democratic’ deliberation is ordinarily understood to require inclusive delib-

eration. That is understood, variously, as including all members of the community,

all affected parties or their representatives, or all relevant perspectives and group

interests. In the standard model, what it is ‘to be included’ in deliberation is to be

physically present to the deliberation—to have a seat at the table and be capable of

listening to and directly addressing all other participants (Mansbridge 1999; Phillips

1995; Young 2002).Direct inclusion has thus long been the gold standard. Such a high

standard of inclusion cannot be achieved in anymass deliberative democracy, how-

ever. It is simply impossible for millions of people to be present around the same

table and deliberate together.

Community-wide informal networked deliberation in the serial-diachronic

mode suggests another standard of inclusion: indirect inclusion through people’s

extended, overlapping networks. One is included in mass deliberation in this sense

when one is connected to other people who are themselves connected to yet others.

In that way, a person can be made discursively present in multitudinous serial-

diachronic deliberative exchanges while participating directly in only a few of

them. Ideally, we would like everyone to be indirectly connected to everyone else,

such that everyone can be discursively present in everyone else’s direct delibera-

tive exchanges. That is to say, we would ideally like everyone’s views, information

and arguments to flow freely and uncorrupted across the entire community so

as to reach everyone else.8 The structure of the community’s overall deliberative

network and the way people discursively act within that network should ideally

allow such opportunities.

Classic network studies are reassuring on both those scores. The classic finding

was that there are at most ‘six degrees of separation’ between people: everyone is

connected to everyone else through six (or fewer) network links.With the advent of

networking on online platforms, that has now been reduced to 3.57 (at least among

Facebook users) (Milgram 1967; Pool and Kochen 1978/9; Bhagat et al. 2016; Watts

2004; see further Tanasoca 2020, sec. 5.2.1–5.2.2). Of course, network transmission

is imperfect and information gets corrupted after being passed from one person

8 ‘Potentially’, because we cannot expect everyone, every time, to communicate to others every-

thing that others have communicated to her.
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to another more than three times (Moussaïd et al. 2017, 4120). Even so, back-of-the-

envelope calculations based on the above evidence (and a few additional simpli-

fying assumptions) suggest that 70 % of Facebook users might be able to expect to

transmit and to receive broadly uncorrupted information to and from fully 70 %

of other Facebook users (for the calculation and the assumptions underlying it, see

Tanasoca 2020, sec 5.2.3). The ideal of full democratic inclusion would of course be

100 %, but 70 % inclusion is higher than other classic indicators of democratic inclu-

sion such as electoral turnout (IDEA 2022). And of course it ismuchhigher thanwhat

could ever be achieved through micro-scale deliberative mini-publics.9

The second normative end of democratic deliberation is reciprocity or feed-

back—talking and being talked to in turn, with one’s deliberative contribution

eliciting a response from other deliberators (Gutmann and Thompson 1996). Delib-

eration is by definition a dynamic, interactive process, not merely the sum of iso-

lated, individual discursive utterances (deliberation contrasts in that way with, for

example, contributions posted on an Internet forum or message board). It relies

on the capacity of individuals to prod and probe each other—on the focused back-

and-forth between deliberators. No matter how democratically valuable people’s

contributions might be in insolation, in the absence of any meaningful exchange

people are merely talking past each other, not deliberating—and the democratic

value of their deliberating together is lost. In smaller deliberating groups, it is eas-

ier to ensure this dynamic back-and-forth among participants. But what kind of

discursive reciprocity could be ensured in community-wide informal networked

deliberation involving millions of people?

9 Ackerman and Fishkin’s ‘Deliberation Day’ proposal may be one exception—although note that

(a) it is an open question how many people would actually turn up for the event and (b) Acker-

man and Fishkin (2004, 147–8) explicitly rely upon informal networked deliberation to extend

the effects of that event to those who do not. Another exception is Landemore’s (2020) ‘open

mini-public’—although that is just another relatively larger mini-public (“a . . . randomly selected

assembly [of] between 150 and a thousand people or so”), albeit one “connected via crowdsourc-

ing platforms and deliberative forums (including othermini-publics) to the larger population” (13);

and as Landemore explicitly says, “it is not premised on mass participation” (14). Landemore’s

proposal is designed to ensure that deliberations in her mini-public assembly are consequential

for political decision-making—something that both regular mini-publics and informal networked

deliberation rely on voting to achieve (Habermas 1992/1996)—although insofar as her assembly

itself has direct ‘law-making [power] of some kind’, her proposalwould be better seen as a proposal

for a deliberative lottocracy rather than a deliberative democracy considering that mass participa-

tion is not a goal anymore, and in the absence of regularly-held general elections, the demos at

large also loses its primary mechanism by which it can act together (Stone 2022, 5; for a reply see

Landemore 2022, 8).
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Notice, first, that even artificially organized micro-deliberations under the

supervision of a moderator have difficulty ensuring reciprocity for all partici-

pants (Gerber 2015). Some participants’ contributions end up gettingmore attention

and evoking a stronger response from others. To some extent this is unavoidable.

Because deliberation is largely a path-dependent process where people respond

to, and build upon, others’ contributions, what will be said next in deliberation

depends on what has previously been said. Order effects, not just the force of

argument, presumably also influence the outcome of the deliberation. Thus, as a

matter of structural constraint, some people’s contributions will end up ‘guiding’

and impacting the deliberationmore than other people’s, eliciting thereby a greater

response.

In community-wide informal networked deliberation, reciprocity is threat-

ened not just by the large number of participants but also by the particular way

in which deliberating ‘together’ happens: sequentially, across innumerable dyads

or small conversational groups over a protracted period of time. Our capacity

to intervene and interact dynamically in conversations to which we are only

‘discursively’, not physically present, is inevitably strictly limited by the fact that

networked deliberation necessarily involves discursive intermediaries. A person’s

deliberative contributions might be communicated downstream in her extended

network without feedback flowing back upstream to her. After all, we often pass

information from other people forward to our network contacts, but we do not

always (or even all that often) communicate their responses back to our original

informants.

Thus, at themass level, reciprocitywill largely be a distributed property among

subsets of people within the network who are directly deliberating, engaging in the

back-and-forth with one another at any given time. What matters is that all mem-

bers of the community be part of some such subsets and that their discursive con-

tributions elicit some response from their direct, immediate interlocutors—that,

as opposed to their distant audience in their extended network. Insofar as every-

one routinely engages in informal deliberationwith their close contacts, distributed

reciprocity will hold across the entire deliberative network.

Finally, democratic deliberation aims to ensure equal inclusion. As a key fea-

ture of ‘democratic’ deliberation, equal deliberative participation is painstakingly

pursued in artificially-organized deliberative events through the efforts of trained

facilitators who enforce special discursive norms. Despite all such efforts, literally

equal participation is rarely achieved even there (Gerber 2015). Needless to say, if

equality remains elusive even in those controlled deliberative settings, it will be

difficult to achieve in informal networked deliberation occurring spontaneously ‘in

thewild’. At the same time, however,we should not forget that there aremany forms

and currencies of equality.
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At the micro ‘dyadic’ level, any form of dialogue—deliberation included—is

a fundamentally cooperative activity (Grice 1975). A minimal form of equality is

therefore intrinsic to any such discursive exchange. Deliberation requires the

mutual, and broadly equal, engagement of both interlocutors. They both must be

able to speak and listen in turn to one another. Any discursive interaction that is

grossly unequal in this sense will be closer to a monologue or harangue than a dia-

logue. This minimal form of equality that is contained in any form of dialogue, and

without which deliberation cannot exist at all, will be readily available within each

dyadic, informal deliberative exchange.

At the more ‘macro’ level, whether everyone has an equal opportunity to

engage in informal deliberation, depends on the very structure of the community’s

deliberative network. In a ‘balanced’ network, where everyone is linked to (and

hence able to listen to and be listened to by) an equal number of other people,

everyone can be said to have equal opportunities to engage in deliberation and

hence have ex ante equal influence over it. Of course, in the real world some people

have more network links than others, which might on the face of it make inclu-

sion in informal networked deliberation to appear unequal. But in assessing that

we must take into account not only people’s direct contacts in their core network

but also their indirect contacts in their extended network—all the other people

(‘friends of friends’) to whom their direct interlocutors are connected. And since

people with smaller core networks are almost invariably (e.g., on Twitter, 98 % of

the time) linked to others with much (on Twitter, typically a thousand times) larger

networks, people may be much more equal, taking account of both their core and

extended networks than appears to be the case taking account of the former alone

(Hodas, Kooti, and Lerman 2013; the more general phenomenon was first reported

by Feld 1991). Deliberative equality (like reciprocity) could thus be achieved, not

only writ small within each dyadic encounter, but also as a distributed property

of myriad direct deliberative exchanges across the overlapping extended networks

that constitute the community’s overall deliberative network.

3 Informal Networked Deliberation in Practice: Is

Polarization a (Big) Problem?

Above I have argued that deliberative democracy in the real world inevitably

relies on people’s core and extended social-qua-communicative networks as the

crucial mechanism for scaling-up deliberation from the micro individual level

to the macro level of the entire community. People’s overlapping extended com-

municative networks form a deliberative web that can promote inclusion, equal-

ity, and reciprocity—the normative ends ordinarily championed by deliberative
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theorists. But what are the prospects for this promise actually being realized in

practice, under present circumstances?

Several things need to happen for people’s discussion networks to serve as a

mechanism for inclusive, equal, and reciprocal forms of deliberative democracy:

(1) First, people’s (core or extended) networks must include others with political

and policy opinions different from their own;

(2) Second, people must actually deliberate about those matters with those

differently-minded others within their network;

(3) And third, finally peoplemust reflect upon, take into account, and be prepared

to change their own opinions in light of diverging opinions and information

communicated by those differently-minded others across the network.

First and foremost, among those desiderata, people’s social-qua-communica-

tive networks must be informationally and opinion-wise diverse. If people were

to form social and communicative ties exclusively with those who are like-

minded—whose opinions about government and policy are similar to their

own—that would lead to a deliberative analogue of Sunstein’s ‘Daily Me’ world,

where our information feeds are tailored to fit our personal likes and dislikes.10

Needless to say, being part of such a partisan bubble or political echo chamber

would diminish the chances for people to ever encounter diverse, opposing, or

discordant views that challenge their existing beliefs.

We might thus worry that people’s informal deliberative exchanges will sys-

tematically fail to include divergent political information, viewpoints, and perspec-

tives.11 Or we might worry that, even if their networks include differently-minded

others, people will avoid discussing politics altogether with those with whom they

are likely to disagree. We might further worry that even if they enter into such dis-

cussions, those deliberative exchanges will fail to have an impact on their beliefs.

Discussions of motivated reasoning and irrationality especially among those hold-

ing strong partisan identities, highlight this worry (Kruglanski and Webster 1996;

Lodge and Taber 2000; Strickland, Taber, and Lodge 2011; Taber and Lodge 2006). I

shall discuss, and dismiss, each of those worries in turn.

10 Sunstein (2001) borrows the idea from Negroponte (1995), who had been working on it under

the same name since the 1970s in the MIT Media Lab (Hapgood 1995).

11 According to a range of studies people often prefer to associate with those similar to them-

selves, which would lead to ‘homophily’ within their networks. See, e.g.: Lazarsfeld and Merton

1954; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Monge and Contractor 2003, ch. 8.
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3.1 Are People’s Social-qua-communicative Networks

Opinion-Diverse?

Diversity of opinion and information matters in deliberation for two reasons. First,

deliberation can have significant epistemic value only insofar as it can act as a

pooling mechanism for the information and knowledge scattered across society.

In pooling that information, and improving the individual competence of each cit-

izen, deliberation can allow the community to reach more accurate judgements.12

This however can happen only insofar as new and different sources of (valid) infor-

mation are included in deliberation. Second, for deliberation to be democratic it

must include a concern for all other citizens, and particularly for those affected

by the community’s collective decisions. The more people’s varying interests and

opinions are represented in the deliberation, themore democratic that deliberation

will be. Needless to say, echo chambers and filter bubbles can drastically reduce

both the democratic and epistemic value of networked deliberation across the

community.

The crucial question is however a brutely empirical one. Just how diverse

are people’s (offline and online) social-qua-communicative networks?What exactly

is the actual prevalence of echo chambers? Just how many people find them-

selves engaged just how exclusively in discussions with just how nearly identical

others?

The balance of evidence we have from empirical studies and meta-analyses

across the social sciences is relatively reassuring on this score. To start, however

assiduously freely associating individuals seek out the comfort of identical oth-

ers, their choices will inevitably be constrained by their environment and the

opportunities that it offers (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987, 120; Huckfeldt 1983; Huck-

feldt and Sprague 1995; Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Sprague 2004a). Our job, school,

university, neighborhood, café, gym, church, or pub we frequent all shape and

constrain our social interactions (Conover, Searing, and Crewe 2002; Huckfeldt

and Sprague 1995, 110, 114–15; Mondak and Mutz 2001; Mutz and Mondak 2006).

And insofar as we choose those environments, those choices will be predi-

cated, not on our political opinions, but on other non-political criteria (does

this café make good coffee? what are the salary and perks of this job? which

neighborhood has better schools? which gym has newer equipment?). It is far

from certain (or even likely) that those with whom we bond over our profes-

sion or common hobbies will all share the same views across a wide range of

12 These epistemic benefits are usually discussed by reference to group deliberation on the

synchronic-groupmodel (Goodin 2017; Landemore 2013). Yet, information-pooling can be achieved

through overlapping extended networks, among people who never interact face-to-face.
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political and policy matters (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995, 17). The workplace in

particular has been shown to expose people to divergent views (Mondak and Mutz

2001; Mutz and Mondak 2006).

Moreover, group homophily is usually dimension-specific, and people are

likely to hold different preferences along different social dimensions (McPher-

son, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; see also Blau and Schwartz 1984); those inter-

secting social circles will in turn create a heterogenous social network across all

those dimensions. Our ability to associate only with like-minded people (even if

we are inclined to do so) are further undermined by the facts that (a) we cannot

be sure what others’ opinions are in advance, (b) we tend to misperceive others’

opinions as being closer to one’s own and (c) their positions might emerge only

after we have already associated with others (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1988, 469–70;

Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995, 12, 18; Levitan and Visser 2009).13 Importantly, even if

one’s dyadic deliberative exchanges or core networks are relatively homogenous,

across the entire community small levels of heterogeneity within each individual’s

network aggregate to significant levels of disagreement across the community net-

work overall. While one’s chance of being directly exposed to disagreement might

bemodest, the chance of indirect exposure—of being exposed to someone else who

has been exposed to someone who disagrees—is substantively higher.

This seems to hold true even online. People’s ‘received tweets’ are more politi-

cally diverse and politically moderate than the ‘accounts they follow’ (showing that

one can hardly isolate oneself from diverging content). Furthermore, the ‘retweets’

that one receives from the accounts that one follows are also more ideologically

diverse than the tweets that are directly authored by the ‘followed accounts’ them-

selves (Eady et al. 2019). Retweets thus act as ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter 1973) exposing

users to more diverse opinions, with the difference in ideological diversity likely to

increase with each degree of separation online (retweets of retweets being more

diverse than retweets and so on). Diversity of opinion is thereby fostered within

people’s extended networks (see Tanasoca 2020, 161–3 for discussion).

The upshot of all of those considerations is simply this:

Disagreements over politics and policy arise even in the smallest andmost closely held social

groups. . . . few citizens are completely insulated from the interaction with others who will

disagree with them. The simple fact is that disagreements occur on a regular basis, and that

simple fact forces a reassessment of (1) the common wisdom suggesting that political homo-

geneity is the inevitable outcome of self-selection and conformity pressures within small

13 For the tendency to underestimate disagreement with friends on Facebook, see Goel, Mason,

andWatts (2010), who show that there is a gap between real and perceived agreement even during

discussion. Ignoring this discrepancy can lead to false inferences in some studies about the actual

level of agreement within people’s core networks.



38 — A. Tanasoca

groups, and (2) the ideals and mechanisms of political communication and influence among

citizens. (Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Sprague 2004a, 98)14

Some might however argue that that conventional wisdom is now outdated.

The current situation, they may say, is much, much worse. Yet even newer stud-

ies confirm that citizens’ informal deliberative exchanges are still largely shaped

by their environment and the degree of diversity that it harbors, rather than by

their intention to seek like-minded interlocutors. A 2020 study of cross-sectional

data tracking more than one hundred networks between 2008 and 2016 shows

that informal deliberation is the spontaneous by-product of people’s social rela-

tionships; “political talk is more . . . an incidental process than a purposive one”

and thus “political attitudes and identities are poor predictors of who talks politics

with whom” (Minozzi et al. 2020, 136, 141.). More importantly, the 2020 American

National Election Study (ANES) confirms that people’s social networks include polit-

ically differently-minded others. When asked how many of their friends or family

are ‘Democrats’, 31 %of respondents responded ‘about half’ and 23.4 % responded ‘a

lot’; only a small minority indicated that their networks lacked diversity by answer-

ing ‘none or almost none’ or ‘all or nearly all’.Whenaskedhowmanyof their friends

and family are Republicans, the largest number of respondents (31.9 %) replied

‘about half ’ and 20.9 % replied ‘a lot’; only a handful replied ‘all or nearly all’ (5 %)

or ‘none or almost none’ (10 %) (ANES 2021a).

But are things different when it comes to social media—to people’s online

networks? Survey data from the ANES also shows that few people belong to

homogenous networks online.When asked howmany of their Facebook friends are

Democrats, the most frequent response (36.4 %) was ‘about half ’. Very few respon-

dents replied either ‘none or almost none’ (about 5 %) or ‘all or nearly all’ (6.8 %).

Similar findings emerged when asking people how many of their Facebook friends

are Republicans (ANES 2021a).15 Even in the online environment then, politically

14 See also Huckfeldt, Mendez, and Osborn 2004b. It must be said that some of those large stud-

ies purporting to report on heterogeneity or ‘disagreement’ within people’s social networks offer

limited evidence as to whether (1) people’s networks truly include opinion-diverse people; and (2)

whether their deliberative exchanges do indeed leave room for discursive (as opposed to electoral)

disagreement. Those studies study homogeneity at the level of voting choices but that obscures a

great deal of opinion disagreement about the finer details of politics and policy. Electoral homo-

geneity does not preclude opinion heterogeneity. Also, since electoral disagreement is measured

within dyads, it does not give us a measure of the level of disagreement across people’s entire

extended networks. Even if the chance of being directly exposed to a disagreeable discussant

were quite low, the chance of being indirectly exposed to disagreement through that discussant’s

discussants would be high.

15 When asked how many of Facebook friends are Republicans, the most common response

(37.7 %) was ‘about half’; very few replied ‘none or almost none’ (8.4 %) or ‘all or nearly all’ (2.9 %).
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diverse networks are very much the rule and homogenous ones are very much the

exception.

3.2 Do People Talk Politics with Those with Whom they

Disagree?

People being socially connectedwith differently-minded others is only the first step,

however. That, in itself, does not tell us much about people’s propensity to actu-

ally engage in cross-cutting deliberation within those social networks. We know

that people discuss politics with family and friends quite often (ANES 2017, 496–7;

Conover, Searing and Crewe 2002; Jacobs, Cook, andDelli Carpini 2009). But do those

interactions genuinely constitute deliberation across opinion differences?

Luckily, we have several studies focusing squarely on the questions of whether

disagreements occur during informal exchanges and whether people choose to

deliberate about politics with those holding divergent political or policy views.

Those studies have historically shown that high proportions (78 %) of Americans

report moderate to high levels of ‘contested political discussion’, containing differ-

ent views or involving people with different perspectives (Conover, Searing, and

Crewe 2002, 39, 40 table 6). Onemore recent study of over-time discussion networks

also clearly showed that most Americans are exposed to disagreement through

their informal deliberative exchanges about politics (Minozzi et al. 2020). Shared

partisanship also appeared to be the weakest predictor of whether two people will

discuss politics, and friendship the strongest one (Minozzi et al. 2020, 147). Consid-

ering that more than 80 percent of Americans have friends from the other party

that is certainly good news for the prospect of informal networked deliberation

(Levendusky 2023, 3, 17, 25).

Contrary to what might be popular perceptions, the 2020 American National

Election survey confirms that the last few years have not much affected people’s

capacity to talk about politics. When asked whether it has become easier or harder

to talk about politics with family, most respondents reported it had become ‘neither

easier nor harder’ (ANES 2021b).16 In another question, the same survey asked

Americans how often they have to self-censor out of fear that someone might call

them a racist, sexist, or otherwise bad person. A majority of respondents replied

‘rarely’ or ‘never’ (ANES 2021b). The responses to those two sets of questions, taken

together, suggest that most people are not hesitant to voice discordant opinions

within their diverse networks. Finally, when the same survey asked Americans how

muchpolitical differences hurt their relationshipswith close family and friends, the

16 Some 44 % gave that response when asked about talking politics ‘with family’, and 43 % said

the same when asked about talking politics ‘with friends’.
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vast majority of respondents (61 and 59 % respectively) answered ‘not at all’ (ANES

2021b).

There is a widespread tendency to think that everything has changed with the

advent of social media. I shall offer evidence that, even there, informal networked

deliberation is actually reasonably heterogeneous. But first, let me enter two cau-

tions against inferring too much from online behavior. First, remember that only

a small minority of Americans (23 percent) use Twitter at all and an even smaller

minority uses it all thatmuch (the top 25 percent of users generate 97 percent of con-

tent) (Odabas 2022). Second, remember that people who discuss politics on social

media are disproportionately partisan and ideologically extreme (e.g., Barberà and

Rivero 2015; Settle 2018; Cohn and Quealy 2019; see also McGregor 2019). Those two

facts, taken together, mean that we should bewary of drawing any grand inferences

about the average citizen’s deliberative networks and behavior from such evidence.

And the second of those facts should lead us to expect that the online deliberative

networks of heavy users of social media would be far less heterogenous than those

of people who use social media less or not at all.

Against that background, it is reassuring to find that studies of activity within

online networks support the view that, even there, informal networked delibera-

tion still harbors a fair bit of diversity. For example, a study of Facebook friend-

ships published in Science has shown not only that these friendships are ideologi-

cally diverse but also that they facilitate the transmission of divergent views (Bak-

shy, Messing, and Adamic 2015, 1130–1).17 This finding was confirmed by another

more in-depth analysis of the personal networks of millions of Twitter users in

Spain, Germany and the United States. That study showed not just that such net-

works foster political diversity (albeit less than had they been randomly created)

and that people became more politically moderate over time after being exposed

to that diversity (Barberà 2015). Other scholars disagree, insisting that Twitter

and Facebook are echo chambers on the grounds that, on polarizing topics, the

shared content is more likely than not to agree with users’ political leaning. Yet

even they acknowledge one important caveat, which becomes apparent compar-

ing Twitter and Facebook to other social media platforms like Reddit or Gab

where echo chambers are absent (Cinelli et al. 2021). The difference may well be

explained by the powerful feed algorithms at work on Twitter and Facebook—but

if so, that means that studies showing echo chambers tell us more about what

17 Notice however that the results likely underestimate the amount of disagreement because the

study focuses only on those who announce their affiliation in their Facebook profile—such peo-

ple are presumably more ideologically committed hence more likely to seek form homogenous

networks. For an extended discussion of other studies bearing on the existence of informal delib-

eration across difference, see Tanasoca 2020, 168–71.
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people are shown on Twitter and Facebook rather than indicating an active choice

on people’s part to seek (and read) certain content. On platforms like Reddit where

the algorithm feed allows users to tweak it (i.e., when people havemore choice over

the content they are shown), the homophilic pattern disappears (Cinelli et al. 2021,

5–6; for other problems of algorithms, see Farrell and Fourcade 2023).

Yet other recent studies claim that the ‘echo chamber’ is largely just a misde-

scriptive metaphor insofar as social media platforms do not act as a completely

closed information environments (Geiß et al. 2021). Another common measure of

people’s openness to listening to opposing views is the diversity of the content of

the news feeds that they choose. Recent studies show that, when it comes to news

content, very few Americans (just 4 %) actually inhabit online echo chambers.18

Furthermore, there is a substantial amount of overlap between the accounts

followed by Twitter users at the opposite ends of the political spectrum (Eady et al.

2019). The same to be true in the UK.19 Studies in Canada show that, while people do

discuss politics on social media, they nonetheless rely on mainstream news outlets

and informal conversations with friends when seeking information about issues

they deem important (Dubois 2015). In the UK, the vast majority of respondents dis-

agree ‘sometimes’, ‘mostly’, or ‘nearly always’ with content posted by their friends

on social media (Dubois and Blank 2018; see also Messing andWestwood 2014). And

contrary to what is often supposed, studies in the UK and other countries (e.g.,

Austria, Denmark, Spain, Germany, Norway) show that the algorithmic selection

offered by search engines actually increases the diversity of people’s news diets,

with self-selection leading only a smallminority of highly partisan people to inhabit

echo chambers (Fletcher, Robertson, and Nielson 2021; for a discussion explaining

the reasons for this discrepancy, see Arguedas et al. 2022). All of those studies lead

communication scholars to conclude that the actual impact of echo chambers and

partisan bubbles has been overstated.20

3.3 Do People Take into Account Others’ Diverging Views?

Polarization, as I said at the outset, poses a three-pronged threat to community-wide

informal networked deliberation. First is the threat that people will sort themselves

18 When it comes to television news, four times as many Americans—17 %—are in a media bub-

ble, consuming only far-left or far-right source (Muise et al. 2022). Notice, however, that still leaves

the vast majority of Americans exposed to more diverse television news content.

19 Just 2 % of Internet users in the UK are estimated to be in a left-leaning Internet echo chamber

and 5 % in a right-leaning one (Fletcher, Robertson, and Nielson 2021).

20 They trace that overstatement, variously, to the tendency of studies to focus narrowly on single

online platforms or to self-reporting biases among the respondents. Prior 2009; Dubois and Blank

2018; see also Guess 2021; Guess et al. 2018. For a review, see Arguedas et al. 2022.
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into bubbles of like-minded people; second is the threat that even people in diverse

core networks will not speak their minds in the presence of differently-minded

others. Were either the case, people would not be exposed to differing opinions.

But as I have now shown, neither is true to any significant extent. What about the

third threat—of hearing yet failing to take into account others’ differing opinions

or diverging information?

Survey and experimental studies show that cross-cutting deliberation does

indeed have an effect on people’s political views, opinions, preferences, and

choices.21 I will detail several of those findings shortly. But first let me just point

out the role that those demonstrations play in the larger dialectic of this article.

The question here being addressed is whether people listen to others who dis-

agree with them. When all of the studies I shall go on to describe show ways in

which people’s political views are altered in response to being exposed to networks

containing differently-minded others, what those studies are showing (over and

above the specific findings I go on to discuss) is that people are indeed listening

to differently-minded others. Otherwise, the various effects reported below would

simply not have occurred.

For a start, notice that survey and experimental studies repeatedly show that

cross-cutting deliberation makes people more ambivalent, having a moderating

effect on their opinions (Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Sprague 2004a, 188–90; Levitan

and Visser 2008, 2009; Mutz 2006; Visser and Mirabile 2004). Cross-cutting delib-

eration increases people’s expertise; it enhances people’s ability to judge candi-

dates; and it makes people more politically tolerant (Bennett, Flickinger, and Rhine

2000; Huckfeldt, Mendez, and Osborn 2004b, 91–2; Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Sprague

2004a, 188–90; Mutz and Mondak 2006; Mutz 2006). People’s political views have

also clearly been shown to evolve as the views of those in their networks change

(Lazer et al. 2010).

Psychologists have also shown that the composition of people’s networks influ-

ences the strength of their attitudes. When people’s networks include a wide range

of views, people harbor weaker attitudes, ones that are less durable and more

uncertain. This happens at least in part because people formattitudes by social com-

parison, assessing the accuracy of their own views by comparing them to those of

21 True, there is a swathe of now well-known, classic studies (e.g., Lord, Ross, and Lepper 1979;

Taber and Lodge 2006) purporting to show that when confronted with diverging information, peo-

ple simply discount it or worse further polarize their views. Upon closer inspection, however, it

turns out that those studies are beset with significant methodological problems, including partic-

ularly the absence of random assignment; and when those studies are re-run in properly random-

ized fashion, they show that people actually doupdate their views in light of divergent information.

For an in-depth discussion and replication of multiple such experiments, see Coppock 2022.
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others around them (Festinger 1950; Klein 1997). That makes sense from a Bayesian

perspective, of course, assuming that people take what others think as evidence.

Exposure to a diversity of ‘comparative information’ increases ambivalence and

makes people less certain in their views.22

In both naturally occurring networks and experimentally created ones, discus-

sions with differently-minded others make people aware of discrepancies between

their own attitudes and those of others. This increases ambivalence and thereby

makes people more open to persuasion (Levitan and Visser 2009; Visser and

Mirabile 2004). Importantly, those shifts were found only when the attitudes they

were exposed to were expressed within the context of a social network; when peo-

ple were exposed to the same views outside of the social (network) context, those

views made no impact (Visser and Mirabile 2004, 786). This just shows that how

people are exposed to divergent information—through informal networked delib-

eration—matters as much or even more than the sheer fact that they are exposed

to such information. The social context in which diverging information is provided

explainsmuch of the impact seen in these studies.More robust studies of real-world

social networks of college freshmen confirm these conclusions. They too show that,

once political disagreements with network friends are discovered, people for the

most part still continue engaging with those differently-minded contacts. Political

disagreements are rarely able to predict the level of perceived personal closeness

with that contact (Levitan and Visser 2009, 1063–4).23 Neither does the strength of

one’s existing attitude influence the impact disagreement has on perceived close-

ness (Levitan and Visser 2009, 1063–4).

There is also direct evidence that diverse networks influence members’ beliefs

through informational rather than purely social mechanisms. Heterogenous net-

works have been shown to increase reflectivity, making people to more carefully

consider and assess information. For that reason, people who are surrounded by

differently-minded others exhibit more attitude change in response to strong than

to weak arguments (Levitan and Visser 2008). Heterogenous networks are useful

not only in promoting the dissemination of information but also in influencing how

people process that information (Levitan and Visser 2008, 646).

Finally, heterogenous networks have been shown to impact people’s political

choices by making them less reliant on party cues (Ekstrom et al. 2020). Among

those in heterogenous networks, partisanship is a weaker predictor of candidate

22 ‘At least in part’ because this type of informational influence should be distinguished from

normative influence where the desire to conform with the group influences people’s views.

23 While in one case, there was clear evidence that people engaged in selective interaction, avoid-

ing those they disagreed with, according to the authors, ‘the effects were not especially large and

were not consistent across issues’.
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preferences. Interactions with differently-minded others make people more likely

to choose candidates on the basis of policy positions rather than party label. People

in networks containing high levels of disagreement shift their candidate prefer-

ences to align with their policy preferences, regardless of their party identification.

People who are in diverse networks, and are exposed to cross-cutting deliberation,

form their political views andmake their political choices through amore complex,

effortful reasoning rather than relying on party cues (Ekstrom et al. 2020).

In short, a raft of studies with varying designs reveal changes in the strength

and direction of people’s political opinion resulting from their exposure to

differently-minded others in their discursive networks. The fact that those effects

were found constitutes evidence that people do indeed listen to differently-minded

others when interacting with them, as the evidence presented earlier suggested.

Howcould anyonehave ever thought otherwise?One answer relates to ‘measu-

rement issues’ within themethodology of some studies. When seeking indicators of

successful deliberation, deliberative scholars typically focus exclusively on ‘belief

change’. That is as understandable as it is erroneous. After all, the value of demo-

cratic deliberation is supposed to lie in changing people’s views so as to reduce

disagreement, leading to less contested and more legitimate collective decisions.

When studies find, as they sometimes do, that deliberation failed to change minds

(or, worse, polarized opinions, increasing people’s confidence in their preexisting

positions) (e.g., Gerber et al. 2014; Wojcieszak 2011), that is seen as a sign that delib-

eration failed—that people either did not take those exchanges seriously or they

completely discounted what others were saying.

Yet even if people are Bayesians who faithfully update their beliefs in light

of evidence provided by others, not every piece of evidence will necessarily lead

them to completely flip their opinions (for in-depth discussion, see Tanasoca 2020,

ch. 4). Beliefs come in degrees, with varying credences attached. Deliberation may

decrease a person’s confidence in a certain proposition from 60 % to 55 % percent;

but since the person still believes that proposition to be true (albeit with less con-

fidence than before), that deliberative impact will pass unnoticed in studies focus-

ing purely on directional opinion change.24 Even the absence of credence change

does not necessarily indicate that people have not engaged in meaningful deliber-

ation: people might end up with the same credence as before, for example, if the

24 We can similarly explain in perfectly rational, Bayesian termswhywe embrace some new opin-

ion or piece of evidence only after hearing multiple other people advocate it: if we update our

beliefs in light of new input from others, then themore discussants we encounter holding the same

view, the more reason we have to change our beliefs in that direction. For a similar analysis, see

Beaman et al. 2021, 1933.
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new evidence against the proposition perfectly balances out the new evidence in

favour of it.

Deliberative influence is a better concept for capturing the fuller range of delib-

erative impacts than belief change conceptualized as flipped opinions. It merely

requires people to consider what others say, reflecting upon it. Deliberative influ-

ence can be exercised even if people have not persuaded one another to completely

change their minds.25 The persistence of disagreement is not proof of a failure of

deliberators to listen to differently-minded others.

A second reason we might have been led to believe that people do not listen

to differently-minded others might be that we have been oversold stories about

‘motivated reasoning’. Actually, that is not necessarily much of a problem (for a

similar point, see Bullock 2007, 2009; see also Druckman and McGrath 2019, 114–5).

First, only a small proportion of the population is even potentially prone to partisan

motivated reasoning—those holding very strong partisan identities and who have

strong priors (Lodge and Taber 2000; Taber and Lodge 2006).26 As Bertrand Rus-

sell (1928, 13) once said, “the opinions that are held with passion are always those

for which no good ground exists.” It is undeniable that polarization has increased

among a minority of highly partisan individuals who also hold more extreme polit-

ical beliefs (Fiorina and Abrams 2008).27 But their polarization is largely driven

by elite polarization and the increased politization of the media, not by informal

networked deliberation across difference (Bolsen, Druckman and Cook 2014; Druck-

man, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013; Druckman, Levendusky, and McLain 2018).28

Not only is there less empirical evidence of partisan motivated reasoning than

might be supposed. The evidence we have (largely US-focused) is also methodolog-

ically weak (Gerber and Green 1999, 200–2; Pennycook and Rand 2021; Tappin and

25 Deliberative influence of this sort can occur also when people are moved to reassess (or even

just to better understand the justifications underpinning) their beliefs—as they are when they

need to come up with counterarguments in their own heads or when deliberating with others. Just

because their beliefs have survived this process does not mean that no deliberative influence was

exercised. See, e.g.: Ahn, Huckfeldt, and Ryan 2014, 11; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995, 49.

26 N.b. the number of independents (who identify as neither Republican nor Democrat) has

reached a historical high (43 %) in 2014. In 2021, according to Gallup polling, overall 42 % of

Americans still identified as independents Moreover, in 2018, 45 % of Independents considered

themselves to be moderates in policy terms. Jones 2014, 2019, 2022.

27 Partisans are also more likely to join echo chambers (Boutyline and Willer 2016; Iyengar and

Hahn 2009).

28 For a recent analysis of how politicians polarized opinions about COVID-19 policies, see Flo-

res et al. 2022. The latter show that while the overall public opinion in the United States is not

exceptionally polarized, politicians and parties have a polarizing influence especially on partisans

through the in-group/out-group rhetoric.
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Gadsby 2019; Tappin, Pennycook, andRand 2020a, 2020b).29 The design of those stud-

ies is in serious need of improvement, in various respects (Pennycook et al. 2021).

For example, studies showing polarization and motivated reasoning assume that

citizens sincerely disclose their beliefs when answering researchers’ questions. But

there is no way of telling if people’s answers actually represent their beliefs about

the world or are instances of ‘cheerleading’ (‘expressive responding’) or satisfic-

ing (Bullock and Lenz 2019; Krosnik 1991). Second, when people informally inter-

act with others on an everyday basis and form beliefs over protracted periods of

time—as they do in informal networked deliberation, but not in one-off, organized

group deliberations—people are less prone to partisanmotivated reasoning (Huck-

feldt, Johnson, and Sprague 2004a). Third, partisan motivated reasoning can be

countered easily through accuracy cues—that is, bymaking people bemotivated by

accuracy instead (Druckman 2012; Pennycook and Rand 2021; Zimmermann 2020).

In short, not only do we have lots of evidence (cited at the beginning of this

section) that people do indeed listen to differently-minded otherswithin their delib-

erative networks. We also have good reason for not believing the sort of evidence

that is ordinarily offered for supposing that they do not.

4 Conclusion

In this article I have argued that mass deliberative democracy is something that is

realistic to strive for. People’s overlapping social-qua-communicative networks are

the natural mechanism for scaling-up democratic deliberation to the level of the

entire community. We have seen that people’s capacity to avoid crosscutting delib-

eration and to carefully curate their communicative networks is overstated. And

while polarization, motivated reasoning, and echo chambers would be problematic

if pervasive, the evidence suggests that they actually affect only a minority of peo-

ple. Instead, most people’s core networks (and their extended ones all the more)

still contain differently-minded people. Furthermore, people still talk about poli-

tics with their differently-minded contacts, reflecting upon and taking into account

what these have to say. In short, the prospects for informal networked delibera-

tion binding together the entire community are strong, and that is the best hope for

realizing deliberative democratic aspirations on a mass scale.30

29 See also fn. 21. Coppock (2022) exposes in great detail the methodological weaknesses of well-

known studies and shows that when those studies are properly replicated people are found to

update their views in line with the Bayesian belief updating model.

30 Thank you to an anonymous referee and to Julian Culp for their helpful comments and

suggestions.
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