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Abstract  

In light of the ‘democratic deficit’ said to be faced by many Western democracies, the topic of 

democratic innovation has garnered broad interest from academics and practitioners alike (Dryzek 

& Niemeyer, 2019). Of these democratic innovations, deliberative democracy arguably constitutes 

the most active area of political theory in its entirety and is experiencing a surge of use 

internationally, in a trend called the ‘deliberative wave’ (OECD, 2020). Central to deliberative 

democracy are elite political actors – politicians and high-level advisors or policymakers - who, 

because of their ‘disproportionate power and influence’, play an imperative role in the process of 

innovating democracy (Diamond, 1999, p. 66). However, these political elites and their role in 

deliberative democracy is critically understudied. This thesis investigates how New Zealand 

political elites view deliberative democracy – an innovation that has not yet been used by New 

Zealand’s central government. This study adopts a multimethod qualitative analysis approach, 

conducting 15 independent interviews with New Zealand political elites, supplemented by 

document analysis of primary data from Hansard parliamentary debates, Beehive press releases, 

official government and political party websites and media interviews. Findings indicate that New 

Zealand political elites’ views of deliberative democracy can be broadly described as cautiously 

optimistic. Elites’ views are optimistic, sceptical and pragmatic in nature, informed by normative, 

instrumental and epistemic reasoning. While some of the study’s findings resonate with existing 

international research, the thesis adds significant value and original contributions to both 

scholarship and practice by addressing the gap in the literature on both New Zealand’s engagement 

with deliberative democracy and political elites’ views on deliberative democracy. Synthesising 

this thesis’ findings, the argument is then made that the analysis of elites’ views suggests that 

ultimately there is potential for a trial deliberative process to take place in New Zealand and more 

research should be undertaken aligning with the empirical turn of deliberative theory (Rosenburg, 

2005).   
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Introduction  
  

  

In light of the ‘democratic deficit’ said to be faced by many Western democracies, the topic of 

democratic innovation has garnered broad interest from both academics and practitioners (Dryzek  

& Niemeyer, 2019). Several scholars characterise current times as an age of increased 

“polarization, populism, and pessimism” (Taylor, 2019 in OECD, 2020). Further, global studies 

demonstrate that dissatisfaction with democracy has “risen over time, and is reaching an all-time 

global high”, particularly in developed democracies (Foa et al., 2020). As such, this democratic 

deficit – that is, the gap between the democratic ideal and democratic reality (Norris, 2011; 

Diamond et al., 2015) has become a widely cited driver of the increased use of democratic 

innovations (OECD, 2020). Democratic innovations can be defined as “institutions that have been 

specifically designed to increase and deepen citizen participation in the political decision-making 

process” (Smith, 2009, p. 1). Of these democratic innovations, deliberative democracy arguably 

constitutes the most active area of political theory in its entirety and is experiencing a surge of use 

internationally, in a trend called the ‘the deliberative wave’ (OECD, 2020). Central to deliberative 

democracy lie elite political actors – politicians and high-level advisors or policymakers - who, 

because of their ‘disproportionate power and influence’, play an imperative role in the process of 

innovating democracy (Diamond, 1999, p. 66). However, these political elites and their role in 

deliberative democracy is critically understudied.   

  

Given the relationship that has been established between democratic innovations and political 

elites, and an urge from scholars to pay attention to this, this thesis is an exploratory and 

investigative study that seeks to understand New Zealand’s political elites’ perspectives on 

deliberative democracy. Against this context, it investigates the question:   

  

RQ: “How do New Zealand political elites view deliberative democracy?”   

  

This question is intentionally broad in nature, allowing the research scope to delve both deep and 

wide to seek an understanding of not only positive or negative views these elites may have of 
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deliberative democracy but also their views about some practical considerations such as what 

policy areas they think these methods could be used for, how much weight they should hold in 

decision making and where in the policy process they could be used. As such, this research uses a 

multimethod qualitative approach of semi-structured interviews with New Zealand political elites, 

supplemented with empirical document analysis of primary data to investigate the central query 

outlined. New Zealand is an interesting and important context for this study, given that while 

deliberative methods have been proposed in New Zealand over the last 20 years, the central 

government have had very limited engagement with deliberative democracy in a formal process. 

Experts note the country’s lack of experience with deliberative methods to be peculiar, considering 

the presence of factors such as comparatively small population size, which are often conducive to 

these methods (Hayward, 2014).   

 

Setting the scene: democracy, innovation and the political elite   

  

To set the scene for why political elites’ views on deliberative methods are the focus of this thesis, 

it is essential to first consider the broader context and the drivers of the trends that describe our 

time. The OECD notes that the roots of the word crisis in Greek – krisis – means a turning point 

or decision (2020). In a time when democracy is said to be in crisis, it is imperative to study not 

only the actions that need to be taken, but also by whom. This section establishes the impetus of 

this study - the need to assess the views of elite political actors who are argued to play an imperative 

role in this turning point of democracy. It is important to state from the outset that this thesis does 

not seek to outline all the drivers of the democratic malaise comprehensively, but instead 

acknowledges this background in terms of the role that democratic innovation, in this case, 

deliberative democracy, may play in helping contribute to a positive turning point. It is not here 

being proposed as a panacea for all democratic ills but rather a potential solution that grants deeper 

exploration.   

  

The state of democracy   

Recent years have demonstrated somewhat of a crisis in ‘Anglo-Saxon’ democracies concerning 

dissatisfaction and disillusionment with democracy (Diamond at el., 2015; Foa et al., 2020). Foa 
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et al.’s comprehensive study of global satisfaction with democracy indicates that the proportion of 

citizens who are dissatisfied with the functioning of democratic systems has doubled since similar 

studies conducted in the 1990s, rising from approximately one-quarter to now one-half of all 

individuals expressing dissatisfaction (2020). As indicated, the study concludes that dissatisfaction 

has been increasing over time and is reaching an all-time global high (Foa et al., 2020). Further, 

dissatisfaction is expressed by citizens not feeling as though political elites are listening to their 

views, with the majority of respondents in a 2018 OECD countries’ survey disagreeing with the 

statement “I feel the government incorporates the views of people like me when designing or 

reforming public benefits” (OECD, 2019). Crucially, for Boulianne (2019), this ‘crisis of 

legitimacy’ affects governments’ ability to enact policies that citizens will follow, and so 

governments are seeking new ways to legitimise their actions and standing in society. Newton 

(2004) asserts that this does not suggest a crisis of democracy itself but rather dissatisfaction with 

democracy in practice. The notion of ‘dissatisfied democrats’ captures the disposition of these 

citizens, who, while disillusioned with the current state of democracy, express the desire to have 

better political participation methods and be more actively involved in democracy (Webb, 2013). 

Further, this is demonstrated by the idea of ‘critical citizens’, a term used to describe those who 

may support democratic ideals but are demonstrating decreasing confidence in elite political 

decision-makers (Norris, 2011; Weale, 2007). Scholars note that all these factors combined are 

causing a ‘democratic malaise’ (Harris, 2019, p.45; Newton, 2012).    

 

While New Zealand ranks comparatively high on several global scales (Transparency 

International, 2020; The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2019), it is not immune from this democratic 

deficit. The nation had soaring scores on many other indicators in the Sustainable Governance 

Quality of Democracy report, however only recieved a 5 out of 10 ranking from the sustainable 

governance indicators for ‘popular decision making’ (Hellmann et al., 2020). Further, in 2019, 

only 50 per cent of New Zealanders reported trust in the public sector, with others reporting having 

a neutral or negative disposition (State Services Commission, 2019). Further, the 2021 Democracy 

Index reflected the democratic deficit experienced across many nations, noting that the COVID-

19 pandemic had a “negative impact on the quality of democracy in every region of the world” 

(The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2021, p. 3). An expansion of state power seen during the 

pandemic contributed even further to erosion of citizen trust, with the statement made that “a 
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panoply of intrusive and coercive measures and democratic deficits have globally led to large-scale 

social unrest in 2021” (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2021, p. 5). Notably, in New Zealand, 

March 2022 saw anti-mandate protesters illegally occupying a large section of the capital city’s 

central business district, ending in a violent riot that set fire to Parliament's lawn. These responses 

indicate New Zealand’s lack of immunity from what Di Gregorio calls the ‘demopathy of 

democracy’, the democratic malaise (2021). Further, some refer to this deficit as a “democracy 

desert” in which patterns of social exclusion of specific demographic groups have led to their lack 

of engagement with democracy (Flinders, 2007). In this vein, while it is not the explicit focus of 

this thesis, it is worth noting that a democratic deficit in New Zealand is perhaps most prominently 

visible in the gap between the expectations set out by the Treaty of Waitangi and the reality of its 

continued lack of fulfilment for Māori, New Zealand’s indigenous peoples. We see that Māori 

remain "disengaged, disenfranchised and under-represented in all aspects of Aotearoa's political, 

civic and democratic processes" (Morunga, 2022, para. 2). Enter the prospect of democratic 

innovation.    

Democratic Innovation   

As will be further discussed in the literature relevant to this thesis, the notion that increasing the 

deliberative and participatory nature of political institutions would strengthen democracy and trust 

is not a new concept, tracing back to the earliest arguments for these methods (Pateman, 1970; 

Elstub and Escobar, 2019, p.1). While this thesis focuses specifically on deliberative democracy, 

it is necessary to situate the empirical data analysis and discussion within a broader understanding 

of the need for and purpose of democratic innovation. Democratic innovation has become a 

buzzword (Elstub and Escobar, 2019), which is understandable, particularly given the fact that 

even the term democracy itself is an “essentially contested concept” with a range of definitions 

(Gallie 1955, in Elstub and Escobar, 2019, p. 11). Alongside the earlier definition provided by 

Smith (2009), Elstub and Escobar (2019) further this, understanding democratic innovations to be 

either processes or institutions which are “developed to reimagine and deepen the role of citizens 

in governance processes by increasing opportunities for participation, deliberation and influence” 

(2019, p. 11). A range of democratic innovations have emerged and been practiced worldwide, 

from direct to participatory to deliberative (Smith, 2009). An analysis of all these processes is not 

within the scope of this thesis, given that the focus is on deliberative democracy, however the 
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common goal of these models is their focus on reimagining the role of the public in governance 

processes and offering diverse and deepened opportunities to not only participate in but also 

influence political processes of decision-making. Elstub & Escobar argue that the value of the term 

‘democratic innovation’ is that it functions as “a meeting point for a range of ideas, disciplines, 

traditions, and methodologies” (2019, p. 3). Notably, it overcomes the dualisms between 

participatory and deliberative democracy; between ‘representation and other democratic 

practices’; between ‘politics and policy; between ‘state and civil society; and between ‘normative 

and empirical concerns, all of which are relevant to this thesis (2019, p. 3). Given that the term is 

said to be accommodating to scholars and practitioners from a range of disciplines and fields 

(Elstub & Escobar, 2019), it is used to ground the introduction of this thesis and empirical chapters 

to come which focus on deliberative democracy as a form of innovation. As will be further 

discussed in the following chapter that reviews literature related to the research question, while 

this thesis sits within the discipline of political science, it transcends beyond just one field, 

overcoming many of the dualisms above brought forth by Elstub and Escobar (2019).   

  

The role of the Political ‘elite’   

Since democratic innovations aim to reimagine and deepen the role of the citizen, they also require 

significant attention to be paid to how this affects the political elites’ function. Diamond (1999) 

asserts that because of their positioning, “elites matter most for the stability and consolidation of 

democracy, not only in their behaviours but also in their beliefs” (Diamond, 1999, p. 66). It is these 

beliefs or views that this thesis seeks to uncover and understand. It is imperative in the introduction 

of this thesis to define what is meant by ‘political elite’. As a disclaimer, this study employs a post-

structural understanding of the elite, maintaining a critical perspective regarding the level of power 

they hold (see Smith, 2006). In the field of political science, elites are understood to be high-level 

political practitioners, "those at the apex of the system who obviously have power" but also 

including "those at the lower levels of the system who hold important positions, who have 

influential roles, and who exercise important functions in the polity" (Eldersveld, 1989 p. x). This 

understanding includes not only those at the very “top of the pyramid” but also those with “close 

proximity to power’ (Lilleker, 2003, p. 207). As such, this is the definition of the elite used for this 

research and includes not only elected leaders but also high-level central government political 
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advisors and policymakers who have an influential role in the polity. Given their proximity to 

power, it is unsurprising that political elites are said to have a highly significant role in the growth, 

transition, or breakdown of democracy (Diamond et al., 2015; Huntington, 199). Democratic 

innovations are often initiated and developed from within governance systems (Sancino et al., 

2018; Warren, 2009), and this study is grounded in the widely asserted premise of scholars and 

practitioners that the attitude of elites to more interactive deliberative decision-making processes 

is a “critical condition” and thus needs to be further studied (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2002).   

  

Research Aims  

Based on the impetus for this thesis which has now been explained, this thesis responds to the 

strong calls from scholars and practitioners to seek a greater understanding of how elite political 

actors view deliberative democracy. As such, this thesis is an exploratory and investigative study 

guided by the central query of how New Zealand political elites view deliberative democracy. The 

broad nature of the research question intentionally allows the scope to explore not only what Elstub 

and Escobar call ‘motivations and challenges’ to use (2019, p. 5) but also political elites' views 

about some practical considerations, such as what policy areas they think these methods could be 

used for, how much weight they should hold in decision making and where in the policy process 

they could be used. New Zealand political elites’ views of deliberative democracy are explored 

through a multimethod qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews with New Zealand 

political elites, supplemented with empirical document analysis of primary data.  

The structure of this thesis intends to provide a well-balanced and considered analysis of 

deliberative democracy, with an analytical examination of elite discourses regarding motivations 

for and tensions towards its use, as well as more pragmatic assertions regarding its implementation. 

This is a significant undertaking considering that deliberative democracy is scarce within New 

Zealand based literature and contributes to the existing literature in a meaningful way. The 

remainder of this introductory chapter sets out the structure of this thesis. Each of the following 

chapters is of importance, building upon one another to enable clear conclusions to be reached in 

this work. 
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Thesis structure and chapter overview   

  

The first chapter provides a thorough literature review of the theoretical and empirical literature 

on deliberative democracy. The chapter grounds this thesis’ analysis of deliberative democracy by 

providing relevant definitions, introducing the theory’s theoretical underpinnings and examining 

its critical principles. Deliberative democracy is necessarily defined and discussed in relation to 

the broader public participation spectrum. This chapter also thoroughly reviews academic literature 

on elite perceptions of deliberative democracy. This chapter provides a basis for establishing a 

methodology to address the knowledge gaps related to deliberative democracy and the political 

elite in New Zealand.   

  

Chapter two provides a comprehensive overview of the methods used to complete this research 

study to address the research gaps identified in the literature review. It outlines the chosen 

multimethod qualitative approach that combines semi-structured interviews with New Zealand 

political elites with a thorough document analysis of primary data. This chapter justifies the use of 

this method before explaining the data collection and data analysis procedures used.   

  

Chapter three marks the first empirical chapter of this thesis. Drawing on the analysis of primary 

data it analyses the status of deliberative democracy in New Zealand and elite views to date. Firstly, 

views expressed around the deliberative mechanisms of the Toi Te Taiao Bioethics Council are 

assessed. Secondly, the research conducts a case-based analysis of parliamentary debates, followed 

by political party and government documents. The chapter concludes with a summary of key 

findings on elite views of deliberative democracy to date, providing a solid bridge to lead into the 

following core empirical chapters which analyse and discuss interview data.    

  

The fourth, fifth and sixth chapters mark the following empirical components of this thesis. Having 

established the theoretical basis for deliberative democracy, and introduced the New Zealand 

situation, the findings of interviews with New Zealand political elites are presented and discussed 



                9   

throughout. Chapter four focuses on optimistic or positive views of deliberative democracy, 

chapter five focuses on sceptical or negative views of deliberative democracy, and chapter six 

considers pragmatic views concerning the practical implementation of deliberative democracy.   

  

While discussion of findings ultimately takes place within the empirical chapters, chapter seven 

highlights some key findings from the research that required further consideration.   

  

Finally, the concluding chapter of this thesis summarises the key findings of the previous chapters 

and identifies the contribution of this research to the field and beyond, suggesting how this study 

has illuminated several avenues for further research.   
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Chapter 1: Literature Review   
  

  

Deliberative theory is longstanding and deliberative democracy itself is now claimed to constitute 

the most active area of political theory (Dryzek, 2007). From the outset of this review, it is 

imperative to acknowledge the considerable amount of literature in the field. Deliberative 

democracy transpires not only in the discipline of political science but extends to the fields of 

public policy, political management, public participation and consultation and political 

philosophy. With this being said, rather than reviewing the whole field of deliberative theory, this 

chapter seeks to draw out that which is of relevance to answering the guiding research question of 

what New Zealand political elites think of deliberative democracy, while still demonstrating a high 

level of knowledge of this sophisticated subject area. As such, the proceeding chapter has been 

structured into subsections to best achieve this goal and ground the empirical analysis of the 

following chapters of this thesis. To analyse political elites’ perceptions of deliberative democracy, 

it is necessary first to review both theoretical and empirical literature on deliberative democracy. 

This chapter contributes to answering the research question by first defining and explaining 

deliberative democratic theory and placing it within the broader spectrum of public participation, 

noting its differences from its participatory counterparts and introducing its fundamental normative 

principles. Following this, the review will analyse the key benefits and criticisms of deliberative 

democracy in theory and practice. Following this, we review literature about elite views of 

deliberative democracy.   

  

Introducing Deliberative Democratic Theory   
  

The so-called “deliberative turn” is said to have had its earliest phases in the 1980s, marked by a 

“growing interest in considering how active and meaningful public participation can become a 

normative facet of the assessment methodology” (Bächtiger et al., 2018, p. 70). This turn primarily 

occurred among democratic theorists and has produced a wealth of literature concerning 

deliberative democratic theory (Carpini et al., 2004; Chambers, 2009; Dryzek, 2000). However, 

deliberative democratic theory does not have linear origins and is a multifaceted theory grounded 

in both theoretical and empirical literature. For this thesis' purposes, deliberation is understood to 
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mean “mutual communication that involves weighing and reflecting on preferences, values and 

interests regarding matters of common concern” (Bächtiger et al., 2018).   

  

Deliberative democracy has broadly evolved in three generations over the past half-century, and, 

as such, it is challenging to agree on a central definition of the theory. Definitions range from more 

simplistic notions of “any practice of democracy that gives deliberation a central place” (Bächtiger 

et al., 2018) to comprehensive understandings of deliberative democracy being “a normative 

theory of collective decision-making that views decisions as legitimate to the extent that the views 

of those potentially affected have been considered through a process of public reasoning” 

(Hendriks & Lees-Marshment, 2019). While this research acknowledges the benefit, rather than 

downfall, of a multitude of definitions in the sense that the theory is constantly being developed, 

for this thesis, the two descriptions above are used. In essence, deliberative democracy focuses on 

what Habermas describes as “the unforced force of the better argument” (1999, p. 332). 

Deliberative theorists consider the public’s active participation in discursive debate a democratic 

aspiration. This theory indicates a significant transition from the more aggregative notion of 

representative democracy, which is vote-centric, to a conception of democracy that is based on the 

ideals of reasoned discourse and is inherently more talk-centric (Chambers 2003). Deliberative 

democratic theorists maintain that the exchange of discourse preceding decisions ultimately 

validates them; that is, deliberative democracy focuses more on the transformation of preferences 

than simply their aggregation (Elster, 1998, p. 1). As summed up by Goodin (2008), scholars of 

deliberative democracy, therefore, call for “reflective deliberation that is potentially transformative 

of people’s preferences, interests, and beliefs, while continuing to question the existing aggregative 

model and its reconciliation of predetermined interests” (p. 38). These deliberative processes can 

take numerous forms, and have evolved over the years, especially in light of the empirical turn. 

However, the OECD highlights the 12 key models as being: Citizens' Assembly; Citizens' 

Jury/Panel; Consensus Conference; Planning Cell; G1000; Citizens' Council; Citizens' Dialogue; 

Deliberative Poll/Survey; World Wide Views; Citizens' Initiative Review; the Ostbelgien Model; 

and the City Observatory (OECD, 2020).   
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The spectrum of public participation: situating deliberative democracy   
  

To understand politicians’ views on deliberative democracy, it is necessary to situate this theory 

within existing spectrums of public participation to establish the conceptual difference between 

deliberative democracy and other public participation methods, notably its counterpart, 

participatory democracy. Critically, because New Zealand has had limited engagement with 

deliberative processes, it is imperative to understand where these democratic innovations sit in 

relation to existing practice and thus what the deliberative turn offers in response to mechanisms 

of public engagement currently used by the government. Further, Flinders and Curry highlight that 

these spectra of public participation can act as “an effective heuristic tool through which to assess 

and develop the analytical leverage of the concept of deliberative democracy” (2008, p. 376). 

These forms of democracy are not antithetical and can arguably be used in conjunction 

(Mansbridge et al., 2012). However, their conceptual difference must be established early in this 

study.   

  

In 1975, Sherry Arnstein wrote about the dramatic increase in demand for public participation 

(Arnstein, 1975, p. 70), which gradually became a more normalised feature of public policymaking 

by the early 2000s, growing in prominence ever since. These mechanisms can be characterised by 

their dissimilarities; “Their decisions – when any are taken – can be binding or merely consultative, 

and they can emerge at different territorial levels or different stages of the policy cycle” 

(Papadopolous & Warin, 2007, p. 446). Public participation lacks discursive clarity, often used 

synonymously, in both literature and practice, with notions such as consultation, engagement or 

involvement. We here draw on the OECD definition to establish it as “a relationship based on 

partnership in which citizens actively engage in the policy-making process. It acknowledges a role 

for citizens in proposing policy options and shaping the policy dialogue” (OECD, 2001, p. 2). 

There is a significant body of work which seeks to define and scope public participation, however, 

given the prerogative of this review, we here consider, and synthesise, three highly influential 

frameworks in participation scholarship (Arnstein, 1969; Pateman, 1970) and practice 

(International Association for Public Participation, 2014). Firstly, Sherry Arnstein’s seminal work 

‘The Ladder of Citizen Participation’ (1969) is one of the most widely referenced and influential 

models in the field of democratic public participation (p. 216 – 224). Arnstein’s ladder presents a 
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typology of participation in a metaphorical ‘ladder’ of increasingly citizen influence, agency and 

power with each ascending rung. Critically Arnstein’s work establishes power and participation as 

inextricably linked (Flinders & Curry, 2008), with each ‘rung’ of participation accompanied by a 

continuum that extends from nonparticipation to degrees of tokenism to degrees of citizen 

participation (1969). This seminal work resonates with the writings of Pateman (1970), who also 

maintained a sceptical view of normative distributions of power within public participation in 

decision-making (Pateman, 1970). Aligning with the ‘non-participation, tokenism and citizen 

power’ categories expounded in the work of Arnstein, Pateman (1970) distinguishes differences 

in citizen power or agency within public participation via the terms of pseudo, partial and full 

participation. Finally, we look at one of the most utilised international public participation models, 

the IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum, first developed in the late 1990s and updated by IAP2 

Australasia in 2014. The IAP2 Spectrum is designed to “assist with the selection of the level of 

participation that defines the public’s role in any public participation process”, providing a 

comprehensive overview regarding the level of input the public may have in a process - inform, 

consult, involve, collaborate and empower. Each stage holds both a ‘public participation goal’ and 

accompanying ‘promise to the public’, ranging from ‘inform’, which provides the public with 

information to assist in the understanding of a problem, through to ‘empower’, within which the 

final decision making is placed in the hands of the public (IAP2, n.d.). Given that these schematic 

representations are arguably the most reputable and widely referenced in academia and practice, 

they constitute an imperative role in answering the overall research question regarding political 

elites’ views on deliberative forms of public participation. Table 1 synthesises these key models 

into a cohesive structure.   
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Table 1: A cohesive spectrum (s) of public participation  

Arnstein’s  

Ladder   

Description   

  

Interpretation   

  

Pateman’s 

catagories   

IAP2  

catagories   

8  

7  

6  

5  

4  

3  

2  

1  

Citizen control   

Delegated Power   

Partnership   

Placation  

Consultation  

Informing  

Therapy   

Manipulation   

Degrees of Citizen Power   

  

  

Degrees of Tokenism   

  

  

Non-Participation   

Full Participation   

  

  

Partial Participation   

  

  

Pseudo Participation   

  

  

Empower   

  

Collaborate   

  

Involve   

  

Consult   

  

Inform   

  

Understanding the spectrum of public participation enables deliberative democracy and its benefits 

and downfalls to be defined and analysed in relation to the broader range of public participation in 

politics. Advocates of deliberative democracy are essentially demanding a redistribution of power 

within current systems, notably from the aforementioned traditional representative/aggregative 

democracy, but also from many existing participatory approaches, which can often fall short of 

empowerment and could be categorised as tokenism or partial participation. It is essential here, in 

the discussion of the spectrum of public participation, to conceptually distinguish the difference 

between participatory democracy and deliberative democracy, in the sense that many of the 

benefits and downfalls of deliberative democracy are commonly identified in comparison to this 

method, as will be noted in the following section.   

  

While they can both be situated within this spectrum, deliberative democratic principles must be 

identified to be distinctly different from those of participatory democracy. For the sake of clarity 

within the empirical chapters that follow, the similarities and differences of the approaches will be 

briefly addressed here, in accordance with Carson and Elstub (2019), as follows. The primary 

similarity of these approaches is that they “refer to the direct involvement of citizens in political 
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decision making…critique the current democratic system and seek to reform it by strengthening 

it” (Carson and Elstub, 2019). However, the distinct differences between these systems, as 

identified by Carson and Elstub are: “(a) the numbers of participants; (b) the type of participation; 

and (c) how participants are selected”, which ultimately lead to very distinct approaches. 

Concerning (a) there is a distinct difference in the approaches between quality and quantity. 

Participatory democracy aims for breadth, while deliberative democrats advocate for smaller 

groups, with the core purpose of gaining depth through deliberation. Concerning (b), deliberative 

democracy has specific procedural components centred on preference negotiation and discourse, 

within which citizens are well-informed on a topic with the central purpose of arriving at an agreed 

consensus or judgement. Participatory democracy, however, embraces a range of approaches with 

varying methods and scope. Regarding (c), deliberative democracy requires representative and 

diverse groups of the public, typically randomly selected via a sortition process. In stark contrast, 

participatory democracy often involves the notion of self-selected participation.   

  

The ideals and benefits of deliberative democracy   
  

Normative Ideals   

Deliberative democratic theory is argued to be a normative enterprise at its core (Habermas, 1996; 

Kuyper, 2018; Thompson, 2008). That is, the processes are seen to have intrinsic normative value. 

To understand these normative ideals and thus stipulated benefits of deliberative democracy, this 

thesis looks to the ideals of the so-called ‘generations’ of the theory (Elstub, 2010). Because 

political elites in this study are likely to draw on or criticise many of the normative ideals of the 

first and second generations, considering they underpin the theory, it is essential to highlight them 

in this literature review to ground the following empirical analysis. While the roots of deliberative 

theory can be found in the polis of ancient Greece, the philosophical foundations of the first 

generation are frequently accredited to John Rawls, Jürgen Habermas and Joshua Cohen 

(Bächtiger et al., 2018). The Habermasian logic of communicative action, based on reaching a 

common understanding, is a notable grounding of this highly theoretical generation. Ideals were 

centred on “high-quality argumentation or rational-critical debate, a focus on the common good, 

mutual respect, and the concept of a rationally motivated consensus to which all could agree” 
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(Bächtiger et al., 2018, p.3). However, these conceptions were, and continue to be, criticized for 

their failure to consider both the complexities of evolving societies and practical problems 

regarding implementation (Elstub, 2010, p. 291). As such, “second-generation” ideals of 

deliberative democracy evolved from the first and arguably pay more attention to the complexity 

of society than the high-level first-generation ideals, but still do not provide guidance as to how 

this theory could be institutionalised in modern societies (Elstub, 2010, p. 292; Bächtiger et al., 

2018). This second-generation saw the evolvement of first-generation ideals, grounded in 

acknowledgement of complexity and, as such, “offering new and distinct interpretations of reason-

giving, preference change, consensus and compromise, and applicable forms of communication” 

(Elstub, 2010, p. 298). These second-generation principles arguably make deliberative democracy 

somewhat more “plausible and practically attainable” (Elstub, 2010, p. 291). They have, according 

to Elstub, “paved the way for a third generation of deliberative democrats to emerge” who have a 

strong focus on the nature of the institutions that are needed to try achieve the reconciliation of the 

two previous generations’ ideals (Elstub, 2010, p. 291). These theorists continue to provide insight 

into how deliberative democracy can be practically realised and propose the model of a deliberative 

system (Mansbridge, 1999) which makes distinctions between ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ deliberation, 

the former being specific deliberative forums and the latter more concerned with formal or 

informal deliberation occurring in the broader political system across a multitude of sites (Owen 

& Smith, 2015; Ercan et al., 2017). In this generation, deliberative democracy is said to have ‘come 

of age’ (Bohman, 2004). Further, it has taken a clear ‘empirical turn’ (Dryzek, 2008) in the third 

generation, as evidenced by numerous studies examining the implementation of these methods 

globally (Boswell et al., 2013; Karlsson, 2012).   

  

Scholars urge third-generation deliberative democrats, especially those undertaking empirical 

research, to not lose sight of the first-generation normative arguments, which provided the impetus 

for the deliberative wave to grow and the theory to hold a dominant role in democracy studies 

(Bächtiger et al., 2018; Elstub, 2010). Given that these first and second generation ideals persist as 

the foundational structure of the theory, it is likely that they may inform political elites’ views, 

and, if these views are more in line with third-generation literature, they may well be targeted at 

the achievability of these ideals, or lack thereof. While Habermas contends that “the deliberative 

model of democracy appears to exemplify the widening gap between normative and empirical 
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approaches to politics” (2006, p. 411), this is rejected by scholars such as Curato et al. (2019) and 

Dryzek (2007). This thesis, aiming to attach theory to observation, aligns with Dryzek’s assertions 

that “research on deliberative democracy is at the cutting edge of the integration of political theory 

and empirical social science” (Dryzek, 2007, p. 250). Appendix I provides a summary table of first 

and second generation ideals.   

  

Instrumental benefits   

Alongside these supposed intrinsic normative benefits, and in line with the empirical turn of the 

theory, several more instrumental justifications have emerged. To best synthesise these, this 

section utilises the framework of Kuyper (2018), who categorises benefits across three dimensions:  

“micro- (individual), meso- (group), and macro- (polity) level changes” (p. 4). On a micro level, 

one of deliberative democracy’s core benefits is the alteration of preferences and opinions in a 

desirable manner, orienting them towards the common good (Chambers, 2003). Closely related is 

the perceived benefit of knowledge gain, with deliberative methods arguably leading to a more 

informed polis. Estlund and Landemore (2018), find that deliberation leads to enhanced knowledge 

on issues, with other scholars suggesting that this knowledge is enhanced by increasing 

understanding of alternative, diverse views and thus prompting individuals to critically assess their 

own positioning (Rosenberg, 2005). Meso-level instrumental justifications are focused on social 

learning and empathy-building (Kuyper, 2018). Considerable empirical evidence now points to the 

fact that these processes can inhibit polarisation and achieve the goal of meta-consensus (Dryzek 

& Niemeyer, 2006) Macro-level instrumental benefits are broadly centred around generating 

popular support for decisions through perceived legitimacy (Benhabib, 1996), the ability for  

consensus to overcome social cleavages in highly divided societies (O’Flynn, 2017), and more 

broadly the contributions deliberative democracy can have to the quality and stability of the 

democratic polity.   

 

Critical perspectives on deliberative democracy   
  

Several critical perspectives have emerged amid the evolving generations of deliberative 

democracy and the empirical turn. As Bächtiger et al. (2018) candidly state, “If a measure of the 

success of a political theory is the number of critics it attracts, deliberative democracy is doing 
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very well indeed” (p. 18). This section engages with this critical literature, identifying and 

synthesising this work into the most prominent and persistent criticisms to provide a contextual 

basis for the identification and analysis of political elite perceptions.   

  

The first prominent critique of deliberative democracy is that it is too utopian and idealistic in 

nature, lacking sensitivity to the role of power in politics (Shapiro, 1999). As Shapiro, (1999) 

contends in the title of his work, ‘Enough of deliberation: Politics is about interests and power’. 

Shapiro maintains that deliberative democracy does not adequately take into the account power 

dynamics of political elites who are either unwilling to engage with these methods or may use 

them coercively. Deliberative democrats have been accused of neglecting that political actors are 

more motivated by interests than reasons (Shapiro, 1999). Dryzek (2002), while not maintaining 

this position, does acknowledge that “any defensible theory of deliberative democracy must be 

critical in its orientation to established power structures” (p. 3). Scholars note that these methods 

can be dominated by strategic behaviour and elite opinions and the most vigorous critics are 

concerned that they may become “elitist, exclusionary, manipulative, divisive, oppressive and 

politically insignificant” (Jacobs et al. 2009, p. 15). Arguably, these criticisms are dealt with by 

second-generation deliberative democracy, which, adding the ideal of plurality, accommodates 

conflict and is more sensitive to power dynamics and the broader deliberative system of politics at 

play.   

A second strand of criticism across the literature argues that the ideal of consensus, central to 

deliberative methods, is not only conceptually misguided but also undesirable. Consensus is 

suggested to inhibit plurality and diversity that emerges from the conflict and ‘structured 

antagonism’ of politics, which ultimately drives accountability (Shapiro, 2017 in Bächtiger et al.,  

2018, p. 20). Some deliberative theorists express concern with the ‘centeredness’ of deliberative 

democracy (Young, 2006, p. 46). Looking to the Habermasian conceptions of de-centeredness, 

Young (2006) contends that “this conception of democratic will formation assumes that there is a 

single collective whose will it is”, whereas, particularly in large and complex democracies, this is 

not the case (p. 44). This illuminates how deliberative methods’ emphasis on and preoccupation 

with “homogeneity, uniformity and consensus” has the potential to suppress its normatively 

liberating possibilities of inclusivity (Healy, 2011, p. 295).    
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In line with these criticisms, another key concern from early critics was that deliberative 

democracy held the potential to further reinforce or entrench inequality. Critiques across the 

literature broadly align with Young’s (2009) notions of internal and external exclusion. Firstly, 

this exclusion is criticised regarding equitable access to prerequisites to participate in deliberation, 

which Harris (2019) calls ‘input legitimacy’ (p. 49). Secondly, in line with the notion of internal 

exclusion, scholars suggest that deliberative democracy lacks cognisance of heterogeneous 

communication methods, which can systematically disadvantage and marginalise minority groups.  

As Harris (2019) asserts, deliberative democrats must be aware that “inclusion and political 

equality are not just about bringing someone to the table. They are also about ensuring equality of 

voice at that table”. This criticism is, however, contested by empirical studies focused on 

deliberative quality (Siu, 2017). Arguably, second-generation approaches have broadened 

conceptions of communicative rationality to account for, and enable, more inclusivity and diversity 

in deliberative spaces (Bächtiger et al., 2018, p. 23).   

One of the critical debates within deliberative theory, notably in light of the empirical turn, is that 

citizens lack the competence and cognitive capacity to deliberate complex issues (Brennan, 2016). 

Some scholars report that participants in deliberation failed to engage in discussion fully, giving 

unelaborated responses, or have motivated reasoning (Rosenburg, 2014). However, other empirical 

studies of deliberative processes find that participants possess the cognitive capacity to understand 

the intricacies of complex policy issues (Fishkin, 2011) and produce reasoned opinions (Stromer-

Gally, 2007, p. 18). Neblo (2015) consequentially concludes that there is “little reason to think that 

citizens in mass democracies fall so absurdly short of any meaningful deliberative democratic 

prerequisites as to render deliberative theories perversely utopian as guides to democratic reform” 

(p. 192).  
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Political Elites on deliberative democracy   
 

Assumptions in the Literature   

Literature on what elites think about deliberative democracy is sparse. While there has been much 

research on the citizen or ‘demand side’, scholars know very little about the ‘supply side’ and what 

elite political actors think (Hendriks & Lees-Marshment, 2018; McKenna, 2011). As Hendriks  

(2013) notes, “remarkably little is known about how elected officials view innovative deliberative 

processes involving everyday citizens” (p. 3). We seek here to critically assess the literature 

regarding political elites’ views.   

  

One strand of scholarship suggests more normative motivations for use, such as the ideal of more 

informed decisions, democratic notions of increased diversity or political elites’ ideological 

commitment to “reimagining and deepening the role of citizens” (Dryzek, 2010; Thompson, 2019, 

p. 260). A further body of work focuses on political elites’ support of deliberative innovations as 

being grounded in instrumental motivations. At their most optimistic, deliberative forums are said 

to be used to build trust and appear responsive, ‘thickening’ the communication between elites and 

constituents and demonstrating responsiveness and commitment to the public’s calls for greater 

inclusion (Fung, 2006; McKenna, 2012). Further, these methods are said to be used to enhance 

legitimacy, gain buy-in, and minimise antagonism (Smith, 2009). More critical scholars suggest 

that elites may perceive these democratic innovations as a way to deal with contentious or difficult 

policy decisions by transferring the responsibility, and thus potential backlash of these decisions, 

onto citizens (McKenna, 2012; Smith & Setala, 2012).  Finally, scholars argue that elites can use 

deliberative approaches to understand better how an informed public may vote (Fishkin, 2011).  

 

It is important to address that some scholarship is critical of the proposed, or empirically grounded; 

instrumental motivations focused on by political actors (Walker et al., 2015, p. 13). Walker, for 

example argues that “in many settings participation was actively pushed as a management tool, not 

as a method of democratization” (2015, p. 13). According to Walker, the downfall of instrumental 

motivations, as opposed to normative or epistemic democratic drivers, is that “elite rule is 

reorganised to accommodate greater openness and participation without disrupting hierarchies and 

power relations" (p. 14). For example, Martin (2015) asserts that increases in public engagement 
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in decision making are often only used, and thus driven by, an essential need to gain support to 

pass legislation (p. 103). Therefore, political elites’ views of deliberative participation may vary 

depending on what method is used or what topics are being addressed. This aligns with the work 

of Sintomer et al. (2016), which compares 50 cases of participatory budgeting across European 

countries, concluding that the ‘political voluntarism’ of elected officials is crucial to the perceived 

‘success’ of these forums. On the critical path, several empirical studies suggest that political elites 

can resist democratic innovations such as deliberative democracy by undermining their 

effectiveness and preventing the macro-political uptake of these micro forums (Goodin & Dryzek, 

2006). Klijn and Koppenjan (2002) state that “because elected politicians fear that these new forms 

of participation threaten their political primacy, they find it hard to play a constructive role in these 

processes” (p. 365).   

 

Empirical studies on political elites and deliberative processes   

While the literature offers an array of suggestions regarding political elite views towards 

deliberative democratic innovation, as synthesised in the previous section, there has been very 

little empirical research that gains direct insight into elites’ discourse regarding this topic. To the 

writer’s knowledge, studies that seek the voices of political elites themselves about deliberative 

democracy are rare. However, there are a few notable exceptions to this, which will be discussed.   

 

The first strand of literature includes studies which seek out the views of political elites for their 

broader perceptions on deliberative democratic innovations. One notable empirical study based in 

the United States analysed the opinions of 24 political elites (state legislators and senior advisors 

to federal legislators) about citizen engagement in public policy, notably in deliberative forms 

(Nabatchi & Farrar, 2011). The findings of this research suggested a high level of scepticism from 

political elites towards the viability and political feasibility of deliberative engagement (Nabatchi 

& Farrar, 2011). These political actors viewed public participation more broadly to be a job 

requirement. Further, Zhang and Meng (2018) conducted an original national survey of Chinese 

officials across twelve provinces that sought out elite perceptions of deliberative democracy. They 

find that while some elites “embrace the significance of deliberative institutions for improving 

democratic governance”, many others view it as a “functional tool to appease conflicts, reconcile 
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interests, and gather public support” (2018, p. 658). They assert that cultural and political 

traditions, along with personal and social factors, shape these perceptions, and they are more 

broadly informed by elites' general value of public input and government-citizen relations (2018, 

p. 656). Drawing on original survey data, Jaquet et al., (2020) focus on the sortition process and 

find that MPs in Belgium broadly support the introduction of sortition selected citizens panels. 

This was, however, predicated on their ‘consultative’ use, with high opposition rates for all non-

consultative uses of sortition panels. This finding aligns with that of Niessen (2019) who, through 

the analysis of survey data surrounding the Luxemburg Citizen Climate Parliament – a deliberative 

mini-public – find that politicians and stakeholders alike welcomed this innovation, however, 

conditioned on it remaining consultative.   

  

A further, more frequent strand of research explores the views of political elites and deliberative 

democracy by examining their perspectives on a specific deliberative forum or experiment.  

Hendriks (2013) studied Australian Members of Parliament associated with the New South Wales 

Public Accounts Committee Inquiry mini-public process before and after the deliberative 

processes, producing several notable findings. Most relevant to this research are the findings that: 

elites are more supportive of deliberative processes once they have had the opportunity to observe 

or experience them in practice; the broader democratic potential of these processes is frequently 

‘under-valued or underappreciated’ by elites, who tend to instead value them for offering broad 

and diverse insights into how the public view issues; and elites stressed the need for these forums 

to be perceived as being independent (2013, p. 3). Exploring politicians’ arguments behind 

introducing participatory budgeting in Budapest, Oross and Kiss (2021) empirically analyse public 

records and qualitative interview data with Hungarian politicians between March and August 2020. 

The results of the analysis suggest that among politicians, there is a widespread acceptance of what 

Oross and Kiss refer to as ‘theoretical arguments for promoting citizens’ participation’ (increasing 

trust of citizens in democracy; increasing legitimacy of decisions; enhancing knowledge and 

improving understanding and community building) (2021, p. 14). The article suggests that 

politicians viewed Participatory Budgeting both as a “means of experimentation” and as holding 

the potential to “convince citizens that politicians are responsive to their demands” (2021, p. 3). 

Rangoni et al. investigating the question of how MPs “conceptualise, evaluate, and apprehend” 

deliberative mini-publics, identify three ‘ideal-typical discourses’ in their interviews with elites; 
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power-sharing, consultative and elitist (2021). Their study finds that elite discourses are dependent 

both on their evaluation of ordinary citizens’ competence to participate and on their resulting vision 

of representation (2021). With regard to elites’ reservations towards deliberative democracy, 

Boswell et al. provide an insightful contribution to the field by examining the specific objections 

raised by political actors in the mass media regarding former Australian Prime Minister Julia 

Gillard’s proposed but abandoned, citizens’ assembly on climate change (2013).  Key findings of 

the study indicated that objections broadly took three forms: procedural, institutional, and political 

(2013).   

  

A further body of work focuses on the conditions of support and assumptions behind elite 

perspectives. Junios et al. (2020) focused specifically on what elected members of parliament think 

of both referendums and deliberative events. The study challenges assumptions that MPs’ positions 

are driven by ideological predispositions and borrows the comprehensive 3 ‘I’ framework, which 

focuses on ideas, interests, and institutions, to assess why, or why not, MPs will support democratic 

innovations (Junius et al., 2020).  They conclude that variations in the way MPs view democratic 

innovation can be explained by differences in MPs' ideological views, role conceptions and 

strategic positioning, as well as their electoral incentives (2020, p.1). Both Junius et al. (2020) and 

Rangoni et al. (2021) find that support of elites for innovations that enhance citizen participation 

is dependent mainly on their respective access to, or levels of, political power; those who have a 

more consolidated power are less likely to support innovations and those who have less power, or 

belong to minor parties, are more likely to. Several other studies focus on the factors contributing 

to, or behind, these elite views. Notably, these studies demonstrate that support is related to parties 

or individuals’ role orientation and position of power within existing systems (Rangoni, 2021). 

These studies find a crucial difference between top-level politicians holding prestigious positions 

and those at the margins of power structures. In a Belgian case study, Niessen et al. (2019) 

concludes that those who hold or have held power at a central level are less critical of representative 

democracy compared to parties with less access to political power. These findings are corroborated 

by other studies demonstrating that elites view deliberative democratic innovations that enhance 

citizen participation more favourably if they have less access to power, are radical left, or are anti 

establishment in nature (Sintomer et al. 2016).  
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The body of literature focused on the role of political advisors, policy analysts, and political 

administrators is of particular interest for this research and is often overlooked in the study of 

political elites. Scholars assert that democratic innovations are frequently initiated and carried out 

by the public service (Sancino et al., 2018; Warren, 2009). Given the involvement of public 

servants in the policy process, they are stipulated to influence both the choice and design of 

deliberative methods and their subsequent implementation or output (Roiseland & Vabo, 2020). 

There is, however, a scarcity of research regarding their views.  

  

Gaps in the Literature   

As evidenced, deliberative democracy has a wealth of literature around it. However, there are 

several striking gaps in the relevant literature. Notably, the number of empirical studies regarding 

deliberative democracy is limited even in light of the empirical turn. Third-generation deliberative 

democrats are beginning to build a body of work that envisions how this normative theory can be 

effectively institutionalised in complex societies. However, there is still a need for more research 

in this area.  

Most noticeably, while there is a wealth of literature which laments political elites’ lack of interest 

or uptake of deliberative mechanisms, rarely have researchers paused to consider why this is the 

case. Current understanding has been limited by a scarcity of data, or scholars making assumptions 

about motivations or tensions for use without consulting political elites themselves. There is a clear 

demand for research that reconsiders these assumptions and seeks to go directly to the source to 

identify their views.   

Further, there is a deficient lack of attention paid to deliberative democracy in New Zealand 

political texts. The discussion of deliberative democratic theory in New Zealand, while growing, 

is naturally limited by the lack of use of this method in the nation. There is still an evident lack of 

literature which seeks to understand why this method has not been used, how political elites view 

it and the ways it could be implemented in the country in a politically feasible and effective manner. 

As such, this thesis aims to address this empirical deficiency to help fill the identified gaps in the 

literature by understanding how New Zealand political elites view deliberative democracy through 
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qualitative research on the topic. The following chapter outlines the methodology that will be used 

to do this.   
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Chapter 2: Methodology   
  

  

“We need political scientists to go take a first-hand look at our politicians and report back to 

us…for only we can persist in attaching observation to theory” (Fenno, 1986, p. 14).    

  

As stated upfront, the central question guiding this investigative and exploratory thesis is:    

  

  

RQ:  How do New Zealand political elites view deliberative democracy?   

  

The previous chapter’s critical synthesis of existing research into elite views of deliberative 

democracy, and democratic innovations more broadly, shows that, particularly in the New Zealand 

context, there are clear gaps in knowledge and understanding. This chapter introduces the research 

design to help fill this identified gap. This research, seeking to attach observation to theory, uses a 

multimethod qualitative approach, conducting primary research consisting of semi-structured 

interviews with political elites – politicians and high-level political advisors and policymakers -  

who were, or had been, in their respective roles during the selected time frame of the Key, English 

and Ardern Governments from 2011-2021, supplemented with thorough document analysis, using 

primary data from Hansard Parliamentary Debates, Beehive press releases, official government 

documents, party website and media interviews, to assist in answering the research questions. 

Using a multimethod qualitative approach provides both “textual depth as well as empirical 

strength” (Lilleker 2003, p. 208). This combination of qualitative methods helps add rigour, 

breadth, and depth to this research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).   

 

Choice of Methodology   
  

“Studies must be designed with purpose as the key criterion. Elite studies are no exception” 

(Aberbach & Rockman, 2002).    

  

This study desired to gain deep insight into views and elicit rich responses. Therefore, semi-

structured interviews were chosen as the most appropriate research method. Qualitative studies 
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frequently deploy interconnected approaches to understand the matter at hand best. As such, while 

semi-structured interviews are the primary methodology used to answer the research question, they 

are supplemented by an analysis of additional primary sources to add breadth and rigour to the 

study. The benefit of using qualitative methods, according to Talpin (2019), lies in “revealing the 

deeper motivations of institutional actors; data that could hardly be reached without fine-grained 

qualitative analysis” (p. 487). The interview is a very commonly qualitative research tool, 

particularly in political science (Berry, 2002; Lilleker, 2003; Richards, 1996). As Lilleker notes, 

the benefits of elite interviews include ‘insights into events about which we know little: the 

activities that take place out of the public or media gaze’ (2003, p. 208).   

  

However, it must be noted that scholars and practitioners have documented the challenging nature 

of interviewing elites and, as such, elites are understudied (Hunter, 1995; Mikecz, 2021). The lack 

of accessibility and an inevitably small sample population means that elite interview sample sizes 

tend to be smaller compared to other qualitative studies (Richards, 1996, p. 200). For example, in 

a comparative study to this thesis, Nabatchi and Farrar, conducting work on politicians’ views on 

deliberation in America, secured a total of 11 interviews with state legislators and no federal 

politicians. (2011, p. 3). A further challenge articulated is the time constraints faced by political 

elites and the gatekeepers shielding them from the public (Mikecz, 2012). Therefore, organising 

interviews and accessing these elites is frequently time-consuming (Bakkalbasioglu, 2020). 

Research on interviewing political elites was particularly helpful in developing this 

methodological approach as it gave insight into the fact that is accessing political staffers – in the 

case of this research, senior advisors and analysts – is often suggested for elite interviewing as it 

can be less time consuming (Aberbach et al., 1975). As such, this research includes high-level 

senior political advisors and policymakers in addition to elected politicians. Ultimately, the 

benefits of interviewing, particularly of elite interviewing, well outweigh these espoused 

challenges, especially for this research. As Cochrane (1998) argues, “without gaining access, there 

can be no research” (p. 2124). Notably, this research aims to help lessen existing asymmetries in 

distributions of knowledge and provide new flows of information, referred to as “studying up” 

(Hunter, 1995). As such, using literature on interviewing political elites (Aberbach & Rockman, 

2002; Lilleker, 2003, Richards, 1996;), in addition to guidance from supervisors, practitioners and 
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scholars in the field, a plan was crafted concerning contacting and interviewing political elites for 

this research.   

 

Data collection   
  

Interviews    

  

The research conducted in-depth interviews with 15 political elites who were in their roles during 

the selected time frame of the Key and Ardern governments from 2011-2021. This research did 

not seek to interview local politicians but, instead, chose to focus on central government elites. 

This could, however, be an interesting focus for future research. The complete list of interviewees 

(see Appendix II) included a former deputy prime minister, former and current government 

ministers and members of parliament, as well as high-level practitioners, including senior political 

advisors and policymakers. The researcher sought a sample covering a range of party groups, 

policy areas, roles and positions, purposively selected for depth and diversity, as opposed to 

quantity (see Mikecz, 2012). The researcher initially contacted 40 political elites and ended up 

securing 15 interviews, which is a relatively good response rate for elite interviewing. We 

acknowledge here that a limitation of this study lies in the fact that there are not equally 

representative numbers of elites across these groupings; however, because causation or analysis of 

the demographic or institutional factors influencing views is not something this thesis explicitly 

seeks to answer, this does not affect the overall validity of this methodology. Overall, securing 15 

interviews with central government political elites was a significant achievement.  

  

Participants were contacted using email addresses and were sent an information sheet approved by 

the University of Auckland ethics committee, which explained the nature of the study and how 

data would be used. Interviewees were reminded of this and given the opportunity to ask any 

questions before proceeding with the interview.  Despite the intention for interviews to take place 

in person, New Zealand level 4 Covid-19 lockdowns meant that these interviews were all held over 

the Zoom video conferencing platform between September 2021 and February 2022. Interviews 

were recorded using Zoom and transcribed by the researcher. The nature and purpose of this study 

were well suited to a semi-structured interview. To ensure the quality of this research, the 

researcher consulted the literature on elite interviewing, notably on how to eliminate bias, ask 
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appropriate questions and analyse responses to write up data (Aberbach & Rockman, 2002; 

Lilleker, 2003). Each interview involved intensive preparation and research to elicit the best 

responses from the interviewees.  

  

The interview schedule (see Appendix III) provided a basis of structure to all the interviews. While 

the questions outlined were used to guide interviews, they were semi-structured interviews to allow 

for flexibility and freedom within the interviews to delve deeper into particular points made, adapt 

to suit the interviewee or ask follow-up questions where answers warranted clarification. As such, 

not all questions were asked to every participant, given both time constraints and consideration to 

the natural flow of the interviews. Interview length varied between the elites, approximating 30 

minutes in length. On the suggestions of best practices in interviewing political elites, the 

respondent was first asked a more generalised opening question about their experiences as a 

political elite with public participation processes. Following this initial question, the researcher 

played off of each specific response to guide the following questions, including their views on 

deliberative democracy and how they envision the potential for the use of deliberative democracy 

in New Zealand. Notably, before closing the interview, the interviewer asked each interviewee if 

they had anything final they would like to comment on or add to previous responses. This produced 

some excellent results in many participants, as they took a moment to reflect on their answers and 

often added more depth or nuance to particular statements they had made during the interview.   

  

Primary data for document analysis   

Document analysis of primary data from Hansard Parliamentary Debates, Beehive press releases, 

official government documents, party website and media interviews were sourced to support the 

interviews in answering the research question. While qualitative research typically exhibits more 

flexibility, this research sought to conduct the most systematic and structured document data 

collection possible to have sufficient evidence to explore elite discourses. Given that this research 

started with the understanding that New Zealand’s central government had very limited experience 

with deliberative processes, in order to investigate elites’ views of deliberative democracy the 

researcher first sought to gain more understanding of when these methods had been discussed or 

proposed in New Zealand. To do so, an initial scan of the landscape took place alongside several 

informal conversations with New Zealand deliberative practitioners and scholars. From here, 
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Hansard, the Beehive website, Factiva news database, government websites and party websites 

were searched using the key terms ‘deliberative democracy’ and also ‘citizens’ jury’ or ‘citizens’ 

assembly’, given that these were the only deliberative methods that had been proposed in New 

Zealand. These searches produced a limited, but valuable, collection of primary data to critically 

evaluate.   

  

Data analysis procedure   
  

  

This study used an inductive, data-driven thematic coding framework using the qualitative data 

analysis software NVivo, for both interview data and the relevant extracts from additional primary 

data documents. An inductive thematic analysis was firstly chosen due to the lack of existing data 

upon which to create a deductive framework and, more significantly, to reduce any bias from the 

process and delve deeper into elite views. As Braun and Clarke indicate, an inductive data analysis 

process allows the researcher to go “beyond the semantic content of the data” and “identify or 

examine the underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualisations” (2006, p. 14). The same data 

analysis procedure was applied to both interview data and the documents sourced for additional 

primary data. However, these were coded as separate data sets, as the decision was made early in 

the process to present the document analysis data in a more case-based manner.   

  

This inductive analysis started with a familiarization step in which the researcher read through both 

datasets and notes were taken relating to the research question. The three top-level codes of 

‘optimistic views’, ‘sceptical views’ and ‘pragmatic views’ were created based on this scan. The 

second step consisted of identifying specific themes emerging under these top-level codes based 

on arguments and comments made. Interviews and primary sources were analysed, and relevant 

quotes or opinions were coded to these top-level codes. Following this, to facilitate deeper analysis, 

sub-codes/child-codes were created to group specific strands of discourse based on the common 

themes to which they referred. The reflections of this coding process can be seen in the summary 

tables provided at the end of the empirical chapters of this thesis. Quotations are incorporated in 

these chapters, where relevant. 
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Ethical considerations   
  

Prior to conducting the interviews, this project was approved by the University of Auckland 

Human Participants Ethics Committee on 13/08/21. This process required the researcher to ground 

this thesis in solid ethical practice and reflect on possible issues related to the project. Participants 

were provided with the approved Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form before the 

interview. Before the interview taking place, the researcher highlighted that the interview would 

be recorded and transcribed verbatim for data analysis and confirmed the consent of the 

participants to do so.   
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Chapter 3: Deliberative democracy in New 

Zealand and elite views to date   
  

  

Because of New Zealand central government’s lack of engagement with deliberative processes, to 

answer the question of how political elites view deliberative democracy, this first section of 

research uses a document analysis methodology to investigate what views political elites have 

expressed on deliberative democracy to date. Given the lack of empirical case studies, this research 

draws on political discourse found in Hansard reports and parliamentary debates, in addition to 

official government reports/webpages, party manifestos and media interviews with elites. The 

chapter is structured as follows. Firstly, views expressed around the deliberative mechanisms of 

the Toi Te Taiao Bioethics Council are assessed. Secondly, the research conducts a case-based 

analysis of parliamentary debates, followed by political party and government documents. The 

chapter concludes with a summary of key findings on elite views of deliberative democracy to 

date, providing a solid bridge to lead into the following core empirical chapters which analyse and 

discuss interview data. This assessment is important to not only ground the following empirical 

chapters but also to provide insight into participatory democracy in Aotearoa and some of the 

historical arguments that have been made for and against greater inclusion of citizens in the policy 

process and existing understandings of the role of the citizen and the political elite.    

  

Views surrounding the Toi Te Taiao Bioethics Council   
  

In 2002, Labour Government Environment Minister Marian Hobbs announced the membership of 

Toi Te Taiao: The New Zealand Bioethics Council, established on the recommendation of the 2001 

Royal Commission on Genetic Modification (Hobbs, 2002). The Bioethics Council used 

deliberative democracy methods in the reports they produced for government and, in 2009 were 

recognised by the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) for “excellence and 

innovation in the field of public participation" (Steadman, 2008). While political elites did not 

widely comment on these deliberative methods, a number of views were expressed about them, as 

will be assessed. Environmental Minister Marian Hobbs expressed optimistic views regarding the 

normative, first-generation ideal of providing “space in which people can begin to listen and 
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explore their own and others' values and worldviews” (Hobbs, 2004). Further, of notable 

importance to this thesis are the views of Hon. Nanaia Mahuta, who, when presenting the Council’s 

2008 ‘Who gets born?’ report, notes that it indicated that the deliberative methods used “offer 

policy and decision-makers a much richer understanding of where people are on these difficult 

issues, and of what people would be prepared to do, or not” (Mahuta, 2008). Alongside these more 

instrumental views of deliberative methods facilitating leaders’ understanding of public opinion 

and buy-in, Mahuta also notes that they allow the public to make a “genuine contribution to more 

robust and sustainable decision making.” Of particular importance to this thesis, Mahuta notes how 

deliberative democracy in some degree, “builds on how Māori and Pasifika people approach 

complex issues, by way of a waananga type format” (Mahuta, 2008).   

  

From Mahuta’s comments, it would be a lacuna of significant proportions to not here acknowledge 

the historical, and present use of deliberative democratic processes in Te Ao Māori. Māoridom has 

a strong deliberative component, with the hui said to be a “conduit for democratic praxis” in 

traditional Māori society (Smith et al., 2021, p. 20). Perhaps the most illuminating example of 

deliberative democracy in Aotearoa is the Māori-led Matike Mai constitutional reform movement 

(Jackson & Mutu, 2016). Matike Mai was a radical example of citizen-led deliberative democracy 

involving over 10,000 adults and children over five years and providing clear evidence that the 

Māori tradition of deliberative democracy persists despite the Westminster colonial system 

governing New Zealand. The lack of elite discourses regarding Matike Mai perhaps arguably 

speaks as loudly as their inclusion would.   

  

It must also be acknowledged here that Wellington City Council conducted a trial citizens’ jury in 

1996 on the topic of whether council should divest itself of a controlling interest in Capital power.  

Following a week’s long process, 12 of the 14 jury members opposed a sale or merger with Energy 

direct; however, on May 13, the council voted 11 to 6 for a motion against the decision of this jury  

(Drage, 2002, p. 356). This example, however, will not be used given that there is a lack of 

available discourse surrounding it; while the case itself is interesting, it does not serve the purpose 

of answering the central question of this study.  
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Views emerging in parliamentary debates   
  

One of the earliest mentions of deliberative democracy of relevance to this thesis is found in a 2001 

speech by former Labour MP Hon Steve Maharey entitled ‘Values and politics: Some reflections 

on the new social democracy in a New Zealand context’. Maharey claimed that,    

  

Citizen engagement, which is at the heart of the new social democracy, will involve a 

new deliberative democracy.  It will involve citizens accessing information about policy 

issues, and a greater measure of involvement on the part of citizens in the political 

process (Maharey, 2001).   

  

Notably, Maharey commented that this wasn’t an “abrogation of responsibility on the part of the 

government”. Rather, he notes that while citizen engagement may extend the policy-making 

process timewise, it holds the potential to “produce better policy and better outcomes” (Maharey, 

2001). In this earliest account, we see both epistemic and democratic views of deliberative 

democracy. However, despite Mahary’s optimistic future thinking, the following two decades that 

have followed this speech have shown very little shift from the New Zealand political sphere 

towards deliberative processes.   

  

2007 Electoral Finance Bill Proposal    

In 2007 the Green Party put forward a supplementary order paper on the Electoral Finance Bill to 

establish a citizens’ assembly around campaign finance reform (NZPD, 2007, p. 13609). Key 

stakeholders from the Green Party, notably MP Metiria Turei and co-leader Russel Norman 

contended that it was inappropriate for members of Parliament with a vested interest in the matter 

to consider it. Thus, they suggested an amendment to create a citizens’ assembly (New Zealand 

Parliament, 2007). As such, the assembly was notably advocated for based on the “principle of 

transparency” (Norman, 2007). Turei, addressing committee regarding the assembly, noted that  

“the idea is not completely unusual in New Zealand” in that it is a similar process to a jury seen in 

the court system and allows for representation across all electorates (NZPD, 2007, p. 13609). 

Notably, Turei commented that the citizens’ assembly “could be opened up for possible Treaty 

implications that might be involved”, a significant comment to highlight here, given that it 
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demonstrates a political party’s consideration of the role of Te Tiriti in the process of proposing 

deliberative democracy and that amendments may have to be made to deliberative sortition 

processes to account for the unique position of Māori in New Zealand. Turei establishes the process 

of this method for the committee: citizens would work with the secretariat, get all the information 

they needed regarding electoral campaign finance, and ultimately come to a consensus as to what 

the best kind of election campaign financing would be for New Zealand. Further, and importantly 

for this study on elite views, Turei states how determinative the Green Party believed these 

processes should be, asserting that once the assembly reports back to the Minister, “both the 

Minister and the Government would then be expected to enact those findings.” Turei concludes 

with a bold statement bringing forth the power of the citizen, asserting “This is exactly what we 

need—a mechanism for our citizens to be the decision-makers” (NZPD, 2007, 13609).   

  

While the advocacy of this citizens’ assembly offers insight into the optimistic views of politicians, 

more sceptical views are clearly seen the heated parliamentary debate that followed Turei’s 

presentation.  The primary objections to the proposal concerned the inherent normative value of a 

citizen’s assembly, as well as concern about the capacity of citizens to grapple with the complex 

nature of the issue of electoral finance. Firstly, National MP Wayne Mapp questioned the inherent 

value of a citizens’ assembly, stating:   

  

I just want to tell the member of the Green Party what a Citizens’ Assembly actually is. 

Everyone in this Chamber is a citizen. Every person here has been elected. It is an 

assembly. This is the place where we debate the legislation (NZPD, 2007, 13615).  

  

Mapp’s response echoes assumptions in the academic literature that suggest MPs' aversion to 

citizens’ juries is grounded in longstanding normative notions of representative democracy and the 

accompanying existing power relations.  Other sceptical views were communicated by National  

MP Tim Groser, whose objections were less to do with the assembly’s inherent value and more 

concerned with the capacity of citizens to deal with the complex issues surrounding the campaign 

finance. Consider the following comment by Groser during the debate.   
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This is a bill of such complexity that the Minister herself has admitted she does not 

understand it. It is a bill of such complexity that Helena Catt, the chief executive of the 

Electoral Commission, says she does not understand it. But at least these two persons 

drawn from each of the electorate lists – at random, I repeat - will be able to clarify it. 

(NZPD, 2006, p. 13622)   

  

It is worth noting that the final comment made was sarcastic in nature, followed by Groser stating 

that the National party “implore” the Labour party not to implement a citizens’ assembly, claiming 

that Turei’s proposed amendment would be “an absolute disaster” (2007, p. 13622). Further, Turei 

criticised the government’s quick rejection of a process for engaging the public in campaign 

finance reform and questioned their broader views of the role of the public in decision-making.  

  

Despite everything they say about the public having a say, they cannot trust New 

Zealanders to have a say about their electoral system? Is it because the National Party has 

something to hide? I suspect that is the case… they are pretty frightened about what the 

public would say. The public would say they want transparency.  (NZPD, 2007, p. 13610).   

  

Turei clearly refers to National views on deliberative democracy being influenced by notions of 

retaining power and control and not wanting to risk criticism from the public. Between these two 

extremes, Labour offered a considered yet cautious approach, indicating that while they would be  

“open to further discussion”, they struggled to support the proposal as directly outlined by the 

Green Party (NZPD, 2007, p. 13611). Despite this concern, Labour MP Jill Pettis indicated 

frustration with the National Party’s lack of willingness to engage with the proposal. In response 

to the comments of the National Party Members, Pettis commented, “They [National] have no 

answers; all they have are objections. They have no positive comments to make at all about being 

forward-looking and future-thinking” (NZPD, 2007, p. 13611). While the Electoral Finance Act 

2007 passed, with the support of Greens, the Act and any hope of an accompanying citizens’ 

assembly was promptly repealed the on 1 March 2009 following the 2008 elections, which saw 

National Party take leadership (NZ Legislation, n.d.).   
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2012 Overseas Investment Rules Address in Reply Debate   

To the researcher’s understanding, the next time elite views on deliberative democracy were 

expressed in political discourse was during the 2012 Overseas Investment Rules Address in Reply  

Debate, defined by Green MP Julie Anne Genter. Genter noted the “daunting challenges” that 

faced members of the house, in particular the top four being “global financial crisis, the end of 

cheap energy, climate change, and increasing inequality” (NZPD, 2012). Addressing the house, 

Genter argued that the “flip side” of the challenges faced is that they provide an opportunity for 

political leaders to approach challenges differently, requiring them to “move past ideology and 

look beyond our prejudices.” Asking the house to indulge her for a moment, Genter turned to 

deliberative democracy, and the ‘argumentative theory of reason’, arguing for two core benefits 

that such an approach could have in helping political elites to address the aforementioned wicked 

challenges they faced. These positive views were that (1) “it will prevent us from being seduced 

by expertise that may create more problems than it solves”, by this Genter noted that sometimes 

in referring to only technical expertise, leaders can lose understanding of the social impacts of 

projects, and (2) “groups that have profited from the status quo and have become very powerful 

have a vested interest in maintaining it”, and methods grounded in deliberative democracy will 

help prevent a monopoly of power (NZPD, 2012). While Genter notes the tendency for democratic 

myopia – the short-term vision often held by political leaders - and the time-consuming nature of 

deliberative democracy, she asserts clear views regarding the perceived value of such a method. 

Consider the following concluding statement by Genter:   

We often assume life would be better if we could just get on with it, whatever our favoured 

course of action happens to be. But doing more, faster, without the buy-in of everyone, is 

not necessarily advantageous. It turns out that we make better decisions collectively, when 

more people are involved in the debate, even if it takes longer. Having multiple 

perspectives represented means more valuable information is included in the evaluation, 

and more minds weigh up the validity of the arguments put forward. It gets round our 

confirmation bias and makes for more robust decisions (NZPD, 2012).   

This case study indicated deliberative democracy is viewed to hold not only democratic value 

(preventing a monopoly of power, increasing a diversity of perspectives) and instrumental value 
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(helps create public buy-in) but also epistemic value, arguably leading to more robust decision-

making and better outcomes.   

Cannabis Referendum (2020)   

The most recent instance where political elites’ views on deliberative democracy can be 

investigated was in the discourse surrounding a proposed citizens’ assembly as a supplement to 

the eventual 2020 referendum on the legalisation of cannabis. The cannabis referendum was part 

of the Labour-Green Confidence and Supply Agreement (Ardern, 2017). As such, the medical 

cannabis members bill, initially drafted by the aforementioned Julie Anne Genter, was fronted by 

MP Chlöe Swarbrick. While Justice Minister Andrew Little commented that a citizens' assembly 

was being considered as a tool to facilitate public debate around the referendum, he ultimately 

noted in December 2018 that the Government “won't be using that mechanism in terms of public 

engagement”, and instead, “will have other ways of getting the public debate going” (NZ Herald, 

2018). Little’s reasoning was twofold; firstly, this was not an area that needed further policy 

development, as all the work had been done, and secondly, there was a lack of time to work through 

the proposed legislation details (Walters, 2018). As former Prime Minister Helen Clark noted to  

NZ Drug Foundation on the matter, “In an ideal world, you might go to the people with the 

legislation to be triggered, but that in itself might introduce a lot more complexity into the debate 

about the Bill. And complexity is always confusing” (NZ Drug Foundation, 2018). This case study 

offers numerous views on deliberative democracy, notably core criticisms regarding both time and 

complexity expressed by both Clark and Little.   

What is clear from the case-based discourse is that there appear to be both normative and 

instrumental arguments emerging both for and against deliberative democracy. What is particularly 

interesting to note here is that in all three major case studies deliberative democracy was brought 

forth by members of the Green Party, a progressive left-wing minor party, aligning with trends in 

the literature that suggest elites’ ideological beliefs are normally structured by partisan 

commitments or their relative access to power (Jennings, 1992). While it is not the focus or within 

the scope of this thesis to provide an analysis of views by party ideology, this research now looks 

to official party and government documents to seek elite views of deliberative democracy and 

supplement the case studies that have been critically analysed.   
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Views found in government and party documents   
  

The Opportunities Party (TOP), in their democracy reset manifesto, written by party leader Raf 

Manji, queries what a restoration of balance looks like in light of rising political apathy and 

declining political trust. Manji states that to ensure New Zealand is a government “of the people 

by the people”, it is due time to “empower our people and balance the power” (2020). As such, the 

party express explicit support of deliberative methods stating, “TOP advocates the strong use of 

deliberative democracy such as collaborative software, participatory budgeting and Citizens’ 

Assemblies for making important decisions that affect us all” (Manji, 2020).   

  

The Green Party have held strong views advocating for the use of deliberative democracy in 

Aotearoa through the case studies critically analysed in this chapter, in addition to their Democracy 

and Constitutional Transformation Policy (n.d.) and 2020 Election Priorities. Discourse from these 

political elites outlines their continued commitment to seeing deliberative democracy realised in 

New Zealand. 2020 election priorities stated their continued commitment, as first seen in the 2007 

case study, to “establish a citizens’ assembly to put decisions on political donations and public 

funding of election campaigns in the hands of the public” (Green Party, 2020c). Beyond the party 

level, many Green Party members have strongly advocated for, or indicated their interest in, 

deliberative public engagement. Green Party Co-Leader, James Shaw, has continually supported 

deliberative engagement methods, notably a citizens’ assembly. In February 2020, the Greens 

called once again for an independent citizens’ assembly to address the issue of public funding:   

  

The Greens are calling for a citizens’ assembly to take matters out of the hands of 

politicians and put them into the hands of the people. Everyone should have equal access 

to democracy and trust in the political institutions that make decisions for their 

communities (Green Party, 2020c).   

 

We here see Shaw’s views on deliberative democracy to be grounded in the reasoning of increasing 

trust in democracy and having equality of opportunity to participate in democracy authentically. 

Green MP Golriz Ghahraman has also held these views, seeking the use of deliberative democracy 

to revive Aotearoa’s democracy by addressing the crisis of legitimacy faced by democratic 
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institutions. Ghahraman, echoing Shaw’s sentiments, asserts that “when trust in political parties 

goes down, our democracy suffers. The public turns away from the institution that is supposed to 

deliver from them” (Green Party, 2020c). In a similar vein, Metiria Turei, despite facing criticism 

around the 2007 proposal above, when asked in a 2017 media interview if she “had a magic wand” 

what she would most like to change about the political world, responded that she would “make it 

more democratic and transparent” (Villianesse, 2018). Turei continued, stating that:   

We need to have more people involved in the decision-making. Having systems like 

citizens’ assemblies…would mean that more people have the ear of Government. 

Communities know what solutions are needed for the challenges they face. Government’s 

role is to facilitate those solutions (Villainesse, 2018).   

  

Government documents (Public Service Commission and DPMC)   

To investigate political elites’ views of deliberative democracy, this thesis looks now to notable 

government documents produced in the time of the incumbent Labour Government, which discuss 

deliberative democracy. Critically, ‘Te Kawa Mataaho, The New Zealand Public Service 

Commission’s Long-Term Insights Briefing on Public Participation in Government in the Future’ 

is the primary source which discusses this method in detail. The briefing states that preserving the 

present and future legitimacy of government requires a repositioning of the role of the public to 

play a bigger part in the decisions that are made and the functioning of democracy. Outlining that 

while New Zealand has good examples of public participation across the IAP2 spectrum, it is noted 

that much of this has been consultative rather than deeply involving or empowering community 

decision-making (Public Service Commission, 2022, p. 5). Importantly three critical views around 

the barriers to the uptake of deliberative democracy are outlined by the Public Service 

Commission: the lack of a ‘single cross-government framework’ which provides standards for 

engagement; the capability of the public service to work with diverse communities at the 

collaborate/empower end of the IAP2 spectrum; and the lack of experience the country has, in 

general, using methods on the empower end of the spectrum. However, the briefing states that the 

Public Service Commission sees opportunities to allow for deeper involvement, pragmatically 

noting that it would be “desirable to target issues that are of national importance” when deliberative 

or devolved decision-making processes are used. The Labour Government’s Department of the 
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Prime Minister and Cabinet also released some practical information related specifically to 

citizens’ juries, noting, in particular, their ideal circumstances for use being either when “Issues 

are well defined, but a political consensus on the how to tackle the issue is not in place” or “you 

want to consider value based questions (citizen juries are less suitable for considering technical 

questions)” (DPMC, 2017). No further justification is given for these positions, notably for the 

statement that citizens’ juries are less suitable for technical questions.   

  

Table 2 provides a summary of the findings of the document analysis section of this thesis, which 

conducted research across a range of sources to understand what views elites had already expressed 

regarding deliberative democracy. While optimistic views were expressed, usually by those 

proposing these forms, several barriers to uptake were uncovered by this research, as above. A 

number of pragmatic considerations were also made, as summarised below.  
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Table 2: Summary of views from Chapter 3 document analysis  

  

Code   Emerging Views   

  

Optimistic   

  

  

  

  

• Citizens can explore their own and others' values and worldviews   

• Offers policy and decision-makers a much richer understanding of 

where people are on these difficult issues, and of what people would be 

prepared to do, or not 

• Builds on how Māori and Pasifika people approach complex issues, by 

way of a wānanga type format  

• Genuine contribution to more robust and sustainable decision making 

that could produce better outcomes  

• Alleviates bias from the process, enhancing trust and transparency.   

• Can facilitate public buy in   

Sceptical   

  

  

  

  

• Representative democracy is already a citizens’ assembly of sorts   

• Issues are too complex for the public to understand   

• Lacking a single cross-government framework to support engagement   

• Uncertainty about the capability of the public service to work with 

diverse communities at the collaborate/empower end of the IAP2 

spectrum  

Pragmatic   

  

• The public service commission see more opportunity to devolve 

decision making   

• Could be useful for values-based questions and issues that are well 

defined but lacking political consensus   

• Less suitable for technical questions 
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Chapter 4: Optimistic views of deliberative 

democracy    
  

  

To contribute to a systematic understanding of elites’ views of deliberative democracy, this chapter 

thematically analyses discourses emerging from the 15 independent interviews undertaken with 

political elites. It focuses on emerging trends in the interviews of comments that held a central 

stance of positivity or acknowledgement of the value of deliberative methods. The findings of this 

study, aligning with the conclusions of Kuyper (2018) and Thompson (2019), discovered that 

while some elite proponents of deliberative democracy advocated on normative grounds - noting 

the intrinsic normative worth of deliberative processes - these arguments were routinely 

supplemented with instrumental claims (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2002, p. 377). While there was an 

epistemic element emerging in responses, this wasn’t in reference to the quality of the deliberative 

discursive process producing better outcomes, but rather that outputs would be better simply 

through the removal of vested interests and bias and the increase in diversity that these mechanisms 

allow for. It is worth noting that some elites often discussed deliberative democracy at a higher 

level of theoretical abstraction. Others, however, were more attentive to the institutionalisation of 

deliberative democracy and its instrumental benefits, reflective of both second and third generation 

deliberative democrats and deliberative democracy’s systemic turn.  

  

Inherent value to democracy   
  

At its core, deliberative democratic theory is a normative enterprise (Habermas, 1996; Thompson, 

2008). As noted in Chapter two, first-generation deliberative democrats like John Rawls and 

Jürgen Habermas advocated that deliberative democracy has intrinsic normative worth: 

deliberation is valuable for its own sake, regardless of the ‘outputs’ it creates. This intrinsic 

normative core has arguably mainly been responsible for the enduring significance of deliberative 

democracy in political theory (Kuyper, 2018, p. 1). This section of the chapter aligns with Elstub 

(2010), who cautions against abandoning the normative ideals of deliberative democracy in the 
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process of theory development, given that it analyses the more inherent normative motivations of 

elites for the use of deliberative democracy.  

  

Given that deliberative democracy was initially developed at a normative, philosophical level, it is 

unsurprising that this study found that proponents of deliberative democracy often advocated for 

it on these grounds, referencing the intrinsic normative worth of deliberative processes to 

democracy itself. More generally, all the political elites interviewed were united in their expression 

of the value of public participation in democracy, but this varied when it came to the mechanisms 

involved, which will be further discussed in chapters five and six of this thesis. Given that 

democracy is translated to mean ‘rule by the people’ the irony of this finding is acknowledged. An 

analysis of the arguments used when communicating these views enables deeper insight into why 

these processes were seen as valuable to democracy and to what extent. This first theme includes 

responses where elites spoke more generally about the value of public participation in politics as 

being inherent to, and thus inseparable from, democracy itself. demonstrating their broader views 

on the relationship between the state and the citizen. Others spoke to the way that deliberative 

democratic innovations can be used as a tool to address prevailing democratic deficits.   

  

Firstly, responses regarding the benefits or value of deliberative democracy were often 

accompanied by broader statements about the normative benefit of public participation in politics 

more generally. Green MP Golriz Ghahraman noted that, “public engagement is democracy, we 

can’t really separate those things out”. Rather, Ghahraman urged that political leaders start thinking 

about public participation in politics as “intrinsically linked or the essence of democracy”.  

Similarly, when asked what the benefits of deliberative democracy were, Labour MP Deborah 

Russell responded, about greater citizen input into politics, that “It's just part of democracy, right? 

If you're going to run a decent democratic society, then you need to find ways of getting the public 

involved… that is the straight-up democratic reason”. Former Minister and current National MP 

Mark Mitchell also noted that public participation is the foundation of any solid democratic system; 

“any good strong democratic system should be based on the ability for members of the public to 

actually be able to have a voice and express their views within that”.   
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Secondly, given that the previously explained ‘deliberative turn’ occurs at a time when democracy 

itself appeared to be in decline (Floridia, 2018), it is perhaps unsurprising that several political 

elites noted that the inherent value of this innovation to democracy was to strengthen the 

democratic systems and address the observed ‘democratic deficit’ (Norris, 2011). While some 

elites commented that they were broadly optimistic about the state of democracy in New Zealand, 

particularly in comparison to other nations (Twyford, Mitchell, Kernaghan), they did acknowledge 

the need for some improvements. Others were more sceptical of the system as a whole but saw this 

as the most practical solution to curing some of the ills of New Zealand’s democracy (Ghahraman, 

Swarbrick). Minister Phil Twyford, while expressing optimism more broadly about the state of 

New Zealand’s democracy, noted that public participation was the deficit that the nation is facing: 

“going back to first principle, if there is a democratic deficit, it is around this question of 

participation; there are a number of things pushing against that”. Twyford noted that while the 

“cynicism about politics” clearly seen to be present in New Zealand is not nearly as bad as in 

countries overseas, this doesn’t mean it is non-existent. Twyford’s sentiments are grounded by the 

data presented in the introduction of this thesis which shows that despite relatively high global 

score with regard to governance, New Zealand is certainly not immune from the democratic 

malaise. About the observed hindrances to political participation, Minister Twyford notes these 

include, but are not limited to, the “highly technocratic style of modern government”; the rise of 

individualism and consumerism over multiple decades; a generational disengagement from mass 

political parties and a broader cynicism about the political system as a whole. How then can this 

be addressed? Twyford contends that greater public participation, perhaps presented in the 

opportunities held by deliberative democracy, could help citizens “genuinely feel they can 

challenge, critique and propose ideas”, and this, among other things, is a starting point to “make 

the system more inclusive and participatory” and revive democracy as a whole.   

  

Further, the immediate response from Green MP Chloe Swarbrick spoke to a more revolutionary 

perspective of deliberative democracy as being inherently valuable to the democratic system. 

Swarbrick, like Twyford, noted the deficiencies of traditional representative, direct, and even many 

participatory forms of democracy. For Swarbrick, deliberative democracy poses a significant and 

promising challenge to the adversarial Westminster colonial system forming the basis of the New 

Zealand government – a system the MP believes to be culturally and structurally disempowering. 
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The benefit of deliberative democratic innovation, for Swarbrick, therefore, is the opportunity it 

grants to address democratic deficits by “secretly and radically trying to have people understand 

that we don't need the system that we've currently got” and that there is an opportunity to “rebuild, 

re-envision and reimagine” the system. Swarbrick’s sentiments here allude to the deliberative 

systems approach, within which deliberative democracy is not just encouraged in discrete forms, 

but quality deliberation is an ‘all of system’ approach (Mansbridge, 1999). For Swarbrick, 

deliberative democratic innovations offer an attractive alternative to the “notion of revolution”, 

which is well-liked by “ivory tower kind of socialists”, but historically, has been seen to be “quite 

damaging to the most structurally marginalised communities at that point in that transition”. The 

MP notes that using these methods is “more constructive than just burning down Parliament right 

now”. This echoes the sentiments of deliberative democrats, who mention that their solution to the 

crisis of democracy is not less democracy but more, and in different forms. Ghahraman also makes 

arguments along these lines, stating that “ultimately, what would truly strengthen our democracy 

would be engagement in democracy from the public…” noting that New Zealand needs to 

“integrate all of these things into our democracy and understand democracy as needing to be 

constantly revived and strengthened”. The solution to the problems of democracy? More 

democracy, but in better forms.   

 

More inclusive and diverse than existing methods   
  

The concept of public participation more generally is premised on notions of greater diversity and 

inclusion of the public in decision-making. However, as indicated by elite participants, all too 

often, these supposedly participatory processes by design end up excluding a large majority of 

people and consistently attracting smaller sub-groups. Participants expressed that deliberative 

mechanisms offer more opportunities for genuine diversity and inclusion in the decision-making 

process that improve existing representative, participatory, and direct democracy methods. The 

increased diversity and inclusion of deliberative democracy was perceived to not only be valuable 

in a normative sense, but also this was one of the instances where elites made an epistemic 

argument, not so much regarding the process of deliberation itself, but more that the diversity 

sortition processes allow for should ultimately lead to outputs, or decisions, that serve all citizens 

rather than just ‘pockets’ of them (Manubolu).  
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Elites highlighted this benefit of deliberative democracy by specifically comparing existing public 

participation methods in Aotearoa and their inadequacy regarding representation, diversity and 

inclusion. This comparison was first grounded in criticism of how existing systems do not promote 

genuine inclusion and representation in general, but also regarding minority voices which are not 

often heard in the system. Consider the following statement by Minister Phil Twyford;   

  

Ideas like citizens assemblies… I'm all in favour of that, particularly in relation to groups 

who currently get less oxygen in our political system than they should by dint of their 

importance and share of the population, so minority groups, voices who are not heard very 

well in the system. If we can find tools, like the ones you were talking about, that give them 

space and we can make these approaches much more deliberately setting out to address the 

biases in our system that mute the voice of certain groups of minorities, that has got to be 

a good thing and make the system more inclusive and participatory (Twyford).   

  

Minister Twyford’s comment illuminates many of the critical points made by elites about this 

theme. Notably, Twyford highlights the current deficit in New Zealand’s existing participatory 

systems that tend to stifle minority voices and are biased towards particular groups of people. 

Several practitioner participants also spoke to this point, which is unsurprising considering they 

are often the ones who are often involved in processing the information from these engagements 

or facilitating the engagements themselves. These practitioners widely expressed their experiences 

with the lack of genuine inclusivity and diversity New Zealand’s current participatory methods 

incorporate. Liam Kernaghan, former senior advisor to the Leader of the Opposition, Hon. Simon 

Bridges, noted that particularly with New Zealand’s commonly used method of the submissions 

process, it is a “small, small amount of the public that actually ends up engaging” and “it's almost 

inevitably the same people who have some interest”. Senior Analyst and Parliamentary Advisor 

Andrew McCauley noted that in his time working for the Ministry for the Environment, 

consultation was done with a very “old school approach”. McCauley, like Kernaghan, spoke to the 

submissions process and the way that often they would receive many responses that said very little, 

or would simply cut and paste what lobby groups or more powerful stakeholders had already 

submitted. McCauley noted that while this wasn’t inherently negative, it just meant that a plurality 
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of opinions wasn’t very present; as an advisor, once you had read one submission you had 

essentially read them all. Elodie Berthe, Senior MBIE Advisor, notes that this concerted 

engagement from a very small group, but lack of engagement across the spectrum of citizens, 

means that the results produced by many of these existing participatory methods are “not a good 

reflection of what people want”. Former Ministerial Advisor Holly Bennett, recalling her time 

working in parliament, noted that “in the heart of the Beehive, I saw a very distinct lack of 

engagement with a large section of society, but really consistent, concerted engagement with small 

sections of society.” Holly Bennett highlighted that while the loudest voices, often lobby groups 

and key stakeholders, are heard by political leaders, there are large groups of New Zealanders that 

are being excluded from having their voice and perspectives heard. Existing consultation methods 

miss out on large demographics of voices, simply by design. As asserted by Ghahraman, 

“consultation is something that has proven itself to be inadequate, if not dangerous, to the rights 

and welfare of marginalised communities…consultation is just such a dirty word. It just doesn't 

work” (2021). On this, Swarbrick notes how traditional consultation methods do not fully empower 

inclusivity and diversity, noting that, “looking at power dynamics about engagement with people, 

we so often pretend as though tokenism is representation, and obviously, tokenism is ticking a box 

and representation is meaningful power-sharing”.  

  

As such, many of the participants interviewed spoke to the fact that deliberative methods hold 

significant potential to address the inadequacies of existing participatory systems regarding 

diversity and inclusion. Swarbrick spoke of deliberative democracy as being a “distributed 

leadership model” that enables more genuine diversity and inclusion in decision-making by 

actually empowering the minority. Echoing these notions, Holly Bennett noted that these 

mechanisms could empower “smaller players, those who are fundamentally affected that never 

really turn their minds to engaging” and provide them with the opportunity to “know that they have 

a voice and that they can be involved”. Participants noted that one of the “obvious benefits” of 

deliberative democracy is getting people involved who wouldn’t necessarily go along to a political 

forum (Russell) or have difficulty trying to navigate the complex submissions process (Holly 

Bennett). As such, Labour MP Deborah Russell notes that you would be “drawing on people who 

are not necessarily activists or don't necessarily engage directly with politics, and certainly, maybe 

don't even get around to speaking to a politician and maybe all they ever do is cast their vote every 
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three years” (Russell, 2021) and that this group would be inevitably more diverse. These methods 

are therefore said to be important concerning amplifying “important voices that don't necessarily 

get heard in government as much as they should” (Kernaghan).   

  

While this was first acknowledged as a more normative benefit of deliberative democracy, this 

initial coding was furthered by a deeper analysis of the interview data, which showed that diversity 

and inclusion were also valued for more epistemic and instrumental reasons. While it was viewed 

as valuable in the input and throughput phases, it was also considered to contribute to better 

outputs; producing better decisions that more appropriately serve minority groups or those who 

typically are not heard within the system and as such, may receive less attention to the policy 

problems they face. The perspective of many participants was that inclusion and representation in 

decision making are necessitated by the diversity of New Zealand’s communities and the need to 

serve them well (Russell, Holly Bennett, Twyford, Swarbrick, Ghahraman). Senior MBIE Advisor 

Berthe, for example, commented that a part of the issue of the decreased lack of engagement with 

traditional participatory methods that we are seeing in the age of democratic deficit is that when 

people simply don’t vote, notably in referendums, this is inclusive of people “who may be impacted 

by those policies”, but their voices aren’t being heard. As such, deliberative democracy offers a 

more diverse alternative in that it includes “people who may not otherwise really be heard or be 

consulted”, leading to a deeper understanding of “the issues that they are facing in that community” 

and thus, hopefully, more appropriate and inclusive policy solutions for those groups (Berthe). 

Senior DMPC Advisor Jahnavi Manubolu, for example, noted that the ideals of deliberative 

democracy relating to representation and diversity would hopefully lead to “outcomes that reflect 

our society better, in a more informed way”. Manubolu noted that “the engagement practices that 

we currently use focus on echo chambers, to an extent, or lead to echo chambers,” within which 

opinions are often split down harsh partisan lines. Manubolu asserts that the value of deliberative 

methods is that they may lead to “finding solutions that actually serve all of Aotearoa New Zealand 

and not just pockets”. Notably, this assertion would align with empirical research, which notes that 

“communicative echo chambers that intensify cultural cognition, identity reaffirmation, and 

polarisation do not operate in deliberative conditions, even in groups of like-minded partisans” 

(Dryzek et al., 2019 as cited in OECD, 2020). Transport Minister Michael Wood also noted that a 

broader degree of consultation “genuinely does help us to get stuff right, or to at least improve 
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stuff”, however, this was not so much in terms of taking into account more technical aspects of an 

issue through deliberation, but more in the sense of gaining a greater understanding of the range 

groups who are being affected by the policy. This is not merely a matter of tokenism for these 

elites, but rather the fact that you have more nuanced diversified perspectives contributing to the 

policy than you would it a traditional representative model and, as such, a more appropriate output. 

Regarding the exclusion of Māori in existing systems, Former Green Party Leader Russel Norman 

notes that specifically in relation to New Zealand, he was confident that a deliberative process 

would be more beneficial for advancing the interests of Tangata Whenua than a majoritarian 

participatory process, such as a referendum. For Norman, a deliberative process would allow for 

all participants to have the time and resources to learn about Te Tiriti o Waitangi, Tino 

rangatiratanga and historic grievance that are traditionally excluded from dominant narratives and 

this would have the potential to lead to better outcomes for Māori, formed on the basis of mutual 

understanding.   

  

 

Can lead to a more informed and educated public   
  

One of the core tenets of deliberation, and thus a normative ideal of deliberative democratic theory 

from its first generation, is the goal of improving knowledge (Estlund & Landemore, 2018). 

Participant statements coded as ‘leading to a more informed public’ had two prominent sub codes: 

‘addresses the democratic threat of misinformation’ and ‘enables more educated public decision 

making’.   

  

Firstly, arguments were made for the potential of deliberative public participation to counter rising 

misinformation in the public sphere, thus leading to a more informed public. Green MP Golriz 

Ghahraman emphatically noted that “one of the greatest threats to democracy right now that we 

keep talking about is the threat of misinformation, either deliberate interference or an organic type 

of interference”. Labour MP Louisa Wall also referred to this rising threat to democracy, however, 

stated it to be “deliberate misinformation and disinformation”, particularly around specific 

kaupapa (conversations), notably regarding Māori and the Treaty of Waitangi, the perceived threat 

of immigration to Aotearoa, and ownership of public assets. The difficulty, noted by both 
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Ghahraman and Wall, lies in being a political elite who both advocates for freedom of expression 

and freedom of access to information but, at the same time, acknowledges the immense harm that 

can happen, and is happening, due to the spread of misinformation in the public sphere. Critically, 

for Ghahraman, “democratic engagement goes to addressing that threat”. These participant 

comments are fascinating, in that deliberation has long been valued by deliberative democrats for 

the intrinsic motivation of ‘figuring out the truth’ about an issue (Estlund & Landemore, 2018). 

Epistemic democrats emphasise the Habermasian point that we wouldn’t be exchanging reasons 

in the first place if there was not an ultimate belief that there was something to figure out, be this 

the objective truth or simply the most correct and sound answer to a problem (Estlund & 

Landemore, 2018).   

 

Critically, for Senior Advisor McCauley and other participants (Manubolu, Swarbrick, 

Ghahraman, Wall, Holly Bennett), the benefit of deliberative democracy can be contrasted to the 

results of existing consultations where, excluding a small educated minority, most people’s 

opinions “tend to rely on what they've heard in a soundbite or because they've been particularly 

directed by an interest group that is for or opposed…and the messaging they put out.” The harm 

of this “imbued and soundbite media environment”, says Swarbrick, is “a tendency to latch on to 

rhetoric and play to some really base and quite reductive views”. McCauley notes that this leads 

to not only increased polarization in the public sphere but also less nuanced responses when 

political practitioners are seeking input from the public on an issue – “everyone either gets 

outraged, or they get completely behind it, not really understanding what it as they're even 

commenting on in the first place”. This echoes sentiments by Fishkin et al. (2021), who note that 

highly partisan environments can create echo chambers within which members of the public can 

demonstrate an aversion to discussing political opinions with those who may disagree with them 

and ultimately, this leads to a more disengaged and uninformed public. The critical motivation for 

these elites was that deliberative practices, with their disposition towards educating participants 

and bringing together various perspectives to bear on a decision, could help address these identified 

problems (Manubolu). For McCauley, what deliberative public participation would offer, is the 

opportunity for detailed knowledge transfer, therefore ideally leading to a more balanced and 

informed opinion on both the issue itself and the implications of their response: “citizens assembly 

type set ups would probably enable people to get a lot more detailed knowledge and understanding 
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of what it is they're actually being asked to comment on and what all of the detailed implications 

are”.   

  

Secondly, with regard to promoting a more informed public, a theme emerged regarding the way 

existing consultation doesn’t only fail to facilitate educated public decision-making but is also 

tailored toward the already educated, and, in doing so, exacerbates harmful power structures 

(Swarbrick, Holly Bennett). These elites noted how the jargon of bureaucracy and language around 

consultation entrench systems of power and dissuade less educated groups of citizens from 

engaging at all. Bennett pointed out that the majority of people do not have the capacity to engage 

with government or to educate themselves on the issues at hand, and so traditional participatory 

mechanisms exclude these portions of society: “straightaway, the person that you're seeking to 

engage is always on the back foot, governments on the front foot”. Deliberative democracy is, 

therefore, a way of “balancing the scales” to make sure these people are included through the 

government saying, “we want a genuine response from you, so we are going to put resource in 

behind to help you put out your views in the best way possible” (Holly Bennett). This response 

acknowledges the fact that even though the government may be seeking out diverse groups to 

engage with in current practices, the way in which this is being done is not empowering in the 

sense of taking the time to provide the resource and information infrastructure that these groups 

need to engage authentically. This comment acknowledges the information infrastructure needed 

for deliberative processes that may require more effort from elites, as will be discussed in the 

following chapter. However, Holly Bennett still asserts that this infrastructure leads to greater 

education and understanding, and ultimately, to understand is to feel more empowered to make a 

decision.   

  

Helps close the gap between the public and the political elite   
  

Many of those interviewed spoke about the existing gap between the political realm/elites and the 

public and argued that deliberative democracy, by increasing levels of public participation more 

broadly, has the potential to close that gap in a meaningful way to address some of the harmful 

aspects of the democratic deficit.   
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Firstly, participants spoke about the current gap between the political elite and the public. Liam 

Kernaghan, formerly an adviser to Justice Minister Amy Adams and then Chief Advisor to the 

Leader of the Opposition, Simon Bridges, spoke about the “bubble” that politicians can often find 

themselves in, noting that deeper engagement with the public can help politicians pop this bubble, 

in a metaphorical sense. He notes that “politicians on the whole, particularly in Wellington, can 

become quite isolated from their constituents…anything we can do to try and maximise public 

engagement is better.” Kernaghan commented that this was a prominent trend among politicians 

who had held positions for a considerable time. Recalling his time working in the Beehive for Amy 

Adams, who was the Minister of Justice at the time, Kernaghan admitted that “I wouldn't say we 

didn't listen, but I'd say that our listening wasn't necessarily as broad or as wide ranging as it could 

have been”. The Ministerial Advisor explained in his view of politicians from experience that,   

  

Particularly in your later years and your sort of third term you become more and more 

insular and you don't necessarily engage with the public on major issues. You probably 

start off doing a lot more of it in your first term and certainly when you're trying to get into 

government, you do a lot of it (Kernaghan).   

  

Green MP Chlöe Swarbrick attributes this observed disconnect between politicians and 

constituents not to individual elites, but to the design of the system itself and the separation of 

public and private, noting that:    

  

The feedback loop of disempowerment and the distrust in politicians is almost inherent in 

a late-stage capitalistic model of Westminster colonial democracy because of how it has, 

by design at this point, separated out the public sphere and the private sphere. You’ve got 

citizens that are, by decree of departments and officials, being treated and termed as 

customers, there is a very different engagement between the so-called 'citizen' and the state 

(Swarbrick).    

  

Swarbrick’s comment is interesting insofar that the shift from citizen to customer is something that 

has garnered the attention of participatory theorists, notably with the further shift advocated by 

deliberative democratic processes from customer to co-designer. Other political leaders noted the 
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instrumental benefit of being connected to those affected by the decisions being made (Paula 

Bennett, Russell). They spoke about the fact that discussion and feedback help them understand 

where the public is on something and build greater trust and rapport, ultimately connecting them 

back to those affected by the decisions they are making. Former Minister of Social Development, 

Paula Bennett, spoke to the benefit of public participation more broadly as connecting policy 

decisions to the current lived experience of people affected by the decisions, notably concerning 

her experiences working on policy reforms around teenage pregnancy. Bennett described how 

despite being a teen mum herself, it dawned on her that it had been many years since this was the 

case, and her experiences may not align with current lived experiences. Bennett noted, “I was 

almost basing my policy decisions on my experience, that may not be relevant or modern…one 

would hope it's a different country than it was when I had her in 1987”. As such, the former minister 

recalled the value of doing so, in that it “genuinely helps the policy development as to what was 

important to them, what wasn't, and what the changes were that we could make to the system” 

Paula Bennett). Bennett notes that deliberative processes and any discursive engagement with 

“everyday New Zealanders about what is and isn't important to them” is “not politics, actually, 

that's giving a damn about your country and what's happening in it and being involved.” In many 

senses, Paula Bennett’s responses reflect a deliberative systems approach; while seeing the benefit 

of deliberative processes, she notes that these types of conversations should be happening across 

the board, formally or informally. MP Deborah Russell also points to the fact that opinion polls 

and other methods are too “blunt-edged” to be able to gauge where the public is at on something, 

and rather it is a robust discourse with and between citizens that is viewed as a benefit of 

deliberative mechanisms in allowing for an increased depth of relationship and understanding 

between politicians and the public.   

  

Helps build support for and legitimise change   

Several elite participants referred to the ability of deliberative democracy to help build support for 

and legitimise change. At its core, deliberative democracy is said to be a theory of intrinsic 

legitimacy (Benhabib, 1996). Therefore, this interview trend mirrors one of the most frequently 

occurring arguments for deliberative democracy, focusing on its legitimacy-enhancing aspects. 

Kuyper (2018) refers to this as a macro-level instrumental benefit that implicates the polity level. 
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These participants communicated the benefits of deliberative events leading to sociological or 

perceived legitimacy, reflecting the assertions of scholars who have suggested that deliberation 

can help generate more widespread popular support for decisions (Manin, 1987). Further, 

participants noted that citizen involvement in policy formation may help them be more likely to 

comply with government decisions, given they are perceived as more legitimate and have a greater 

understanding of the reasoning behind the decision. Both of these essentially Habermasian 

contentions were woven throughout the participant interview data.   

Transport Minister Michael Wood emphatically noted that his interest in deliberative democracy 

was grounded in its asserted core benefit of a “greater degree of public legitimacy when decisions 

are made because by definition, they've been led by citizens rather than just elected leaders”. In 

Wood’s role as Minister for Transport, he noted both the difficulty, and importance, of gaining 

citizen buy-in to policy decisions, a large part of which is the decision being viewed as legitimate, 

and also citizens understanding the reasoning behind decisions, given that a lot of the policy issues, 

and subsequent decisions are “not easy or necessarily particularly popular”. As such, a part of the 

legitimacy and buy-in comes from the fact that “through the process, you can help people to move 

through the provision of evidence”. Several participants noted that many policy issues they are 

currently working on - particularly those of a complex or traditionally wicked nature - require 

people to shift their mindsets. They asserted that many of the policy decisions today require a 

significant paradigm shift for citizens, often in both thought and behaviour and thus require new 

mechanisms to engage the public in an ongoing transformative process (Wall, Wood, Twyford, 

Paula Bennett). For Wood and Twyford, this was related to traditional conceptions of travel and 

transport around the climate transition; for Wall it was generational perceptions and historic 

barriers pertaining to sexuality and colonialism; and for Paula Bennett, while in the role of Minister 

for Social Development working on the reform legislation of 2012, this was about contentious 

perceptions of welfare. Consider the following statement by Wood, in the context of transport 

policy, where he highlights deliberative democracy to be a tool that could help socialise and 

promote buy-in for traditionally difficult changes:   

  

Particularly when we're dealing with an area of significant reform, it helps to socialise some 

of the reasons for why we need to change and what some of the bigger, more crunchy, 
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more controversial ideas might be. It is certainly my experience that talking through with 

people and signposting, it does help you to move them through the system as well… the 

magnitude of the changes that will have to occur means that I think there will be a loss of 

social license or unwillingness for people to go along with it if they don't understand it, 

and don't feel involved in it (Wood).   

  

These participants’ assertions are woven across deliberative democracy literature, particularly 

concerning legitimating unpopular or wicked policy decisions. As indicated by these responses 

above, for deliberative democrats, a decision can be legitimate without universal popularity, as 

long as that decision results from discursive public participation and citizens understand the 

involved trade-offs (Harris, 2019). As asserted by Paula Bennett, at the end of the day, the public 

doesn’t necessarily have to agree with the decision. Still, to gain any form of buy-in, they need to 

know that “you've actually gone through a process” and “part of that should be a process that's 

talking to everyday New Zealanders about what is and isn't important to them” (Paula Bennett).  

MP Louisa Wall echoed these sentiments, noting the importance of using such processes in 

“cultivating the environment for change”. Wall said, as will be discussed further in chapter six, in 

her view topics such as cannabis reform or constitutional change “can only come through a citizens 

assembly” because “a part of that process is actually about socialising”, which is necessitated by 

the nature of many of the issues political leaders have to make decisions on.    

Others spoke to the fact that this meta-level instrumental benefit of deliberative democracy was 

notably needed due to the crisis of trust facing the political elite, necessitating their decisions to be 

perceived as legitimate to maintain power in a representative democratic system. Kernaghan 

emphasised that the ‘game of politics’ dictated this need for politicians to seek the support of the 

public to maintain power, public support and trust - essential to democracy. Liam Kernaghan, 

former Senior Advisor to the opposition leader Hon Simon Bridges, noted that “politicians are 

driven, and should be driven actually, by making sure that decisions are in the best interests of  

New Zealanders and that they are as widely supported as possible”. A part of this, according to 

Kernaghan, is making the decision process “as accessible and transparent in New Zealand as 

possible so they feel like they can buy into it and feel like they understand”. Similarly, Labour MP 

Deborah Russell noted that deliberative public participation has a persuasive element to it with 
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regard to legitimating policy decisions and maintaining trust in leaders – “it has a persuasive 

element to it; as a politician, I'm trying to persuade people, so part of that engagement with the 

public is a persuasive process”. Paula Bennett made similar comments about the persuasive 

components of these processes, noting, “I'm a persuader, I want to bring people with me on a 

journey. I want a contest of ideas, and I think that those forums can give you that”.   

  

  

Helps alleviate bias and remove vested interests   
  

Many of the political elites interviewed were aware that they lack trust from the public, and 

therefore an alleviation of bias and vested interest, or at least the perception of that, was a core 

motivation behind their optimistic views of deliberative democracy. These assertions were based 

not only on the restoration of trust but also that removing vested interests and notably confirmation 

bias, in many cases, will lead to better policy decisions/outcomes. In terms of principles, 

deliberative democrats assert that we should strive toward political interactions that are 

“egalitarian, uncoerced, competent, and free from delusion, deception, power, and strategy” 

(Dryzek, 1990, p. 202).    

  

McCauley, senior advisor at the Ministry for the Environment, spoke to the fact that having a 

representative group of citizens brought together to make decisions, as within deliberative 

democratic processes, is a much better process given that it alleviates the bias of stakeholders in 

important decisions where they may have vested interests. This practitioner spoke about the policy 

issue of climate change and noted that while some of these stakeholders – oil companies and 

scientists in particular - will know a lot more about the subject than the average person, “you might 

not necessarily want to trust their opinion on what to do about it”. As such McCauley notes that,  

  

Getting a picture of what an average person thinks, when the average person has had a 

chance to think about it properly, be informed, and explore the issue in a meaningful way, 

that, to me, is more useful than a bunch of people who are heavily invested in an outcome 

(McCauley).   
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This response reflects one of deliberative democracy’s fundamental ideals regarding the absence 

of coercive power. The theory acknowledges the susceptibility of elites to not only their vested 

interests but also those of influential stakeholders and aims to eschew these sometimes-coercive 

power relations (Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2019).  As discussed in chapter three, this is certainly not a 

new phenomenon and was the impetus for the Green Party to propose the establishment of a 

citizens’ assembly to assess the Electoral Finance Bill, doing so on the basis that politicians with 

vested self-interests should not be deliberating on legislation that directly concerns them. This 

research interviewed Former Green Party Co-Leader Russel Norman, one of the original 

proponents of deliberative democracy, in 2007. When interviewed Norman maintained this 

original stance, stating that “if we're going to resolve issues where political parties have vested 

interests, then that's when citizens’ assemblies or juries are of particular value”. The former co-

leader elaborated on this point, noting that their value lies in the way that those involved in the 

process can “step outside the day to-day of partisan politics”, which removes the inherent bias 

political parties, elected members, and even political practitioners can have. For Norman, 

deliberative processes’ removal of these vested interests holds the potential to restore faith in 

democracy and in the decisions that are made. Removing these interests will hopefully achieve 

better outcomes that are not skewed by partisan politics. Consider the following statement from 

Norman.   

  

It's obvious that you are bound to get better decisions than our current process, where 

basically vested interests really do control things. I think it's plainly obvious that we don't 

have a system where currently the mass gets to decide what goes through Parliament; far 

from it (Norman).   

  

Again, this wasn’t viewed epistemically in the sense that the process of representative deliberation 

itself would lead to better outcomes, but more so that because the process helps remove bias and 

this is what leads to these better decisions. Kernaghan expressed similar sentiments, noting that 

the transparency of these processes is vital, “not only for ensuring the legitimacy of the process 

but actually getting good outcomes”, in a sense that these outputs are not influenced by the plethora 

of interests which politicians or practitioners may be preoccupied with. Green MP Chlöe 

Swarbrick, who, as noted in the previous chapter, fronted the medical cannabis members bill, 
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asserted in our interview that she was the one who initially put forward the idea of a citizens’ 

assembly to Minister of Justice Andrew Little. Given that there was little understanding in the 

mainstream political discourse of what the impetus for this proposal was, as noted in chapter three, 

this insight was a very valuable contribution to the research and adds nuance to the document 

analysis conducted in the former empirical chapter. Swarbrick noted that the “backstory” to the 

proposal of a citizens’ assembly on cannabis reform, and more broadly the referendum in its 

entirety, was due to the “political statis and the log jam when it came to such a controversial area 

of policy”. It was because of this, said Swarbrick, that the Green Party so strongly advocated for 

taking the decision “out of the hands of 120 MPs, who are all focused on high-level rhetoric and 

putting in the public sphere”.  

This would, “at the very least”, said Swarbrick, “enable us to have a more open conversation”. By 

open conversation, Swarbrick here referred to discussion that was as free as possible from the 

“political motivation and partisan motivation” which were present in the elite discourse around 

cannabis decriminalisation and, in her view, were causing a “really narrow prescribed kind of bill” 

(Swarbrick).  
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Table 3: Summary of Chapter 4 findings  

 

Theme   Sub Themes   

Inherent value to  

democracy   

  

• public participation in politics is inherent to, and thus 

inseparable from, democracy itself   

• deliberative democracy can address prevailing democratic 

deficits  

More inclusive and 

diverse than existing  

methods   

  

• empowers groups or minorities who may be not be heard in 

existing participatory methods   

• has the potential to lead to outputs/decisions that are more 

inclusive   

Can lead to a more 

informed and 

educated public   

• addresses the democratic threat of misinformation  

• enables more educated public decision making   

Helps close the gap 

between the public  

and the political elite   

  

• pops the elite ‘bubble’ that distances decision-makers from 

the public   

• enables decision-makers to better understand the perspectives 

and experiences of the public   

Helps build support 

for, and legitimize  

change   

  

• increases the perceived legitimacy of decisions   

• cultivates an environment for change, socializing policy 

decisions and generating public buy-in  

Helps alleviate bias  

and remove vested 

interests   

  

• aids the alleviation of biased decision making due to the 

vested interests of elites or powerful stakeholders   

• helps remove political or partisan motivation, which may 

ultimately lead to better decision making   
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Chapter 5: Sceptical views of deliberative 

democracy   
  

  

This chapter continues this thesis’ empirical contribution, adding to the understanding of political 

elites’ views on deliberative democracy. While chapter four thematically analysed discourse 

emerging from the interviews conducted with political elites that were optimistic about deliberative 

democracy, this chapter switches focus, looking rather to the discourses coded as pessimistic or 

sceptical about deliberative democracy. As with chapter four, the data-driven thematic coding 

analysis revealed several emerging discursive themes. Like many normative democratic theories, 

the ideals that animate deliberative democracy are aspirational and thus susceptible to scepticism 

and critique. They are ideals that perhaps cannot be fully achieved in practice but provide standards 

toward which to aim, some scholars stating it to be “impossible to achieve either deliberative or 

aggregative ideals in all their fullness” (Bächtiger et al., 2018, p. 3).    

  

Challenging to build a trustworthy, bias-free, process   
  

A prominent critical view expressed by elite participants focused on the disproportionate power 

that government agents and authorities could have over the deliberative process itself; inserting 

their agenda, predetermining an outcome, or ultimately choosing what weight the results of the 

deliberation will have.  The issue of influence over process is said to constitute the “achilles heel” 

of deliberative democracy (Smith & Setala, 2012, p. 307), leading some critics to express concern 

that if these processes are influenced by broader political institutions and thus lose their sense of 

independence or impartiality, this will likely also reduce their normative value to democracy 

(Neblo, 2015, p. 182). Interestingly, elite participants expressed this self-critique, while it is 

usually scholars who make these assumptions.   

          

Consider the following statement from MP Louisa Wall, who, when asked what concerns or 

hesitations the politician had regarding deliberative forums, noted, “I think the issues will always 

be process issues; it will be bureaucrats trying to predetermine an outcome, by just going through 

the motions, that completely undermines what they're all about”. Wall drew an analogous image 
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between a citizens’ assembly and a legal judiciary, as also seen in the likes of works from Bächtiger 

et al. (2018, p. 16) and Blijleven et al. (2019). Just as a legal jury process requires, to varying 

degrees, the removal of influence and bias, asserted Wall, the same should be seen within a 

citizens’ assembly, and as such,  

  

Politicians should stand far away and allow the process to happen organically so it will 

produce the result that actually has come from the people's voices exclusively. The problem 

otherwise is that you end up having political interference trying to skew it to a particular 

outcome (Wall).   

  

Minister Michael Wood expressed similar concerns to Wall, regarding the necessity of building 

trust in the process for outputs themselves, stating that “the problem is that the people who do it 

for a job will probably subvert the process in applying the details to get what they want, regardless 

of whatever the citizens assembly says.” What these elites, perhaps unintentionally, reference is a 

first-generation deliberative principle. As Mansbridge et al. (2010) summarise, “deliberation is not 

just any talk. In the ideal, democratic deliberation eschews coercive power in the process of coming 

to decision” (p. 94). What is emphasised by these elites is that the process of bias in input and 

throughput of deliberative processes can have implications on their output, leading to potentially 

poorer decision making or at least corrupting the deliberative integrity by which the decision gains 

legitimacy in a process such as this. The absence of coercive power in deliberation is one of the 

central ideals of the theory (Curato, 2019). However, as these elites identify, it requires no subtlety 

to realise that such conditions are difficult to realise practically.  Despite the seemingly impossible 

nature of removing coercive power from any deliberative situation, however, the aspiration 

remains central to the deliberative enterprise.   

  

What is particularly interesting was the lack of participant responses that queried the integrity of 

the public involved in the process. This criticism was expressed by just one practitioner, Andrew 

Zielinski, a senior policy advisor at the Ministry of Justice who advised Minister Andrew Little 

regarding the use of a citizens’ assembly for cannabis reform. Zielinski noted during the interview 

that the risk of citizens assemblies, particularly those which devolve more decision-making power, 

is that these members of the public essentially have the authority to “discard professional advice 
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and expert evidence” and go with whatever they think. Other participants did view citizen bias as 

a concern; however, this was more around the issue of unintended bias, which emerged in several 

interviews. Consider the following comment by MP Chlöe Swarbrick, who, while generally 

expressing support for deliberative processes, raised many questions regarding the unintentional 

bias that may be in the system design. Consider the following statement from Swarbrick, which 

speaks to this point.   

  

 There's the question of who are their [the citizens’] advisors? Because everything, 

everything is biased and prejudiced, as much as we try to offer diversity and representation. 

That's not a pejorative; it’s just realizing that everybody comes from different life 

experiences, and therefore we've all got blind spots (Swarbrick).   

  

Swarbrick, echoing the sentiments of many second generation deliberative democrats, questions if 

the principles of deliberative democracy are perhaps too ideal in nature and unachievable in reality, 

not expressing disapproval, as she notes, but just stating the reality of the presence of bias, even 

that which is unintended. Likewise, MP Golriz Ghahraman warns that “we must guard against the 

idea that citizens assemblies can be used for everything, and that they're inherently good”, given 

that they likely embody the power structures which exist outside of the discrete forums. 

Ghahraman, like Swarbrick holds many optimistic views of the potential of these deliberative 

forms; however, still maintains some criticisms and awareness of potential challenges. As 

Swarbrick indicates, this does not dissuade use but rather, as Ghahraman notes, poses a challenge 

to “design them to be really fit for purpose”. These strands of discourse emerging from participants 

indicate a shift from the former Habermasian understanding of coercive power, reflecting an 

expansion of a broader understanding of the subtlety the effects of power can have, which informs 

how these political elites view deliberative democracy. As Ghahraman pointed out during the 

interview, even the words we have available to us to speak emanate from the context of the social, 

political, and economic power an individual may possess. As was discovered across participant 

interviews, aligning with other empirical literature, deliberative institutions continue to be judged 

by how closely they approach this first-generation ideal (Bächtiger et al. 2018).   
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Further, another participant noted that a part of building a trustworthy deliberative process, which 

citizens then actually want to take part in, requires them to be conducted in “good faith” 

(McCauley). By this, McCauley refers to the fact that political elites may resist deliberative 

democracy either explicitly, or, in this instance by undermining their effectiveness. Drawing on a 

non-binding referendum as a comparative example, McCauley stated that “if the government has 

no intention of honouring the result, or if the questions are worded in such a way that a good 

outcome is almost impossible, then you are just going through the motions”. McCauley concluded 

that if deliberative bodies were to constitute an actual shift from this, then there must be good faith 

processes built in the systems and an understanding from citizens that there is some level of 

commitment on behalf of governing bodies to not undermine these processes through either 

discarding their outputs or influencing the throughput procedural aspects, in the ways alluded to 

by Swarbrick and others. These arguments echo many sentiments in literature from empirical 

studies and OECD best practices in deliberative participation, which suggest that the more people 

feel their involvement will have impact, the more trust they will have in the process (2020). The 

catch, however, as will be further discussed in Chapter Six of this thesis, is that the impact or 

outputs of deliberative processes are one of their most divisive and elusive aspects to measure and 

ensure (OECD, 2020).  

  

Resource heavy; significant costs to time and money   
  

Concern regarding the overall cost of deliberative process, with regard to both time and resources 

was one of the primary views brought forth by participants. Firstly, interview participants that were 

politicians notably expressed this view with reference to the proposed 2018 citizens’ assembly 

around cannabis reform. As mentioned in chapter three of this thesis, Justice Minister Andrew 

Little stated a lack of time to work through the detail and the proposed legislation as the reason 

this did not go ahead (Walters, 2018). When interviewed for this research Green MP Golriz 

Ghahraman commented the same reasoning, stating that “drug law reform is a perfect example 

where we should have had, and could have a citizen's assembly…but we just didn't have enough 

time”. MP Chlöe Swarbrick was slightly more candid in her response and, when asked during the 

interview why this citizen’s assembly did not end up happening, stated, “Andrew Little didn't move 

fast enough is the backstory”.  
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For political practitioners interviewed, time was communicated to be a significant barrier to the 

uptake of these innovative deliberative approaches. DPMC Senior Advisor Jahnavi Manubolu 

noted that time is a constant barrier to engagement within government; deliberative methods 

require more time, and the government does not have any to spare. Manubolu noted that many 

public servants were already stretched thin, so this factor meant that despite their optimism, 

colleagues found it difficult to get on board with these approaches if it meant more investment than 

was currently being expended, both fiscally and concerning their personal input. Policymakers and 

advisors saw little reason to use such methods for complex topics if the time and resources were 

not invested. The matter of time was a key concern for senior political advisor Liam Kernaghan, 

who, while valuing some aspects of deliberative theory, noted that he didn’t want to be “holding 

back opportunity by going down a process which I don't think leads to literally better outcomes, 

because ultimately, for me, it's kind of about what's going to provide the better outcome.”   

  

Interestingly, as will be further discussed in the following sections, some elites focused on the fact 

that these processes are time-consuming not only for political elites but also those participating in 

the process. Holly Bennett noted that even in existing consultation practices, “lots of the time 

people don't engage it is because they have a lack of resource; that resource could be time”. 

Deborah Russell took this further, noting the fact that deliberative processes are premised on the 

assumption that you have “people who can afford to spend time getting involved with an issue and 

getting to understand”, whereas, “most people have jobs and partners and children and 

communities and all those sorts of things going on in their lives”. As is indicated by these 

comments, while both of these elites support the idea of deliberative democracy, they offer a 

critical perspective of the assumptions underlying practical implementation.   

  

Senior MFE Policy Advisor Andrew McCauley brought forth the paradox that while deliberative 

democracy may be well suited for complex issues, “the more complex it is, the more time you have 

to allow for” and thus more resources you have to allocate. In particular, McCauley spoke to the 

extensive “information infrastructure” that must sit behind the deliberative process on complex 

issues, particularly when it comes to allowing equal opportunity for participants to be informed on 

scientific or technical problems and for this to be presented in an accessible way. McCauley bluntly 
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concluded, “if the resources aren't there, and the time isn't there…then it's not much point doing 

it…you have to do it properly if you’re going to do it at all”. Practitioner Holly Bennett also held 

critical views of these processes concerning resources, suggesting that one of the reasons that 

governments may say an issue is “too complex” for a deliberative democratic forum is perhaps not 

due to their view of citizens’ lack of cognitive capacity, but, instead, is reflective of unwillingness 

to dedicate the time and resource which is needed to facilitate quality deliberation on complex 

issues. Holly Bennett states that if a deliberative process is to be done well, then “the onus on us 

[political practitioners and leaders] to be able to make sure that the everyday New Zealander 

understands what it is you're trying to talk about”, as such, necessitating a significant investment 

of resources.    

  

While this analysis focused on what was discussed, it is important here to note what was omitted 

from these conversations, either intentionally or not. While empirical examples demonstrate that 

deliberative processes are resource-heavy, the arguments brought up by participants beg the 

question of in comparison to what? If these elites are comparing the cost, in both time and fiscal 

expenditure, to that of no public engagement, then yes, these processes are expensive; however, if 

compared to current practices of engagement, further analysis and research demonstrate that this 

argument does not hold much weight. It is a notable point that while these elites were quick to 

point out the resource-intensive nature of deliberative democracy, they did not make any mention 

of the highly criticised cost of referenda in New Zealand. None of the participants brought up the 

widely discussed cost of the 2016 Flag referendum, totalling  $21.8 million (Trevett, 2016). 

Further, none of these elites mentioned the cost of the End-of-Life choice and cannabis referenda 

which the electoral commission stated having received $18.4m to conduct (Electoral Commission, 

2021). As such, this finding was interesting in the sense that a deeper analysis of participant 

responses reveals that it is perhaps not so much the financial expense that is informing these views 

but rather the cost regarding the extensive information infrastructure needing to be built up around 

these processes, and the time required from the public service. As such, it was notable that many 

practitioners expressed this view.   
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The process risks producing both external and internal exclusion   
  

As a normative theory, deliberative democracy boasts of inclusion and the representation of 

minority voices traditionally marginalised by existing systems. As a political theory centred around 

communication, deliberative democracy must be cognizant of normative communicative 

architectures, which frequently organise how public opinions are expressed and challenged, and 

the “noumenal power they thereby embed” (Curato et al., 2018, p. 106)  

Many elite interview participants called into question a foundational theoretically proclaimed 

normative benefit of deliberative democracy - increased representation and inclusion. 

Thematically, the discourse surrounding this criticism fell into two categories; the sortition process 

(input) and the deliberative quality of the process itself regarding the diversity of voices 

(throughput). Notably, the findings of these interviews aligned with the work of Young (2000), 

who argues that deliberative democrats have failed to pay due attention to the important distinction 

between internal and external forms of exclusion in deliberative processes. In accordance with 

Young, external exclusion is understood to relate to forms of domination, notably political or 

economic, which could prevent citizens from participating in the deliberative decision-making 

process (2000). Young contends that most deliberative democrats have demonstrated awareness 

of external exclusion. However, she asserts that many theorists have operated on the assumption 

that the elimination of external influences will result in equality within deliberative spaces, which 

Young contends fails to acknowledge the more elusive ‘internal exclusion’, which derives more 

from an internalised sense of one’s right to speak or not to speak, and from the devaluation of some 

people’s style of speech and the elevation of others” (Young, 2000, p. 128). These findings were 

demonstrated as follows.  

  

Regarding sortition and the ideals of diversity, Green MP Swarbrick was critical of the way in 

which diversity of voice was assumed simply by having people present in the room (input), as 

opposed to the inclusive quality of the deliberation itself (throughput and output). Swarbrick 

commented on the tendency for this to happen across the spectrum of public participation, where 

tokenism is often assumed to be representation. Others also noted that the potential for inherent 

bias in the sortition process affected their views of the perceived validity of the deliberative process 
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(Russell, Ghahraman). The external excluder of “accessibility issues” was a key concern 

articulated by MP Deborah Russell, who outlined an ironic paradox of deliberative democracy; the 

ideal of time and resources spent to cultivate quality deliberation is premised on the idea that you 

have participants who “can afford to spend time getting involved”. Russell and others noted that 

while physical accessibility was indeed a factor needing to be considered, of arguably more 

concern was the socio-economic limitations that may inhibit genuine representation. MBIE Senior 

Advisor Elodie Berthe expressed similar views, commenting that any process that lacks 

consideration of the various factors that could potentially limit a participant’s ability to attend will 

naturally be “segmenting some parts of the population” and excluding them from participating. 

Factors mentioned by the range of interview participants included childcare, language barriers, 

socioeconomic status, access to transport and location of residence to all be potential roadblocks 

for participants. Holly Bennett was also fundamentally concerned with the “time, energy and 

effort” deliberative public engagement requires from citizens in the sense that this may alienate 

groups with less privilege, of both time and money, from participating. Like other respondents, 

Holly Bennett notes language barriers, less so in a cultural sense but more pointing to the alienating 

jargon that could negatively impact inclusion. Bennett extends this criticism to the theoretical name 

itself, stating that “even the term deliberative democracy alienates in itself, because lots of people 

don't know what democracy means, and they don't know what deliberative means”. Furthering 

this, Ghahraman notes that “all of the power structures that we will experience out in the world 

will come into that as well”, so processes need to consider factors such as “women ask less 

questions in groups or are less likely to talk”. MP Deborah Russell further extends this comment, 

noting that “if you're not particularly well educated, then having your voice heard in the citizens 

assembly is quite hard”.   

  

The empirical turn has illuminated many of these views expressed by interview participants. This 

turn has also caused deliberative theorists to start acknowledging that some level of cultural and 

economic capability is necessary for individuals to participate effectively in democratic dialogue 

(Dryzek, 2013). The rich qualitative interview data emphasises that this is a nuanced issue, and 

external forms of exclusion need to be considered when thinking of these processes, as well as the 

communicative architecture sitting around them. Returning to the notions of Young (2000), 
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participant responses acknowledge that inclusion is not achieved simply by bringing people to the 

room but by ensuring they have a voice in that discursive space, which is heard and respected.   

  

Any consideration of how deliberative democracy may be institutionalised in a New Zealand 

context will therefore necessitate extensive consideration of not only genuine inclusion and 

diversity in the input or sortition process but also the throughput, concerning factors such as group 

composition, the choice of language used, and how communicative architecture of these discursive 

spaces can be built in an empowering way (Harris, 2019).    

  

An emphasis on consensus could exacerbate public biases and cause harm 

to minority groups   

While deliberative democracy is based on the notion of consensus, interview data suggests the 

apprehensive views of political elites regarding this, both with consideration of the difficulty of 

overcoming entrenched public biases and rooted in a concern from elites that the consensus 

oriented decision-making may hold the potential to marginalise dissenting or minority voices that 

ought to be heard. There is a valid concern among the political elite that deliberation may 

exacerbate social cleavages in an increasingly polarised public sphere.   

Swarbrick firstly reflects on the representative system itself, noting that “as somebody who 

operates in a parliamentary caucus that is ostensibly based on consensus, and I can tell you that, 

particularly when you are coming up against a deadline, consensus is very difficult to achieve”. 

This strand of discourse was echoed by other elites, presenting itself in various ways. Transport 

Minister Michael Wood recalled a particular illustration of this in a recent consultation with the 

public regarding road reallocation. Wood noted that while, in some senses, transport and the 

climate transition seem like “one of the more obvious areas that you might move to a more 

determinative model in because it's a crunchy issue, you want to bring people along, it's affecting 

local people at the local community level”, he notes that “on the other hand, I'd be rather concerned 

that if you went down that track, you'll just get very entrenched views, which is what we've seen 

so far when community debate has occurred” (Wood, 2021).  This concern was notably expressed 

with regard to issues regarded as deeply moral or ethical. MP Louisa Wall notes that,  
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Where a particular group is so stigmatised and marginalised and they are a minority, putting 

them through the scrutiny of a majority culture is incredibly harmful and we need to really 

think carefully about the concept of citizens assembly and where they fit, because if we do 

them wrong, as I see it, there would be an ability to create so much harm for a particular 

group that then becomes further stigmatised, further alienated (Wall).   

  

Wall voiced this concern in relation to her work on the Marriage (Definition of Marriage) 

Amendment Act (2013), a private member’s bill introduced by the Labour MP, which allowed 

same-sex couples to marry, passed in 2013. Wall spoke to Australia’s handling of this issue noting 

where public majority voting was used due to a political stalemate and the harm that the process 

caused to the rainbow community, noting that “there was some research after that said many of 

them were questioning if it was worth it because of the damage that was done”. “It's all about the 

harm to the marginalised group” stated Wall. As such, any deliberative process needs to be acutely 

“aware in that process of not traumatising”, notably if the issues being discussed only concern a 

sector of that group. Russel Norman also acknowledged that while many of the Green Party were 

in support of the use of deliberative democratic methods for the topic of electoral finance, there 

was some apprehension from some party members about any further application of these processes. 

Norman notes that this was primarily because “they were nervous about it from the protection of 

interests that weren't majority erring”. Norman brought up a point that was a dominant discursive 

theme in the interviews, that “protecting the rights of particular groups who might be minority 

groups” is an area of concern when it comes to applying deliberative democratic methods. The 

former Greens co-leader acknowledged that in contrast to a majoritarian participatory approach, 

such as referenda, a deliberative forum like a citizens’ assembly may enable participants to inform 

themselves about rights and the history of colonisation. However, the focus on consensus building 

and putting minority issues into a majority rules process was concerning to others in the Green 

Party.   

  

These notions, as highlighted by Swarbrick, Wall, Ghahraman and others, are fundamental to 

consider the context of Aotearoa New Zealand, where any constitutional issues that may be put to 

a deliberative forum would, by nature, impact Māori, who may not have a voice in these processes 
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that is reflective of their co-governance entitlement under the Treaty of Waitangi. Holly Bennett 

notes that historically, if we think about the function that the Crown has played, especially in Te 

ao Māori, right back to Te Tiriti, then forms of submission and consultation can be seen as “we 

seeking you to seek your mana motuhake [meaning power through self-determination and control 

over one's destiny] which is what the treaty did”. There is an evident concern and questioning in 

discourses of some elites as to how adequately deliberative democratic theory can address the 

interfusion of deep cultural differences, historic grievance and the realities of social pluralism, 

notably when it comes to the profoundly divergent and historically entrenched grievances present 

in Māori/Pakeha relations. For example, Ghahraman asserts that no form of public participation, 

including deliberative democracy, will ever meet the obligations that political elites have to the 

Treaty of Waitangi, decolonisation obligations and the shared decision-making rights that Māori 

have. She asserts that “the Crown doesn't get to just consult with Maori”, but rather, as exemplified 

by the illuminating example of Matike Mai discussed in chapter three of this thesis, perhaps Māori 

affairs should not be discussed in the mainstream system at all, for fear of the aforementioned harm 

to the minority. The above sentiments suggest that if deliberative public engagement methods were 

to be implemented in Aotearoa, there would need to be significant consideration of how the 

theoretical underpinnings of deliberative democracy may conflict with the obligations of the 

Crown to honouring the commitments of Te Tiriti o Waitangi.   

  

Institutional Barriers need to be considered   
  

Elites viewed institutional barriers to the uptake of deliberative democracy regarding both the 

nature of the political cycle that lends toward short-termism or ‘democratic myopia’ (MacKenzie, 

2021) and the lack of existing infrastructure to support deliberative processes. MP Chlöe Swarbrick 

noted that while wanting to be optimistic about the potential for deliberative democracy, 

encouraging its use would be an uphill battle because in her “baseline read of the challenges 

confronting politicians - when you are looking at that role as a career, you are filtering decisions 

through a very different lens, or with extra variables than just the public good”. Consider the 

following statement from Senior Advisor at the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet,  
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Deliberative democracy…requires more time to be done right; it requires relationships with 

communities. Often in policy, time is something we just don't have, because the political 

environment in New Zealand is so tied to the three-year cycle and things need to be done 

as quickly as possible, because if things aren't done communities don't understand why it 

is taking so long for the government to deliver on the promise or initiative that they've said 

that they were going to do (Manubolu).   

  

This statement demonstrates that the negative perceptions of the resource and time-intensive nature 

of deliberative processes previously discussed is perhaps partly due to lack of institutionalisation 

of deliberative methods in New Zealand and, therefore, a deficit in terms of pre-existing 

relationships with communities or structures to support these processes. There is an atmosphere of 

apprehension amongst elites that views this method of engagement, perhaps rightly so, as a 

significant undertaking. Manubolu, a Senior Advisor for the Department of the Prime Minister and 

Cabinet noted that hesitation does indeed come down to capacity, stating that while many of the 

team in the prime minister and cabinets office positively viewed deliberative democracy, any 

concerns or criticisms came from the fact that “we just do not as a sector have established 

relationships yet to be able to do that properly”.   

  

The statement also refers to the nature of New Zealand’s three-year election cycle to exacerbate 

the tendency for short-term thinking, which is not conducive to solving the complex, wicked 

problems society is currently facing. As Manubolu clearly states, the root cause of this is the desire 

for re-election, which is linked to citizen satisfaction. Long-term strategic thinking or time 

intensive consultation, while an investment, may not give the quick deliverables related to citizen 

satisfaction which indicates the government’s ability to deliver. The consequence here is that, as  

Smith and Saunders articulate, “politicians increasingly focus on narrow, short-term issues because 

they are popular, whilst leaving the more critical longer-term strategic planning to become a 

hostage to fortune” (1990, p. 295).  These comments align with that MacKenzie calls the 

“democratic myopia thesis”, the idea that democratic processes, as they stand, are functionally 

short-sighted (2021).   
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Others also spoke to the desire to maintain power as central to why deliberative methods have not 

been institutionalised in New Zealand. Norman paints a fascinating picture of this concerning the 

2007 electoral finance debate. He notes that this is one of the rare occasions in which a citizens’ 

assembly was legislated, despite much resistance. Yet, with the change of government, the first 

thing the National Government did was get rid of the citizens’ assembly. On this, Norman notes 

that ultimately this resistance was centred around the retention of power and established political 

parties not wanting to lose any control: “it's pretty much as simple as that. I think that it is what 

appears to be, there's nothing complicated about it” (Norman). A notably finding within the 

research regarding the nature of the political institutions influencing views of deliberative 

democracy came from the interview with Andrew Zielinski, a former senior advisor at the Ministry 

of Justice who recommended Minister Andrew Little not use a citizen’s assembly on cannabis 

reform. Zielinski notes that while the call was made not to go ahead at the time, this was not 

necessarily a judgement call on deliberative democracy as a whole. Zielinski stated during the 

interview that he has “no fundamental issue” with deliberative democracy, but rather the decision 

to advise against the cannabis citizens jury was “just sort of a judgement call at the time”, with “a 

certain political context around that… it’s the first time that this kind of thing had been put to a 

referendum et cetera”. This speaks to one of the key institutional barriers facing New Zealand; 

because deliberative methods have not yet been undertaken in central government, there is a lack 

of understanding and infrastructure around these innovations, which can dissuade political elites 

from using them.    

  

Issues are too complex or important to allow the general public to decide.   
  

  

Discourse coded under this thematic umbrella fell, as expected from the literature, into the category 

of doubt in the capacity of citizens but also added to existing knowledge by providing a more 

nuanced understanding that this concern is perhaps due to the nature of political elites’ relationship 

with risk management. A frequently mentioned criticism is that ordinary citizens lack the cognitive 

capacities for deliberative democracy; however, this is not necessarily what elites were saying in 

this instance. Instead, they assert that risk aversion means that many of the issues being faced today 

are perceived as too essential to be put to a new method of decision-making.    
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Andrew Zielinski, speaking to advising Minister Andrew Little against a citizens’ assembly for 

drug reform noted that “the fundamental issue we didn't think a sort of citizens jury would probably 

be the right way to go was due to the complexity of the issues that you're dealing with”. Zielinski 

noted that this complexity, with the, added “controversy and passion of individual opinion around 

an issue like cannabis legalization” ultimately resulted in advising against the proposal. Zielinski 

concluded that the reasoning was less process-based than output-based, noting that “the thought 

was that leaving it to that kind of a group, you wouldn't necessarily get the best result”. For Holly 

Bennett, this was less about the inherent intellectual capacity of citizens and more about the 

immense pressure that deliberative democracy places on them with little consideration of the fact 

they exist outside the realm and normalcies of the public service. Consider the following statement 

from Bennett.   

  

I do not understand how we can expect people to give considered robust views on things 

that are forward-looking, when some of them are just barely making it through day by day. 

I like the principles of deliberative democracy; what I'm trying to say is that, even if a 

government wraps up all of the staff and says that we're doing this, it doesn't mean that the 

person that you're seeking to engage with is going to have that capacity to engage back and 

give you what you need (Bennett).   

  

Former Deputy Prime Minister Paula Bennett notes that if you are a Minister who uses a 

deliberative method for decision making, you could be perceived as not knowing what you are 

doing, or you might be blamed if anything controversial is said or produced in these forums. As 

such, she expresses that as a Minister engaging in the process of public participation you are often 

“more worried about the headline than you are perhaps about the policy development”. Minister 

Phil Twyford also spoke to this, particularly concerning political leaders fear of losing control.   

  

Every day is kind of a fight for survival. Right, that's the nature of it? It's a dog eat dog, 

competitive adversarial system, so there's an enormous pressure on politicians to manage 

risk, and minimise risk… You don't want to open it all up, because if you do, the risk is 
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chaos, right? You lose control and you potentially cede the advantage to your opponents; 

no one in their right mind wants to do that (Twyford).   

  

Twyford notes that the nature of politics stands in a contentious relationship with innovation; on 

the one hand, you want to be seen by the public to be future thinking and progressive, but on the 

other hand, innovation, by nature, necessitates risk that may place elites in a position of 

vulnerability, both to public scrutiny and their opposition parties. As such, it appears that while the 

concerns of politicians are, indeed, that members of the public may not have the understanding and 

skill necessary to make crucial decisions, it is perhaps more the backlash that political elites may 

receive from this which is the true root of their anxiety or hesitation.  Michael Wood echoed these 

sentiments, noting that much of what needs to be done, particularly in his Transport portfolio, is 

“not easy, nor necessarily particularly popular”. Wood states that because “deliberative processes 

basically hand that over, the risk or the worry is that you get the wrong outcome.”   

   

Deliberative democracy undermines, or is fulfilled by, representative 

democracy  
  

A helpful starting point when considering the inherent tensions between political elites and 

democratic innovations, according to Thompson (2019), is consideration of how elites understand 

their place within a representative democracy, often called their ‘role orientation’. Thompson 

(2019) finds that it is likely that an elite’s role orientation may affect how much they value citizen 

input, and thus democratic innovations that give more power and voice to the citizen. While a 

nuanced analysis of the impact of role orientation on the views of elites with regard to deliberative 

democracy is not within the scope of this thesis, it would be remiss not to acknowledge this and 

the fact that many of these arguments indicate an alignment with a particular role orientation.   

  

Firstly, some comments noted that the demand for increased deliberative participation was 

overestimated, and citizens do not necessarily want to be involved, hence a prevailing need for 

elected members. Paula Bennett noted, for example, that “people are generally pretty apathetic and 

don't want to get involved. You have to make many real conscious efforts to engage the public, in 

general”. Holly Bennett commented that this was less due to apathy and more so the fact that 
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people are just trying to get on with their day-to-day lives and cannot be expected to then also fulfil 

the role of represented officials. Holly Bennett notes that “we [the public service] are the extreme 

minority, the majority of people do not care what is happening in Parliament, at a government level 

- they just want to live their lives, do what they need to look after themselves and their families”. 

The 2007 rejection of the NZ Green Party Electoral Finance Bill - notably Wayne Mapp’s 

comments questioning the inherent value of a citizens’ assembly, sets the stage for the arguments 

we see continuing to be voiced by political elites regarding deliberative democracy undermining 

or perhaps being rendered unnecessary by, representative democracy (NZPD, 2007). The 

interviewer was careful to not make any leading critical remarks about representative democracy 

during interviews. However, a range of elites immediately jumped to the defence of existing 

systems when asked about deliberative democracy.  Consider the following statement by Twyford, 

who, while a self-proclaimed advocate of deliberative democracy, is “not in favour of replacing 

conventional representative democracy with its cycles of policy generation, and so on, with these 

other processes”. Ultimately for Twyford, representative democracy and accountability to that 

system is an enriching process.   

  

I'm a big believer that our democracy is enriched by having really good representative 

processes, and campaigning with a manifesto and promises, and then being held to account 

for them and publicly delivering on them and taking that very seriously and being 

accountable publicly and transparently; I think that's the most important thing (Twyford).   

  

While seeing the benefit of increased public participation in decision-making, MP and former 

Minister Mark Mitchell also maintained a very positive view of the status of representative 

democracy, stating that “although our system is not perfect, it's actually very good, it's a very strong 

democracy. Members of the public have got easy access to the representatives and generally 

speaking, they're able to communicate and have their voices heard”. For Mitchell, the public 

already have strong participation in the decisions being made, in that MPs are “able to reflect their 

views, or the majority view, back inside our parliamentary system in a very strong way”. 

Interestingly, Mitchell’s comments reflect that of Mapp’s (NZPD, 2007) in that he considers 

parliament itself a deliberative assembly of sorts. He notes that New Zealand is a small society 
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within which there is “one degree of separation”, and as such, citizens are very easily able to speak 

their views and hold representatives accountable. The former Minister also noted that when 

politicians start disengaging from the public they do not last long because the New Zealand public 

has something of a radar for this. Critically, the Minister suggested that instead, where New 

Zealand needs to be heading is perhaps to a “smaller parliament”, given the size of the country.   

  

Liam Kernaghan, former chief advisor to the opposition leader, led the National Party 2020 Policy  

Development process, including the ‘Have Your Say’ campaign aimed at understanding the views 

of different people around the country.  In our interview, Kernaghan recalled the importance and 

significance of this campaign but did not see the need to extend beyond this informative public 

consultation to a more deliberative or perhaps more determinative method. While Kernaghan 

strongly believed that “you need to make sure that you at least have an understanding of what the 

public think”, he noted that “I do not necessarily think that deliberative or participatory democracy 

is the way that New Zealand should be going. I fundamentally think that at some point in time you 

need to allow MPs or decision-makers the chance to make the decision and, ultimately, the 

accountability is the election in three-year’s time”. Former deputy prime minister Paula Bennett 

expressed similar sentiments, noting that “consulting doesn't mean agreeing”, and at the end of the 

day, someone has to make the hard decisions and leaders have been elected to do so. Consider the 

following statement from Paula Bennett.   

  

Sometimes, I'm going to do something, even though I've heard it all, because it's just quite 

genuinely the right thing to do and whether you like it or not is irrelevant because if you're 

only interested in populist policies, then you may not do the hard stuff that needs to get 

done (Bennett).   
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Table 4: Summary of Chapter 5 findings  

  

Theme   Sub Themes   

Challenging to build a 

trustworthy, bias free, 

process   

  

• the potential for elites to corrupt the integrity of the process and 

the need for processes to be done in ‘good faith’  

• concern regarding the potential for unintended bias   

Resource heavy; 

significant costs to time  

and money   

  

• the public service is already stretched thin   

• members of the public may not have the time/resources to be 

involved   

• requires significant information infrastructure   

The process risks 

producing both external  

and internal exclusion   

  

• tokenism is not true representation   

• may alienate or fail to empower minority groups    

An emphasis on 

consensus could 

exacerbate public biases 

and cause harm to  

minority groups   

  

• may hold the potential to marginalise dissident or minority 

voices   

• may exacerbate social cleavages in an already polarized public 

sphere   

Institutional barriers 

need to be considered   

• tendency for short termism linked to New Zealand’s three-year 

election cycle  

• political parties fear losing control  

  

Issues are too complex or 

important to allow the 

general public to decide.   

  

• politicians are risk averse and therefore fear the uncertainty of 

using new mechanism for important decisions   

• political leaders do not want to be perceived as not knowing 

how to solve complex issues themselves   

• the public may not have the capacity to engage   

  

Deliberative democracy 

undermines or is fulfilled 

by representative 

democracy  

  

• citizens do not necessarily want to be involved; they cannot be 

expected to fulfil the role of represented officials   

• existing methods of representative democracy allow for 

adequate public participation, particularly in the context of New 

Zealand   
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Chapter 6: Pragmatic views of Deliberative 

Democracy   
  

Chapters four and five of this thesis, supplemented by chapter three, have identified both the 

optimistic and sceptical views of elite political actors towards deliberative democracy, notably 

along normative and instrumental lines with some consideration of their epistemic value, as 

derived from the analysis of rich qualitative interview data. This chapter now analyses elite views 

concerning more practical, pragmatic considerations of how deliberative democracy can be 

meaningfully institutionalized within New Zealand’s larger political system. This thesis introduced 

research on deliberative democracy as being “at the cutting edge of the integration of political 

theory and empirical social science” (Dryzek, 2007). As outlined in chapter one of this thesis, the 

‘empirical turn’ in deliberative democracy has seen a growing number of studies concerned with 

deliberative processes in practice. These studies have produced valuable insights into the 

practicalities of the theoretical ideal, prompting further experimentation with innovative 

democratic tools. It is particularly important to understand how elites conceptualise the 

implementation of deliberative methods, as their beliefs will largely determine the extent to which 

citizens’ voices matter and, importantly, whether deliberative practices lead toward substantial 

democratic development. As such, this chapter analyses how New Zealand elites view the potential 

implementation of deliberative democracy with regard to the more pragmatic comments made 

during interviews. Consideration is given to the following components:   

  

• When in the policy cycle should deliberative processes be used?   

• How much weight should these processes hold over the final decision?  

• Which policy issues or questions are best suited to a deliberative process?  

  

Further, arguments are made for the potential for these methods to be used in local government 

rather than central.   
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Timing in the policy cycle?   
  

Data analysis revealed that the majority of elites interviewed thought that deliberative engagement 

processes should happen as early in the policy cycle as possible. Of these, however, a few did 

identify that, in theory, they saw opportunities for deliberative processes to be used across all stages 

of the policy cycle or that the ‘when’ depends on what you are trying to do (Manubolu, McCauley, 

Norman, Bennett,).   

  

Notably, the value of deliberative methods was identified within the problem definition phase of 

the policy cycle. Manubolu, for example, stated that “if problem identification is nailed properly, 

in a way that really reflects society and how they view the world, that will often lead to better 

outcomes anyway, in terms of the options that are considered”. Norman similarly noted that to 

start at the beginning is to allow for a diverse range of people to set the vision and the principles 

of a policy and then, in the words of Andrew McCauley, allow those who do this for a job to “cross 

the t’s and dot the i’s” so to speak. For Michael Wood, engaging people in the ‘why’ and the ‘what’ 

enables the ability to take the public on a journey and socialise the need for changes, as opposed 

to the ‘how’ of the policy which often requires much more technical and regulatory consultation.   

  

Similarly, Mark Mitchell noted that the beginning of the process is where formation and changes 

will be made to the legislation, whereas if you are engaging once options have been determined, 

its “basically a foregone conclusion”. Along similar lines, while some reasons were given for why 

processes should happen at the fore-end of the policy cycle, most of the reasons given were more 

because of the unfavourable conditions of the processes occurring at the back end of the cycle. For 

those interviewed, despite there being some merit seen in the use of deliberative methods at the 

end of the policy cycle, this was argued to increase the potential of the process being subverted, 

allowing for these procedures to become more of a confirmation bias or echo chambers in the way 

they are conducted (Norman, Manubolu). Manubolu noted that “echo chambers really start to arise 

in a problematic way, at least from my perspective, if policy advisors identify these problems or 

politicians identify this issue that they want to fix and only listen to those views that can affirm 

that”. Kernaghan, on a similar note, stated the need for early engagement to ensure that politicians 

stay on track with what they are trying to solve. As a Senior Policy Advisor, he made reference to 
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the tendency within central government departments and agencies to come up with great ideas or 

innovative solutions that are actually looking for a problem to solve as opposed to first identifying 

the problem and then going through the solution option process. Because of this, Kernaghan notes 

that he is critical of any processes that start with the solution.   

  

Andrew Zielinski and Phil Twyford were of the few who thought these processes should happen 

at the end of the policy cycle. For Zielinski, it is much easier for a jury to be fed options and advice 

and evidence and make a decision, as opposed to being given the difficult and vague task of 

needing to do their own research. Andrew McCauley did also make a sympathetic comment 

towards using these processes at the end, noting that they could be helpful in testing or refining 

down a final solution, but ultimately concluded that they were most helpful in the beginning stages.   

  

How much weight should decisions have?  
  

Elected representatives can be viewed as gatekeepers concerning the political uptake of the outputs 

of the deliberative process. As is analysed in this section, the institutionalisation of deliberative 

democratic methods requires elites to reimagine the role of the citizen and their own status and 

how a rebalance of power may impact that. What is seen to be arising within these conversations, 

is the paradoxical tension that reimagining the role of the citizen requires reimagining the role of 

the elite. While many political elites advocate for deliberative democracy in theory, their hesitation 

emerges when it comes down to disassembling existing power structures in order for this to 

happen. The ‘outputs’ of deliberative processes are one of their more contentious aspects. 

However, the third criterion in the OECD evaluation framework for deliberative processes is that 

the outcome is a set of influential conclusions and actions; there should be “evidence of impact” 

(Chwalisz, 2020). Having strong political or institutional commitment is essential to giving the 

process credibility and motivating people to invest their time by participating. Evidence suggests 

that commitments from public decision-makers are one of the critical factors for why response 

rates are high and dropout rates are low amongst participants in representative deliberative 

processes for public decision-making (OECD, 2021). The more people feel they will have impact 

on policies that affect their lives, the more seriously they will volunteer their time. Three prominent 

discourses emerged with regard to this topic area, which can be placed along the IAP2 engagement 
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spectrum and Pateman’s (1970) categories with regard to their goal and degree of ‘promise to the 

public’ Notably, these discourses are grouped under (1) Empower (full participation) (2) 

Collaborate/Involve (partial participation) (3) Consult (pseudo participation).   

  

Responses coded as (1) ‘empower’ had a strong power-sharing discourse and supported binding 

forms of deliberative engagement on major issues. They considered deliberative mechanisms with 

no commitment to implement the recommendations made to be useless or misleading. There were, 

however, caveats to this. Swarbrick, for example, noted that while she would be inclined to place 

a significant amount of weight on the recommendations of deliberative forums, this would be 

predicated on the basis of the process itself being of a high quality. The assumption made here is 

that if the process is of a high standard, the product will be of a high standard and thus weight 

should be placed on these recommendations. Like Swarbrick, Russell noted not seeing the point 

of doing a deliberative process if it is “just consultation”. Russell, while not making explicit 

reference to it, essentially outlined OECD best practice in her response, stating that where 

recommendations are made, a government disposition should be towards adoption of these, or they 

must provide strong reasons for rejection. Russell stated an 80/20 rule, noting that 80 per cent of 

recommendations should be adopted, to allow some leeway for elected officials to do their jobs, 

however commented that if more than 20 per cent of recommendations are being rejected then 

there is a problem, and the deliberative system itself should be assessed. Further, while noting that 

how determinative a deliberative process should be is a “balancing act” that would be “topic 

dependent” Manubolu notes that if deliberative democracy was to be used, “it should be genuine 

and it should then therefore be actually empowering those communities”. With reference to the 

IAP2 spectrum of public participation discussed in the literature review of this thesis, Manubolu 

asserts that “we can't just be at the inform side (of the spectrum) if we're using it; I don't think we'd 

be doing justice to that form of engagement if the only participation we're offering is at an inform 

level. It should definitely be involved, at the very least”.   

  

Responses coded as (2) collaborate/involve, suggested that while some weight should be placed 

on the final decision, no binding contract should be made to ensure the implementation of 

recommendations. Russel Norman, like Manubolu above, suggests that the question of how 

determinative the process should be is dependent on the issue at hand. Speaking to the example of 
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the 2008 Electoral Finance Bill Norman noted that “what we tried to do was set it up as a system 

whereby the citizens assembly basically made the recommendation, but it still delegated final 

authority to the legislature to vote for it”. Norman asserted that while “an expectation that the 

parliament will implement the decisions of the citizens’ assembly is really important, particularly 

on the kind of issues that you want to do it, like climate change or electoral finance” the limitation 

lies in that “you can never enforce it within our kind of constitution, but you certainly set up an 

expectation of it”. In a similar vein, Minister Twyford, while a self-proclaimed advocate for 

deliberative processes, still holds that any final decisions as to whether to adopt recommendations 

or not should be made by political leaders. Consider the following statement where Twyford 

outlines his ideal vision of the process:   

  

I would be inclined to take an issue, design a really good deliberative process, get the best 

possible result and then you have the political process where the elected leaders say ‘we're 

going to take that outcome and we're going to make it our policy, or not, because we've got 

some other reason’ (Twyford).   

  

In contrast, those whose responses were coded along the (3) consult end of the IPA2 spectrum, 

aligned with what Mansbridge (1999) calls “consultative deliberation”, where the representative 

deliberative process is non-binding and more so informative in nature, with no commitment at all 

made from elites. It must be noted that this is distinct from what Mansbridge coins as “empowered 

deliberation” (1999), a more binding process that aligns with the aforementioned arguments and 

is more in line with what Pateman would refer to as ‘pseudo participation’ (1970) A common 

thread across these discourses was the emphasis on the job of the elite, notably to have the final 

say in the matter. Consider the following comment from former Deputy Prime Minister Paula 

Bennett, who states, “you are elected, and you've got a big job; at end of the day you have to make 

decisions”. Likewise, McCauley noted that “no matter what, there's always a place for the job of 

the public service, to go through that process of dotting the I's and crossing the t's”. McCauley 

spoke to the “responsibility” of public servants to identify risks and benefits, or legislative and 

technical nuances within the policy that the general public, or even politicians, may miss. While 

advocating that participants need to know that someone will “listen to what they come up with”, 
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McCauley sees the place of the public service and political elites as needing to have the final say 

on any decision. 

 

What type of questions/policy problems are appropriate for use?   
  

The nuanced responses from political elites with regard to what policy problems they believe 

would be appropriate for a deliberative forum is a significant contribution of this thesis, providing 

insightful information that is currently lacking in both the theoretical and empirical literature on 

deliberative democracy.   

  

Figure 1:Venn diagram of the perceived suitability of policy problems for deliberative 

forums 

 

   [A]                                                     [ab]                                        [B]   

Seen as suitable                          Mixed views              Seen as not (or less) suitable  

 

 

•   ‘Wicked Problems’  
( notably climate  
change/water)    
  

•   Constitutional  
Policies/Electoral  
policies    

  

•   Drug reform    
  

•   Transport    
  

•   Issues deeply  
moral/ethical in  
nature or  
concerning  
human rights   
Abortion,  ( 

marriage  
equality)    

  

•   Highly  technical  
legislation    e.g.  
Financial Management  
rules/omnibus bills    
  

•   Making small technical  
changes 

   
  

•   Removed from day - to - 
day lives/will not  
impact them    
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Firstly, under [A], many participants noted that deliberative methods are most appropriate for use for 

policy issues broadly deemed to be “wicked” - complex, open ended and “inherently resistant to a 

clear definition and an agreed solution” (Head & Alford, 2013, p. 712). Consider this statement by 

former Green Party Leader Russel Norman, explaining why wicked problems need alternative 

problem-solving systems,   

  

where I think they have particular value is the so called ‘wicked problems’…which 

basically requires us to act collectively, in long- term interests beyond our own lifetimes, I 

think that being able to kind of step outside the day to day of partisan politics, which citizen 

assemblies can do, that's where they're particularly appropriate (Norman).   

  

The benefit of these processes for wicked problems, as identified in the extract above, is partly 

found in that they can help address the democratic myopia previously discussed, which is important 

given that wicked problems are inherently time consuming to solve. Similarly, Minister Phil 

Twyford noted that “there’s an argument for choosing areas where there aren’t necessarily deep 

political divisions, but a genuine policy complexity”. Given the wide range of scholarship deeming 

climate change to be the most prominent ‘wicked problem’ of our time (Sun & Yang, 2019) it is 

unsurprising that the issue of climate change was noted to be highly appropriate for a deliberative 

process. For example, current Minister of Transport Michael Wood, states that the climate 

transition is a wicked policy area which could benefit greatly from a deliberative assembly.   

  

Constitutional and electoral policies were also viewed as policy areas where deliberative processes 

should be used. Russel Norman spoke directly to issues of electoral finance, also brought up by 

Golriz Ghahraman, arguing that the issues which entangle political parties and involve vested 

interest in many senses necessitate the use of deliberative public forums. Speaking to this issue in 

particular, Norman notes, “how do we resolve a problem like that where the players all have 

particular interest it in? The obvious way is something which is outside the political parties and so 

the citizens’ assembly serves a purpose in that”. Constitutional issues were suggested to be ideal 

in that they are of wide significance and also require generational conversations, which could be 

facilitated through a representative process (Wall). Louisa Wall noted that anything regarding wide 
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significance to the public would be good policy issues for deliberative process, “public assets, the 

public good, our identity, how we represent an international context and that identity via name”. 

Wall noted ongoing conversations regarding the binary of changing the name of New Zealand to 

Aotearoa and said that would be a very interesting citizens’ assembly.   

  

Further, a range of participants also spoke directly to drug reform needing to take place through a 

deliberative process. This was unsurprising given that the citizens’ assembly proposed by MP 

Chlöe Swarbrick in 2018 and ultimately ending in a nation-wide referendum, was an example fresh 

in the minds of those interviewed.  Green MPs Chlöe Swarbrick and Golriz Ghahraman both spoke 

directly to the inadequacy of the use of referendum for an issue such as drug reform and suggested 

that this was an issue where a deliberative forum, such as a citizen’s assembly, would have been 

most appropriate for use. Consider the following statement from MP Ghahraman, where she notes 

how a deliberative forum could perhaps ameliorate some of the issues emerging in the use 

referendum:   

  

the cannabis referendum might not have been appropriate, but cannabis decriminalization 

might be ideal for a citizens’ assembly, where you then do have the ability to design a 

framework whereby the ‘jury’, so to speak, hear from all the different communities, hear 

from science scientists, hear from mental health professionals and so that makes it really 

different than a referendum where most people are disengaged, and people don't have the 

time or facility to access information (Ghahraman).   

  

With regard to [B], the predominant assumption in the literature that elites may think the public 

lacks understanding or knowledge was refuted by the findings of this study. Where participants 

noted deliberative processes not to be relevant or appropriate was concerning issues of specific 

technical complexity (Berthe, Russell, Mitchell). This was not, however, due to the citizen lacking 

cognitive ability but more so that it would be a waste of time or uninteresting for a participant. 

These were argued to be less fit for purpose. Notably, this was not about scientific or complex 

issues; rather, as Paula Bennett candidly scoffed, “if the topic is that bloody scientific, and, of 

course, there's things that are, I still think you want a public view!”. Ghahraman, in agreement, 

suggested that the process itself should invalidate these critical views of deliberative processes, 
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stating, “I don't think anything's too complex for so-called ‘ordinary people’ to grasp”. Rather, 

Ghahraman asserts it is more about making sure that these citizens have “access to time and other 

resources where they can engage with expert evidence or information”.  Current MP and former 

Minister Mark Mitchell stated that there is definitely an argument for not using deliberative 

processes on “highly technical pieces of legislation that are just making technical changes” 

however noted that generally speaking, the public should be able to have a say on any piece of 

legislation that is being passed through parliament.   

  

Where there was a lack of consensus in the data [ab] was with regard to policy issues with a deep 

ethical and moral grounding, or that which concern human rights. Marriage equality and abortion 

were both examples brought up by participants (Wall, Ghahraman, Swarbrick). While Ghahraman 

was cautious of putting anything too “highly emotive” or that very clearly only impacted a minority 

group into a deliberative process, Louisa Wall strongly asserted that these should not happen, 

stating her concern for harm to marginalised groups. On the other end of the spectrum, a few 

participants noted these issues as ideal for use. In particular, both Swarbrick and Zielinski brought 

up the example of the citizens’ assembly behind the Irish abortion referendum and noted that it 

seemed as though it produced a solid result.   

  

More potential at the local government level?  
  

A number of comments were made on the appropriateness of implementation at a central 

government level versus a local government level. The notion of subsidiarity concerning the need 

for more localised solutions necessarily emerged within discussions envisioning the place of 

deliberative democratic innovation in Aotearoa. Notably, in a New Zealand context, this notion 

has been linked to the Māori concept of mana whakahaere, which addresses the extent to which 

communities - hapū, iwi or whānau - have a sense of agency or ownership over decisions that may 

affect them (Guerin, 2002). As highlighted by the NZ Treasury in their subsidiarity implications 

review (2002) the need for more localised governance structures in Aotearoa is further necessitated 

by nuanced Māori governance structures such as regional variation concerning claims of mana 

whakahaere, rangatiratanga and mana motuhake, ownership rights and the authority to act as 

‘guardians’ over these resources. While this thesis focused specifically on central government 
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elites, arguably at the apex of power (Lilleker, 2003), this was an interesting finding of the study 

in the sense that many central government elites communicated that where more localised solutions 

are needed is where deliberative methods could perhaps be best used.  Louisa Wall strongly 

advocated for this approach, stating that perhaps just as the law commission created a mechanism 

for local alcohol policies, a deliberative method could be used to determine local food policies. 

Outlining this issue within her own constituency, South Auckland, Wall noted that communities 

should “be able to determine for themselves how many KFC’s, how many McDonalds” are built 

in their local areas, given the disproportionately obesogenic environment it is creating compared 

to surrounding constituencies. As such, Wall advocated for using these approaches in instances of 

localised issues which needed to empower members of the community to take ownership over their 

environments. Notably, the MP drew an interesting line of comparison between the issue of local 

food policies and drug law reform, arguing that at their core, both were instances where the use of 

deliberative methods could be powerfully utilised, in the sense of “trying to actually create an 

empowered environment where people can take responsibility for the environment, to a degree, 

that they live in”. Wall also commented on New Zealand’s Three Waters approach, criticising the 

way in which this was done and suggesting that in retrospect a citizen’s assembly could have been 

used to make these decisions. This notion clearly reflects that of mana whakahaere and suggests 

that perhaps the use of deliberative democracy could aid in empowering more localized solutions 

to local problems. Transport Minister Michael Wood also noted that while he doesn’t think that 

deliberative democracy is ‘impossible’ to do at a central level and would “personally would like 

to see us develop a bit more in that direction”, he notes that at the moment there is more scope for 

deliberative processes in local government “just through the sheer fact that your local government 

tends to be dealing with much smaller units of population and community”.   
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Chapter 7: Discussion   
  

  

This research has successfully answered the central question of how New Zealand political elites 

view deliberative democracy. Broadly speaking, political elites’ views can be summed up as 

cautiously optimistic. While they were found to hold many optimistic views regarding the value 

of deliberative democracy, these were accompanied by sceptical perspectives and views on barriers 

to use. These views were predominantly grounded in normative/democratic and instrumental 

reasonings, with some regard paid to deliberative democracy’s epistemic features. Further, elites 

expressed a diversity of pragmatic views regarding practical considerations such as what policy 

areas they think these processes could be used for, how much weight they should hold in decision 

making and where in the policy process they could be used. Ultimately, while political elites clearly 

view the optimistic potential of these methods for New Zealand’s democracy, further research 

needs to be done to determine the ways that these methods could be feasibly implemented in the 

country with regard to both sceptical views and practical considerations. While the discussion of 

findings has ultimately taken place within the empirical chapters, there are some key findings that 

deserve further consideration.   

  

Firstly, the use of a multimethod qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews supplemented 

with document analysis enabled this research to have both breadth and depth. As can be clearly 

identified through the provision of summary tables, the limited data on elites’ views to date 

produced quite similar thematic arguments to those found in the interview data, an interesting 

finding. It is here suggested that this may be due to the fact that little progress has been made in 

advancing deliberative methods in New Zealand and scholars suggest that when elites view 

empirical examples this is when their views on deliberative methods show change (Hendriks, 

2013). Given this, many elites spoke in hypotheticals or drew on examples they had seen overseas.  

Only two elites noted during interviews that they had read any academic literature on the topic.   

  

Secondly, the findings of this study align with trends suggesting that governments are increasingly 

embracing the rhetoric of greater public participation in decision-making. Overall, the political 

elites in this research were generally supportive of deliberative processes that increased public 
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participation in decision-making, in contrast to comparative empirical literature within which 

politically elected officials tended to hold far more sceptical views regarding both the value of 

these processes and the cognitive capacity of citizens (Nabatchi & Farrar, 2011). However, while 

many elites willingly reimagined the role of the citizen, a number of them struggled more with the 

way this may redistribute their own power. While these elites expressed a desire for the public to 

be able to engage with decision making and saw benefit in increased debate in the public sphere, 

where data was more split in the analysis was with regard to notions of the redistribution of power 

to that same public via more devolved decision-making processes.    

  

Finally, the findings of this study show reason to be optimistic about the democratic potential of 

deliberative democracy in New Zealand. This thesis argues that the results demonstrate political 

elites do see potential for, or in some cases desire, deliberative democratic processes to happen in 

New Zealand. Many elites showed a genuine interest in the interviews and were curious of the 

researcher’s work, asking to be informed of the results of the study or indicating they would be 

interested in being provided with further information. Others spoke of the need to see a ‘test run’ 

or trial of these deliberative processes. In a concluding comment at the end of the interview, advisor 

Andrew Zielinski commented, “I'd really like to see in practice, it would great if there was a 

particular project or policy proposal that was handled in this way and could find out how it worked. 

I'd definitely be supporting a test case”.   
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Chapter 8: Conclusion  
  

  

This thesis successfully investigated and examined the critical and under-researched question of 

how New Zealand political elites – politicians and high-level advisors or policymakers - view 

deliberative democracy. Providing a critical analysis of the literature relating to this question, this 

study then utilised a multimethod qualitative analysis approach of independent interviews with 

New Zealand political elites supplemented with thorough primary document analysis to answer 

the central research question and in doing so addresses a significant gap in the existing scholarship 

on deliberative democracy. Broadly speaking, political elites’ views could be summed up as 

cautiously optimistic. They were found to hold both optimistic and sceptical perspectives of 

deliberative democracy, driven primarily by normative/democratic and instrumental reasonings, 

with some regard deliberative democracy’s epistemic features. Further, elites expressed a number 

of pragmatic views regarding the practical considerations of implementation, which will be noted 

in the summary of findings below. This concluding chapter will first summarise the key findings 

of this thesis, demonstrating that the research question has been satisfactorily answered through 

the application of appropriate methodology to the central query. Secondly, the significance of this 

study’s contribution to the field, and beyond, will be highlighted. The limitations of the study are 

then acknowledged, followed by assertions of how this thesis has illuminated several avenues for 

fruitful future research.   

  

Summary of Findings   

To answer the research question, it was first essential to establish the backdrop and impetus that 

underpins this thesis; the asserted central role of political elites’ views towards democratic 

innovations that may address the democratic malaise. The introductory chapter set the scene of the 

‘democratic deficit’ faced by many Western democracies, which has provided an impetus for the 

uptake of democratic innovation on the agendas of academics and practitioners alike (Dryzek & 

Niemeyer, 2019). Of these innovations, the centrality of deliberative democracy is highlighted, a 

method experiencing a surge of use internationally and the topic of much theoretical discussion 

(OECD, 2020). This thesis then argues that central to the uptake of democratic innovations are 

political elites, who, because of their “disproportionate power and influence”, play an imperative 



                92   

role in the process of innovating democracy (Diamond, 1999, p. 66) and, as such, it is necessary 

to investigate elites’ views of these processes. New Zealand was noted to no longer be immune to 

this democratic malaise, with evidence of growing dissatisfaction, disillusionment and distrust 

present, despite relatively high global rankings. However, while deliberative democracy is being 

utilised as a democratic innovation globally, New Zealand was introduced as having a surprising 

lack of experience with deliberative public engagement. Given this, and the gap identified within 

the literature, this study answered the research question:   

  

RQ: How do New Zealand political elites view deliberative democracy?  

  

Optimistic views   

This study found that New Zealand political elites hold a number of optimistic views of 

deliberative democracy. Firstly, public participation more broadly was viewed as being inherent 

to, and thus inseparable from democracy itself. In this sense, deliberative democracy was perceived 

by political elites as a way to address prevailing democratic deficits seen in representative and 

participatory democracy. Secondly, deliberative methods were viewed to be more inclusive and 

diverse than participatory democracy, perceived as holding the potential to both empower 

members or groups of the public who may not be heard well in existing participatory methods and 

having the potential to lead to more inclusive policy outputs. Further, the knowledge-building 

capacity of deliberative democracy was viewed by political elites as being a key benefit, both 

enabling more educated public decision-making and helping to address the democratic threat of 

misinformation. Additionally, deliberative democracy and increased public participation more 

broadly were viewed positively in the way they can help close the gap between the public and the 

political elite, better enabling decision-makers to understand the perspectives and experiences of 

the public. One of the key instrumental benefits political elites viewed was the ability of democracy 

to help build support for and legitimise change. Participants noted that deliberative democracy 

could cultivate an environment for change, socialising policy decisions and generating greater 

public buy-in. Finally, deliberative democracy was viewed as holding the potential to alleviate 

biased decision-making that can occur due to the vested interests of elites or powerful stakeholders, 

helping to remove political or partisan motivation and hopefully lead to better decision-making 

overall.   
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Sceptical views   

Secondly this study gained an understanding of the sceptical or critical views of deliberative 

democracy held by political elites. First, it was seen to be challenging to build a trustworthy, bias 

free deliberative process. In a self-critical manner, participants spoke to the potential for elite 

political actors to corrupt the integrity of the process and thus the need for these processes to be 

conducted in good faith. A further concern was raised with regard to unintended bias in the 

process, that is, considerations such as who is advising the public and how are questions being 

asked (Swarbrick). Secondly, deliberative processes were said to be resource-heavy, presenting 

significant costs concerning time and money. Participants who were high-level public servants 

noted that the public service is already stretched thin and this, alongside the cost of the information 

infrastructure necessitated by deliberative processes, may dissuade political elites from wanting to 

engage with these methods. Critically, participants also noted that members of the public 

themselves might not have the time or resources to be involved in such an intensive process. 

Thirdly, this study found that elites were concerned that the process risked producing both external 

and internal exclusion. Participants mentioned the internal exclusion that could occur, noting that 

these processes need to be cognizant of the fact that external power structures would naturally still 

be at play in this internal forum. Further, participants noted that deliberative democracy’s 

emphasis on consensus could exacerbate public biases and cause harm to minority groups. These 

processes were viewed as holding the potential to both exacerbate social cleavages in an already 

polarized public sphere and marginalize dissident or minority voices.  Participants also viewed a 

number of institutional barriers to implementing these processes, notably the tendency for short-

termism linked to New Zealand’s three-year election cycle. A number of participants viewed 

issues as being too complex or important to allow the general public to decide. This was not so 

much about the cognitive capacity of citizens as it was about politicians’ risk aversion; ministers 

commented that they did not want to be perceived as not knowing how to solve complex issues 

themselves. Finally, the goals of deliberative democracy were viewed as already being fulfilled by 

representative democracy. Participants noted that, particularly in a New Zealand context where 

constituents have one degree of separation from their representatives, existing methods of 

representative democracy allow for adequate public participation. Further, they noted that citizens 

do not necessarily want to be involved and cannot be expected to fulfil the role of represented 

officials. 
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Pragmatic views   

Elites also had strong views with regard to more pragmatic aspects of deliberative processes. This 

research found that deliberative processes were broadly envisioned to be of most use in the 

beginning stages of policy development. With regard to the type of policy issues these forums 

could be used for, there was broad consensus they were appropriate for ‘wicked’ problems (notably 

climate change), areas that required significant mindset shifts (notably drug reform), and 

constitutional or electoral policies. Highly technical legislation or issues removed from the public’s 

daily lives were not considered as suitable for deliberation, not due to a lack of cognitive capacity 

but rather because it was deemed unnecessary or a waste of time. There was a clear divide in elite 

views regarding issues with a strong moral or ethical component or anything concerning human 

rights (examples given were abortion and marriage equality). A divide was also seen with regard 

to the weight these processes should have on decision making, with three primary discursive 

themes emerging, coded as (1) Empower (full participation), (2) Collaborate/Involve (partial 

participation) and (3) Consult (pseudo participation). The divided responses indicated that while 

political elites broadly demonstrated a willingness to utilise new deliberative methods, there are 

evident tensions present concerning the power-sharing aspects of these methods and the way this 

may require a reimagination of their central role in decision making.  

  

  

Contributions and significance of this study   

This thesis is significant empirical research on a number of fronts. Firstly, to the knowledge of the 

author, this is the first comprehensive qualitative study of the views of political elites in New 

Zealand, specifically on deliberative democracy and as such offers highly original and significant 

findings for practitioners and scholars. The research offers rare insights into the preferences of 

national-level political elites, including a former Deputy Prime Minister, current and former 

ministers, party leaders, senior advisors and analysts. Accessing such rich data is a feat that should 

not be understated, given that these elites are considered notoriously difficult to access, and thus 

there is limited research which seeks their perspectives first-hand (Richards, 1996). This added a 

rich layer of depth to this research and offers value beyond this study, given that the literature on 

deliberative democracy has largely overlooked elites’ roles.   
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The foundational significance of this thesis lies in that it redresses the deficient lack of attention 

paid to political elites’ views of deliberative democracy in both New Zealand political texts, and 

international literature. While there is a wealth of literature on deliberative democratic theory, 

including that which laments political elites’ lack of interest or uptake of these mechanisms, rarely 

have researchers paused to consider why this is the case. Current understanding has been limited 

by a scarcity of data; filling this identified gap produced highly valuable and relevant contributions 

to the field. Aligning with literature, this thesis maintains that the prospects for democratic 

innovation in New Zealand, and globally, cannot be understood without taking account of the key 

players involved, given the profound influence they have on political and democratic development. 

Grounded in that premise, this thesis responded to the calls of scholars and practitioners alike to 

consider the ‘motivations, challenges and dilemmas’ of the actors involved in democratic 

innovations (Elstub and Escobar, 2019, p. 5; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2002).  

  

Further, this research helps envision what the implementation of deliberative democracy could 

look like in New Zealand. Both the synthesis of existing documents and the rich, nuanced data 

emerging from interviews paint a picture of how politically feasible this would be, and what key 

considerations would need to be taken into account. While fully envisioning this future is not 

within the scope of this study, the research provides a promising starting point from which to build 

an argument for the use of these methods in New Zealand, in a way that might be received more 

than they have been done in the past.   

  

Herein lies the broader significance of this project beyond these important contributions to the 

field. Given the central role of elites in innovating democracy, investigating their assumptions is 

critical to continue building the infrastructure of democracy. There is much to be said about the 

value of questioning normative conceptions of democracy and the way that this permits not only 

scholars but, in this case, elites, to open their imaginations and start to think more expansively and 

critically about the future of governance. A part of the ongoing significance of this research, 

perhaps therefore, not only lies in the outputs of this physical thesis but also in the process of 

having these conversations with elites, which encouraged them to not only envision these new 

methods but also reflect upon the state of public participation in New Zealand’s democracy, with 

many concluding that change was needed. Critically, a number of participants interviewed, notably 
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current Minister for Transport Michael Wood, indicated that they would like to receive a copy of 

the findings of this research, given their strong interest in the method but lack of understanding as 

to its current acceptance, or lack thereof, within the political sphere. While the physical product of 

this thesis may end here, there is an intention for this research to be translated into succinct findings 

to provide to political elites who expressed desire to receive a summary of findings. Given that 

participants indicated their desire to see a test trial of a deliberative method, notably Minister Phil 

Twyford among a range of other practitioners and MPs, there is scope to do further research and 

provide guidance as to the political feasibility of these methods.   

  

This study also yielded some provocative results with regard to the critical views of political elites 

towards existing methods of participatory democracy used in New Zealand and more broadly 

contribute to the governance and political leadership literature with regard to demonstrating the 

ways that elites are perceiving the public and shifts this may indicate in the broader composition 

of the state/citizen relationship.   

  

Limitations of this study   

This research is not without limitations. Given that theory, research, and practice of deliberative 

democracy are expanding rapidly, it was not within the scope of this thesis to pay due respect to 

every aspect of this nascent theory, however, the study did demonstrate acknowledgement and 

understanding of these expansive works, while critically synthesising that which was of relevance 

to this study.   

 

Notably, while the interview sample size is considered very appropriate for the scope of this 

research, with reference to comparative studies, elites from all New Zealand political parties are 

not included within the sample, and it is slightly smaller than was initially intended. This thesis 

reflects the views of those interviewed or who were included in the primary data and cannot claim 

to be indicative of the opinions of all political elites. Given that the intention of this study was not 

to draw comparisons between parties and rather seek a more general view, this is defendable, 

especially given that these views were accounted for in the document analysis section of the thesis. 

In saying that however, the difficulties of accessing elites should not be understated. New Zealand 

COVID-19 Level 3 and 4 emergency lockdowns taking place during the time of data collection 
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added to the difficulty of accessing elites and arguably required the researcher to work even harder 

to gain access and secure time to gather views.   

  

Further, as indicated in the review of relevant literature, the large majority of studies concerning 

political elites’ views and deliberative democracy are case study based, evaluating views on 

particular deliberative processes. New Zealand’s limited engagement with deliberative processes 

added a layer of difficulty to this research, as literature and primary sources were scarce. The study 

was therefore required to be very investigative in nature, requiring extensive searches for relevant 

documents or mentions of the theory in primary sources. Interviews were therefore more blue skies 

and hypothetical in nature, grounded by a few case studies, but requiring the participants to think 

beyond the existing structures. While this is viewed as a limiting factor of this research, it also 

allowed this study to be exploratory in nature and provided a unique opportunity to produce 

research that indicated their preferences regarding the pragmatic considerations of implementation.   

  

  

Potential for future research   

This thesis necessarily confined itself to a particular scope, however, has illuminated several 

avenues for fruitful potential research. Having identified that elite political actors are open to 

deliberative democracy, future research could explore which specific forms they would value most 

or are most receptive to. Given the lack of engagement with these methods in New Zealand this 

was not the focus of this particular study, however given the basis this study has provided, and 

growing knowledge in the public sector of these varying forms, there may be more scope to explore 

this. While this research has filled a specific gap, continued study and attention towards the views 

of political elites concerning deliberative democracy and public participation is something this 

thesis argues strongly for.   

  

As outlined in the review of relevant literature, studies concerning political elites’ views of 

deliberative democracy have highlighted the changes in attitudes that occur when these elites have 

the opportunity to observe or experience them in practice (Hendriks, 2013). As previously noted, 

New Zealand’s limited engagement with deliberative processes added a layer of difficulty to this 

research. This research indicated that many demonstrate an openness to seeing these methods in 
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action, some stating they would be in support of a test case of deliberative democracy in New 

Zealand. As such, this is a significant area for future potential research. As noted by Minister Phil 

Twyford, researchers have great potential to select good opportunities to demonstrate how this 

could successfully work in practice, perhaps even using some of the more commonly agreed upon 

policy areas in this study.   

  

Concluding statements   

As indicated in this concluding chapter, this thesis has successfully investigated and examined the 

critical and under-researched question of how New Zealand political elites – politicians and high-level 

advisors or policymakers - view deliberative democracy. This thesis concludes with the remark that 

deliberative democracy is an unfinished principle, and the infrastructure of democracy needs constant 

attending to. There is much value to be gained in critically engaging with deliberative democracy, as 

this thesis did through the analysis of elite perspectives.     
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APPENDICES  
  

  

  

  

Appendix I: First and Second Generation Deliberative Ideals (Bächtiger et al., 2018, p. 5)  
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Appendix II: Interview Participants   
  

  

1. Hon Paula Bennett, Former Deputy Prime Minister of New Zealand   

  

2. Hon Phil Twyford, Minister for Disarmament and Arms Control, Associate Minister for 

the Environment, Former Minister for Transport and Housing   

  

3. Hon Michael Wood, Minister for Transport   

  

4. Russel Norman, Former Co-Leader of the Green Party   

  

5. Chlöe Swarbrick, Green MP (Auckland Central)  

  

6. Mark Mitchell, National Party MP, Select Committee Member Justice   

  

7. Louisa Wall, MP Labour Party (South Auckland)  Ngati Tuwharetoa,Ngati Hineuru me 

Waikato  

  

8. Golriz Ghahraman, MP Green Party (List MP)   

  

9. Dr Deborah Russell, MP Labour Party (New Lynn)   

  

10. Jahnavi Manubolu, Senior Advisor Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet   

  

11. Liam Kernaghan, Former Senior Advisor to the Leader of the Opposition (Rt Hon Bill 

English, Hon Simon Bridges)   

  

12. Elodie Berthe, Senior Advisor MBIE   

  

13. Andrew McCauley, Senior Advisor MSD, Senior Analyst MOE   

  

14. Andrew Zielinski, Senior Advisor MOT, former Senior Advisor MOJ   

  

15. Holly Bennett, former Ministerial Advisor NZ Parliament   
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Appendix III: Indicative Interview Topics/Questions   
  

  

  
University of Auckland  

Private Bag 92019  
Auckland 1142 | New Zealand   

   E: jbud473@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

                                                                                                                P: 02108655205    

    

INDICATIVE TOPICS/QUESTIONS   

PROJECT TITLE: What New Zealand political elites think of deliberative democracy: Testing 

academic assumptions on Aotearoa's politicians and policymakers  

  

Indicative questions to be asked include the following:   

Experiences of responding to public input more broadly   

1. What have your experiences been in listening to or utilising public input?   

2. What do you see as the most important contribution that public input can make to government and 

decision making? In your experience, what are the benefits of public participation?   

On current methods of engagement:   

3. There are many different types and forms of public input into government - market research, 

consultation, deliberation, forums, meetings etc. In your experience, which forms have been the 

most valuable?   

4. What do you see the role of the public being in high level political decision making?   

5. What are the key criticisms you have of current methods of engagement with the public regarding 

decision making?   

6. Do you think current methods of public engagement are inclusive enough? Follow up: In what 

ways to they honour/fail to honour Te Tiriti o Waitangi?   

On the use of Deliberative Democracy:   

7. What do you see as the benefits of deliberative methods of engagement?   

8. What, if any, criticisms do you have of deliberative methods of engagement?   

9. What level of influence do you think the results of deliberative public forums should have on the 

final policy decision?   

mailto:jbud473@aucklanduni.ac.nz
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10. At what point in the policy process do you think deliberative public engagement is most 

appropriate?   

11. Do you think there are policy areas or issues (give examples e.g. recent climate assemblies in 

Europe; citizens’ juries on water in Australia) where deliberative methods of public engagement 

are more/less appropriate, and if so, which and why?   

12. There are many different types and forms of deliberative public participation/engagement into 

government (give examples). In your understanding, which forms of deliberation would be the 

most valuable?   

13. Imagine politics and government 20 years from now. How, do you think, the role of political 

leaders vis-a-vis the public in government decision-making will evolve?   

14. How do you as a leader balance informed opinion with mass opinion, particularly on complex 

issues (examples as appropriate to the interviewee: climate change, housing, poverty)?   
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