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‘Deliberative policy-making: how much does it matter?’
Abstract:

Deliberative modes of policy-making have generated a considerable amount of empirical studies in the relevant literature. This kind of work has significantly contributed to the reflection on the virtues and limits of deliberation. The quality of deliberation is usually empirically assessed through the scrutiny of aspects such as openness and inclusiveness of deliberative forums, nature of exchanged arguments, responsiveness to stakeholders’ concerns, etc. In addition, some work also focuses on the influence of deliberative procedures over decision-making and policy outcomes. At national and subnational level deliberative policy modes are considered as supplements to mechanisms of representative democracy, whereas beyond these levels broad deliberation including NGOs and stakeholder representatives is viewed as a remedy to the lacking input through democratic channels.

However, such a growth in deliberative forms of policy-making is not general (it applies to singly policy fields and probably requires some enabling conditions). Further, it does not take place in a vacuum, and should be considered as part of broader changes in policy-making styles. Of relevance is for example the diffusion of forms of collaborative governance that can be seen as the output facet of “advocacy democracy”. These forms of governance entail the involvement in decision formulation or implementation of organised stakeholder groups, and various forms of public-private partnerships exemplify this trend. At the same time administrative reform (“New Public Management” and its derivatives) translates into a will to take more into account the preferences of service users in service delivery (« consumerism »). In addition, part of regulatory activities are now delegated to independent agencies that are expected to be better able to make “credible commitments”, among others because they develop expertise on highly technical issues. In a sense forms of deliberation with policy-takers are privileged in all these modes of policy-making. However, in cooperative governance and in NPM the circle of those legitimised to deliberate can be fairly limited. In the case of “agencification”, deliberation is confined to a narrow group of administrators deemed to hold expertise, whose deliberations should be immunised from the democratic process (considered as inimical to rational and disinterested deliberation). Yet another trend towards the stronger “judicialisation” of policy-making (both at the level of the nation state and beyond courts tend to become policy actors in their own right) also relies on the idea that deliberative exchange is necessary, however under the condition that it acts as a check to the power of representative institutions. All this qualifies the assessment of deliberative policy-making as an improvement in terms of democracy and participation. It should be put into perspective with the developing participatory and accountability deficits, especially those identified beyond the state level (length of the delegation chain in the EU and in IGOs, privatisation of governance areas at transnational level, etc.). Therefore, although it would be wrong to argue simply that deliberative experiments do not matter, the latter should be put into context in order to assess how much they matter for the transformations experienced by contemporary democracies.

