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Democracy innovation is needed

2024 IPSOS poll:
• Over half of NZers feel the country is in decline and that our society is 

broken. 
• Two thirds believe the economy is rigged in favour of the rich and 

powerful, and that a strong leader is needed to balance the scales. 

2025 Edelman Barometer: 
• Trust in business, NGOs, Government and media have fallen since 2024,  

& lower in NZ than global average.
• an increasing majority say that leaders from government (58%), business 

(59%) and journalists (67%) are purposefully misleading the public. 



Problems with representative democracy 

• Wholesale policy u-turns when new governments come into office 
• A system that incentivises short-term thinking and responses, even for 

long-term, intergenerational issues
• Governments that over-claim electoral mandate and subsequently limit 

public involvement in policy and decision making
• The lack of checks and balances on executive government
• The lack of standing of local government and its limited ability to serve 

its communities
• The lack of political attention to:

– strengthening our democratic infrastructure and addressing issues such as 
lobbying, political donations

– empowered inclusion in agenda setting, will formation and decision-making. 



My experience
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6 Public policy dialogues using 

online text-based forums 
on:

1. Human genes in other 
organisms

2. Xenotransplantation

3. Human embryo research
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8 Public deliberation on pre-
birth testing policy using a 
custom website.
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9 Policy deliberations on Polis-
powered Scoop HiveMind 
platform on:

1. Sugar and obesity

2. Housing affordability

3. Fair tax

4. Biodiversity
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4 Other Polis deliberations:

1. Rabbits & weeds, Victoria

2. Vision for global 
association

3. GP burnout

4. NZ transport funding 
system

+ NGO strategic plan using 
Consider.it

Toi te Taiao: the Bioethics Council

• 2 national dialogues
• 1 national deliberation
• In-person and online processes

PEP collaboration with 

Scoop Independent 
News

Consultancy



Policy dialogues 2004-06

• Moderated discussion 
forums

• Multiple ‘consultation’ 
questions

• Participants could initiate 
new threads

• Threads quickly diverged 
& tapered out 
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The Potential of Polis: Going for Democracy at Scale

LOTS OF PEOPLE
LOTS OF ISSUES
LOTS OF INTERESTS
LOTS OF POSITIONS



Ways of thinking about Polis

• Machine learning to enable deliberative democracy

• A way of producing a map of an opinion space

• A survey that is created by the people that are taking it

• An anonymous but focused exchange of ideas, perspectives & 
reasons

• An open source platform for efficiently gathering & making 
meaning of perspectives at scale using machine learning





Polis User Interface?

Vote on other 

people’s 

statements

Add your own 

statements

Understand 

views & your 

views relative 

to others



Participants can explore difference



Participants can explore common ground



Why Polis?

Handles big

Stays coherent

Safe

People feel listened 

to

Perserves minority 

positions

People can join at any 

time

Produces lots of data

Facilitates learning

Free (fees for new AI 

features coming)





Limits to using Polis

• Semi-random presentation of statements lacks narrative

• No statement moderation can be a barrier to participation 
due to huge numbers of statements to consider, lots of 
nonsensical/off-topic/similar statements

• Manual pre- or post- moderation is difficult and time-
consuming work

• Analysis and report writing is difficult and time-consuming 
work



Polis 2.0

• LLM-generated real-time narrative narrative analysis to deal 
with analysis and report writing issues

• Beta example of narrative report

• Beta example of new visualisation



Polis 2.X

• LLM-generated statement moderation recommendations

• Better data visualization

• LLM assistance to participants in statement writing 



Scaling up public deliberation 

• To date, many democratic innovations have focused on 
relatively small scale, in-person, mini-publics and citizens 
assemblies 

• 1990s optimism that digital technologies could transform 
democracy and politics replaced by scepticism from late 2000s 
due to social media, trolls, political polarisation, etc

• Advantages to online deliberation include collapsing tyranny 
of time and distance time, low cost, inclusion generally 
including disabled



Challenges to going big

• Scale v quality
• Maintaining deliberative ideals i.e. inclusiveness, respectfulness, non-

coercive, equality, equity, reason-giving
• Attracting people due to digital divide, lack of trust, suspicion, differing 

capacities and abilities
• Loss of social cues and empathy in text-based communication
• Achieve mutual understanding takes time (many turns of speech)
• Power: gender, social status and knowledge as barriers, self-selection, 

representativeness, modes of communication and inclusiveness
• Helping people make sense of all the arguments
• More data, more analysis
• Privacy and security



But having just been part of a citizens’ assembly …

• The task is much greater than exploring issues, perspectives, 
reasons

• Commitment of decision-makers to respond to collective 
citizen recommendations raises the stakes

• The collective task, the carefully facilitated and structured 
process addresses issues of polarisation, trust, social cohesion

• Demonstrates how hard public decision making is

• Often participants go on to leadership roles



Beyond Polis?

• Pre-birth testing online deliberations at least as good as in-person 
but were very resource intensive and challenging to large scale

• Social media enables general and targeted recruitment
• Crowd-sourcing based platforms such as Pol.is can be used to help 

naming and framing, and creating a public
• AI-powered argument mapping, facilitation tools and gamification 

could make the PBT online approach feasible at scale, and this 
could augment in-person deliberations

• Platforms such as consider.it, which incentivise reason-giving, 
could be used to test recommendations with the wider public
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