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To address global sustainability challenges, novel ways to engage citizens in governance are

sought. However, citizens’ perspectives and expectations regarding their participation in

shaping sustainability transformation are often neglected in research and practice. This article

aims to address this knowledge gap by exploring how citizens envision democratic partici-

pation in the pursuit of a sustainable future. The approach draws on findings from visioning

exercises conducted with over 100 citizens across five European countries. These citizens

were part of mini-publics that participated in Democracy Labs held in five cities. They were

selected based on socio-demographic criteria such as gender, age, employment status, and

education, with attention to including underrepresented groups. The analysed imaginaries

reveal that citizens favour democratic practices integrated into daily life rather than occurring

in distant, designated venues. An idealised concept of embedded participatory governance

emerges from citizens’ visions, which depict multiple decision-making nodes influencing

regional, national, and even international resolutions. Citizens expect traceability and trans-

parency of decision-making at the local, national, regional, and transnational levels.

Addressing these expectations, this article provides insights for policymakers and sustain-

ability scholars on citizens’ perceptions of a functional democracy, highlighting the require-

ments for new spaces for citizenship and for legitimate, impactful processes of collective

participation in sustainability governance.
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Introduction

The complexity of today’s sustainability challenges, such as
climate change, environmental degradation, biodiversity
loss, and societal inequalities, requires a transformative

change in society (Gillard et al., 2016; Lipper and Cavatassi, 2024;
M.-L. Moore and Milkoreit, 2020; Pastukhova and Westphal,
2020). Numerous policy interests compete for pathways to a
transition to sustainable futures (Pickering, Coolsaet, et al., 2022;
Pickering, Hickmann, et al., 2022), yet finding suitable forms for
their governance is far from easy (Repo and Matschoss, 2018).
Addressing such complexity and uncertainty requires novel,
legitimate practices of democratic decision-making that enable
inclusive participation by citizens and communities in transfor-
mative change (Asenbaum, 2022; Caluwaerts and Reuchamps,
2016).

Transitions represent profound, long-term sociotechnical
changes driven by interconnected policy and decision-making
processes involving diverse social actors and institutional fra-
meworks (Markard et al., 2012). Sociotechnical research has
argued that a sustainability transition entails a transformative
change due to the large-scale and multilevel dynamics across
techno-economic, sociopolitical, socioeconomic, cultural and
justice dimensions (Hölscher et al., 2018; Pastukhova and
Westphal, 2020). It remains unclear how citizens, especially from
vulnerable groups, can participate in this transformation, which
necessitates new models for democratic participation (Pickering,
Hickmann, et al., 2022) and requires an inclusive and novel
governance approach (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2025). Research
into democratic participation and active citizenship increasingly
recognises the value of novel democratic practices for advancing
transformative governance (Felicetti, 2021; Pickering, Hickmann,
et al., 2022). However, the role of citizens’ agency in fostering new
political imaginations for democratic practices and specifically
their participation in the shaping of the future is still not thor-
oughly examined (Agger, 2021; Reinikainen, 2024; Smith, 2019).

Citizens’ wishes and expectations regarding novel participatory
practices are all the more critical in an era of rising polarisation in
discourse, (Kleiner, 2018; Li and Jager, 2023), growing cleavages
(Lockwood, 2018), and a decrease in dialogue, all characterising
democratic backsliding (Kaftan and Gessler, 2024; Matsusaka,
2025; Mechkova et al., 2017). In this context, research into par-
ticipatory and deliberative democracy highlights “democratic
innovations” as complementary practices and mechanisms, such
as citizen assemblies or participatory budgeting, through which
citizens can collectively participate in decisions (Asenbaum, 2022;
Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2016). Democratic innovations, thus,
represent new forms of citizen participation in democratic life.
For instance, referring to the Conference on the Future of Europe,
organised to create a connection between citizens and the key
institutions of Europe, Alemanno considered that it reflected a
growing realisation that citizens should be Europe’s “ultimate
source of authority and legitimacy”(Alemanno, 2020) (p.1).
Local-level processes, such as participatory budgeting, have like-
wise been successful in integrating citizens in managing resources
(Coleman and Cardoso Sampaio, 2017).

Research into the impacts of democratic innovations (e.g.
citizen assemblies, participatory budgeting, e-participation) has
yielded ambivalent results. While these practices can empower
citizens and lead to novel policies (Alemanno, 2020), empirical
research has documented how final recommendations from, for
instance, citizen assemblies can be watered down or neglected in
subsequent political processes (Elstub et al., 2021; Galván Lab-
rador and Zografos, 2024). This can have significant con-
sequences for citizens’ interest in future engagement, contributing
to their increasing alienation from political participation (Calu-
waerts and Reuchamps, 2016). More fundamentally, such

democratic innovations have been mostly implemented from the
top as a one-time governmental initiative, which may not meet
citizens’ expectations of participation (Alemanno, 2020).

A critical opportunity for advancing citizens’ participation is
not only to seek to engage citizens in a politically legitimate way,
but also to understand citizens’ expectations regarding their
participation in transformative sustainability policymaking. Thus,
this article addresses the question of how citizens imagine their
participation in new processes for democratic participation. By
examining citizens’ imaginaries, this study seeks to contribute to
new research pathways at the interface of inclusive democratic
innovations and sustainability governance.

In pursuit of this question, the analysis draws on empirical data
gathered via a visioning experiment based on an open-ended
questionnaire with 128 responses. Written responses recorded by
most of the participants in a booklet with prompting assignments
are also used (n= 113). The booklet and questionnaire aimed to
encourage participants to reflect on their past democratic
engagement activities, their understandings of democracy, and
their ideals for future democratic practices to address complex
sustainability challenges. Respondents were recruited in five
European cities to participate in a novel co-creation approach
developed by the authors—i.e. Democracy Labs (Campos et al.,
2024). Data used for this analysis were collected during the initial
stage (i.e., the sensitising stage of these labs, in which participants
work individually).

In what follows, the article continues with a background
account in “How imaginaries contribute to change,” where key
concepts and theories about imaginaries and their relevance for
transformative governance are outlined, followed by “Materials
and methods,” which describes the methods and materials. The
analysis and results are presented in “Results” and discussed in
“Discussion”. The conclusion, “Conclusion,” highlights the
applicability of key findings to future research and practice.

How imaginaries contribute to change
The study of perceptions of the future for describing social out-
comes has been a growing field in sociology (Beckert and Suckert,
2021). In this field, imaginaries and expectations for the future are
considered factors for social change, and perceptions about the
future are analysed as social facts (Beck et al., 1994; Beckert and
Suckert, 2021). The understanding of social action as future-
oriented has roots in diverse sociological scholarship (Luhmann,
1976), including pragmatist traditions, in which the future is
viewed as constantly informing present action (Tavory, 2018).
Studies on the sociology of time—i.e., focusing on social relations
as intrinsically framed and governed by time—are equally con-
cerned with temporality as a social construction, with the future
gaining as much importance as the past and present in explaining
social change (Flaherty and Fine, 2001; Sorokin and Merton,
1937). While studies of how the future is imagined by individuals
are increasing, the question of how these imaginaries can offer
guidance for transformative governance towards sustainability is
still open (M.-L. Moore and Milkoreit, 2020; Reinikainen, 2024;
Riedy and Waddock, 2022). One reason for this gap may relate to
methodological challenges in gaining direct insights from citizens
on abstract topics such as their ‘imaginaries’, which require open
questions, supported by visioning and participatory exercises that
truly engage participants in thinking about the future.

Nevertheless, it is increasingly recognised that the capacity of
individuals to imagine possible futures, whether desirable or
alarming, can impact societal change and is fundamental to
motivating a collective sense of direction in the face of complex
sociotechnical challenges (Milkoreit, 2017; Sheppard et al., 2011).
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However, addressing global sustainability problems poses chal-
lenges for imaginations of futures that are detached from ima-
ginaries of the past. For instance, citizens’ imaginations can fail to
envision what the reality of severe climate change would be like
due to a lack of past reference for an equivalent development
(Milkoreit, 2017). Imaginations are informed by past experiences
framing hypothetical futures, but also by openness concerning the
possibilities for the future. Here, new forms of democratic par-
ticipation enabling an inclusive engagement of citizens can help
co-construct sustainable futures driven by novel shared imagin-
aries (Machin, 2022a, 2022b, 2023). Imaginaries can also be dis-
ruptive; they are influenced by personal and collective experiences
and express possible futures, offering alternative, positive or
negative, radical visions (Asara, 2025; Brewer, 2007). Imaginaries
have, thus, been defined by Bazzani as “wishful or frightening
futures that combine elements of the present with some norma-
tive value orientations” (Bazzani, 2023, p.387). Individual ima-
ginaries may concern personal goals or relate to collective
outcomes for society, for instance, a carbon-neutral society that is
more equal and just (Milkoreit, 2017).

Imagination can be fuelled by a willingness to change the
future for the better. These imagined experiences allow people to
abstract themselves from the routinised experiences of the present
by imagining alternative and disruptive futures (Bazzani, 2023).
Thus, utopian and idealised views of the future are common in
imaginaries, enabling individuals to depart from the present. This
utopian dimension may also be driven by retrospective inter-
pretations of the past and a desire to return to (an experienced or
imagined) distant past. For instance, imaginaries for sustainable
futures can entail a return to an idyllic past in which nature was
more abundantly present in everyday life (Buell, 1995). Such
nostalgia can exert a significant influence in fostering proactive
action towards the future (Wilson, 2020).

Places are important in imagination (Feola et al., 2023). For
instance, smart cities’ imaginaries are framed by technology,
digitalisation, and smart devices, providing the physical infra-
structure on which broader visions for environmental and social
sustainability are anchored (Miller, 2020). The physical and
material dimensions of imaginaries are thus fundamental. Whe-
ther individually or collectively, those tasked with envisioning
future democratic practices will leverage their present places of
reference, such as urban public spaces, libraries, public buildings
and parks, and other spaces where people typically meet. These
spaces frame idealised physical or virtual spaces in which ima-
ginary future processes are anchored.

Imaginaries can also help people cope with uncertainty,
especially when varying pathways towards the future can have
contrasting outcomes (Bazzani, 2023). For instance, the impact
of climate change on future societies depends on the measures
taken to reduce global emissions. However, there is not only
uncertainty regarding the extent to which global changes can
tackle these challenges, but also on the effectiveness of different
pathways to decarbonization (Möller et al., 2024; O’Neill et al.,
2017). In a world with increasing political cleavages and divides,
global leaders’ commitment to addressing these challenges is
equally shrouded in uncertainty (Haggard and Kaufman, 2021;
Xiang, 2024). Imaginaries, thus, offer a way to cope with
uncertainty, helping to assess alternative pathways and incenti-
vising action. Bazzani (2023) highlights how imaginaries can
encourage agency by supporting a transition from expectations
about the future, linking past experiences to expectations about
what is conceivable to happen. These assessments may be posi-
tive, or they may seek to avoid frightening futures – e.g. a future
where critical sustainability boundaries are overlooked with
dramatic consequences for life on Earth and democracies being
replaced by autocracies.

This study covers these tensions when it examines individuals’
imaginaries for democratic innovations to address complex sus-
tainability problems. Its starting assumption is that citizens’
imaginaries reflect a perception that current experiences with
democratic practices are not enabling inclusive and effective
participation in sustainability governance, which is supported by
relevant empirical studies (Alemanno, 2020; Felicetti, 2021).
Therefore, the study explores how citizens envision improved
democratic innovations, combining visioning prompts with
assigned experimental activities, thus incentivising a reflection on
the concept and characteristics of democracy. A key characteristic
of the approach has been to ensure participants understand the
task of imagining their democratic participation beyond tradi-
tional voting. The approach provides an opportunity to gain
insight into citizens’ visions of democracy, allowing researchers to
understand how their personal wishes and expectations align or
differ from key proposals for democratic innovations outlined in
academic literature.

Materials and methods
The study is based on a qualitative and visioning method, taking
stock of materials collected in Democracy Labs, which is a co-
creation approach detailed in Campos et al. (2024) at the inter-
section of speculative design, critical design, and participatory
futures (Sanders and Stappers, 2012). Data were gathered from
citizens participating in the Democracy Labs. This selected group
is akin to a mini-public, such as citizen assemblies, with a par-
ticular focus on addressing specific inclusion gaps, a strategy
highlighted by recent critical evaluations of mini-publics’ repre-
sentation (Spada and Peixoto, 2025). Given the limited number of
participants, as well as the recruitment focus on inclusion and
specific geographic locations, the data cannot claim representa-
tiveness for the European population. Yet, they allow the study
with its experimental and qualitative nature to open new
opportunities in engaging citizens in co-creating and envisioning
democratic innovations.

Data collection was conducted between May and November
2024 in the context of five Democracy Labs implemented in five
European cities—i.e., Barcelona, Lisbon, Ljubljana, Potsdam and
Rome. Democracy Labs involve citizens in co-creating innova-
tions for democratic participation over a four-stage process—i.e.
(i) individual sensitising, (ii) collective critical reflection, (iii)
ideation, and (iv) evaluation. The focus of this study is on the
activities of the sensitising stage, grounded in phenomenological
and constructivist theories, emphasising the importance of par-
ticipants’ lived experiences, emotions, and personal meanings as a
foundation for deeper engagement and co-creation in the design
process (Krüger et al., 2017; Sanders and Stappers, 2012). The
focus on the sensitising stage allows an analysis of citizens’
individual imaginaries before they engaged with and potentially
were influenced by other citizens and the researchers in the
subsequent workshops (i.e., taking place during the latter stages).

Sensitising stage. The sensitising activities, which take place at
the initial stage of the Democracy Labs, were crafted to engage
citizens in thinking about their past democratic experiences and
ideas for the future. The sensitising elements foster individual
immersion into the topic and prepare participants for collective
discussions (Osborne et al., 2022).

Participants were guided individually into implementing a set
of tasks over two weeks. The tasks included (i) completing an
online self-administered questionnaire in which the focus was on
their imaginaries for future democratic innovations for sustain-
ability, and (ii) filling in a printed booklet about their experiences
and ideas about democracy. The questionnaire and booklets were
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distributed in the local language, and the responses were
translated into English for analysis. Communication arrange-
ments were set up to connect with participants to clarify possible
questions about the tasks.

Invitations to fill out the online questionnaires were sent by
email, and paper questionnaires were provided for those who
wished to respond offline. The visioning exercise, implemented
through the questionnaire, used a sequence of seven open-ended
questions, following an initial prompt (i.e., “embark on a journey
through a time capsule and find yourself in 2050”). It also
included three multiple-choice questions to identify the level of
governance of the imaginary democratic practice, preferences for
the technologies and materials used, and preferences for existing
processes for participation. Additionally, four questions collected
information on participants’ gender, age, educational background
and employment status. The questionnaire form is available in
ZENODO (Campos et al., 2025). The questionnaire was self-
administered using the Lime Survey platform and first trialled
with 10 test respondents from each of the participating countries.
Their feedback led to minor changes to improve clarity. The
questionnaire was open from the moment the sensitising stage
booklets were delivered in all countries until the first day of the
Democracy Lab workshops.

The booklet (available at Lamas et al., 2025) includes diverse
questions, suggestions and ideas for activities (e.g., drawings,
photoshoots), to instigate a self-reflection on the topic of
democratic participation. Participants were encouraged to ponder
their roles in past decision-making processes, consider their ideas
about democracy, and reflect on the most important values and
principles for them. Each booklet page had a challenge or prompt
to assist participants’ reflections. This analysis examines only the
ideas about democracy that participants reported in the last two
pages of their booklets. Booklets were handed personally to
participants (in Barcelona, Lisbon, Ljubljana, and Potsdam) or
sent by postal mail (Rome) and included the link to the open-
question questionnaire.

After working individually during the sensitising period,
participants engaged in subsequent sense-making and ideation
stages. However, the outcomes of the sense-making and ideation
stages result from the collective discussions participants had and,
therefore, are not included in this analysis, which focuses on the
individual imaginaries of participants, based on their lived
experiences, before engaging in group discussions with others.
These imaginaries represent understandings of political and social
action, and explore what is considered feasible, desirable and
thinkable (Machin, 2022a).

Recruitment and research participants. At the recruitment
stage, participants were briefed in detail on the objectives of the
research and provided informed consent. They were told that the
research aimed to gain insights into their ideas, imaginaries and
attitudes about democracy, considering how they would prefer to
be engaged in democratic participation. Recruitment approaches
included announcements in social media, local media outlets,
newsletters, and displaying flyers in local libraries and civic
centres with an outreach of between 2000 and 4000 citizens (i.e.,
Barcelona, Rome, and Ljubljana), through a stratified selection

using the services of a local recruitment company (Lisbon), or,
also through a stratified selection, by sending invitations to over
2000 contacts provided by the city’s public register (Potsdam).

The criteria for selecting research participants for the
Democracy Labs sought diversity, rather than representativeness
and aimed to prevent the dominance of majority views (Spada
and Peixoto, 2025). They included age, gender, educational
background, and employment status. Political inclination was not
included as a criterion. Nevertheless, the pre-selection stage
included some questions posed to participants, such as whether
they were interested in sustainability and participatory processes,
whether they were members of any club, party or association or
had participated in other forms of democratic engagement aside
from voting. The final selection also considered answers to these
questions, seeking diversity in the participants based on their
experiences. However, as indicated by previous research, people
on the left, and left-wing parties, as well as individuals less
inclined to engage in traditional politics, tend to show greater
interest in alternative democratic practices (Núñez et al., 2016;
Neblo et al., 2010). Therefore, some bias may be present if
participants were more inclined towards the left.

To ensure that the voices of more vulnerable and marginalised
citizens were included in shaping alternative democratic practices,
recruitment aimed to involve a minimum of participants from
more vulnerable groups, such as unemployed people, ethnic
minorities, migrants, sexual minorities or individuals from less
advantaged neighbourhoods. Citizens were likewise recruited
from different districts at the city level. The five cities represented
are from three European regions (i.e., Southern, Central and
Eastern), in countries with varying socioeconomic contexts (i.e.,
Germany, Italy, Portugal, Slovenia and Spain), and with a focus
on large urban areas, either capital cities (Rome, Lisbon and
Ljubljana) or large cities (Barcelona, Potsdam). The urban focus
has been due to cities being highly exposed to sustainability
challenges, such as climate change, pollution, and environmental
degradation, but equally crucial for addressing these challenges
(Hölscher and Frantzeskaki, 2021).

Not all participants recruited for the Democracy Labs filled in
the booklet or the survey, as these activities were proposed during
the sensitising stage, to support their engagement. Furthermore,
participants could choose to hand them back to the facilitators at
the end of this period or to keep them for themselves. The
primary purpose of these materials was to empower participants
through sensitisation for their participation in the following
stages of the Labs. Therefore, in a total of 143 recruited
participants for the Democracy Labs, 128 responses to the
questionnaire and 113 anonymous booklets with citizens’
responses were collected (see the number per city in Table 1).

The sample of questionnaire respondents follows a symme-
trical distribution in age, with a minimum age of 16 (one person),
a maximum of 75 (only one person), and a mean and median
value of 42. The educational levels of the participants are diverse,
and most respondents were employed full-time. However, there
was a slight overrepresentation of people with tertiary education,
which is a typical characteristic of such engagement forms.
According to Eurostat data (Educational Attainment Statistics,
2024), individuals with tertiary education in Europe account for a
minimum of 36% in Portugal to 46.8% in Slovenia. A large

Table 1 Number of respondents per city.

Medium Barcelona Lisbon Potsdam Ljubljana Rome Total

Questionnaire 30 30 27 24 17 128
Booklets 26 18 31 23 15 113
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proportion of the participants hold higher degrees, which is
consistent with countries that have high rates of tertiary
education (see Table 2). Yet, there was an overrepresentation of
participants with a Master’s degree in the Barcelona and Rome
Labs, which may be due to the recruitment method (e.g., public
calls posted in libraries), indicating a challenge in preventing
over-recruiting in this group. Regarding gender, there is an
imbalance in the sample, with 64% of respondents being women
and 33% men, with one person identifying as “other” and one as
“diverse”. This difference reflects an overall trend across the five
cities, with more women accepting the invitation to participate
than men. The difference was more striking in the Barcelona Lab,
where 25 respondents identified as women, four as men, and one
responded “other”. Nevertheless, there is some evidence indicat-
ing that women in Barcelona tend to participate more than men
in public workshops and participatory activities. According to a
study of the Barcelona Municipality from 2022 (“Dades de
Gènere i Cultura”, 2022), women accounted for 82% of
enrolments in workshops organised by civic centres and for
57% of library cardholders. This may explain the gender
discrepancy in Barcelona, as the recruitment strategy adopted
in this city was based on social media posts on websites, printed
ads in public libraries and civic centres and newsletters from the
Barcelona City Network Council and other organisations. This
imbalance in group formation can also be an opportunity to hear
women’s perspectives, as women tend to be underrepresented and
speak out considerably less, for instance, in parliaments (Bäck
and Debus, 2019).

Data analysis
Questionnaires. The questionnaire and booklets’ responses were
analysed separately and findings later compared. The data analysis
of the questionnaire results followed three steps. First, data pro-
cessing was conducted in Python, using NumPy and Pandas
libraries, as well as Matplotlib for data visualisations. The replies to
the diverse questions concerning past experiences with democracy
(e.g., Q1: “Think of a memorable activity (good or bad!) when you
participated in a democratic process other than voting. Please
describe that memorable activity in your own words.”) were thus
compiled into a ‘past’ column, while all the questions related to the
future journey (i.e. Q4: “Imagine you embark on a journey through a
time capsule and find yourself in 2050. You discover that in this not-
so-distant future people have learned new ways to plan their future
together”) were compiled into a ‘future’ column.

Second, after cleaning (e.g., removing errors with translations and
abbreviations), the file was coded using NVivo software. The text was

thematically analysed, with the review of all text extracts seeking
commonalities in ideas, concepts and perspectives, as well as
repeated concepts that were grouped into specific codes (Braun and
Clarke, 2012). Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method
applied to identify, analyse, and interpret patterns or themes within
textual data to understand underlying meanings, perspectives, and
trends in written or spoken communication (Braun and Clarke,
2023). When working in NVivo, the text was deconstructed into
small units (or quasi-sentences), and observed sections were assigned
specific codes (i.e., keywords, labels) based on their content.

Thirdly, to ensure inter-coder reliability, the two main coders
discussed the codes qualitatively and used a per cent agreement
(which calculates agreement based on the number of agreements
divided by the number of coders) (Mao, 2017). The process was
repeated until agreement yielded a reliability of 90%. The codes
were then grouped into broader themes, which reflected
significant patterns in the data. For instance, the questionnaire
asked respondents to describe “an ideal setting where people
come together to decide on important issues”. Some responses
detailed a specific space (e.g., keywords used included “relaxed”,
“green”, close to “communities”, “virtual”) while others described
processes (e.g., “multilevel”; supported by “facilitators” or
“experts”, “sharing information”) hence, two themes emerged
(i.e., “New Spaces” and “Processes”). Additionally, while describ-
ing their imaginaries, respondents referred to their concepts of
democracy, their perceptions of the quality of democracy, and the
aspects they most valued about democracy, leading to additional
themes. For instance, “electoral responsibility” and “inclusion”
are examples of codes integrated into the broader “Democracy
Values” theme. Thus, the final themes of the thematic analysis of
the questionnaires’ data reflect key commonalities and differ-
ences. These themes, presented in Table 3, covered a total of 939
coded text extracts and were distilled from 101 codes.

Table 2 Educational level and employment status of questionnaire respondents.

Variable Total Frequency Barcelona Lisbon Potsdam Ljubljana Rome

Educational level
Master’s degree 35% 53% 27% 26% 21% 53%
Post-graduate degree 6% 3% 0 3% 17% 12%
Bachelor’s degree 35% 27% 27% 30% 25% 18%
Secondary high school 25% 10% 43% 26% 25% 18%
Basic high school 0.7% 0% 0% 0% 4% 0%
Other 7% 7% 3% 14% 8% 0

Employment status
Full-time employed 48% 43% 67% 37% 58% 35%
Part-time employed 11% 10% 13% 18% 4% 18%
Student 11% 20% 7% 11% 12% 18%
Retired 6% 3% 7% 18% 0% 6%
Unemployed 5% 13% 3% 4% 4% 0%
Householder/caretaker 0.7% 3% 0% 0% 4% 0%
Other 15% 7% 3% 11% 17% 23%

Table 3 Key Themes resulting from the analysis of the self-
administered questionnaires.

Key Themes % Total

Processes 44%
New spaces (Physical and Virtual) 16%
Quality of democracy 15%
Democracy values 9%
Reflections on past engagement/participation 9%
Future society 5%
Democracy (concept of) 2%
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Booklets. The data analysis of the booklets was centred on the
responses citizens noted down regarding two key activities,
namely: “My thoughts about: what is democracy for you?” and
“My thoughts about: from your point of view, what are the
necessary principles for democracy?”. Coding of the principles was
done bottom-up, with coders identifying principles (e.g., “free-
dom”, “equality”) mentioned in the answers. This led to a list of
25 referred principles, and a basis for further analysis of under-
standings of these principles.

A final comparison of the findings of the booklets and the
questionnaires’ data shows that the booklets’ data were related to
the “Democracy (concept of)” theme first identified in the
responses to the questionnaire. Additionally, the reference to
democratic principles relates to the “Democracy Values” theme.
The booklets, thus, provide important contextual information on
the overall ideas and concepts of democracy, serving to validate
and expand the results of the thematic analysis of the
questionnaire responses. The booklets’ data provide a very useful
way to gain qualitative insights into citizens’ perceptions about
each observed theme

The data is qualitatively rich, as it captures the complexity of
human experiences and perceptions as expressed by a diverse set
of respondents, but there are also limitations to consider. One
such limitation concerns the geographical scope since the
participants were all from European countries and from urban
areas. Likely, citizens from rural regions would have different
experiences to build upon and alternative visions for the future,
anchored by rural cultures and experiences (Feola et al., 2023;
LeVasseur et al., 2022). Another limitation refers to the nature of
the booklets, which were anonymous and, therefore, did not
provide information on the respondents (e.g. gender, age,
education), although they match a sub-sample of the survey
respondents. Nevertheless, sociodemographic criteria are not used
as an explanatory variable in the analysis.

Results
In what follows, findings from the analysis of the questionnaire
and booklets are presented, highlighting areas of commonality
and difference across the main themes.

Reflections on past engagement and participation. Respondents
recounted diverse past experiences of engagement. Common
experiences include being engaged by their local parish or
municipality as residents, members of a condominium, or
members of a local community, called to be involved in urban
planning processes or invited to participate in local council
meetings. Individual experiences also included participation in
citizen council meetings and neighbourhood association meet-
ings; citizen dialogues with policymakers in special sessions;
student council assemblies; community meetings of informal
collectives; and participation in demonstrations.

Most descriptions were balanced accounts covering positive
and negative aspects. Out of the 85 descriptions of past
engagement and participation experiences, only 10 were decid-
edly negative. In the other examples, respondents referred to both
positive and negative aspects. Common negative aspects included
polarised and unflexible opinions, especially on sensitive topics
(e.g., migration), lack of effectiveness in either influencing
decisions or in implementing the results of participation,
complexity of legal language and information, lack of accurate
information, and stakeholders’ prioritisation of personal gain,
rather than collective wellbeing. Conversely, common positive
aspects included a sense of working for the good of the
community, new interpersonal bonds, the feeling of being part
of a collective with similar ideas, and the ability to directly
influence important decisions.

Democracy—concept, quality, values and principles. Citizens
described what democracy means to them, the key challenges it
faces today and the values attributed to democratic practices.
Both in the questionnaire and booklet responses, democracy is
broadly conceptualised as a form of collective participation,
although how this is perceived varies widely. Eleven questionnaire
and booklet responses emphasised rules, laws, representation, and
the effective integration of deliberative processes (i.e., citizens are
asked for feedback on policy but are not expected to directly
influence the outcome). Many questionnaire respondents (116)
described democracy as a process that ideally goes beyond tra-
ditional voting, through which citizens either participate directly
in decisions or are called to deliberate through debate and
consensus-building. In this context, most respondents supported
the idea that everyone (not just a selected few) should be offered
the possibility to express their opinions and directly influence
final decisions. Likewise, most booklet respondents shared a view
of democracy as inclusive, diverse and respectful participation,
supported by shared information and knowledge, anchored in the
assurance of individual rights and responsibilities.

Additionally, 59 questionnaire respondents perceive democ-
racy today as being flawed (examples of its problems are offered
in (Table 4), with decision-making and power concentrated in a
small group of actors (companies, but also international
organisations and institutions), who favour a specific political
agenda and neglect citizens’ perspectives. Some refer to the
problem of disengagement, growing alienation from traditional
democratic processes and a lack of civic participation. Disin-
formation and lack of transparency were also pointed out. One
respondent highlights the disconnection between civil society and
governments. One person went so far as to declare that most
decisions are made without or even against the will of the people.
Another characterised the current society as ‘apolitical’ and
lacking a sense of community. Additionally, five booklet
respondents expressed highly negative views of democracy as a
system that fails to ensure social justice. Other booklet

Table 4 Examples of quotes relating to the perceived flaws of democracy today from responses to the Questionnaire (Q) and
Booklet (B).

Key challenge Example quotes

Bureaucracy “The decision-making processes are too complex and too bureaucratic and take too long” (Potsdam, Q73).
Decision-making power in a few hands “Decisions are now made by a smaller group in a less transparent way; those who make decisions do not have to bear

the long-term consequences themselves” (Potsdam, Q63).
Disbelief in democracy “Currently, people have stopped believing in politics and democratic processes… there is little political literacy and

people do not participate” (Lisbon, Q20).
Lack of transparency and information “A highly flawed governance structure. (…) it requires free information and expertise, but in practice neither the first

nor the second condition are met” (Rome, B7).
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respondents referred to both positive (e.g. “Political system, the
only one that makes sense to me.”) and negative aspects (e.g.
“(…) often the majority is not the “right” choice.”) of democracies
as they conceptualised them.

Conversely, at least three questionnaire respondents did not
criticise the balance of influence in the current system, and one
claimed it was important that companies are involved in political
debates. Three respondents argued that experts should lead key
decisions to ensure their economic and technical feasibility, as
citizens are not qualified. Although another four also spoke out in
favour of the presence of experts and provision of information by
them as a support for citizens’ deliberations.

Fifteen questionnaire respondents criticised a lack of attention
to the most pressing societal problems, including local issues such
as housing, mobility, migration, and living standards, as well as
global challenges such as wars, climate change and environmental
degradation, with three referring to the need to protect the
“Earth”. Although a minority, two questionnaire respondents
extended democratic participation to caring for the interests of
nature and non-humans.

Beyond the general statements on the concept and quality of
the democratic system, respondents highlighted democratic
values that should guide participation, engagement and delibera-
tion practices. These are summarised in Table 5, and are mainly
provided in the questionnaires (in response to the question about
what could have improved past experiences of democratic
engagement and participation) but are reinforced by statements
collected in the booklets, in which citizens refer to aspects that
they value (but perceive as not yet fully present) in healthy
democracies.

The principles for democracy were outlined in the booklet
responses, which specifically asked participants about the
required principles for democracy. The most valued principles
were equality (36.2%), participation (27.4%), and freedom
(26.5%), including freedom of speech, of association, of the
press, and personal rights. These principles are summarised in
Fig. 1.

Imaginaries: future society, processes, new spaces. The vision-
ing exercise is provided by the questionnaire only. 128 respon-
dents responded to questions asking them to reflect and imagine
future democratic participation practices in 2050. Their responses
merge in three interrelated themes: “Future Society,” “ Processes”,
and “New Spaces (Physical/Virtual)”.

Future society. Forty-three participants (33%) considered broad
societal changes when reflecting on the democratic practices of
the future. Although there were diverse ideas, two were common
in the responses from all cities. First, there is a focus on more
sustainable urban structures. New cities are imagined with new
transport systems, new green spaces, and models of civic coop-
eration, including new services for children and the elderly.
Second, based on values such as empathy, shared responsibility
and inclusivity, respondents refer to the need for a radical
transformation of society that starts at the individual level, with a
focus on the common good. Examples of quotes expressing these
ideas are provided in Table 6.

Processes. New processes for democratic participation in the
envisioned futures are varied, with several common elements, but
also differences. According to the responses, decision-making
processes should occur at multiple levels of governance, involving
relevant actors at each stage, through designated means and
procedures, including various feedback mechanisms between
citizens, stakeholders, and policymakers. Sixteen respondents
explicitly referred to such multilevel governance and envisioned a
future where local authorities, supported by policymakers at
multiple levels of governance, adopt new responsibilities, enga-
ging citizens early in decision-making. This includes sharing
challenges, organising local meetings, and facilitating
consultations.

Two respondents (from Barcelona and Potsdam) highlighted
the need for a universal basic income to reduce working hours
and allow greater community participation. Additionally, two
others (from Potsdam) suggested introducing a “Democracy
Day,” a designated day off from work to engage in democratic
processes. Their ideals emphasised the importance of having time
for participation.

New democratic processes should also contribute to shifting
power dynamics, according to the respondents. Six of them
suggested the State should protect democratic decision-making at
the local level, acting as a guarantor that decisions made by
citizen bodies are implemented. Twenty-one respondents sug-
gested that elected officials act as policy monitors rather than
decision-makers. They considered that political parties would lose
influence as citizens take a central role in a participatory
democracy. Five explicitly called for a power shift away from
interest groups. In support of such power shifts, respondents
suggested that voting processes could be made more accessible,
with online voting supported by 13 respondents from five cities.

Table 5 Suggested democratic values expressed by respondents.

Democratic values Description Example Quotes

Accessibility and inclusivity Using clear language, offering accessible structures for
participation, and engaging all affected communities,
including marginalised groups.

“Ensuring that everyone is genuinely included in the decision-
making process requires adopting democratic processes that use
plain, inclusive, and accessible language” (Barcelona, Q84).

Education for democracy Teaching citizens from an early age about democratic
processes and participation and incentivising the
participation of children.

“I think it’s more important to educate citizens that society’s issues
concern everyone” (Lisbon, Q18).

Respect for nature Recognising that all entities –including nature – should
have representation. Democracy is referred to as critical
to addressing environmental problems.

“There will always be an empty chair for the earth, the water, and
for those we have not yet thought of” (Potsdam, Q57).
“(…) climate change and the destruction and depletion of nature,
wars and famines and political upheavals with the spread of
hatred, racism and fascism are a bad journey that we are leaving
to our children.”(Ljubljana, Q127)

Inclusivity, respectful
dialogue and active
listening

Ensuring everyone has a voice in decision-making. “Being an active participant and listening to everyone’s voice, even
those who speak ‘very softly’.” (Barcelona, B8)
“The presence of many realities in the area and the active listening
when people take the floor.” (Rome, Q38)

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-06384-5 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |           (2026) 13:90 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-06384-5 7



Seven respondents from Lisbon emphasised the need for anti-
corruption measures such as frequent independent audits. Six
respondents (from Ljubljana, Barcelona, and Rome) supported a
delegate-based representation system, where community repre-
sentatives are selected based on expertise and regularly rotated.

Other responses highlight how new participatory structures,
such as citizen councils and assemblies, would ensure that diverse
social groups, including children and the elderly, are represented.
Preparing and educating young people for active civic engage-
ment is emphasised by at least eight, with participation occurring
regularly (e.g., monthly or weekly). Eleven respondents stressed
the need for effective communication systems, ensuring policy
information is clear and accessible. The role of facilitators in
meetings was also highlighted as key to inclusive decision-
making.

In line with these ideals, respondents acknowledged potential
exclusions. Sixty-one explicitly addressed who might be left out.
Some believed exclusion would occur due to a lack of interest in
participation, while others pointed to structural barriers, such as
age (children, the elderly), homelessness, and cognitive disabil-
ities. This was also particularly mentioned with respect to a

reliance on digital participatory processes. Conversely, some also
suggested excluding individuals with conflicts of interest tied to
significant capital holdings. Finally, ten respondents explicitly
expressed a European identity, emphasising the need for a united
continent. Some examples of codes and text extracts under this
theme are provided in Table 7.

Importantly, local governance plays a crucial role in respon-
dents’ views on democratic processes. Regarding the governance
scale of their imaginaries, respondents selected from a menu of
multiple options, checking all that applied. Despite considering
diverse levels of participation (i.e., village, city, region, country,
Europe and Global) the options which included the village scale
(i.e., village) had the highest frequency (52.3%), followed by
options starting from the city scale (15.6%), from the national
scale (10.9%) and the regional scale (7.0%). Options including all
scales accounted for 14.8%, followed by a focus on the global scale
only (10.1%). Four respondents considered all options to be
relevant, except global (3.1%), and two thought the governance
level would depend on the issue being addressed.

Additionally, participants were also asked to name the different
technologies and media they found that should be used.

Fig. 1 Summary of democratic principles based on the analysis of the booklets filled in by participants in six cities.

Table 6 Examples of quotes from respondents on their ideas for a future society.

Future society (codes) Example quotes

Common good “It is difficult to imagine processes different from those currently in use without also thinking of a radical change in people and
their way of experiencing the ‘common thing’ and feeling part of a whole” (Rome, R45).
“The society of the future presupposes an enlightened and empathetic individual who connects with his equals to decide together
on common issues”(Ljubljana, Q127).

Sustainable urban structures “A city where no strong power imposes its model of a city, where people only get around by public transport and where common
spaces are cared for and shared” (Rome, Q48).
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Transparent and secure voting systems, followed by new meeting
spaces, virtual platforms and video conferencing, were the
preferred media and technologies for supporting democratic
practices in the future. Virtual platforms were perceived to be
critical for bringing citizens from distant places closer, but not a
substitute for local, physical meetings in which people participate
directly in deciding about problems close to them. Indeed, 78
respondents (60.9%) thought that new meeting spaces with
physical infrastructures, which also integrate virtual elements,
should be used. Artificial intelligence (AI) was believed to play a
central role in interconnecting all technologies by 23 respondents
(however, new imagined processes of more than 70% of responses
did not include the use of AI). Respondents perceived AI to carry
the promise of higher transparency, traceability, and information
sharing, but also raised concerns for inclusivity and digital
divides, as well as personal freedom.

New spaces (physical and virtual). Participants also developed a
range of ideas for relevant spaces for democratic participation
(see Fig. 2). A commonality between the envisioned new spaces is
that they should be accessible and designed to cater to the needs
of different people. Most respondents (89) mentioned the need
for new physical spaces. These could integrate physical and vir-
tual configurations, enabling remote attendance and meeting the
preferences of different participants, while also being conceived as
neutral (non-partisan) spaces. Some respondents mentioned
relaxed environments, with comfortable seating, food and drinks

available, creating a friendly and non-formal atmosphere and
fostering well-being. When mentioned, these relaxed environ-
ments were thought to be more conducive to respectful dialogue.
Local assemblies and forums were specifically mentioned by eight
respondents. Others emphasised the need for avoiding distrac-
tions (two suggested not allowing mobile phones).

Of the twenty-four respondents who described physical spaces
only, nine imagined spaces with some natural elements, referring
to plants, plenty of daylight, and the possibility for outdoor
meetings. The configuration of a circle or an amphitheatre shape
was suggested as ideal for bringing people together by 12
respondents. Spaces should be primarily close to people’s
problems and needs, involving communities directly. For
instance, local public spaces, such as libraries or pavilions, were
suggested to be used. Conversely, fifteen participants preferred
strictly virtual spaces (platforms specifically designed for online
deliberation and secure voting).

Discussion
This study provided new insights into citizens’ expectations and
wishes for democracy, its overarching principles, challenges and
solutions, outlined through experiences and visions. These ima-
ginaries speak to criticisms of prevailing democratic practices that
have been noted in democratic innovations research, including
the prevalence of top-down designs, which are not always
inclusive, with little attention to follow-up and impact (Bussu

Table 7 Examples of codes and quotes for the theme Ideal Experience.

New processes (codes) Examples

Decision-making “(…) there is a space in which issues are resolved by consensus in an attentive, respectful, understanding and genuinely equal manner”
(Potsdam, Q62)

Decision-making “The way I imagine decision-making in the future differs from current experiences in several key aspects that address the limitations of
time, the dedication of specialists, integration with daily life, and the strengthening of civic education.” (Barcelona, Q99)

Facilitators “A key part of this environment is very strong and capable facilitators who would ensure that the debate is constructive and directed
towards the highest good of all. (…)” (Ljubljana, R121).

Multi-level governance “I imagine multi-level, less centralised decision-making processes, where smaller communities can make decisions about immediate
needs that arise according to the best possible outcome for all parties involved” (Rome, R43).

Policymakers “Elected candidates actually receive a mandate to govern, not arbitrary decision-making that has nothing to do with the needs and
actual desires of residents” (Ljubljana, R124).

Fig. 2 Respondents’ imagined ideal spaces for democratic participation.
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et al., 2022, 2025), for instance, in the case of climate policy
(Smith, 2024).

Imaginaries also refer to principles, values, processes and
spaces that citizens consider crucial and desirable for democracy
and are framed by past engagement experiences, as well as
sociopolitical and socioeconomic prospects for future societies.
Thereby, they can foster the development of novel transformative
governance practices (Woiwode et al., 2021).

A preference for participatory and deliberative rather than
representative democracy was a key feature of citizens’ imagin-
aries. This corresponds to policy and academic proposals that
have called for institutionalising deliberative practices within
parliaments (Niessen and Reuchamps, 2022) or coupling citizen
bodies with legislative committees (Hendriks, 2016). To date,
however, the challenge remains that many citizen assemblies and
similar participatory formats are mainly deliberative, with citizens
providing feedback and recommendations, while not enabling
actual policy change (Galván Labrador and Zografos, 2024).

Importantly, imaginaries emphasised the relevance of direct
participation (i.e. with citizens directly influencing decisions),
echoing some scholarly proposals for “embedding”, rather than
institutionalising, participatory governance (Bussu et al., 2022,
p.134). The relevance of embedding responds to critiques of
democratic innovations failing to connect with political insti-
tutions and thus to convert the results of participation into new
policy measures (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2016; Smith,
2024). Embedding participatory governance has been con-
ceptually defined by Bussu and colleagues (2022) across tem-
poral, spatial and practice dimensions, which effectively relate to
this study’s empirical findings, as citizens’ imaginaries comprise
new processes, new spaces and new interrelated practices.
Embedding would create a new culture of participation, through
which citizens would effectively influence and co-create new
policy. Here, the expectation is that participation practices are
repeated regularly over time as well as integrated into decision-
making spaces and across different governance levels, benefiting
from a thriving relationship with existing institutions, com-
munities, and broader civil society (Bussu et al., 2022).

Building on the idea of embedding, proposals for an “assem-
blage perspective” (Bussu et al., 2025, p.3) understand democratic
innovations as emerging through configurations built on the
interconnectivity between human (e.g., government, institutions,
citizens) and non-human elements (e.g., technology, new spaces,
rule of law), as well as relational and non-linear processes (Bussu
et al., 2025). Citizens’ imaginaries reflect these conceptual pro-
posals for an assemblage perspective in democratic participation.
Imaginaries depict new relationships between governments (e.g.
state actors act as “guarantors”) and diverse social groups,
anchored in new physical and virtual spaces and novel legal
frameworks to support them, aiming for more inclusive and
impactful participatory practices.

Citizens are also aware of the resources needed for inclusive
democratic participation, as argued in previous research
(Escobar, 2019; Mouter et al., 2021). These include monetary
resources, but also the support of experts and facilitators (Moore,
2012) and time availability (Holand and Ellingsen, 2024).
Questionnaire respondents highlighted the need for time for
deliberation and decision-making, which literature has also
identified as pertinent (Curato et al., 2017). Some citizens
identified a possible strategy for “freezing” time through a
“democracy day”, very similar to the proposal for a “deliberation
day” (Ackerman and Fishkin, 2002), which would consist of a
specific date for deliberative exercises, without other occupations
and concerns. Such a proposal also aligns with an assemblage
perspective, as democratic practices would become embedded in
everyday life (Bussu et al., 2025).

Additionally, citizens imagined relaxed and green spaces as
ideal contexts for positive democratic debates. In a similar vein, a
recent report by Democracy Next proposes eight spatial qualities
for deliberative assemblies, emphasising the need to explore the
role of physical spaces in democratic practices (Spaces for
Deliberation, 2025). The key qualities identified in their report
(based on expert interviews) include accessibility, proximity, and
a relaxed atmosphere, matching some of the characteristics
idealised by this study’s respondents. The results highlighted that
citizens value face-to-face democratic situations where individuals
meet to listen to and debate arguments and make collective
decisions. Similarly, the relevance of introducing new local
mechanisms for participation that interrelate to regional and
national-level decision-making processes has been increasingly
reasoned for in research (Buzogány and Spöri, 2024). Further-
more, there is evidence of links between polarisation, democratic
backsliding and a lack of effective strategies to engage diverse
citizen groups at the neighbourhood level (Koch et al., 2021).

Although inclusivity and equality were fundamental principles
informing citizens’ imaginaries, citizens also recognised that
imagined processes are seldom completely neutral and may
inadvertently lead to silencing some participants. There were
concerns with establishing conditions for inclusive participation,
catering to groups such as the elderly, digitally disconnected
citizens, and youth. These are aspects that provide an empirical
backing to existing academic debates (Lupia and Norton, 2017).

Citizens’ imaginaries also combine the principles they most
value. For instance, they link the centrality of transparency and
traceability to the use of digital platforms to support multilevel
and multiscale processes. At the same time, they acknowledge
mixed feelings about AI in the future, indicating enthusiasm, as
well as a lack of trust concerning the prospects for AI use in the
context of democratic governance (Jungherr, 2023).

Overall, citizens’ imaginaries of democratic participation sup-
port the notions that transformative governance and realising
citizens’ potential for democratic participation in tackling com-
plex sustainability problems (Huttunen et al., 2022) require
attention to the embedding processes, their spatial dimensions
(Hirschl, 2022) and the need for new interconnected and rela-
tional democratic participation mechanisms. To produce real
impact, these should rely on localised and scalable models for
participation, and ensure citizens’ capacity to influence decisions
and the political legitimacy of processes (King and Wilson, 2023;
Pickering, Hickmann, et al., 2022). For instance, to effectively
contribute to climate change policy, citizen assemblies, which are
becoming popular in Europe, can serve as a means for advancing
such transformative governance (Smith, 2024).

Lastly, the imaginaries contrast with research into “stealth
democracy” as an alternative to representative and direct
democracy (Medvic, 2019). Stealth democracy refers to citizens
who acknowledge the relevance of democratic processes but do
not wish to participate regularly and prefer to delegate decisions
to responsible experts. Research suggests these citizens are more
likely to be on the right-wing spectrum, as supported by case
studies from Finland (Ruostetsaari, 2017) and Spain (Lavezzolo
and Ramiro, 2018). Nevertheless, evidence of stealth preferences
was minimal across the imaginaries (although not absent), indi-
cating citizens with such preferences are also likely not interested
in participating in a Democracy Lab.

Conclusion
This analysis set out to explore citizens’ imaginaries regarding
their role in the participatory shaping of sustainability govern-
ance. In pursuit of this objective, it assessed inputs from citizens
in terms of their experiences, expectations and wishes for
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democratic participation practices collected in the context of (the
sensitising stage of) Democracy Labs in five European cities.
Results show that citizens’ imaginaries are influenced by a per-
ception that current experiences with democratic practices are not
enabling inclusive participation in sustainability governance. A
predisposition towards new processes, new spaces and practices
that are empowering for local communities is noticeable, thus
supporting the embeddedness and assemblage of democratic
participation in social life. Citizens also valued a vertical inte-
gration of policymaking processes from local to regional, national
and even transnational levels, together with a quest for trans-
parency and traceability (supported by digitalisation), indicating
an understanding that co-constructing the future together
requires a multi-level and multi-scale governance approach with a
strong localised footing.

These findings are particularly relevant for sustainability-
oriented transformations, highlighting various opportunities for
reimagining democratic participation (i.e., new processes, spaces
and practices) that can effectively address the complex environ-
mental and social sustainability challenges we face, such as cli-
mate change and biodiversity loss, and their associated
inequalities and justice issues. They show that citizens consider it
essential to establish a democratic and participatory foundation
that includes the representation of diverse social groups, parti-
cularly those who are most affected by, exposed to, and vulnerable
to these challenges, in pursuit of transformative change.

Likewise, this study’s findings provide valuable insights for further
research and practice. Overall, research and policy need to examine
the conditions that facilitate local deliberations in both urban and
rural regions and affect inclusive civic engagement and participation
in sustainability policy and governance. It is also crucial, however, to
improve our understanding of how citizens’ wishes and expectations
regarding participation can be considered and pursued in diverse
contexts. Moreover, future research into the assemblage of partici-
patory governance across diverse communities and territories is
crucial for tackling intersectional inequalities in representation and
better understanding diverse expectations and aspirations, including
those of citizens who, as in the case of stealth democracy, prefer not
to get engaged in participatory democratic innovations and rely on
representative democracy instead.

Data availability
The datasets generated and analysed during the current study—
i.e. questionnaires and the two analysed questions from the
booklets—were anonymised and are publicly available. This data
has been uploaded to ZENODO data repository: https://zenodo.
org/records/16875620.
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implications, and granted full approval.

Informed consent
Participants were provided with a participant’s information sheet, informed consent and
debriefing sheets. Informed consent was obtained from all research participants, ensuring
their confidentiality and privacy and addressing any potential risks that may arise.
Participants retained the right to withdraw at any time. No part of the study was exempt
from ethical review. This written informed consent was obtained from the research
participants during the recruitment stage of their engagement in the research. Each
responsible researcher from each of the research teams involved in each country has kept
the informed consents obtained from participants. The dates vary between countries,
since the “democracy labs” were implemented on different dates between May and
November 2024 in the six locations. In Lisbon, Portugal, informed consent was obtained
on May 10, 2024. In Rome, Italy, informed consent was obtained on May 28, 2024. In
Potsdam, Germany, informed consent was obtained on October 1, 2024. In Barcelona,
Spain, informed consent was obtained on October 30, 2024. In Ljubljana, Slovenia,
informed consent was obtained on November 14, 2024. Informed consent included
confirmation that the participant had read and understood a participation information
sheet (which was also handed along with the informed consent), confirming that par-
ticipants understood their voluntary participation in the study. Participants were reas-
sured that any personal data (e.g. name or initiative they represent) will remain
confidential and will not be shared with third parties, nor transferred between countries,
and will be destroyed at the end of the project. Participants consented that all private
information is anonymised and only accessible to the responsible researcher. Consent
was also given to publish the results of the research in reports and scientific publications.
The study did not involve vulnerable individuals or minors, with one exception, as one
16-year-old participant was part of the German (Potsdam) Democracy Lab. In this case,
informed consent was also provided by this participant, in compliance with the EU law,
Art. 8 of the “General Data Protection Regulation” (i.e., adopted by the German
Datenschutz-Grundverordnung, abbreviated EU-DSGVO), according to which 16 and
17-year-olds are capable of giving their own consent. The participant information sheets
and informed consent were sent by mail to the 16-year-old participant’s family home
during the recruitment stage and collected on October 1, 2024, together with the consents
from all other participants. Lastly, all participants were also debriefed following the
research and were asked to provide any feedback on the events. Debriefing included a
description of the procedures adopted to guarantee the participants’ privacy. At the
debriefing stage, participants were again reminded of the aims of the study and how
research data will be treated, stored, and presented in final outputs, including internal
reports and scientific articles to be published in peer-reviewed journals.

Artificial intelligence usage
The authors did not use Artificial Intelligence in writing the article. The Grammarly App
was used to support accurate English language editing at the final editing stages.
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Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Inês. Campos.
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