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ABSTRACT

Inthecontextofacitizenlab,thisarticledescribeshowavanguardofactivists,designers,scholars
andparticipationpractitionerswereinvolvedinaparticipatoryprototypingprocess.CoGovernwas
designedasanonlineparticipationtoolwhosefocusistoincorporatecitizenpreferencesinlocal
policymaking. It is aimedat supporting informedand transparentparticipatoryprocesseswhile
reducingtheabilityofsponsoringauthoritiesto“cherry-pick”policyproposalsandavoidproviding
explanations.Thisarticleproposesadecision-makingprocessthatincorporatesartificialintelligence
techniquesintoacollectivedecisionprocessandwhoseresultismainlybasedonstandardoptimization
techniquesratherthanvote-counting.
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1. INTRoDUCTIoN

Thefieldofdemocraticinnovations(Fung&Wright,2001;Smith,2009)iscurrentlycrowdedwith
digital toolsaimedatfacilitatingdeliberativeandparticipatoryprocesses.Frequently, thesetools
emergewithinactivismenvironmentscharacterisedbyahighlevelofcivicengagementandpolitical
interest.Inparticular,mostoftheseenvironmentslargelyembracetheprinciplespromotedbythose
socialmovementsindefenseoffreeandopensourcesoftwaresuchasopensource.org.Morerecent
initiativesalsopromulgatethecoproductionofknowledgebetweenthegeneralpublicandthescientific
communitysuchasCitizenScience(SocientizeConsortium,2013).

Thisarticlestemsfromoneofthosespaces:MediaLabPrado,aCitizenLablocatedinMadrid
(Spain).ThisexperimentalLaborganizedaWorkshopforCollectiveIntelligenceonDemocracywhose
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mainpurposewastoprototypedigitaltoolsaddressingthechallengesposedbycitizenparticipation
intheageofsocialmedia.

Weaddresssomeofthesechallengesbyfocusingontwomainquestions:Howcandigitaltools
bedesignedinordertomakeparticipatoryprocessesmoretransparentandaccountable?Canartificial
intelligenceenhanceparticipatoryprocessesinanobjectiveandpubliclyauditablemanner,without
deviatingfromparticipants’interests?

Firstly,thispaperseekstoreflecthowavanguardofactivists,designers,scholarsandpractitioners
currentlyenvisionwhat–accordingtothem–willbeoneofthemostcommonformsofcitizen
participation in the comingyears.Secondly, it proposes thebasis for the futuredevelopment of
CoGovern,anonlinecitizenparticipationtoolwhosefocusistoincorporatecitizenpreferencesin
localpolicy-making.Thirdly,ourtoolproposalaimstoensureinformedandtransparentparticipatory
processes to avoid that sponsoring authorities cherry-pick policy proposals and omit to provide
explanations.Andfinally,forthesepurposes,thisarticleproposesadecision-makingprocesswhich
incorporatesartificialintelligence(AI)techniquesinordertoaligncitizenpreferences,budgetary
constraints and priorities, or strategic objectives about what policies and investments should be
chosenforimplementation.

TheresulthasbeentheinitialdesignofCoGovern,aprototypewebapplicationinwhichcitizen
participationisgroundedininformationfusion(Torra,V.&Narukawa,Y.,2007),argumentation
theories (Awad,E.etal.,2015),andstandardoptimization techniques. Inotherwords, themain
substantivecontributionistoproposeadecision-makingprocessinwhichtheoutputs–normally
participatorypolicyproposals–areselectedusingoptimizationtechniques.Thecentralargument
isthataproposalselectionmethodbasedonthebestpossiblecombination,accordingtopreviously
agreedandweightedcriteria,insteadofthetraditionalvote-countingsystem,canenhanceparticipatory
decisionmaking.

Thearticleproceedsasfollows.Thenextsectionpresentsthesociologicalandtechnological
researchbackground.Inparticular,itintroducesartificialintelligencetechniquesthatcanbeappliedto
decisionsupportinthecontextofpoliticalparticipatoryprocesses.Next,wepresentthemethodological
approachwhichisbasedonacollectiveintelligence(CI)experiment;morespecifically,acasestudy
aboutaCitizenLabisdescribed.Subsequentsectionpresentstheresultingprototypedesignbyfocusing
onitsgraphicaldesign,functionalities,andautomateddecisionmaking.Lastly,someimplications
ofthesetypesofparticipatorytoolsandfutureresearchpathsarediscussed.

2. INTRoDUCING AI IN PARTICIPAToRy DeCISIoN-MAKING PRoCeSSeS

Political sociology often distinguishes three decision-making models in democratic regimes:
representative, participatory, and technocratic (Bengtsson & Christensen, 2014). The major
difference between them resides in the actors responsible for the decision making. Thus, in the
representativemodel,agroupofelectedpoliticiansareinchargeofmakingdecisions,whereasthat
istheresponsibilityofcitizensandexpertsintheparticipatoryandtechnocraticmodels,respectively.
Recentpublicopinionresearcharguesthatmostcitizenspreferdecision-makingprocessesthatinvolve
bothelectedpoliticiansandordinarypeople;however,peoplebelievethatdecisionsaresolelytaken
byelectedpoliticians(Allenetal.2015;Fontetal.2015,2017).

Onthecontrary,inStealth Democracy,HibbingandTheiss-Morse(2002)questiontheexistence
ofarealdemandformoreparticipation.Theyarguethatpeopleactuallyprefernottoparticipatebut
decisionstobetaken“efficiently,objectivelyandwithoutcommotionanddisagreement”(2002:143).
Otherparticipationcriticismsrevolveissuessuchasthelackofefficiencyandtheperceptionthat
participatoryprocessesarehighly timeconsuming.Thisarticleaddresses this tensionbetweena
desireformoreopportunitiestoparticipateandademandofpoliticalprocessestobemoreobjective
andefficient.Overall,ouraimis toworktowardsconvergenceofdivertingpositionsrather than
theirconfrontation.
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