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Chapter Two: The Common Good 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Democratic theories provide justification for democratic political institutions. 

Deliberative democratic theories contend that collective decision-making should proceed via 

public deliberation. In deliberation, participants consider policy proposals and present arguments 

to the group. Although the goal of deliberation is consensus, deliberative democrats agree that 

when consensus is unattainable, a majority vote may be used to determine a political outcome. 

Chapter one provided an overview of the deliberative democratic theories of interest. I 

explained that I will focus on the broad class of deliberative democratic theories making the 

claim that public deliberation followed by voting will select political outcomes that are better 

than those that result from voting alone. These theorists claim that groups that participate in 

public deliberation before voting are more likely to select alternatives that promote the common 

good than if no deliberation had been held. I will refer to this as the “Deliberative Voting Claim” 

or “DVC.” The Deliberative Voting Claim is an instrumental reason to prefer deliberation 

followed by voting to voting alone, on the grounds that the former procedure is more likely than 

the latter to produce outcomes that promote the common good. 

This project asks two questions surrounding the DVC. The empirical question asks 

whether the DVC can be substantiated empirically, using the existing literature on the behavioral 

and psychological effects of political deliberation. The normative question asks whether 

deliberators have an obligation to vote to promote the common good. At the level of political 

theory, it is important that we know whether deliberation promotes the common good, because 

many authors invoke that claim as a defense of deliberative democratic systems. If the claim 

were true, it would show that participants do benefit from deliberating before they vote. If 

deliberation does not improve political outcomes in this way, then deliberative democrats must 

rely on some other instrumental or intrinsic defense of deliberation. They can no longer claim 

that deliberative democracy is justified because it promotes the common good. 

 At the level of policy, if we take seriously that political theories should be applicable to 

the real world, we can understand deliberative democratic theories as saying that deliberation 

should be the mechanism through which real people make political decisions. They say that we 

should strive to implement structured deliberative forums in our existing political communities. 

By asking whether deliberation has instrumental value, I am questioning whether implementing 

deliberation is worth significantly altering the status quo. I ask this question because deliberation 

is costly. It requires participants and organizers’ time and effort. In many countries, 

institutionalizing structured public deliberation would require policy change. Before we begin 

instituting deliberative democratic policies, we should be clear about what the benefits of those 

policies are for real people, and whether those benefits outweigh the costs associated with 

implementing and participating in deliberative institutions. 

This chapter begins by clarifying the empirical question: Does the existing literature on 

the psychological and behavioral effects of deliberation support the claim that deliberation, 

followed by voting, is more likely to lead to the selection of outcomes that promote the common 

good than voting alone? To answer this question, we must first clarify the relevant terms. In 

particular, before we can judge whether deliberation is more likely to lead to the selection of 

outcomes that promote the common good than voting without deliberation, we have to know 
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what it means for an outcome to promote the common good, such that we can to look at an 

empirical study and determine whether the participants’ chosen outcome promotes the common 

good or not. To this end, part one of this chapter will distinguish three conceptions of the 

common good, and explain what it would mean for an outcome of the deliberative and voting 

processes to promote each variety of the good. In addition, part one will explain which of the 

three conceptions is consistent with deliberative democratic theory. 

The empirical question asks about the frequency with which deliberative and non-

deliberative voting procedures lead to the selection of outcomes that promote the common good. 

To answer the empirical question, we must be able to determine whether the deliberative 

procedure better enables communities to select outcomes that promote the common good than 

those who participate in a non-deliberative voting procedure. Part two of this chapter builds 

directly on part one, and asks what voters could do to select outcomes that promote the common 

good via voting. Because the empirical literature on the behavioral and psychological effect of 

deliberation is diffuse, and because the literature is not framed around the empirical question of 

interest, part two of this chapter aims to explore the ways in which deliberation could make 

voters more likely to select outcomes that promote the common good than voting alone. Part two 

will provide a catalogue of the behavioral or psychological changes that could have this effect.  

Finally, we must determine how to evaluate empirical studies to address the empirical 

question. Part three of this chapter will make clear what an empirical study would need to show 

to demonstrate that deliberation followed by voting does or does not make voters more likely to 

select outcomes that promote the common good than voting alone. The work done in part three 

will follow directly from the work in part two. For every effect that deliberation could have on 

voters’ decision making, such that they are more likely to promote the common good via voting 

(identified in part two), I will explain what an empirical study would need to demonstrate to 

show that deliberation has such an effect. 

The literature on deliberative democracy recognizes three conceptions of the common 

good. In part two, section (a) explains the three conceptions, and determines which of the 

conceptions will be the focus of this project. Each of the conceptions defines the common good 

as some ideal. As we will see, when the common good is defined as an ideal state, it fails to 

provide a suitable guide for real deliberators in pluralistic societies. Section (b) will explain this 

worry and adjust our conceptions of the common good in response to it. In addition, section (b) 

will explain what it would mean for real deliberators to promote the common good via voting.  

 

 

2. The Common Good and Deliberative Democracy  

 

This project is concerned with deliberative democratic theories that are committed to a 

core set of claims. In general, these theories claim that political decision making should proceed 

via structured public deliberation, under the following conditions: 

 

1. Common Good: The goal of deliberation is to select outcomes that promote the common 

good.  

2. Democracy: Everyone who will be affected by the deliberation’s outcome should be 

involved in the decision-making process.  

3. Reason-Giving: During deliberation, individuals should provide reasons for and against 

the available alternatives. 
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4. Voting: If deliberation fails to end in consensus, a vote may be taken to select an 

outcome.  

 

In this section, I will focus on the Common Good condition. The “common good” is so 

named because it is a good that accrues to a community. In the literature on the constitution of 

communities and deliberative democracy, there are two competing conceptions of what a 

community is. The “atomist” view identifies a community as a collection of individuals, and 

nothing more (Gutmann, Sandel et al. 1985, Taylor 2003). The “holist” or “corporate” view 

defines a community as something over and above the collection of individuals who are part of it 

(London 2003, Murphy 2005, Mansbridge, Bohman et al. 2010). In this project, I will not take a 

stance on what a political community is. Instead, I will discuss the various conceptions of the 

common good, and explain the relationship between the common good and community. 

 

a. Conceptions of the Common Good 

I will borrow Jane Mansbridge’s taxonomy of conceptions of the common good 

(Mansbridge 1998). Under Mansbridge’s taxonomy, conceptions of the common good are 

divided into two main categories. The first category includes “procedural” conceptions. In A 

Theory of Justice Rawls recognizes procedural conceptions of justice, and we can adapt Rawls’ 

terminology to define procedural conceptions to the common good (John Rawls, 1971). A pure 

procedural conception defines the common good as the result of some procedure. So long as the 

chosen procedure is followed, the outcome of that procedure constitutes the common good, 

regardless of the outcome’s characteristics or substance. Those who advocate for procedural 

conceptions of the common good deny that there are any procedure-independent criteria for what 

constitutes the common good.  

There are several reasons why one might be motivated to adopt a pure procedural 

conception of the common good. For example, one could argue that that it isn’t possible to 

identify characteristics that would constitute a good political outcome, and that it is therefore not 

possible to define a non-procedural conception of the common good. In this case, one might 

instead try to identify characteristics of a good procedure, and commit to accepting the outcomes 

of that procedure, whatever they are. For example, one could argue that deliberation is a good 

procedure because it treats participants equally, and requires rational discourse to reach a 

decision. In the context of deliberative democracy, advocating for a pure procedural conception 

of the common good amounts to arguing that deliberation followed by voting is the good or 

valuable procedure for political decision making, and that we ought to accept the outcomes of 

deliberation followed by voting, whatever the outcomes may be. 

The second category includes “non-procedural” or “substantive” conceptions of the 

common good. A conception of the common good is non-procedural if the common good is 

defined as a state of affairs that has a procedure-independent characteristic or substance, rather 

than a state of affairs that results from a particular procedure. There are two ways that we might 

understand the relationship between political procedures and substantive conceptions of the 

common good. If procedures are perfect, then they are sure to produce outcomes with the 

procedure-independent characteristic, and are therefore sure to produce the common good. If our 

political procedures are imperfect, then they may not result in the common good. To achieve the 

common good under the imperfect conception, we must rely on imperfect political processes that 

we believe have the best chance of bringing us closer to ideal political outcomes. 
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Proponents of both perfect and imperfect conceptions of the common good recognize that 

political procedures can influence the kinds of outcomes those procedures produce. For example, 

Joshua Cohen states that when deliberators recognize one another as political equals, they are 

agreeing to reject arguments and reasons expressed in the deliberative forum that claim that some 

participants’ interests should count for more than others’ interests (Cohen 1997). As a result, 

deliberators may reject policies that promote significant inequalities in the population. Cohen is 

arguing that a procedural rule may limit the kinds of outcomes that can result from the 

procedure.  

We must now consider what the common good might look like under non-procedural 

conceptions. “Aggregative” non-procedural conceptions of the common good define the 

common good as a state that is good for the individuals who compose the political community. 

Individuals’ good might be understood, for example, as a utility, or as well-being. In a pluralistic 

society, it may be the case that maximizing one person’s utility diminishes another’s, or that 

satisfying one person’s interests means failing to satisfy another’s. Thus, it may not be possible 

to completely satisfy all individual interests, or maximize everyone’s utility simultaneously. 

Instead, the aggregative common good might plausibly refer to the state of affairs in which utility 

or well-being is maximized, or the state of affairs in which utility is distributed across the largest 

number of individuals possible. 

Alternatively, one could define the aggregative common good as a state of affairs in 

which interests that are shared by every member of the community are satisfied to some 

minimum threshold (London 2003). A proponent of this conception can acknowledge that 

individuals may have different sets of interests, but claims that there is at least one important 

interest that all people share. For example, Rousseau argued that the goal of political decision 

making is the common good, which consists in the community’s shared interests of freedom and 

equality (Rousseau and Gourevitch 1997, Freeman 2000). 

“Non-aggregative” or what I will call “distinctive” non-procedural conceptions of the 

common good define the common good as a state that is good for the political community. The 

distinctive common good is not reducible to the utility or well-being of the aggregate, and is not 

comprised of the interests that participants have prior to deliberation (Cohen 1997). Instead, the 

distinctive common good might refer to a state in which a political community abides by or 

achieves some principle, such as equality or justice. For example, this ideal state might be one in 

which a community’s laws are perfectly just, or one in which every citizen is respected as a 

political equal. The common good taxonomy is represented in the figure below. 
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For the distinctive common good to be different from the aggregative common good, it 

must involve some good for the community that is not reducible to an aggregate of individual 

goods. These community-level goods have been referred to as “irreducibly social” goods. A good 

can be “irreducibly social” in two senses. First, some goods, such as friendship, are social in the 

sense that they require more than one individual to exist. Those who accept the aggregative 

conception of the common good accept that there are common goods in this sense: goods that 

require a social group to exist. They accept that goods like friendship are “common” goods because 

they are goods that accrue to multiple individual people. Second, some goods are social in the 

sense that they apply to particular objects, and those objects cannot be broken down into individual 

entities, such as individual people. For the distinctive conception of the common good to differ 

from the aggregative conception, and refer to an alternative set of “goods,” proponents of the 

distinctive common good must accept that the entity to which the common good accrues (the 

“community as a whole”) is irreducibly social (Murphy 2005), in that it is something greater than 

or distinct from the people who belong to it. For this reason, proponents of the distinctive common 

good must accept the “holistic” view of community discussed above. 

Mansbridge (1998, 10-11) elucidates the distinction between aggregative and distinctive 

common goods with an example. When we judge than an academic department is better than 

another, Mansbridge argues that we do not (merely) mean that the department meets its 

individual members’ needs better than the other department. We mean that the department is 

better at doing the tasks and jobs that we agree an academic department ought to do. We might 

even imagine a scenario in which all individual department members are asked to make a 

personal sacrifice (and asked not to pursue what is good for them) by stepping down from their 

positions, for the good of the department. This is a scenario, Mansbridge argues, in which the 

good of the aggregate (the individual members) is at odds with what is good for the department. 

Mansbridge argues that this demonstrates that “the department” is an irreducibly social entity, 

because it is something greater than or distinct from the faculty who belong to it. 

As I have described them, the aggregative and distinctive conceptions of the common 

good appear to have very little in common. This presentation may be overly simplistic. For 

example, suppose that the distinctive common good refers to a perfectly just state of affairs. It 

may very well be the case that a perfectly just state of affairs promotes the good of individuals. 

That is, individuals do well in a society that is just, so the distinctive common good promotes the 

Common 
Good

Content of CG is 
Procedural

Pure

Content of CG is 
Non-Procedural

Perfect

Content: 
Aggregative or 

Distinctive

Imperfect

Content: 
Aggregative or 

Distinctive
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aggregate good. Similarly, it might be the case that promoting the well-being of many 

individuals brings a society closer to an ideal state of justice. In these two examples, individual 

and community goods overlap. As Joshua Cohen points out, it would be odd to think that the 

(distinctive) common good could be bad for all individuals (Cohen 1997). If that were the case, 

we wouldn’t think the distinctive common good was good at all. Therefore, promoting one 

conception of the common good may very well entail the promotion of the other. 

For now, I will treat the conceptions of the common good as distinct because we must 

determine which of these conceptions is applicable to deliberative democratic theory. This is an 

important step because deliberative democrats do not always distinguish carefully the 

conceptions of the common good. The literature is particularly vague in its discussions of self 

and community interests and their relationship to the common good. For example, Elster states 

that deliberation requires that individuals move “beyond” self-interest and orient themselves 

toward the common good (Elster 1998). Similarly, Freeman distinguishes the individual’s good 

with the common good (Freeman 2000). These authors contrast what is good for the individual 

and what is good for the common, and for this reason, may appear to reject the aggregative 

conception of the common good.  

However, even if one believes that deliberators should consider more than their myopic 

self-interest when deliberating, this does not necessarily imply that deliberators should not 

consider the aggregative common good. To consider what state of affairs is best for all 

individuals (the aggregative common good) is not the same as considering what is best for 

oneself (and only oneself). On the other hand, if the goal of deliberation is to promote the 

aggregative common good, then voting according to one’s self-interest is one way to promote the 

common good via voting. I discuss this connection between voting and the aggregative common 

good in greater detail below.  

 

b. The Common Good and the DVC 

Now we must determine which of the three conceptions of the common good is 

applicable to deliberative democratic theory. First, consider the non-procedural conceptions of 

the common good. Are the non-procedural conceptions applicable to deliberative democratic 

theories committed to the DVC? So far, we have no reason to reject that deliberation could be 

used to select outcomes that promote the good of individuals who compose the political 

community, or to select outcomes that promote the good of the community as a whole. Further, it 

might be the case that deliberation constitutes a perfect procedure, in which case deliberation 

will result in the common good with certainty. Or, deliberation might move us toward the 

common good ideal better or faster than other available procedures, but does so imperfectly. Both 

of these claims are consistent with the DVC: the claim that deliberation followed by voting is 

more reliable than voting alone at producing outcomes that promote the common good. 

 Second, consider the pure procedural conception of the common good. A problem arises 

when a deliberative democrat committed to the pure procedural conception of the common good 

also commits herself to the DVC. She would be saying that deliberation followed by voting is 

more likely than non-deliberative voting to select outcomes that promote the pure procedural 

common good. In this case, the deliberative democrat committed to the DVC is either saying 

something trivially true or begging the question. The DVC is trivially true under the pure 

procedural notion of the common good because deliberation followed by voting is, by definition, 

more likely than voting alone to promote the pure procedural common good: deliberation 

followed by voting. The deliberative democrat begs the question by failing to explain what 
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distinguishes outcomes that result from deliberative voting from those that result from voting 

alone, other than the fact that they resulted from different procedures. This shows that the pure 

procedural common good is consistent with deliberative democratic theory, but that the DVC is 

true under this conception only in a trivial sense. For this reason, I will set aside the pure 

procedural common good, and focus exclusively on non-procedural conceptions of the common 

good in the remainder of this project.  

 

c. Idealism and Promoting the Common Good 

As I have described them, the aggregative and distinctive conceptions of the common 

good refer to ideal states of affairs. In the rest of this section, I introduce a concern that Gerald 

Gaus raises regarding idealized states of affairs as the ends of political decision making. This is a 

legitimate concern that one could level against the aggregative and distinctive conceptions of the 

common good. My goal is to explain Gaus’ concern, and then respond by updating my 

definitions of the aggregative and distinctive common good to avoid the issue.  

In his book Tyranny of the Ideal, Gerald Gaus takes issue with ideal theories of political 

decision making. He argues that political philosophies that take idealized goals to be the ends of 

political processes are unhelpful for real societies attempting to decide between competing 

policies. To see Gaus’ worry, consider what a deliberative body would need to do to achieve the 

common good ideal. First, the body would need a conception of what the ideal state is, and 

second, the body would need to be able to evaluate their options (the policies over which they are 

deciding, for example), in terms of their realization of the ideal (Gaus 2016). Gauss refers to this 

kind of decision making as evaluating the alternatives in terms of their “proximity” to the ideal 

social world (Ibid. 51). 

 The problem with this approach, on Gauss’ view, is that members of a pluralistic society 

will likely be unable to agree on what constitutes the ideal end state, even if there is some “true” 

ideal. It would be difficult (or perhaps impossible) for real deliberators to come to a consensus 

and strive for a single ideal (Ibid. 155), such as a single conception of the common good. 

Furthermore, if we take seriously the fact that political actors are frequently faced with choices 

between two or more policies, Gaus argues that a notion of an idealized state is largely 

orthogonal to political decision making. One does not need to know what the ideal or best state 

looks like to decide between the two non-ideal states that would result from a real policy choice. 

All one needs is a standard to compare the two non-ideal states. As Gaus argues, citing Sen: one 

does not need to know the height of the world’s tallest mountain to decide which of the two 

mountains one currently faces is higher (Ibid. 6). Instead, on Gaus’ view, we ought to compare 

the available alternatives to one another and determine which is better, rather than compare each 

to a far-off ideal, and should attempt to avoid what we can agree are serious negative outcomes 

(such as largescale injustice) (Ibid. 208-11). For Gaus, the main question for public deliberators 

then becomes the following: which alternative(s) poses the greatest improvement in terms of the 

common good to where we are now?1 When deliberators vote based on these evaluations, they 

vote to promote the common good, but do not necessarily aim achieve some (perhaps 

unattainable) ideal end state.  

                                                 
1 Deliberators will have to balance the amount of improvement they expect with the likelihood 

that the improvement will occur. It may be the case that the status quo is better than any of the 

other alternatives on the table. 



 8 

To avoid this worry, we must reinterpret the two non-procedural conceptions of the 

common good discussed above. We must understand the common good not as an ideal state, but 

as a tool for comparing various alternatives to the current state of affairs and to each other, and 

ranking them from best to worst. In particular, deliberators must rank the alternatives according 

to the amount of good those alternatives are likely to promote for the individuals of the 

community (aggregative common good) or the community as a whole (distinctive common 

good). 

To demonstrate how the two approaches to the common good come apart, consider the 

aggregative conception of the common good. Under the idealized approach presented at the 

beginning of this chapter, the goal of deliberation is to select policies that would result in an ideal 

state of affairs for the individuals who compose the political community.2 Under the Gaussian 

view presented in this section, deliberators discuss the available alternatives, and determine how 

much good would result from enacting each policy. The deliberators then construct a ranking of 

the alternatives from most good-producing to least. Importantly, deliberators do not need to 

know what the ideal aggregative state would look like to complete this task.  

The upshot of Gaus’ argument is that an idealized goal may be unhelpful to real 

deliberators attempting to decide between two or more policy alternatives. His proposal is that 

deliberators select policies by comparing them to one another using some metric, such as the 

individual good or welfare produced by each alternative. Importantly, Gaus’ approach seems to 

sidestep the question of whether our political procedures are perfect or imperfect methods for 

achieving the common good, as highlighted in section (a) above. There, I noted that political 

procedures can result in some substantive notion of the common good with certainty (perfect) or 

not (imperfect). Gaus wants to say that the notion that procedures “result in the common good” is 

overly idealized. Instead, Gaus thinks our political procedures allow us to compare the available 

policy alternatives, and determine which is the greatest improvement from the status quo. 

Whether our procedures will produce outcomes that promote the common good with certainty 

(perfect) or not (imperfect) remains an open question. In this project, my concern is not whether 

deliberative procedures are perfect or imperfect, but rather how those procedures compare to 

mere voting procedures. We are concerned with the question of whether deliberative political 

procedures are more likely to produce outcomes that promote the common good than mere 

voting procedures. 

While I agree with Gaus’ pragmaticism, and believe that deliberators do need some 

metric with which to compare the alternatives they face, his analysis is too quick. In particular, 

Gaus fails to recognize three key issues that deliberators would face in comparing policy 

alternatives, including balancing the amount of good that is likely to result from enacting a 

policy and the likelihood that good will come about, considering the ways in which policies may 

interact with one another in the future, and using this information to construct a complete ranking 

of the alternatives. Below I raise these three issues with Gaus’ approach, and explain what real 

deliberators would need to do to alleviate these concerns, and successfully decide between policy 

alternatives. 

The first problem with Gaus’ argument is that it assumes that promoting some ideal, such 

as the common good, can be done using a single metric. Above, I noted that Gaus and Sen 

compare the ranking of policies using the metric “justice” to ranking of mountains using the 

                                                 
2 Here, I am making no judgment as to how much good must be achieved, or how many people 

must experience the good, in order for the state to constitute the common good. 
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metric “height.” But unlike height, promoting the aggregative or distinctive common good may 

require balancing multiple competing values, such as fairness, equality of opportunity, and 

welfare maximization. In other words, it might be the case that promoting the aggregative or 

distinctive common good requires us to promote two or more competing values, values that, 

when taken individually, produce different rankings of the alternatives. To produce one ranking 

of the alternatives from most common good-promoting to least, deliberators must decide how to 

balance any competing principles or values (perhaps by ordering them lexicographically), so that 

they can use a single metric to produce an ordering.  

The second problem with Gaus’ arghment is the assumption that incremental 

comparisons of policies according to their common good-promoting characteristics will 

necessarily constitute progress for the political community. There are at least two ways in which 

comparisons might stall or reverse progress. The first way concerns the interaction of policies. 

To elucidate this concern, consider the following example. Suppose a deliberative body is 

deciding between policy x and policy y, and the body determines that policy x is more common 

good-promoting than y. However, the conjunction of policy x and an existing policy z fails to 

promote the common good to the greatest extent. That is, the conjunction of x and z is less 

common good-promoting than the conjunction of y and z. In this case, we might say that 

implementing policy x would thwart our pursuit of the common good because policy z is already 

in effect, even though, on its own, x is more common good-promoting than y. This example 

demonstrates that public policies must be studied as they relate to and influence one another, 

rather than in isolation. While Gaus can incorporate this view into his picture of political 

decision-making, it does complicate the decision process for real world political actors. 

The second way that policy comparisons might stall or reverse progress concerns future 

policy decisions and the social forces surrounding policy selection and change. To understand 

the issue, consider the following case. Suppose that a political community is currently structured 

such that it perpetuates widespread inequality in welfare. There is growing support in the 

community to enact reforms that would redistribute wealth, and promote equality. Suppose that 

the community now faces a choice between two tax plans, each of which would provide only 

marginal change to equality and welfare, but would nonetheless constitute improvements to the 

status quo. While enacting either of these policies might promote the aggregative common good, 

it might be the case that their enactment would quell support for larger, more effective reforms, 

thereby stalling further political progress. In this case, we might say that enacting either policy 

would be a step backwards, because the enactment of either policy would forestall larger policy 

changes that were likely to occur in the future. To avoid this concern, participants in a 

deliberative forum must consider the effects of their decisions both for the aggregative and 

distinctive common goods, and for the likelihoods with which future policies will be enacted. 

This brings us to a third complication that deliberators must address in their attempts to 

vote to promote the common good. There are two senses in which deliberators can vote to 

promote the common good. First, deliberators can vote for alternatives that they believe are most 

likely to promote the common good to any extent. Second, deliberators can vote for alternatives 

that they expect will promote the most good with any probability. These two features of policies 

can come apart. A policy x may be very likely to promote the common good to a small extent (by 

satisfying only a small fraction of the community’s well-being, for example), while an 

alternative policy y may have a small chance of promoting the common good to a greater extent.  

Does the DVC prioritize either approach? The DVC refers to the likelihood with which 

voters do (empirically) promote the common good via voting. The contention that I have just 
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outlined refers to the likelihoods that deliberators affix to policies in the deliberative forum: the 

deliberators’ beliefs about the likelihoods that policies will promote the common good or not. 

Even if deliberators’ probability assessments are accurate, they may nevertheless fail to 

(empirically) promote the common good via voting. For example, they may select policies that 

they believe have a high probability of promoting the common good, but those policies fail to 

promote the common good in practice. This is true for both the aggregative and distinctive 

conceptions of the common good. 

Even if deliberators’ assessments of the probabilities that policies will promote the 

common good are accurate, they will nevertheless have to balance the likelihood of promoting 

the common good with the amount of good they expect the policy to generate (using an expected 

utility calculation, for example). Thus, the DVC does not necessarily prioritize considerations 

about the amount of good over considerations about likelihood of common good promotion, or 

vice versa. In what follows, I will not prioritize one approach over the other, but I will assume 

that voters have some method for generating a (perhaps incomplete) weak ordering of the 

alternatives once deliberation ends.  

In this section, we have redefined the aggregative and distinctive notions of the common 

good that will feature in this project to avoid Gass’s worry regarding idealized states. We now 

understand political decision making as a process aimed at promoting the aggregative or 

distinctive common good by comparing the available alternatives to one another and to the status 

quo. We have seen that deliberators must consider multiple aspects of policy enactment, 

including the likelihoods with which policies will promote the common good, and the social 

effects of enacting policies that provide marginal improvements to the status quo. We have 

rejected the idea that the goal of deliberation is to achieve some ideal state. In the next section, I 

discuss the ways that deliberation might improve deliberators’ abilities to identify alternatives 

that promote the common good. The work from this section is essential to what comes next, 

because we must know what it means for a policy to promote the common good to determine 

what deliberators must be able to do in order to promote that good via voting. Section four will 

build on section three, and explore what an empirical study would need to show to demonstrate 

that deliberation makes deliberators better able to select alternatives that promote the common 

good than voting alone. 

Together, sections three and four of this chapter explore how deliberation could make 

deliberators better able to select outcomes that promote the common good, and how an empirical 

study could support that claim with empirical evidence. This is a very different approach than 

simply looking at the existing empirical literature on deliberation, and attempting to determine 

whether deliberation improves decision making by referring to the literature’s findings. There are 

two reasons for my approach. First, it is more systematic. Because the empirical literature on the 

behavioral and psychological effects of deliberation is diffuse and limited, it may not provide a 

conclusive answer to the empirical question. If the empirical literature provides no evidence that 

supports the DVC, but fails to consider one or more mechanisms for psychological or behavioral 

change identified in this section, it would be incorrect to conclude that the DVC is false. Thus, 

my approach is more charitable to those who make the DVC, as it explores the ways that 

deliberation could lead to better outcomes than deliberation alone. Second, information regarding 

the possible ways that deliberation might improve voting will be relevant again for my analysis 

of the normative question in chapter five. 
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3. Deliberation and Decision Making 

 

The DVC states that deliberation followed by voting is more likely than voting alone to 

select alternatives that promote the common good. That is, deliberation is more likely to put 

participants in a position to select outcomes that promote the common good than is voting alone. 

Above, I introduced the two conceptions of the common good that will be the focus of this 

project. We must now bring together the DVC with the two conceptions of the common good. 

There are two ways of understanding the DVC in light of the two conceptions of the 

common good. The “strong DVC” states that deliberation improves voter decision making with 

respect to a conception of the common good. That is, deliberation can improve voter decision 

making with respect to the aggregative, or the distinctive, common good, but not both. The 

“weak DVC” is disjunctive. It states that deliberation improves voter decision making, but may 

promote either conception of the common good. Deliberation may lead some deliberators to be 

better able to identify alternatives that promote the aggregative common good, while others are 

better able to promote the distinctive common good.  

In what follows, I will focus on the weak DVC. While deliberative democrats appeal to 

the DVC in general, they do not explicitly adhere to the strong DVC. For this reason, it would be 

uncharitable to hold them to the more stringent view. We may now rephrase the main question of 

this section as follows: How might deliberation improve deliberators’ abilities to promote the 

aggregative or distinctive common goods via voting? If deliberation can be shown to improve 

decision making for either conception of the common good, this fact will substantiate the (weak) 

DVC. 

The remainder of this section will discuss the ways that deliberation might improve 

decision making with respect to the common good. Recall the process by which individuals 

deliberate and then vote. Deliberators enter deliberation, and discuss the alternatives over which 

they are to decide. By the end of deliberation, each deliberator has generated some (perhaps 

weak or incomplete) ordering of the alternatives, and will vote their ordering. Our question is: 

How might the process of deliberation make deliberators more likely to promote the common 

good via voting? To answer this question, I will survey several effects that deliberation could 

have on individual decision making, which would in turn improve the likelihood that the group 

selects an alternative that promotes the aggregative or distinctive common good. These effects 

would be sufficient (but not necessary) to improve the likelihood that a group selects an 

alternative that promotes the common good. In the next two chapters, I will turn to two 

arguments that have been made about deliberations’ effects on individual decision making 

surrounding the effects discussed below, and survey the empirical literature on deliberation to 

see whether there is evidence to support those arguments. 

I want to first distinguish the ordering-formation and voting aspects of the model I just 

described. An ordering is a deliberator’s ultimate evaluation of the alternatives she faces. For 

example, it can express a voter’s self-interested preferences over the alternatives, or be based on 

considerations of the community’s well-being. In sum, an ordering is the basis upon which the 

deliberator will decide how to vote. The voting aspect of the model refers to the process by 

which the individual expresses her ordering in the form of a vote. For example, if the voting 

mechanism requires individuals to state their top-rated alternative only, the voting process 

involves deliberators consulting their orderings, and writing one alternative on a ballot.  

To focus our discussion on the improvements that deliberation can provide, I will make 

two simplifying assumptions. First, I will assume that when we are comparing deliberation 
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followed by voting and (mere) voting, the voting mechanisms considered are the same. That is, 

votes are input into the voting mechanism (such as a majority vote) and tallied the same way in 

both cases. I will also assume that the voting mechanism and voters’ orderings jointly determine 

how the individual will vote. That is, once a deliberator has come to a judgment about the 

alternatives, and understands the form that her vote must take (such as voting for one alternative, 

or presenting an ordering of the alternatives), what she will write on her ballot is settled. For 

example, if a voter decides that alternative a is better than alternative b, which is in turn better 

than alternative c, and the voting mechanism asks for her top-ranked alternative, the voter will 

necessarily vote for a.  These simplifications are important because they allow us to focus on the 

effects of deliberation on individuals’ orderings of the alternatives, and set aside concerns about 

strategic voting behavior. These assumptions rule out scenarios in which a voter may be 

incentivized to vote something other than her “true” or “honest” ordering because she wishes to 

secure a particular outcome. I make these assumptions because I wish to focus on the influence 

of deliberation on individuals’ orderings, and not additional influences or behaviors that might 

alter the way individuals behave in the voting booth. 

 

a. Orderings 

We can say that deliberation followed by voting makes deliberators more likely to vote to 

promote the common good than voting alone if deliberation is more likely to orient voters’ 

orderings towards the common good than voting is. How orderings must be oriented to reflect 

the common good will depend on the voting mechanism used. For example, in a simple majority 

voting scenario in which each deliberator is asked to vote for her top-ranked alternative, we can 

say that deliberation is more likely than voting to promote the common good if, following 

deliberation, deliberators are more likely to have an ordering that prioritizes an alternative that 

promotes the common good than they would be if no deliberation were held. Because most 

voting mechanisms give priority to individuals’ top-ranked alternative(s), I will focus on them. 

In these voting mechanisms, voters are asked to vote for their top choice(s). Under the 

assumptions I made above, this implies that voters vote for their top-ranked alternatives in their 

orderings (and do not vote strategically). Thus, our empirical question surrounding the DVC 

becomes: how can deliberation followed by voting make voters more likely to prioritize 

alternatives that promote the common good in their orderings of the alternatives than in mere 

voting scenarios? 

To demonstrate that deliberation improves individuals’ orderings in this way, thereby 

directly confirming the DVC, a study would need to show that those who participate in 

deliberation before voting are more likely to have orderings of the alternatives that highly rank 

alternatives that promote the common good than individuals who do not deliberate. To show this, 

an empirical researcher would need to identify which alternatives best promote the common 

good, and show that individuals are more likely to highly rank those alternatives when they 

deliberate than they are when they do not deliberate.  

It may be difficult to show that deliberation improves orderings in this way because 

researchers may be unable to determine what the “correct” ordering of the alternatives is. 

Instead, researchers might try to prove that deliberation can improve decision making indirectly. 

They could do this by showing that deliberation enables ordering changes toward the common 

good. How might deliberation improve the likelihood that individuals highly rank alternatives 

that promote the common good? Below, I explain how deliberation could improve deliberator’s 
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knowledge, evaluation skills, and motivations, which in turn could prompt deliberators to 

construct orderings that reflect the aggregative or distinctive common goods. 

 

b. Knowledge 

One way that that deliberation could improve decision making is by providing 

deliberators with the information necessary to identify alternatives that promote the common 

good, and determine which alternatives are most common good-promoting. What kinds of 

information do deliberators need to complete these two steps? 

Deliberators must have a sufficiently strong understanding of the available alternatives 

they face to evaluate those options using the common good metric. The information required to 

make this type of evaluation will depend on the type of common good. If the common good is 

aggregative, the community must evaluate the extent to which each policy is likely to promote 

the aggregate’s interests so that they can select alternative(s) that promote the common good the 

most. If the common good is distinctive, deliberators must know how much each policy will 

promote the good of the community.  

How might deliberation and voting promote the aggregative common good? There are 

two ways. First, each deliberator can identify policies that best promote her individual good, and 

allow the voting mechanism to aggregate individual judgments into an overall community 

choice. Deliberation can serve to help participants clarify their own interests to themselves, while 

the voting mechanism serves to aggregate individual preferences into a community choice. In 

this case, a vote is a statement as to which alternative the individual voter believes is best for her. 

To vote for the alternative that is best for her under this first method, a deliberator must know 

what her own interests are, and evaluate the available options in light of those interests. In 

addition, she must believe that others will vote to promote their interests, such that the voting 

result will be a true aggregation of individual interests.  

Second, deliberators can use deliberation to discuss which alternatives they believe best 

promote the aggregate good of all individuals (the aggregative common good), and vote for the 

alternatives they believe are best for the group. In this case, a vote is a statement of one’s belief 

about which alternative is best for the aggregate. The voting mechanism serves to aggregate 

voters’ judgments of the alternatives. To vote for the alternative that best for the aggregate, the 

deliberator must know not only what her own interests are, but the interests of all individuals in 

the community, and evaluate the available options in light of those interests. To summarize, there 

are two methods voters might use to promote the aggregative common good via voting: 

 

Voting type A: Voters vote for policies that promote their own individual good. 

Voting type B: Voters vote for policies that promote the good of the aggregate. 

 

How can deliberation enable deliberators to be more informed? Deliberation can improve 

deliberators’ understanding of the political process, and the fact that they will be asked to state 

their views in a vote when deliberation is finished. In terms of policy content, deliberation can 

improve participants’ knowledge of the available alternatives and their likely effects on 

participants. Deliberators may reveal information about the policy options that was previously 

unknown to other participants, thus enabling them to better evaluate the alternatives. Through 

discussion and argumentation, deliberators can attempt to identify the likely effects of the 

alternatives with respect to the common good. They can explore, for example, whether a given 

policy is likely to satisfy community members’ interests, or whether the policy will promote the 
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good of the community, as something distinct from the aggregate. Further, deliberation can 

reveal information about how the policies being discussed will interact with policies already 

enacted, and those that are likely to be enacted in the future. 

Reasoning with others in this way can lower the computational burden placed on each 

individual reasoner. For example, under voting type B above, individuals vote to promote the 

aggregative common good by voting for the alternative(s) they believe would be good for the 

aggregate. To determine which alternative promotes the aggregative common good under voting 

type B, a voter must know (a) what the community members’ interests are, and (b) the extent to 

which each alternative is likely to promote those interests. These sorts of comparisons may be 

difficult for the individual to complete on her own when the community is large, as the 

calculation required is extremely complex. By reasoning with others, the group can divide the 

work necessary to come to a decision. For example, a sub-group of deliberators with similar 

interests can explain their interests to other deliberators, and explain why they believe each 

policy is likely to promote their interests or not. Others in the deliberative forum are then able to 

use this information to come to a decision, rather than trying to evaluate the sub-group’s interests 

on their own. Or, if the distinctive common good is promoted via two principles, such as fairness 

and equality, a sub-group of deliberators can evaluate the available policies under fairness, while 

another evaluates under equality. A voter can then use the sub-group’s orderings to make her 

final evaluation of the alternatives. In these examples, information pooling allows individuals to 

evaluate the alternatives more efficiently than they would be able to on their own.  

It is important to note that while deliberation is assumed to be focused on the common 

good, this criterion may not be the only aspect of deliberation that improves voters’ decision 

making. In other words, deliberation’s focus on the common good may not be the only aspect of 

the deliberative setting that enables voters to vote to promote the common good. For example, I 

noted above that deliberation may improve voters’ abilities to identify alternatives that promote 

the aggregative common good because deliberation allows voters to express their interest to the 

group. This shows that the Democracy criterion of deliberation (the idea that all who will be 

affected by a decision are allowed to participate) may improve voters’ understanding of what 

constitutes the common good, which in turn may enable deliberators to vote to promote the 

common good.  

 

a. Evaluation Skills 

Having the right information is essential for deliberators to promote the common good 

through voting. In a similar vein, deliberators must have skills to accurately assess the available 

alternatives. They must be able to reason about the information they gain in the deliberative 

forum, and use that information to select alternatives that promote the common good. 

To prioritize alternatives that promote the common good, deliberators must be able to 

make several kinds of comparisons. First, they must be able to evaluate each of the alternatives 

they face using the common good metric. They must be able to determine the extent to which 

each of the alternatives will promote the common good. This involves comparing the state of 

affairs that would result from selecting each policy to the status quo. 

Second, deliberators must compare the consequences of having selected each of the 

available alternatives against one another (as opposed to the status quo). For example, if 

deliberators are deciding between policies x and y, they must determine the extent to which x will 

promote the common good, and similarly for y. Then, deliberators must compare x’s promotion 
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of the common good to y’s. This allows the deliberator to determine whether she believes that x 

or y will better promote the common good.  

This type of comparison between alternatives may be difficult under both voting types A 

and B. Under voting type A, individuals may have difficulty producing an ordering when the 

various alternatives satisfy different individual interests. A similar difficulty may arise under 

voting type B. Suppose that the alternatives a community faces satisfy different sets of individual 

interests, but are likely to generate similar amounts of good (quantified as a utility, for example). 

For example, supposed alternative x satisfies interest i for deliberators d1 and d2, while alternative 

y satisfies interest j for deliberations d3 and d4. Further, for simplicity, suppose that the amount 

of good generated by adopting x is the same as the amount of good generated by adopting y. We 

might say, in this case, that each policy is likely to promote the common good to the same extent. 

In this scenario, deliberators will have to decide which interests to prioritize in order to come to a 

final decision. 

Voters who aim to promote the distinctive common good may face similar difficulties in 

their evaluation of the alternatives because of the issues raised in section two above. For 

example, suppose that voters promote the distinctive common good by promoting (at least) two 

moral principles, such as justice and equality. If a community were to decide between policy x, 

which promotes justice over equality, and policy y, which promotes equality over justice, the 

community would need to decide which principle to prioritize. If this prioritization is not written 

into the definition of the common good, deliberators must decide how to prioritize the competing 

principles in the deliberative forum. 

Deliberation can help deliberators make the types of comparisons necessary to vote to 

promote the common good. Recall that in the deliberative forum, deliberators must provide 

reasons for and against the available alternatives, and this discussion is framed around the 

common good. Through discussion and argumentation, deliberators can reason together about 

the extent to which each of the available policies is likely to promote the common good. 

Reasoning with others allows deliberators to identify flaws in their evaluations of alternatives, 

either by revealing logical inconsistencies in their reasoning, or by revealing that their 

conclusions were arrived at using erroneous information about the common good or the 

alternatives. 

To vote to promote the common good, it is not sufficient that deliberators hear the 

reasons that others present in the deliberative forum. In addition, deliberators must be able to 

evaluate the arguments they hear. A deliberator must be able to identify credible information and 

arguments, and use them to update her evaluation of the alternatives.  

It is possible that deliberation could improve decision making by making voters better 

able to decipher credible information and arguments. The process through which deliberators 

present arguments to one another could help the group weed out false information or faulty 

arguments, which may in turn make individual deliberators better able to evaluate the arguments 

they hear. Thus, it is possible that the process of reasoning as a group makes individual 

participants better at evaluating the arguments that they hear, and in turn, using those arguments 

to evaluate the alternatives that they face. 

 

b. Motivation to Promote Common Good 

In this section, I explore the kinds of motivations or incentives a deliberator must have to 

intentionally construct her ordering based on considerations of the common good. Recall that 

deliberators can promote the aggregative common good via voting by voting for alternatives that 
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are good for themselves (voting type A) or good for the aggregate (voting type B). To promote 

the common good under voting type A, deliberators vote for the alternative(s) that promotes their 

own self-interest. In this case, deliberators must be incentivized to set aside all other 

considerations, including considerations about the interests of the aggregate. Under voting type 

B, the opposite is true. Under this voting type, a deliberator must be incentivized to identify 

alternatives that are expected to promote the good for the aggregate, even if those alternatives do 

not promote her own good. 

To promote the distinctive common good, deliberators may be required to set aside their 

interests and the interests of others altogether when the distinctive and aggregative common 

goods conflict. As was discussed in section two above, promoting the distinctive common good 

may require individual sacrifice. Deliberators may have to sacrifice what is in their own interest 

to vote what is good for the community. 

Deliberation may incentivize deliberators to commit to voting to promote the common 

good. When it is announced that the goal of deliberation is to select alternatives that promote the 

common good, this act may signal to deliberators that they ought to evaluate the alternatives 

based on considerations of the common good, even when that good conflicts with individual 

preferences and interests. Further, deliberating about the significance of the common good may 

give deliberators reasons to commit to evaluating the alternatives on that basis. Simply viewing 

others’ commitments to the common good may cause deliberators to commit to evaluating the 

alternatives on the basis of the common good as well. Through deliberation, deliberators see that 

voting to promote the common good is the norm, or the “right thing to do.”  

While reasoning with others can incentivize deliberators to promote the common good, 

emotion can also play a role in improving deliberators’ incentives. Listening to arguments and 

stories about others’ life plans and interests may prompt fellow deliberators to feel a sense of 

empathy, which may in turn cause deliberators to commit to selecting alternatives that promote 

the common good, even when doing so goes against their personal interests.  

 

 

4. Empirical Studies 

 

In section three we saw what deliberators can do to promote the common good via 

voting, and the ways that deliberation might enable deliberators to do so. In the next two 

chapters, I will consider two empirical arguments about deliberation’s effects on voting. These 

arguments state that deliberation does enable deliberators to select alternatives that promote the 

common good. In those later chapters, I will determine whether the empirical literature on 

deliberation can substantiate those arguments. But before turning to the empirical literature, we 

must decide how we ought to evaluate that literature in light of the empirical arguments that will 

be considered. We must determine what an empirical study would need to show to demonstrate 

that deliberation does improve deliberators’ orderings, knowledge, evaluation skills, and 

motivations. 

 

a. Orderings 

Deliberation can enable deliberators to vote to promote the common good by prompting 

deliberators to adopt orderings that highly rank alternatives that promote the common good. To 

show that deliberation has this effect, an empirical researcher would need to identify which 

alternatives best promote the common good, and show that individuals are more likely to highly 
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rank those alternatives when they deliberate and vote than when they (only) vote. One could test 

this effect directly by asking deliberators to rank the alternatives before and after deliberation, 

and gauging whether deliberation prompted individuals to adjust their rankings to reflect the 

common good as compared to individuals who did not deliberate. 

The problem with this sort of test is that it assumes that there is some better or worse 

scale against which we can judge voters’ evaluations of the alternatives. It assumes that there is 

some correct way of ranking the alternatives in light of their ability to promote the common 

good. Further, it assumes that empirical researchers would be able to produce an accurate 

ranking of the policies, and use their ranking to evaluate test subjects’ abilities. When the 

common good is very general or vague, it may be difficult to generate an exhaustive, “correct” 

ranking of the alternatives. What we can do is identify general characteristics of the policies 

chosen after deliberation, and discuss whether and how those policies could be promotions of the 

aggregative or distinctive common good. 

Above I noted that there are several reasons why a deliberator might adjust her ordering 

during deliberation. I argued that by improving voter knowledge, skills, and motivation, 

deliberation can enable changes to individual orderings. Below, I discuss how one could detect 

these improvements. While improvements in these three areas do not constitute direct evidence 

of changes in deliberators’ orderings or voting behavior, and therefore do not constitute direct 

evidence for the DVC 1, improvement in at least one of these areas would lend credibility to the 

idea that deliberation can enable changes to deliberators’ orderings.  

 

b. Knowledge 

Above I noted that deliberation can improve deliberators’ knowledge on three distinct 

topics. Deliberation can improve deliberators’ knowledge about the common good, the 

alternatives that they are deciding over, and the voting mechanism that they will face when it 

comes time to vote. 

To demonstrate that deliberation does improve voter knowledge, an empirical study 

would need to show that those who participate in deliberation have a better understanding of the 

common good, the alternatives, or the voting mechanism than those who do not deliberate. 

Showing an improvement in understanding along any one of these dimensions would help 

substantiate the claim that deliberation enables voters to promote the common good. To 

demonstrate improvement, empirical researchers could provide control groups (no deliberation) 

and test groups (deliberation) with a pre- and post-deliberation survey, interview, or quiz that 

asks about the alternatives and the extent to which they would promote the common good, and 

the voting mechanism. The researchers would then need to compare outcomes across groups, and 

show that those who deliberated had a more accurate understanding of what the common good is, 

what the alternatives were and what their consequences were likely to be, and the form that their 

vote would take, than those who did not deliberate. In addition, they would need to show that 

voter informedness improved over the course of deliberation by comparing the pre- and post-

deliberation survey results in the deliberation group. Importantly, researchers would need to 

show that improvements in voter knowledge are attributable to the deliberation itself, and not to 

any other features of the study, such as printed materials or syllabi provided to the participants. 

Of the three improvements to voter decision making discussed in this chapter, voter 

knowledge is perhaps the easiest to gauge using surveys or interviews. As we will see in the next 

chapter, many empirical studies on deliberation do test participants’ understanding of the 

deliberative process and the alternatives, and compare deliberators’ knowledge to the knowledge 
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of voters who did not deliberate. However, many of these studies also provide participants with 

free information about the alternatives and the deliberation process before deliberation begins. 

Thus, we must attempt to distinguish the effects of deliberation from the effects of providing free 

information, and providing time and incentives to process that information, to participants 

wherever possible. 

 

c. Evaluation Skills 

Deliberation may improve voters’ abilities to compare the available alternatives to the 

common good standard, and compare the alternatives to one another. These two comparisons 

allow the voter to produce an order of the alternatives using the standard of the common good. 

One could test whether deliberators’ reasoning skills improve over the course of 

deliberation by comparing deliberators’ reasoning skills before and after deliberation, as 

compared to the skills of non-deliberators. Above I noted that deliberation could help 

deliberators think logically by identifying holes in their own arguments. This sort of benefit 

could be tested at a general level, by testing deliberators’ abilities to identify faulty arguments, or 

by testing deliberators’ abilities to fix faulty arguments to produce valid and sound arguments, or 

their ability to adjust their preferences such that they are consistent. For example, a study might 

test whether deliberation makes participants’ views on related policy items or ideological 

commitments more consistent. This sort of improvement could also be tested via surveys or 

quizzes, but would not necessarily refer directly to the deliberators’ evaluation of the alternatives 

in terms of the common good. Because knowledge and skill transfer from one domain to another 

is particularly difficult without significant practice (Halpern 1998), it would be wrong to say that 

an improvement in skills used to solve logic puzzles necessarily leads to an improvement in 

evaluating alternatives using the common good metric. 

d. Motivation 

What would an empirical study need to show to demonstrate that deliberation better 

incentivizes deliberators to vote to promote the common good than voting alone? As I showed 

above, the type of motivation required will depend on the variety of the common good to be 

promoted.  

To show that deliberation improves deliberators’ motivations to vote based on the 

aggregative common good, an empirical study would need to show that the reasons behind the 

deliberators’ vote choices refer to what is good for the individual (voting type A) or what is good 

for the aggregate (voting type B). To show that deliberation motivates participants to promote 

the distinctive common good, a study would need to show that deliberators voted based on what 

is good for the community. Simply asking deliberators why they voted for an alternative may be 

insufficient to determine the voters’ motivation. For example, a deliberator might respond that 

voted for policy x because “it’s the right thing to do,” but that response does not uniquely accord 

with any particular variety of the common good. Voting to promote any variety of the common 

good might be construed as “the right thing to do.”  

To determine what motivates a deliberator’s vote choice, a survey might seek to 

distinguish what is in the voter’s best interest from her vote choice, if such a distinction can be 

made. For example, a survey or interview might ask a participant which policy she voted for (call 

this answer A), and whether she would select the same alternative if she were the only person 

affected by her vote choice (answer B). In the latter case, the deliberator is making a decision 

that only affects herself, and therefore may feel that it is acceptable to vote based on self-interest. 

If her answers to A and B are different, then we could argue that self-interest did not motivate 
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the deliberator’s vote choice. In general, studies might aim to distinguish motivations of self-

interest from considerations of aggregate interests or the good of the community by constructing 

cases in which deliberators must sacrifice their own self-interest for the good of others, or by 

altering survey or interview questions such that they speak directly to what participants believe is 

in their own interest, or in the interest of the community. 

 It may be difficult to design a study that specifically targets conflicts of self-interest and 

community-interest, as participants may have many different and conflicting interests that 

researchers must consider. Further, there may be many scenarios in which individual, aggregate, 

and community goods overlap. A more general approach might be to simply ask voters why they 

voted for the alternative they did, and, if necessary, provide a series of possible answers that 

refer to the common good. For example, a survey might ask whether the voter selected the 

alternative she did because it is “in her own interest” or “in the interest of most people in the 

group.” A third alternative might be that the voter chose the policy she did because it “was good 

for the community as a whole,” as something distinct from the individuals who compose it. Such 

a survey question would need to be carefully designed to provide respondents with the ability to 

select the answer that accurately reflects their position, and not feed pigeonholed into an 

inaccurate response. No matter what the method, the goal would be to demonstrate that voters 

are more likely to be motivated by a chosen conception of the common good following 

deliberation than those who do not deliberate.  

 

 

5. Conclusion 

This chapter has completed three main tasks. First, it has explained what the common 

good is, and determined which conceptions of the common good are applicable to deliberative 

democratic theory. Second, it has explained what voters must be able to do to promote the 

common good through voting, and explored the ways that deliberation might make deliberators 

better able to vote to promote the common good. Third, it has discussed how an empirical study 

might demonstrate that deliberation improves voting with respect to the common good. 

In chapters three and four, I will ask whether the empirical literature on deliberation 

supports the claim that deliberation makes deliberators more likely to vote to promote the 

common good than voters who do not deliberate. I will focus my analysis of the empirical 

literature on two empirical claims that are made in support of the DVC. The first argument 

(chapter three) states that voters in deliberative settings are more likely to vote to promote the 

common good than voters who do not deliberate because deliberation causes voters to prefer the 

alternative(s) that promotes common good, and vote based on these “new” preferences. This 

constitutes a change in voters’ orderings over the alternatives. The second argument (chapter 

four) states that deliberation may not change voters’ personal preferences, but will convince 

voters that they ought to vote for the alternative that they believe will best promote the common 

good, even if they do not personally prefer that alternative.  

Following this discussion of the empirical question, I will take up the normative question 

in chapter five. The normative question asks whether voters have a duty to vote to promote the 

common good in deliberative democracies. Importantly, one who invokes the DVC could use the 

notion of a duty to vote to promote the common good in her response to the mixed empirical 

work surrounding the behavioral and psychological effects of deliberation. She could argue that 

voters have a duty to vote to promote the common good, and if voters were to follow their duty, 

the DVC would hold. In this case, the defender of the DVC would need to argue that voters have 
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a duty to act in ways that would lead them to be more likely to select outcomes that promote the 

common good under deliberative voting than under voting alone. In addressing this claim, the 

results of the second part of chapter two will be relevant to the normative work in chapter five. 
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