
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cjea20

Journal of Contemporary European Studies

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cjea20

Citizens’ intertemporal perspectives on municipal
mergers and the role of deliberation for these

Kim Strandberg, Mikko Leino, Marina Lindell, Henrik Serup Christensen &
Maija Setälä

To cite this article: Kim Strandberg, Mikko Leino, Marina Lindell, Henrik Serup Christensen
& Maija Setälä (2022): Citizens’ intertemporal perspectives on municipal mergers and
the role of deliberation for these, Journal of Contemporary European Studies, DOI:
10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 17 Jan 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 273

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cjea20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cjea20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132
https://doi.org/10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cjea20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cjea20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-01-17
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14782804.2022.2028132&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-01-17


Citizens’ intertemporal perspectives on municipal mergers and 
the role of deliberation for these
Kim Strandberga, Mikko Leinob, Marina Lindellc, Henrik Serup Christensen d 

and Maija Setälä b

aFaculty of Social Sciences and Economy, Åbo Akademi University. VASA, Finland; bDepartment of Politics, 
University of Turku. Finland; cFaculty of Social Sciences, Business and Economics, Social Science Research Institute, 
Åbo Akademi University, Finland; dFaculty of Social Sciences and Economics, Åbo Akademi University, Turku 
Finland

ABSTRACT
This article studies citizens’ intertemporal opinions in the context of 
a proposed municipal merger in Finland in 2019. We ask how important 
citizens regard short- and long-term aspects of politics concerning the 
merger. Using a survey sent to a random sample of citizens (N = 320), we 
studied the impact of a Citizens’ Jury on developing intertemporal opi
nions. This was done partially by tracing the development of intertem
poral opinions of the jurors (N = 21) and partially through a survey 
experiment among the population in the municipality. The survey experi
ment (N = 174) analyzed the effect of reading a written statement by the 
Citizens’ Jury on various opinions, including intertemporal opinions. The 
findings show that, in the initial survey, citizens valued long-term con
sequences more than short-term ones in the context of the merger. 
Similar findings were discovered among the Citizens’ Jury, and reading 
the Citizens’ Jury’s statement did not produce any statistically significant 
differences in intertemporal opinions. However, our findings reveal that 
citizens’ vote intentions in a forthcoming referendum on the merger are 
strongly associated with whether they focused on long-term costs or 
long-term benefits.
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Introduction

Most political choices concern societal issues that are long-term or even very-long term in nature 
(González-Ricoy and Gosseries 2016, 3; Jacobs 2016; Jacobs and Matthews 2012, 903; MacKenzie 
2021). For instance, climate change, investment in sustainable energy, the pension burden, public 
debt and education policies all have long-term consequences. As such, most political issues contain 
intertemporal dilemmas, i.e. trade-offs between immediate costs and potential future benefits 
(Boston and Stuart 2015; Hovi, Sprinz, and Underdal 2009; Jacobs 2016; Jacobs and Matthews 
2012). It is often assumed that citizens instinctively prefer the short-term over the long-term when 
it comes to intertemporal trade-offs, perhaps because the present is more salient and concrete in the 
moment whereas the latter is vague and more uncertain (Boston and Stuart 2015; Jacobs 2016, 439; 
MacKenzie 2016b, 25). The more complex the issue, the more uncertainty is involved. Uncertainty is 
also linked to a lack of trust in the government’s ability to commit to long-term actions and allocate 
the resources needed to fulfill long-term goals (Smith 2021). Nevertheless, a few studies have 
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contemplated citizens’ intertemporal attitudes from a political perspective (e.g. Jacobs 2016; Jacobs 
and Matthews 2012, 904; MacKenzie 2016b) and have indicated the importance of intertemporal 
perspectives in most aspects of politics. Other studies (e.g. MacKenzie 2016a, 2016b, 2018; 
MacKenzie and Caluwaerts 2021; Niemeyer 2020) point to how certain deliberative designs may 
strengthen citizens’ attitudes regarding the future.

With this study, we contribute to this burgeoning research agenda by exploring citizens’ opinions 
on a proposed municipal merger in Finland, between the municipality of Korsholm and the city of 
Vaasa, which was about to be put to a referendum. Additionally, we examine how a deliberative 
Citizens’ Jury affected these opinions. Municipal mergers have been common practice throughout 
the world over the last 50 years (Blom-Hansen et al. 2016), but their effects have mainly been studied 
from an economic perspective. Although municipal mergers often revolve around questions of 
giving up a known status quo in favor of an uncertain future (Jacobs 2016, 434), there are still very 
few studies of mergers from an intertemporal point of view (e.g. Strandberg & Lindell 2021). 
Understanding how citizens value the intertemporal aspects of municipal mergers is important 
since the legitimacy of such institutional engineering projects ultimately rests on citizens recogniz
ing that they are necessary and trusting that they will benefit everyone in the long term (e.g. 
MacKenzie 2016a, 2016b). Hence, citizens’ perspective of time when judging these efforts becomes 
a central concern in the public acceptance of local-level issues.

In this study, we first explore how and to what extent citizens consider politics in general and, 
more specifically, how a proposed municipal merger in their own municipality resonated with them 
from an intertemporal perspective. Second, we examine whether a deliberative Citizens’ Jury (CJ 
henceforth) affected the citizens’ intertemporal views on the merger. As an important aspect of a CJ 
is to reflect on the issue at hand from various points of view (e.g. Warren and Gastil 2015), the impact 
of a CJ on citizens’ intertemporal views in relation to a municipal merger is especially interesting. 
Given that research has shown that deliberation on other issues such as climate change has induced 
intertemporal thinking among participating citizens (MacKenzie and Caluwaerts 2021; Niemeyer & 
Jennstål 2016, 254–258), and municipal mergers typically also contain intertemporal aspects, further 
exploration of this phenomenon is important. The CJ studied here was organized as part of 
a Citizens’ Initiative Review (CIR), where a group of randomly selected voters carefully studied and 
evaluated the ballot measure. The conclusions where published as a ‘Citizens’ Statement’ and sent to 
all voters in Korsholm before the referendum. This method was developed in Oregon, and this was 
the first time it was used outside the US (see Setälä et al. 2020). There is evidence from Oregon that 
reading a statement helps lower the cognitive costs that voters accredit to making a political 
judgment, and that voters put more trust in the judgements of a CIR than those of the politicians 
(Warren and Gastil 2015). This is the first study to analyze the impact of a CIR on intertemporal 
opinions in a European context.

Our results suggest that future considerations played an important role for citizens in Korsholm 
when deciding about the referendum, and they even prioritized the future over short-term benefits 
and costs. However, this future-regarding orientation among citizens was present already at the 
outset of the CIR process. The CJ did not affect these considerations since voters who did not have 
the chance to read the statement from the CJ prioritized similarly to how the voters that read the 
statement did.

Municipal mergers as intertemporal policy choices

Intertemporal policy choices, or trade-offs, entail paying for something now but collecting the 
potential benefits much later (Boston and Stuart 2015; Jacobs 2016; Jacobs and Matthews 2012). 
Thus, there are significant delays between the actions taken and the effects occurring (MacKenzie 
2016b). Municipal mergers provide a perfect illustration of this concept since the prospective results 
of a merger often do not fully materialize until several decades after the decision to merge has been 
made (Allers and Geertsema 2016; Uusitalo and Moisio 2013, 155; Rausch 2006). The potential 
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benefits usually relate to economics of scale so that larger administrative units are expected to be 
more cost efficient and to provide higher-quality public services (e.g. Allers and Geertsema 2016; 
Blom-Hansen et al. 2016; Blume and Blume 2007; Hansen, Houlberg, and Pedersen 2014; Uusitalo 
and Moisio 2013, 149.) The costs of municipal mergers are not only the immediate and often large 
administrative costs of getting a merged municipality running (Allers and Geertsema 2016, 663; 
Blom-Hansen et al. 2016); they also include worries over diminishing democratic influence of 
individual citizens and the immaterial cost of giving up the identity of the current municipality. 
Thus, Zimmerbauer and Paasi (2013) argue that municipalities are often symbols for deeply rooted 
cognitive-emotional regional identities. For a significant share of municipal residents, giving up the 
current municipality means forgoing part of one’s identity (Zimmerbauer and Paasi 2013; see also 
Bergholz and Bischoff 2019, 1281; Soguel and Beutler 2008).

Most studies argue that people tend to focus on tangible present costs over uncertain future 
gains (González-Ricoy and Gosseries 2016; Jacobs 2016, 439; Jacobs and Matthews 2012, 904; 
MacKenzie 2016b, 25). Regarding decisions on public policy, uncertainty effects are believed to be 
particularly pronounced since individuals paying the costs for contemporary investments in large- 
scale infrastructure projects may not be able to reap the potential rewards, even if they do 
materialize after several decades (Jacobs and Matthews 2012, 904). Decisions on public investments 
and major reforms made with a long-term perspective therefore must have public support, even 
when the benefits are uncertain.

This element of uncertainty is accentuated in municipal mergers that involve complex and multi- 
sectoral intertemporal transactions. Thus, as Jacobs states (Jacobs 2016, 434), there are distributional 
aspects attached to policy choices whereby various sectors of society are affected differently at 
various points in time. Several studies examine different effects of municipal mergers, such as 
economic aspects (Allers and Geertsema 2016; Blume and Blume 2007; Uusitalo and Moisio 2013), 
fiscal effects (Hansen, Houlberg, and Pedersen 2014), levels of public service (Allers and Geertsema 
2016), the distribution of political power (Bergholz and Bischoff 2019; Yamada 2018) and citizens’ 
trust and satisfaction with their local government (Hansen 2012, 2015; Lassen and Serritzlew 2011). 
Despite this vast literature, an overview of the findings provide an inconclusive picture – often 
varying from context to context – of what the effects of municipal mergers are (see also Blom- 
Hansen et al. 2016, 816), under which circumstances they emerge, what the effects are in the short- 
term and the long-term, and if these effects are predominantly positive or negative. Since municipal 
mergers are shrouded in uncertainty, it is both theoretically and empirically relevant to consider 
them from an intertemporal perspective.

Deliberation and opinions on intertemporal aspects of municipal mergers

Municipal mergers that are subject for an upcoming referendum often see citizens faced with two 
options, for or against the merger. Given the inherent complexity of municipal mergers, this 
dichotomy greatly simplifies the issue. Moreover, the surrounding campaigning efforts by propo
nents and opponents of the merger tend to focus on mobilizing supporters and spreading soundbite 
information that benefits their side in order to gain votes (e.g. Ford and Goodwin 2017). Since voters 
are often ignorant of public matters (Achen and Bartels 2016; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; but see 
Colombo 2018 for opposing evidence in relation policies that voters care deeply about), referenda 
campaigning is unlikely to induce a deeper reflection on the intertemporal aspects of municipal 
mergers among citizens (Chambers 2001). Since municipal mergers are complex matters, referen
dum outcomes are unlikely to deliver decisions that adequately consider their long-term aspects in 
particular.

Various proposals to enhance the role of deliberation in referendum campaigns have been 
suggested to address problems with a lack of deeper contemplation among the public. 
A deliberative body such as a CJ typically gathers people to discuss an issue in a setting that induces 
rational consideration of the issue from all possible perspectives (e.g. Fung 2003). In doing so, it is 
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conceivable that a mini-public debating a proposed municipal merger would also consider inter
temporal aspects of the merger during the process of deliberation. MacKenzie (2016a, 2016b, 2018; 
see also MacKenzie & Caulwaerts 2021; Niemeyer 2020) has argued that deliberation can make 
people future-regarding since it forces cognitive thinking that breaks the human instinct to focus on 
the short-term. Furthermore, if deliberation is to be seen as a ‘battle’ between arguments, the 
argument that can credibly claim to be future-regarding is more persuasive and easier to defend 
(MacKenzie 2016a, 2016b). Some studies have empirically demonstrated that high-quality delibera
tion can make participants more future-regarding (e.g. Kulha et al. 2021; MacKenzie and Caluwaerts 
2021; overview of other studies in Niemeyer & Jennstål 2016, 254–258). Deliberative processes 
typically increase the participating citizens’ factual knowledge about an issue and correct mispercep
tions (Gastil and Dillard 1999; Suiter and Reidy 2020; Setälä et al. 2020). As citizens deliberate 
a municipal merger and learn the facts about it, they can also be expected to become better 
equipped to ponder the short- and long-term consequences of a merger and to relate their 
arguments to this intertemporal perspective. This line of reasoning is supported by Gastil (2014), 
who states that reading the facts and the arguments summarized by a mini-public can help voters 
see beyond the manipulations and simplistic arguments put forward in referendum campaign 
rhetoric. Thus, deliberative mini-publics (cf. Setälä et al. 2021) could help voters make informed 
and reflected decisions in referendums on municipal mergers (see also Ackerman and Fishkin 2002). 
However, in order for such effects to reach the public, and not remain contained to a mini-public, 
some form of transmission mechanism is needed.

A promising example of combining mini-publics and referendums is the Citizens’ Initiative 
Review (CIR), which involves a Citizens’ Jury providing an impartial source of information on 
a ballot initiative to the broader public (Gastil and Richards 2013; Knobloch, Barthel, and Gastil 
2020). The CIR process was developed by the non-profit organization Healthy Democracy Oregon 
to address the aforementioned problems of ballot initiatives. The key component of the CIR 
process is a Citizens’ Jury assigned to assess arguments for and against an initiative and produce 
a Citizens’ Statement including relevant, reliable and balanced information that is distributed to all 
voters. The CIR jury consists of a group of 18–24 participants selected through stratified random 
sampling, which ensures that the jury reflects the general population. The jury convenes for four 
days to familiarize itself with the initiative, hear advocates and independent experts, and deliber
ate on the issue. In a concluding one-page statement, the jury compiles a description of the 
composition of the jury, the central findings and the most important arguments for and against the 
ballot measure. This Citizens’ Statement is then mailed to all households before the vote (Healthy 
Democracy 2019); this serves as the key transmission mechanism between the mini-public and the 
general public. Past CIR jury statements have included a voting recommendation, but this is no 
longer done as the jury does not take an explicit position for or against the issue. Although CIRs 
have not previously been commissioned to discuss municipal mergers, earlier findings (e.g. Már 
and Gastil 2020; Knobloch, Barthel, and Gastil 2020) suggest that CIRs can enhance voters’ knowl
edge and capacity for reflective judgment. Findings also show that CIRs can help citizens become 
more confident in their ability to make an informed decision about an issue (Knobloch, Barthel, and 
Gastil 2020). Studies have also found notable shifts in participants’ opinions on the issue (Knobloch 
et al. 2013). Furthermore, as reading CIR statements has been shown to lead voters to investigate 
and reflect on an issue more carefully, even resulting in voters changing their initial opinion, CIR 
statements can affect public opinion and impact electoral outcomes (Gastil et al. 2017; Warren and 
Gastil 2015). Jane et al. (2020) found that when a general public reads a statement from 
a deliberative citizen assembly, they increase their factual knowledge on the issue as well as 
their other-regarding attitudes. From an intertemporal perspective, some of these other-regarding 
attitudes are also likely to relate to future-regarding attitudes (see MacKenzie 2016a, 2016b; 
MacKenzie and Caluwaerts 2021). This is especially probable for municipal mergers, which are 
issues that often include trade-offs between short-term costs and long-term benefits (see 
Strandberg & Lindell 2021). Therefore, it seems justified to expect that a CIR debating the pros 
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and cons of a municipal merger could affect citizens’ intertemporal views of the issue, which is the 
topic for this study (see case description for specific intertemporal aspects of the merger in the 
case of this study). Thus, the following research questions are explored:

RQ1a: What are citizens’ general intertemporal preferences in the context of a municipal merger?
RQ1b: What are citizens’ intertemporal preferences regarding the specific proposed merger of 

Korsholm and Vaasa municipalities?
RQ2: Does participating in a CJ affect participants’ intertemporal opinions about the municipal 

merger?
RQ3: Does reading the statement from the CJ affect the public’s intertemporal opinions about the 

municipal merger?

The case, methods and data

The case: a municipal merger as an intertemporal issue

In 2017, the predominantly rural municipality of Korsholm in western Finland decided to start 
negotiating a possible municipal merger with the neighboring urban municipality, the city of Vasa. 
The merger issue had been a salient and very polarizing issue in Korsholm for several years. In a very 
heated public debate, several key arguments that concerned immediate costs and potential effects 
of a potential merger were made by both opponents and proponents of the merger. These argu
ments were also highlighted as important by citizens taking part in a series of public deliberations on 
the merger in 2018 (see Strandberg & Lindell 2021). In this section, we discuss these arguments from 
an intertemporal perspective.

The most crucial issue concerns the position of language minorities. The municipality of Korsholm 
has about 19,000 inhabitantscomprising a majority of native Swedish-speaking citizens (69%) and 
a minority of native Finnish-speaking citizens (29%). In the city of Vasa, with 68,000 inhabitants, these 
language relationships are the opposite as 69% are Finnish-speakers and 23% Swedish-speakers. The 
municipal merger would therefore flip the Swedish-speaking majority in Korsholm into a minority in 
a merged municipality. Since language is strongly connected to ethnic identity in Finland (Liebkind 
and Henning-Lindblom 2015), and opponents of the merger feared a loss of identity, this issue was 
arguably considered the most crucial cost of the proposed merger (Zimmerbauer and Paasi 2013). 
Opponents of the merger argued that other costs would include deteriorating service in Swedish in 
the merged municipality (cf. Kushner and Siegel 2003; Yamada 2018). Concerns were also raised over 
the overall quality of services for the outskirts of Korsholm if the municipalities merged. Other 
concerns involved democracy and political representation, since the peripheral villages of Korsholm 
would be likely to lose representation in the assembly of the merged municipality (see Bergholz and 
Bischoff 2019; Yamada 2018). The arguments in favor of a merger focused on potential economic 
benefits of the merger. Economics of scale in terms of a larger municipality being able to afford large- 
scale investments and being in a stronger position when competing for government investments 
with other municipalities were frequently mentioned (see also Allers and Geertsema 2016; Blume 
and Blume 2007; Uusitalo and Moisio 2013). The positive impact the merger would have on 
economic growth in the surrounding region was also brought up.

The Citizens’ Jury on Referendum options in Korsholm

The municipal council in Korsholm decided to arrange an advisory referendum on the merger 
between Korsholm and Vasa. Referendums on municipal mergers are not mandatory according to 
Finnish law but are nevertheless common in Finland (Jäske 2017). The advisory referendum was 
organized in Korsholm in March 2019. The result of the referendum was a resounding ‘no’ to the 
merging of municipalities: 61.3% voted against the merger (turnout 76.4%).
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Inspired by the experiences and findings from the Oregon Citizens’ Initiative Review (CIR), 
a Citizens’ Jury was arranged prior to the referendum to discuss and refine the main arguments 
for and against the merger. To a large extent, the Citizens’ Jury in Korsholm mimicked the Oregon CIR 
process. The jury included 21 participants selected from a random sample (N = 1,400) to resemble 
the general population when it came to age, language, gender, and place of living, while also 
ensuring that the jury included a wide range of opinions for and against the merger (Leino et al. 
2019; Setala et al. 2021). The jury convened over two weekends in February 2019 to hear the 
evidence and deliberate on the issues involved in the merger. In honing the main arguments in 
support of and against the proposed merger, the jury considered what costs and effects the merger 
would have over time. Based on this, the jury wrote a statement (see Appendix A for a summary in 
English) that summarized the key findings and provided three main arguments for and three against 
the municipal merger. In order to maintain a neutral position, the statement did not include a panel 
vote on the merger issue, which could have been regarded as an indirect recommendation for how 
to vote. Rather, the statement left the decision open for the public to draw their own conclusions 
based on the evidence. This statement was sent to about 14,800 voters in Korsholm about three 
weeks before the referendum day on 17 March 2019. Table 1 depicts the stages of the Korsholm CIR.

Data and methods

Our analyses used survey data from various stages of the CJ process. We used the initial recruitment 
survey for the CJ to gauge the general opinion of Korsholm citizens on the intertemporal aspects of 
the merger. We analyzed 320 respondents’ answers to seven survey items on intertemporal dimen
sions of the merger (see Appendix B for details on the survey items). This survey contained items on 
more general opinions on intertemporal aspects of politics – within the context of the merger – and 
items directly pertaining to the merger between Korsholm and Vaasa. Secondly, to examine the role 
of the CJ in developing intertemporal views, we focused on the 21 jury members’ opinions of 
intertemporal aspects at the beginning of the jury’s deliberations as well as at the end. Given the 
low n in the jury, it is important to note that the a priori (designed) statistical power when analyzing 
the jury was 0.90 with alpha at 0.10 and effect sizes (Cohen’s delta) at 0.65 (calculated for dependent 
sample t-test using GPower 3.1.9.7 software). Therefore, we were unable to detect smaller and 
moderate effects that may have been residing among the jurors. The relatively low power also 
makes it harder to replicate the findings. Finally, to assess the impact of the CJ on the intertemporal 
views of the public, we used data from a field experiment conducted during a week-long research 
period immediately after the CJ’s work concluded. During this period, a treatment group consisting 
of a random sample (n = 500) received a survey accompanied by the CJ statement and instructions to 
read it before filling in the survey. Simultaneously, a randomly selected control group (n = 500) 
received a survey with similar questions, but without the statement.

Since the statement had not yet been made public at that stage, this experimental setup allowed 
us to discern the impact of reading the statement on the opinions concerning intertemporal aspects 
in the survey; the randomization eliminated potential competing explanations (Stoker 2010, 304). 
While it is reasonable to assume that randomization ensured that the treatment and control groups 

Table 1. Procedure and timeline: Citizens’ Jury on referendum options in Korsholm 2019.

Time January February March April

Events Citizens’ Jury: Two weekends (9–10 and 16– 
17 February) Statement sent to adult population 
(~15,000)

Referendum on 
merger plan 
(17 March)

Municipal council 
rejects merger plan 
(2 April)

Data Recruitment 
survey 
(n = 320)

Participant surveys (n = 21) 
Field experiment: Treatment group with 
statement (n = 97); Control group no statement 
(n = 77)

Post-referendum 
survey (n = 244)
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were identical from the outset, systematic differences in response rates could have led to differences 
in the composition of the two groups. To avoid potential contamination, the control group needed 
to return the survey before the official release of the statement on 25 February 2019, which meant 
they had only a few days to fill in the survey and return it. Consequently, response rates were 
relatively low in both the treatment and control group: 127 respondents from the treatment group 
(25.4%) returned the survey before the deadline and the corresponding figure in the control group 
was 130 (26.0%). Furthermore, delays in the postal service meant that it was impossible to determine 
whether some surveys in the control group were returned before the public release of the statement. 
We therefore decided to exclude all surveys received after 27 February 2019 to ensure that there was 
no contamination, meaning the valid n in this group was restricted to 77 respondents. The treatment 
group was less sensitive to the release of the statement. However, to ensure that other factors (media 
coverage, etc.) did not affect answers, we excluded answers received after 1 March 2019, reducing 
the valid n to 97 respondents.1 The a priori (designed) statistical power of this experimental part of 
the study was 0.90 with an alpha at 0.01 and effect sizes (Cohen’s delta) at 0.5 (calculated for 
independent sample t-test with GPower 3.1.9.7), allowing for the detection of moderate to large 
effects but not smaller effects.

Findings

We present the findings according to the stages of the Korsholm CIR process. We start with the 
citizens’ opinions on intertemporal aspects at the outset of the CIR process, followed by the analysis 
of how the opinions of the CJ members developed during their deliberations. Finally, we present the 
findings on how the CJ’s statement affected intertemporal views on the merger (Tables 6 and 7) and 
explore how these effects are connected to how citizens intended to vote in the upcoming 
referendum.

Opinions on intertemporal aspects at the outset of CIR process

We start by analyzing the views of the citizens regarding overarching intertemporal views on politics 
without directly considering the municipal merger. Essentially, the main finding here was that the 
citizens were rather future-oriented even before the CIR process started. Almost 80% fully or partially 
agreed with the statement that politicians should put effort into solving future problems even if it 
would mean immediate costs. Likewise, nearly 70% completely or partially disagreed with the 
statement that future challenges will sort themselves out without active efforts today. The third 
statement that we analyzed, however, indicates that citizens tended to prioritize current problems 
over future ones when forced to make a choice, with 70% partially or fully agreeing to prioritize 
current problems. While the evidence is somewhat inconclusive, it shows that citizens do not 
uniformly disregard the future.

We now turn to citizens’ views on the intertemporal aspects directly connected to the proposed 
merger.

Table 2. Citizens’ views of intertemporal aspects directly related to the merger between Korsholm and Vaasa (n = 241).

Mean rank (0–3) Std.dev.

Near-term costs and harms that would occur right after the merger. ***1.22 1.08
Near-term benefits that would occur right after the merger. ***1.15 0.84
Long-term costs and harms that may occur over time. *1.63 1.05
Long-term benefits that may occur over time. ***2.10 1.21

ap < 0.001 * p < 0.05 tested with a one-sample t-test and confirmed with a non-parametric Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for 
differences to the expectation that all options are ranked equally (value 1.5) 

Note. The survey question was worded (see also Appendix B): ‘If the merger passes, it could have many different consequences. 
Please tell us how you rank the importance of four possible effects’.
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The findings in Table 2 show that citizens regarded long-term aspects of the municipal merger, 
both costs and benefits, as more important than short-term aspects. Especially long-term benefits 
were seen as important. Thus, when forced to give an opinion, the citizens clearly held a long-term 
perspective on the municipal merger.

The intertemporal opinions of the Citizens’ Jury

We now focus on the 21 members of the CJ in Korsholm and their intertemporal views. Considering 
the low n, these analyses mostly serve descriptive purposes, and our interpretations of the findings 
are, by necessity, indicative at best. Nevertheless, we start by looking at the general intertemporal 
views on politics among the CJ members. Interestingly, we found that the members of the CJ were 
even more future-oriented than the public. For instance, 90% of the jurors partially or fully agreed 
with the statement that politicians should put effort into solving future problems, and 90% of them 
disagreed with the statement that future problems will be solved in due time without making 
political decisions today. The jury was evenly split, 47% disagreeing and 53% agreeing, regarding the 
statement that politics should focus on current problems instead of future ones. Unfortunately, since 
the CJ members only answered this question once, we could not trace any developments in over
arching intertemporal views during the work of the CJ.

Regarding how the CJ members ranked the consequences of the specific merger, there were two 
measurements during the two weekends that the CJ deliberated: at the start of the first day and at 
the end of the deliberations on day four. Table 3 shows the CJ members’ ranking of consequences at 
these stages of the CJ’s work.

Jurors were more focused on the long-term than the short-term regarding the specific merger. 
This was the case at the outset of their two-weekend deliberations as well as at the end. 
Nevertheless, the jurors ranked short-term benefits higher at the end of their work than they had 
done initially. Conversely, the mean rank of long-term costs decreased somewhat.

The impact of the CJ statement on intertemporal views of the public

The final part of the findings focuses on the field experiment conducted right after the jury’s work 
was done, which makes it possible to discern how reading the CJ’s statement affected the inter
temporal views of the public in Korsholm. A comparison between the general intertemporal views 
for the treatment group and those of control group (significance tested with chi-squares test of 
distributions and confirmed with independent samples t-test of scale means) (table available on 
request) revealed that the CJ statement did not appear to affect the general intertemporal views of 
the public since there were no statistically significant differences between the groups for either of 
the related statements: 83% in the treatment group and 81% in the control group agreed with the 

Table 3. CJ members’ views of intertemporal aspects directly related to the merger at different stages of the jury work (n = 21).

Mean rank (0–3) Std.dev.

T0 Near-term costs and harms that would occur right after the merger. 1.05 0.89
Near-term benefits that would occur right after the merger. 0.75 0.85
Long-term costs and harms that may occur over time. 2.10 1.02
Long-term benefits that may occur over time. 2.21 0.98

T1 Near-term costs and harms that would occur right after the merger. 1.10 1.18
Near-term benefits that would occur right after the merger. *1.25 0.79
Long-term costs and harms that may occur over time. *1.71 1.19
Long-term benefits that may occur over time. 2.00 1.10

* p < .05 tested with a paired-sample t-test for differences between T0 and T1 (analysis also confirmed with a non-parametric 
related-samples Wilcoxon signed ranks test the a shoul) 

Note. The survey question was worded (see also Appendix B): ‘If the merger passes, it could have many different consequences. 
Please tell us how you rank the importance of four possible effects’. T0 represents the beginning of the CJ’s work; T1 represents 
the end of the final day of the CJ’s work.
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statement that politicians must put effort into solving future problems. Only 22% in the treatment 
group and 20% in the control group felt that future challenges will be solved in due time. Finally, 
59% in the treatment group and 55% in the control group agreed with the statement that politics 
today should focus on solving current problems.

We now turn to exploring the impact of the CJ statement on how the public viewed intertemporal 
aspects directly tied to the specific merger (Table 4).

Again, reading the CJ statement did not have any impact on how the public ranked different 
potential consequences of the proposed merger. None of the four statements produced any 
statistically significant differences between the treatment group and the control group. However, 
the overall ranks echo those found earlier in this paper: the public tended to consider long-term 
aspects to be more important in a potential merger.

The intertemporal views were connected to vote choice. This shows the extent to which short- 
term and long-term factors mattered in the vote decision. To explore this, we tested the associations 
between the statements and stated vote intention. We included interaction effects to allow for 
differences in effects between the treatment group and control group since other studies have 
shown that reading the statement could matter in determining what factors shape voting choices 
(Leino et al. 2019; Setälä et al. 2021). Figure 1 shows the results.

There is a consistent gap between the control group and treatment group, which shows that 
the treatment group was more likely to vote ‘no’ on the merger (for more on this point, see Leino 
et al. 2019; Setälä et al. 2021). However, it should be noted that none of the interaction effects were 
significant, meaning there is little evidence that the statement affected the impact of short-term 
and long-term factors. Of course, given the rather low statistical power of the experiment, there 
potentially could be significant smaller effects that our experiment was not able to detect. Short- 
term costs and inconveniences were unrelated to vote choice, lending further credibility to the 
previous finding that short-term factors had a relatively modest impact. There was a significant 
effect for short-term benefits when all respondents together were analyzed together (B = 0.85, 
p = 0.007). Also, when analyzing the treatment group and control group separately, the interaction 
coefficient was significant in the treatment group (B = 0.81, p = 0.041) but non-significant in the 
control group (B = 0.86, p = 0.091). This tentatively suggests that an experiment with a higher 
statistical power might have detected a significant overall interaction effect. While there is some 
evidence that short-term benefits mattered more, it is not conclusive. What is clear, though, is that 
both long-term costs and long-term benefits mattered a great deal when deciding how to vote. 
Prioritizing long-term costs made voting ‘no’ very likely (probability about 0.78), whereas those 
who saw this as the least important were very likely to vote ‘yes’ on the merger. Those who 
prioritized long-term benefits as least important were virtually certain to vote ‘no’ (probability 
about 0.96), while this plummets to about 0.35 for those who thought it mattered most. While this 
is not clear-cut evidence of causal effects, it shows that long-term factors were strongly associated 
with vote choice.

Table 4. Effects of the CJ statement on the public’s views of intertemporal aspects directly related to the merger (adjusted mean 
ranks 0–3).

Treatment (n = 92) Control (n = 75)

Adj.mean. S.E. Adj.mean. S.E.

Near-term costs and harms that would occur right after the merger. 0.88 0.12 0.91 0.15
Near-term benefits that would occur right after the merger. 0.96 0.08 1.02 0.10
Long-term costs and harms that may occur over time. 1.90 0.11 1.75 0.13
Long-term benefits that may occur over time. 2.24 0.11 2.41 0.14

All differences between the treatment group and control group were insignificant (Ancova with adjusted means for gender and 
education level) 

Note. The survey question was worded (see also Appendix B): ‘If the merger passes, it could have many different consequences. 
Please tell us how you rank the importance of four possible effects’.
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Conclusions

The results have a number of important implications for the perspective of time among citizens and 
the role of deliberation in affecting these perspectives. First, the findings show that citizens were 
future-oriented in their intertemporal opinions in the context of a municipal merger. This was true 
both regarding general intertemporal opinions on politics as well as concerning the specific merger 
studied here. So, in light of how citizens are often seen as more focused on the present than the 
future (Boston and Stuart 2015; Jacobs 2016, 439; MacKenzie 2016b, 25), this is a noteworthy finding 
as our case was a policy decision that had tangible, immediate effects for the citizens of Korsholm. 
One potential explanation to the salience of future effects of the merger could be that much of the 
public debate had centered around the future of the municipality and the surrounding region. For 
instance, proponents of the merger often talked about the ability to compete with other regions in 
the future, while opponents stressed the costs in terms of the position of Swedish-speakers and 
democratic representation. Nevertheless, this finding clearly shows that citizens did not necessarily 
prioritize short-term gains over uncertain benefits that would require a longer time perspective.

A second noteworthy finding concerns the role of deliberation in the Citizens’ Jury for inter
temporal opinions – both among the participants in the jury and among the public reading the jury’s 
statement. Here, our results varied since there was not uniform support for the notion that 
deliberative bodies can enhance the time perspective of the general public. This should, to some 
extent, be interpreted in light of the previous result. There were obvious ceiling effects limiting the 
CJ’s ability to further increase citizens’ future-orientation as the citizens of Korsholm were already 
generally aware of intertemporal aspects prior to the deliberative CJ’s two-weekend work. There was 
a possibility that the CJ deliberations could have shifted opinions towards being more present- 
oriented. Although a small tendency towards this occurring was observed, the general observation 
was that the CJ members’ views were rather stable.

Reading the CJ’s statement did not affect the public’s intertemporal opinions on the merger. It 
may be argued that the CJ’s role was not to focus on the intertemporal aspects of the merger and 
that it thus should not be expected to have affected citizens’ intertemporal opinions. Jane et al. 
(2020, 267) found that exposure to pro and con arguments on an issue deliberated upon by a CJ 
might confuse voters and dampen certain learning effects. Since the statement used in this study 
was framed as pro and con arguments, it is possible that voters were indeed confused. Nevertheless, 
since the task of the CJ was to refine the main arguments for and against the merger, many of which 
were framed as long-term effects, an impact on citizens’ intertemporal opinions on the merger was 
also a plausible outcome. Interestingly, the exploration of the association between vote intentions 
and intertemporal preferences produced indications of such opinion enhancement. Thus, while 
long-term effects were taken into account both by proponents and opponents to the merger, 
their focal points were completely divergent. Opponents emphasized long-term risks and costs, 
whereas proponents focused on the potential long-term benefits. This result indicates that being for 
or against was not a question of time perspective, but instead whether prospective costs or benefits 
were considered more important in the process.

As always, it may be questioned whether our results are generalizable outside of the specific 
context. Country contexts typically moderate the effects of a CJ on the public, whereby the more 
accustomed the public is to deliberative bodies being part of decision making, the more attentive it 
is to the recommendations of such bodies (Strandberg et al. 2021, 268). Within the local-level context 
studied here, it is important to bear in mind that a series of seven deliberative citizen’s discussions 
had been held only one year prior to the CJ (see Strandberg 2021). The CJ was thus not the first time 
the residents of Korsholm had heard about deliberative discussions. This, in turn, makes it even more 
remarkable that the CJ and its statement mostly did not affect intertemporal opinions on the merger. 
The reasons for this could be manifold and perhaps not directly related to the deliberative CJ. First, 
the CJ was held at a late stage in the merger process, at a point when people’s opinions regarding 
the merger were already rather firm. It is entirely possible that intertemporal opinions shifted a lot 
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earlier in the merger process. Second, the salience of intertemporal aspects of mergers is likely to 
depend, to some extent at least, on what the public debate surrounding each merger entails. Further 
studies of other mergers are therefore needed to attain greater variation in contexts. Social desir
ability bias may have also affected the results as citizens may have felt that taking a future-regarding 
position was objectively more desirable. Additionally, the low statistical power of our empirical study 
limited our ability to notice potential smaller changes in intertemporal opinions on the merger.

Despite these caveats, this study constitutes an important step forward in the study of inter
temporal policy choices. Most importantly, the citizens of Korsholm were future-oriented in their 
opinions on the merger. Also, vote intentions in the prospective referendum were influenced more 
by whether citizens focused on potential costs or benefits rather than time perspective. Whether this 
is something that always occurs in the context of municipal mergers, and whether it appears where 
no referendum is to be held, remains an empirical question for scholars interested in intertemporal 
policy choices to pursue. The role of deliberative bodies, such as CJs, play in affecting citizens’ 
opinions in local-level policy choices needs much more empirical observation in future studies 
before we are to gain a conclusive understanding of this phenomenon.

Note

1. This led to some differences in the composition of the groups when it comes to gender and education. However, 
the differences were slight and are unlikely to affect the substantial results. We nevertheless apply adjusted 
mean analyses when comparing the treatment and control group
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Appendix A. Summary of the Citizens’ Jury’s statement

Content Summary

Page 1: Introduction A short explanation of what the Citizens’ Jury did and who arranged it.
Page 1: Central facts Eight facts on the process of the merger agreement, population statistics, and the 

consequences for the economy and welfare provision
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Content Summary

Page 2: Most important arguments in 
favor of the merger

Three arguments for, why they matter and a short summary:
(1) A stronger region helps ensure economic growth, which gives the inhabitants and 

businesses greater opportunities.
(2) A merger can enable businesses and universities to thrive in greater competition 

and thereby improve services in a growing city. This is important since experts say 
a larger municipality has greater influence.

(3) The merger aims to give functional rather than economic advantages. A merger 
avoids doubling of functions, which can free up resources for other purposes. This 
is important since decision making becomes more effective when everyone is at 
the same table.
Summary: Size matters since a united municipality will be a larger and stronger 
bilingual city both in Finland and internationally

Page 2: Most important arguments 
against the merger

Three arguments against, why they matter and a short summary:
(1) Korsholm today is considered to be an effective and well-functioning municipal

ity, and a merger risks impairing this standard. This is important since inhabitants’ 
perceptions may be harmed.

(2) Inhabitants of Korsholm have the right to decide on their own future. All areas of 
the municipality currently have representation in decision-making bodies, while 
a merger will change this and remove decision making from the people. This is 
important since there will be fewer people from Korsholm on the municipal 
council and board after the merger.

(3) Since the merger procedure is rushed, there are unclarities concerning the 
economy, nursing and collaboration with other municipalities. The agreement 
does not ensure that the new municipality would fulfil visions concerning lan
guage, education and democratic involvement. This is important since many 
people in Korsholm are concerned about the status of the Swedish language.
Summary: Language, service provision and democracy are important to people in 
Korsholm, and the merger agreement is seen as lacking, which means the future 
of a merged municipality is uncertain.

Appendix B. Survey items on intertemporal aspects of the merger

Q1. If the merger passes, it could have many different consequences. Please tell us how you rank the importance of four 
possible effects.

Options for each item:

(1) The most important consequence
(2) The second most important consequence
(3) The third most important consequence
(4) The least important consequence

Q1a. Near-term costs and harms that would occur right after the merger.
Q1b. Near-term benefits that wouldoccur right after the merger.
Q1c. Long-term costs and harms that may occur over time.
Q1d. Long-term benefits that may occur over time.
Q2. How do you feel about the following statements that describe politics in general?
Options for each item:

(1) Completely agree
(2) Somewhat agree
(3) Somewhat disagree
(4) Completely disagree

Q2a. Politicians should put effort into solving future problems even if it means more costs and burdens for current 
taxpayers.

Q2b. Future challenges will be solved in due time without making political decisions today.
Q2c. Politics today should focus on solving current problems in society rather than focusing on future challenges.
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