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Young adults who had participated in a college program in which they learned to deliberate were compared 
with a matched sample from the same college who did not participate. Interview and survey responses 
to questions about citizenship and communication about politics were analyzed. Ten years after their 
graduation, the students who learned to deliberate during college had more cognitively complex conceptions 
of citizenship and its responsibilities compared to their 2005 classmates in the matched cohort. They also 
expressed more willingness to engage in political talk across differences. The study suggests that when 
emerging adults are educated about the value of deliberation and have extended experience deliberating 
about potentially divisive policy issues, they develop cognitive and communicative skills that equip them 
to navigate the diverse socio-political world that they now inhabit. Thus, we argue that education for 
democracy in the 21st century should include instruction in deliberative practice.
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In the largest sense, this study is motivated by macro level 
concerns about the ‘crisis of democracy’ in the 21st century 
and the potential for deliberative practices to mitigate that 
crisis (Dryzek et. al. 2019). That crisis has been diagnosed 
by an internationally representative group of scholars of 
deliberation as an ‘overload’ of opportunities for citizens 
to have their voices heard ‘accompanied by marked decline 
in civility and argumentative complexity’ (Dryzek et al. 
2019: 1144). They assert that polarization and incivility 
have an impact on civic participation and willingness to 
engage with ideas other than one’s own. Furthermore, a 
reliance on simple arguments and simple proposals for 
complex problems leads to susceptibility by citizens to ill-
reasoned, populist, and increasingly authoritarian appeals 
from political elites (Dryzek et al. 2019). Although the real 
world of politics today is far from a deliberative ideal, these 
scholars argue that there is increasing empirical evidence 
that deliberative practices, programs, and structures offer 
some ways to alleviate this crisis.

Although motivated by ‘macro’ level concerns, the study 
presented here focuses on ‘micro-level’ impacts of the 
deliberative experience on individuals (Kuyper 2018). We 
examine whether structured experience in deliberation, 
in a college setting, during emerging adulthood might 
promote longer term cognitive and communicative 

characteristics, such as more complex thinking about 
one’s role as a citizen and more interest and willingness 
to communicate about politics across difference 
after college graduation. We argue that complexity of 
thinking, together with behavioral openness and ability 
to communicate about potentially divisive issues, are 
essential civic skills, skills that are especially needed in the 
current political climate.

Why Emerging Adulthood?
Emerging adulthood (i.e. 18–25 years of age) should be 
a fruitful period in which to influence the development 
of civic skills and motivations. By late adolescence or 
early emerging adulthood, cognitive skills for abstraction, 
consideration of multiple perspectives, and nuanced 
problem-solving are typically present (Flanagan 
2004; Wray-Lake & Flanagan 2012). Furthermore, in 
industrialized countries, emerging adulthood is an 
important time for the formation of identity, which 
involves attending to, reflecting on, and trying out 
alternative possibilities (e.g. Erikson 1968; McLean & Syed 
2016). Education and experiences that promote ways of 
thinking and behaving about civic concerns during this 
time thus have the potential for longer term influence, 
in part because in the process of identity development, 
individuals aim to create a coherent sense of self that 
integrates their values, beliefs, and behavior over time 
(e.g. McLean & Syed 2016). Therefore, we expected 
that emerging adults who engage in experiences that 
promote complex thinking and perspective-taking about 
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challenging and potentially divisive civic issues, or that 
promote the skills and motivation for communicating 
across differences, would be likely to carry those skills 
and inclinations into young adulthood. We expected that 
deliberative dialogue would be one of those experiences.

Why Deliberation?
The body of empirical evidence is growing, particularly 
in studies of the impact of deliberative experiences at 
the individual and group level, that demonstrates that 
deliberation done well can contribute to development 
of civic skills that are valued in democratic theory. In 
an extensive review of this literature, Kuyper (2018) 
notes that changes found at the individual level include 
increased knowledge of issues and increased willingness 
to participate in politics and engage in one’s community. 
Observational studies of groups engaged in deliberation 
find that participants learn about the views of others 
with whom they disagree, which has a depolarizing or 
“debiasing” effect on the group (Gronlund et al. 2010; 
Colombo 2018). Elements of the deliberative process, such 
as recognizing one’s own values and biases, considering 
alternative points of views, and justifying one’s opinions 
to others, have shown promise in reducing intergroup 
hostility in post-conflict societies (Boyd-MacMillan et. 
al. 2016) and in divisive public debates (Colombo 2018). 
‘There is now considerable evidence,’ writes Kuyper, ‘that 
deliberation produces other-regardingness and inhibits 
polarization’ (p. 11).

For the purposes of this study, deliberative dialogue 
is defined as a process in which participants ‘carefully 
examine a problem and arrive at a well-reasoned solution 
after a period of inclusive, respectful consideration of 
diverse points of view’ (Gastil 2008: 8). Our subjects were 
exposed to the National Issues Forum model of deliberative 
dialogue, which involves a trained moderator who guides 
the participants through a deliberation on a pressing 
public issue. Prior to the deliberation, participants have 
read a prepared issue guide that identifies the problems 
and disagreements at the root of the issue and offers 
multiple perspectives on how to resolve the issue. In the 
deliberation, participants begin with an agreement on 
ground rules; move to personal storytelling to connect 
their experiences with the discussion and help the group 
understand their perspective on the issue; consider each 
of the alternative approaches as to both benefits and 
tradeoffs as well as the underpinning values; and conclude 
by discussing where there is common ground for action 
and where disagreement continues to exist (National 
Issues Forum Institute 2002).

The ‘solution’ that emerges often resembles a well-
reasoned, now better understood, roadmap of the problem 
going forward, and some shared impetus to continue the 
conversation. Participants are asked to consider what 
they can and are willing to do about the problem in their 
corner of the world, and also to consider individuals 
not present with them, but very much affected by the 
problem: what would they say? (National Issues Forums 
Institute 2002). Research demonstrates that the elements 
of a deliberative process in this model are important 

in overcoming the potential for ‘group think’, or the 
tendency for unstructured group discussion to move to 
more extreme positions (see, for example, Landemore and 
Mercier 2012). Although there are numerous models of 
deliberation available, the NIFI model used in this study 
is appealing for its alignment with current thinking 
concerning the importance of ‘deliberative conversational 
norms’ (Jennstal 2019; Kuyper 2018).

The impact of deliberation on attitudes and behavior 
has been studied now in multiple contexts, including in 
classrooms and higher education (Dedrick, Grattan, & 
Dienstfrey 2008; Hess 2009), and in communities and 
across the world (Niemeyer 2011; Nabatchi 2010b, 2010a; 
Nabatchi, Gastil, Leighninger & Weiksner 2012). A task 
force convened by the Obama administration concluded 
that research thus far suggests deliberative dialogue is 
a high impact methodology for preparing students for 
their civic roles (National Task Force on Civic Learning and 
Democratic Engagement 2012). Experiences in ‘discursive 
participation’ (Jacobs et al. 2009: 3) and opportunities 
to engage with others whose perspectives are different 
from one’s own (Cramer & Toff 2017) have been shown to 
promote many aspects of civic engagement. These scholars 
have argued that such experiences are essential to civic 
competence in our current fractured media environment 
and polarized politics, and ‘can act as a pathway to more 
informed, reasoned, and active engagement in public life’ 
(Jacobs et al. 2009: 158). Both theory and evidence, then, 
strongly suggest that deliberation, when its purposes are 
explained and it is practiced over time, should be regarded 
as more than a practical problem-solving tool: it can be a 
high impact method for teaching individuals to reason, 
with others, more mindfully, about the complex issues of 
social and political life.

Why Cognitive Complexity?
The concept of cognitive complexity, which has been 
explored extensively in the field of political psychology, 
reflects a cognitive approach that cares about, understands, 
and integrates multiple perspectives. It has been used 
in analyzing the public statements of political leaders 
(Suedfeld 2010), but has application well beyond elites. 
It has also been used to assess the impact of various life 
experiences on average citizens and students of various 
ages (see, for example, Hunsberger et al. 1992; Suedfeld et 
al. 1994; Flanagan et al. 2014; Pancer et al. 2000a, 2000b).

If the current political environment discourages 
complexity of arguments and increases susceptibility to 
simplistic and polarized solutions offered by demagogues 
(Dryzek et al. 2019), then learning to reason through 
complex, nuanced issues can serve as an antidote and 
an important civic skill. Therefore, interventions that 
increase the likelihood that participants might think in 
complex ways about political issues suggest a promising 
approach to equipping citizens for this environment. 
Research suggests that experiences that challenge a 
person’s worldview, or create dissonance between a 
person’s beliefs and new information, can lead to more 
cognitively complex judgments as a way of resolving 
the tension. This is particularly true when individuals 
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are being held accountable by audiences that contain 
both points of view (Tadmor & Tetlock 2006; Tetlock 
1986, 1992). For example, Colombo (2018) found that 
telling study participants that they would be required 
to justify their position in a group discussion had a 
significant impact on how ‘considered’ their opinions 
were. A ‘considered’ opinion was ‘one that integrated 
arguments of different sides and could be well justified 
by substantive reason’ (p. 25). Similarly, Hunberger 
et al. (1992) found that research subjects who were 
prompted to think in more complex ways were able to 
do so. Furthermore, when adolescents and young adults 
have opportunities, in school or in their own families, to 
discuss and to debate current events, including national 
and global issues, they demonstrate more complex 
thinking about social and political issues (Ballard et al. 
2015; Flanagan et al. 2014; Marzana et al. 2012). Such 
experiences likely expose them to multiple and diverse 
perspectives and give them practice recognizing and 
integrating these different perspectives.

Scholars of deliberation have begun to report evidence 
supporting its impact on cognitive complexity. For 
example, interventions aimed at enhancing cognitive 
complexity in post-conflict societies and communities 
that were deeply divided along racial or ethnic lines found 
that the deliberative experience “enabled shifts from 
rapid, inflexible, closed thinking toward more deliberate, 
flexible, open thinking” by the participants (Boyd-
MacMillan et al, 2016, p. 115). Jennstal (2019) assessed the 
impact of deliberating on attitudes toward street begging 
in Sweden and found greater complexity of thought 
following deliberation.

Jennstal argues additionally that ‘integrative complexity 
scoring’ is a good technique for measuring the impact 
of deliberation because of the ‘conceptual closeness’ of 
cognitive complexity and ‘deliberative conversational 
norms’ (p. 65). She notes that while deliberative democratic 
theory and cognitive complexity differ in that the first is a 
‘normative ideal’ and the second a ‘psychological construct’, 
they both ‘draw attention to individuals’ capacities to 
cope with ambiguous and uncertain information, to 
acknowledge the legitimacy of competing perspectives, to 
recognise nuances, and to force conceptual links among 
various perspectives’ (Jennstal 2019: 65). Integrative 
complexity scoring assesses ‘dialectical complexity’, 
defined as ‘an attitude of openness to new information’. 
The scoring process is based on identification of ‘markers 
of ambiguity, uncertainty, or a willingness to see 
multiple perspectives as valid’ (Conway et al. 2014: 605). 
Individuals with higher integrative complexity scores are 
able to identify the relationships or interactions between 
elements and to assemble diverse parts of a complicated 
issue into a coherent and meaningful whole. Neuman 
(1981) sees this ability to both differentiate the different 
ways in which a problem might be addressed and also 
integrate them into a novel solution as a sign of ‘political 
sophistication’ (p. 1241). This approach to defining and 
measuring has been used in several studies (e.g. Flanagan 
et al. 2014; Hunsberger et al. 1992; Jennstal 2019), and is 
the measure we relied on in our study.

The Current Study
All of this research suggests that college students who 
are taught the theoretical justifications for deliberation 
and provided extensive opportunities to deliberate might 
demonstrate more cognitive complexity in their thinking 
about their civic role and politics than those who do not, 
even when all of them have had a similar liberal arts 
education. It also points to the possibility of developing 
other civically valuable capacities, especially the willingness 
to engage with people with whom they disagree (Cramer 
& Toff 2017). Support for these possibilities emerged 
in an earlier study comparing such students at college 
graduation (Harriger & McMillan 2007). In the study we 
report here, we examine whether any such impact could 
be seen ten years after graduation. To set the stage for this 
analysis, we first explain the deliberative experience we 
engaged in with the study groups and results at the point 
of college graduation.

The Deliberative Experience: Four Years of 
Deliberation Practice
The original study was conducted between 2001–2005 
and involved 30 students enrolled in a private liberal 
arts college. An invitation to apply for what was called 
the Democracy Fellows program was sent to all students 
who had been accepted for the class entering in the fall 
of 2001. The application asked students about their most 
meaningful high school activities, their conceptions 
of citizenship and their role in civic life, and various 
demographic information including gender, race, region, 
and partisan identity (if any). We received applications 
from 70 students and selected 30 (a number determined 
by how many seats were available in the two First Year 
Seminars that would be part of the program). We used the 
application questions as means to ensure that we had not 
recruited a group of already fully committed politically-
minded students, although we did select a few from that 
category. The group included students with a wide range 
of primary interests that included music and the arts, 
science, and business. Students do not declare majors 
until their junior year, but we also considered what they 
anticipated their major might be in order to have a diverse 
group. In addition, we used data from our admissions 
office on the demographic makeup of the overall entering 
class to ensure that the group was representative in this 
way. Each year of the study we compared the Democracy 
Fellows (DF) students to a randomly selected class cohort 
(CC) with data gathered from focus groups and surveys.

Any study of a program’s impact that is based on 
voluntary participation risks the potential for selection 
bias. We recognized this from the start of the study and 
took a number of precautions to try to minimize the extent 
to which the entering characteristics of the participants 
could explain the differences we might find later between 
DFs and CCs. As explained above, we took special care 
with the application and selection process. For the control 
group we sent invitations to a randomly selected group 
from the same class. As with the DFs, the CCs also involved 
voluntary participation. We used similar language in 
inviting the cohort as we had used to invite DF applicants. 
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Consequently, we would expect the possible selection 
bias of people interested in talking about politics and 
communication to be similar in both groups.

The DFs were enrolled in a First Year Seminar entitled 
Democracy and Deliberation in which they studied 
historical documents that underpin American democracy, 
deliberative democratic theory and its critics, and 
communication literature on group theory and interaction. 
Following this grounding in theory, students practiced 
deliberation through three National Issues Forum issue 
books. We ended the semester with an exercise in framing a 
campus issue for deliberation. During the sophomore year 
DFs organized and moderated a campus-wide deliberation 
on the issue they had framed the previous year. In their 
junior year they organized and moderated a community-
wide deliberation on urban sprawl. During their senior year 
they honed their moderating skills in other campus and 
community settings. Each year the effects of participation 
in these activities were assessed in various ways: individual 
interviews, focus groups with DFs and CCs, and surveys 
measuring activities and time use of both groups. Finally, 
several questions were embedded in an exit survey given 
to the whole graduating class of 2005, which allowed us to 
compare the DFs and CCs to the larger group.

Upon graduation, there were clear differences between 
the DFs and CCs, despite the fact that other than the DF 
program, all students had received a similar liberal arts 
education. Compared to the cohort group, the DFs were 
more engaged in political activities during college, had 
more communal (v. self-interested) notions of why one 
would engage in politics, and spoke in more complex ways 
about citizenship and its responsibilities. We did not use 
integrative complexity scoring in the first study, but did 
do content analysis of focus group transcripts to discern 
these differences. The fact that their views grew apart over 
the four years after starting out very much alike suggests 
program impact.

Is There Evidence of Longer-Term Impact?
To examine whether four years of deliberative experience 
might have a longer-term impact on emerging adult 
development, and to probe more deeply the possibility of 
impact on cognitive complexity suggested in the responses 
of DFs as they graduated, we conducted a follow-up study 
ten years after the students’ college graduation. We 
interviewed and surveyed 20 original DFs, now adults, and 
20 of their peers (a Cohort Control, or CC) from the same 
graduating class who had not had deliberation training. 
We assessed their views of citizenship with respect to 
content as well as cognitive complexity, using integrative 
complexity scoring. We also assessed the extent to 
which they communicated about politics, including 
with others who held different political perspectives. We 
tested hypotheses that the DFs’ sustained experience in 
deliberative dialogue during emerging adulthood would 
predict: (a) more complex thinking about citizenship and 
its responsibilities; and (b) more communication about 
politics, including across differences.

As with the earlier study, selection bias was possible, but 
should have been minimized by the manner of recruitment 

previously described. For the alumni follow-up study 
reported here, we had the additional ability to match 
the cohort by majors. This allowed us greater confidence 
that the differences we found were not explained by 
differences in interests or abilities entering the program.

Methods
Participants
Participants were two groups of young adults who had 
graduated from the same liberal arts college ten years 
before. Twenty of them had participated in a four-year 
program entitled Democracy Fellows (DF) while in college 
and had extensive exposure to deliberative theory and 
practice. The control group (CC) were from the same 
graduating class (2005) but were not exposed to the 
program. The CCs were identified from a list obtained 
from the alumni office, randomly selected through a 
random number generator matching the control groups’ 
characteristics to those of the Democracy Fellows in terms 
of race and ethnicity, gender, and college major. Research 
on selecting control groups in quasi-experimental 
designs such as the present one shows that matching on 
demographic variables strengthens the ability to draw 
conclusions about the effect of the treatment (Ho, Imai, 
King, & Stuart 2007). In our attempts to obtain a matched 
control group while also keeping selection of CC members 
random, we ended up talking with a larger group of CCs 
(25) than DFs (20); We selected 20 CCs based on providing 
the best demographic match to the DFs. Our final sample 
thus consisted of 40 participants (20 DFs and 20 CCs). 
Both groups had the exact same breakdown in gender 
(50% female) and college major (35% Political Science, 
15% each History and Business, 10% English, and 6% 
each Psychology, Philosophy, Economics, Religion, and 
Spanish). The groups differed slightly in race/ethnicity 
(DFs = 65% White; CCs = 70% White).

Procedure
Both groups were told that we hoped to learn whether 
and how college experiences influence young adults’ 
social views and civic engagement, and that we were 
interviewing alumni of the 2005 class. All members 
of both groups participated in a phone interview of 
approximately one hour. All interviews with DFs were 
conducted by researchers who had not worked with the 
DFs while they were in the program. They were each asked 
the same set of questions. After completing the phone 
interview participants received a link to an on-line survey 
that included a measure of communication about politics.

Measures
Integrative Complexity Scoring
As we have noted, integrative complexity is commonly 
used to assess the structure of thought, regardless of 
content (Suedfeld et al. 1992). Specifically, it measures the 
existence of two cognitive components mentioned earlier: 
differentiation and integration. Differentiation entails 
the ability of the research subject to identify different 
dimensions of an issue and to recognize that there is 
more than one way to see an issue. Integration involves 
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the ability to identify the relationships or interactions 
between those dimensions, and to recognize tensions 
and tradeoffs. The highest integrative complexity scores 
are earned by those who can imagine novel solutions to 
complex problems through the integration of the multiple 
dimensions of the issue. Although the length of answers 
is correlated with complexity, it is possible for lengthy 
answers to be devoid of differentiation or integration. 
We were trained by an expert in integrative complexity 
scoring using the standard training materials (Baker-
Brown, Ballard, Bluck, deVries, Suedfeld, & Tetlock 1990). 
The expert trainer also scored a sample of our data, and 
we used his scores as a yardstick for practicing as a group 
on scoring our data. Once we were confident that we 
understood the method and had reliability in the group, 
two trained graduate research assistants coded all of the 
data for the two questions that we used for the analysis. 
One of the lead researchers served as an outside coder who 
reviewed and checked answers that the primary coders 
were uncertain about. One of the graduate student coders 
had no knowledge of our hypotheses about potential 
differences between DFs and CCs. Inter-coder reliability 
for the two primary coders was 0.96.

We scored two questions from the interview: What does 
citizenship mean to you? and What do you think are the 
responsibilities of citizenship? We chose these questions 
for the integrative complexity analysis for several reasons. 
First and foremost, concepts of citizenship can range from 
very simplistic (‘If you’re born here, you’re a citizen’) to 
very complex, involving the differentiation and integration 
of rights and responsibilities. Second, a central aim of the 
original study was to aid students in thinking more deeply 
about citizenship and their personal civic responsibilities. 
Of the lengthy interview transcript, those two questions 
were integral to that pursuit. Third, asking about 
citizenship does not require knowledge of a particular 
topic (e.g. homelessness), nor should it elicit partisan views 
in the way a topical question might. It is a neutral and 
important concept that would seem to apply equally to all 
participants. The coders were blind to whether the response 
they were coding was from a DF or a CC. We averaged each 
participant’s scores for the two questions; thus, our analyses 
compared the average integrative complexity scores across 
these two questions for DFs and CCs.

Qualitative Data
In addition to analyzing integrative complexity on the two 
citizenship questions, we did content analysis of the same 
two questions. In order to develop our qualitative codes or 
themes, two members of our team first read through all 
the interviews to detect any themes that arose within sets 
of questions. Then these team members proposed an initial 
set of codes for each group of questions, which the team 
revised together. After making suggested changes, two team 
members used the codes on 20 interviews to see if there were 
any codes we needed to add, delete, or amend. Concerns 
were discussed with the entire research team if necessary. 
Once we felt confident in our list of codes, these two team 
members coded all interview responses using MAXQDA, a 
software designed for qualitative coding and analyses.

Reliability was obtained based on inter-coder agreement. 
MAXQDA calculates inter-coder agreement using the 
following formula: % agreement = # of agreements / (# 
of agreements + # of non-agreements). For all questions, 
this reliability calculation was based on the codes from 20 
interviews, which were coded by both coders. Following 
a calculation of reliability for the first 20 interviews, the 
coders discussed and resolved any differences. Next, each 
coder completed 10 more interviews independently. The 
reliability of coding for the citizenship questions was 90.7%.

Communication About Politics
In the online survey, participants rated their agreement with 
four statements assessing communication about politics on 
a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly 
agree). The items were adapted from previous work with 
adolescents and emerging adults that provided evidence for 
their validity and reliability (Flanagan et al. 2007; Kahne et 
al. 2005). The four items were ‘I talk to other people about 
politics’; ‘I’m interested in other people’s opinion about 
politics, even if those opinions are different from my views’; 
‘I encourage others to express their opinions about politics, 
even if those opinions are different from my views’; and ‘I 
am interested in talking about politics and political issues’. 
Cronbach’s alpha for these items was 0.87.

Results
Integrative Complexity
Scoring
To demonstrate the contrast between lower and higher 
integrative complexity scores, Table 1 offers examples 
of responses to the first question: What does citizenship 
mean to you? Scores can range from 1–7. However, we had 
no 6 or 7 scores for either question, which we attribute to 
the fact that these were oral rather than written responses.

Analyses
To determine differences between DFs and CCs on 
integrative complexity scores, we averaged each 
participant’s scores for the two questions on citizenship, 
and independent samples t-tests were used to test statistical 
differences. These results, reported in Table 2, show 
that DFs demonstrated significantly higher integrative 
complexity scores than did CCs (t(38) = 2.21, p < 0.05).

We also examined differences between DFs and CCs for 
Political Science majors and non-Political Science majors. 
This breakdown of majors was done because of the 
unique emphasis on politics in political science majors, 
and because political science was the major for seven of 
the alumni in each group. As seen in Table 3, differences 
between DFs and CCs held only among those who did 
not major in Political Science. Among participants who 
did not major in Political Science, those who were in the 
Democracy Fellows program displayed more complex 
thinking about the definitions and responsibilities of 
citizenship than did those who did not participate in the 
DF program (t(24) = 2.68, p < 0.01). Among participants 
who majored in Political Science, participation in the DF 
program had no statistically significant effect on their 
integrative complexity scores (t(12) = –0.24, p > 0.05).
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Table 1: Sample Responses for Integrative Complexity Score on “What does citizenship mean to you?”

Score Definition Example Explanation of Score

1 No differentiation
No Integration

“I guess the first thing that comes to mind is being a 
citizen of the United States, being a citizen of a certain 
country.”

This answer states only one 
dimension/perspective of 
citizenship.

2 Emerging differentiation 
(e.g. they hint at the 
possibility of more but 
default to their first point 
without fully developing a 
second point)
No Integration

“It means that you’re an engaged part of society, whether 
that’s at the local or bigger level. But I think it varies from 
person to person what that engagement means.”

Stating that citizenship 
varies from person to person 
suggests that there may be 
more than one dimension/
perspective, but an 
additional dimension is not 
explicitly stated.

3 Differentiation
No Integration

“I think to me being a citizen not only means kind of 
having an identity in a country or nationality or country 
you associate yourself with, but also being actively engaged 
in the political process and taking advantage of the rights 
that are given to you through the social compact.”

Here we see two dimensions/
perspectives (identity and 
active engagement) which 
are differentiated from one 
another.

4 Differentiation and 
Emerging integration 
(e.g. there might have a 
superordinate statement 
that ties two differentiated 
concepts together, or there 
might be recognition 
of tensions or tradeoffs 
between the two concepts 
they have identified)

“Well I think to be a citizen you need to be an active 
participant in the process of choosing the leaders that 
are going to represent you. You know, whether that’s 
voting or whether that’s getting involved in various 
political action committees or just making your voice 
heard in some way or another. Because, then, if you don’t 
you don’t really have any chance to, or any reason to be 
able to complain legitimately when things don’t go your 
way. So for me, the biggest part is just being an active 
participant in the governing process.”

The first sentence serves as 
a superordinate statement, 
which is an emerging 
integration of the different 
dimensions/perspectives 
(voting and involvement).

5 Differentiation and
Integration

“I think it first of all implies a connection to, a particular 
national identity. I’m a dual citizen of two countries, but I 
could say that I’m much more of a citizen of one particular 
country—my additional citizenship is New Zealand 
because my Dad is a New Zealander. But I’ve only traveled 
there a couple of times and I was born in the United 
States and raised here and live here even though I’ve 
spent a couple years abroad. And so while I’m technically 
a citizen of both countries, I think citizenship implies 
a lot more than just the legal connotation. Because I’m 
certainly more of a citizen of the United States and that I 
vote here. I reside here, of course. And I follow its politics 
and contribute to my particular community in the United 
States, which happens to be the Nation’s capital—D.C. So I 
think that’s my personal understanding of citizenship.”

This answer shows the 
different dimensions/
perspectives of the 
citizenship: legal 
connotations, voting, and 
involvement. Additionally, 
these different perspectives 
are integrated into an overall 
understanding or definition 
of what citizenship means. 

Table 2: Integrative Complexity in Thinking About Citizenship Among Democracy Fellows and the Class Cohort.

Group t df

Democracy Fellows M (SD) Class Cohort M (SD)

Integrative Complexity 3.43  (0.71) 2.90 (0.79) 2.21* 38

Note: * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.001. M = Mean. SD = Standard Deviation.

Table 3: Integrative Complexity in Thinking About Citizenship Among Non-Political Science Majors in the Democracy 
Fellows and in the Class Cohort.

Group t df

Democracy Fellows M (SD) Class Cohort M (SD)

Non-Political Science Majors  3.54 (0.72) 2.69 (0.88) 2.68** 24

Political Science Majors 3.21 (0.70) 3.29 (0.39) –0.236 12

Note: * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.001. M = Mean. SD = Standard Deviation.
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Qualitative Themes
Content analysis of the two citizenship questions revealed 
that our former students held three major conceptions 
of citizenship that we labeled Legal, Cultural/Identity, 
and Participatory. Our findings with respect to the use of 
these themes by DFs and CCs offer some further support 
for the differences in complexity of thought among our 
participants.

Legal citizenship conceptions were the most narrowly 
defined, and, as the name implies, focused on the legal 
requirement of citizenship. Thus, citizenship accrued to 
an individual due to being born in a particular place, or 
becoming naturalized, or was defined as obeying the law 
or meeting legal obligations. For example:

‘I guess just paying my taxes. And abide by the law.’
‘ …Being documented in the United States.’

Cultural/Identity conceptions focused on citizenship as 
identification with a culture, a place, or a set of values—
and experiencing a sense of belonging because of this 
identification. Answers coded as cultural/identity were 
characterized by talk of being part of a larger community 
or nation, and recognition that cultures and values vary 
from place to place. Example statements coded under this 
category included:

‘I think to me being a citizen … means kind of hav-
ing an identity in a country or nationality or coun-
try you associate yourself with.’
‘Simply enough, I think a citizen is someone that is 
…, a part of the fabric of a country.’

‘Usually, citizenship is entailed when you are born 
there, but there are certainly cases where you can 
apply to be a citizen of a country and I guess if you 
want to take on the values of said country, then 
you can become a citizen.’

Participatory conceptions of citizenship focused on 
taking action, including voting, running for office, staying 
informed, volunteering, helping others, joining the armed 
services, or being part of community groups. For example, 
responses coded as Participatory reflected such things as:

‘I think citizens should be active participants in 
their community. And that means at the mini-
mum—voting. But I’ve always felt like civic engage-
ment is important, volunteerism, helping out 
where you can, when you can is a part of being a 
good citizen.’

‘To be a citizen is to be an active member of the 
social contract. I guess I’ve become more and more 
of the attitude that we are all in this together. Right 
or wrong, good or bad but we owe it to each other 
to be active participants in that, be it in a conversa-
tion setting or simply by voting.’

Figure 1 illustrates some differences between the DFs 
and CCs in terms of conceptions of citizenship. Although 
a majority in each group identified both participatory and 
cultural/identity aspects of citizenship, DFs were somewhat 
more likely than CCs to identify both as important. Nineteen 
of the 20 DFs emphasized participatory aspects and 14 of 
the DFs also emphasized cultural/identity aspects. In the 

Figure 1: Number of Response Indicating Different Conceptions of Citizenship among DFs and CCs.



Buchanan, et al: Deliberation, Cognitive Complexity, and Political Engagement8

CC group, 16 of 20 discussed participatory aspects and 11 
of the 20 cultural/identity. A little over one-third of CCs (n 
= 7), on the other hand, focused on legal definitions while 
only one-tenth of DFs (n = 2) did.

DFs who did give legal definitions of citizenship also 
mentioned participatory aspects of citizenship, while most 
of the CCs with legal definitions mentioned only the legal 
aspect of citizenship. For example, here is the statement 
of a DF that was coded both Legal and Participatory:

‘I would say that obeying the laws of a country, so 
as a citizen of a country you can’t go around and 
violate established laws and rules and regulations 
established to keep everybody safe and so that eve-
ryone can live together as a citizen in that country. 
I would say also your job as a citizen, I think, is to 
contribute and to be productive as part of society, 
so I mean there are some people who choose to 
be free riders and don’t give anything back, but I 
think that’s one of the reasons why we have the tax 
system—so that you can also contribute to keep the 
country sustaining.’

In contrast, here is the statement of a CC coded only Legal:

‘I guess, we’re born in this country and so basically 
that makes us a citizen of the country. And so you 
have basic rights of the citizens that live here to 
vote, to be able to have, I guess, the rights guaran-
teed by the Constitution.’

The groups also showed some differences in their 
descriptions of the responsibilities of citizenship (see 

Figure 2). Although both groups emphasized community 
service as a responsibility, DFs were twice as likely as CCs 
to emphasize the importance of staying informed or 
being knowledgeable about what is going on in politics 
as a responsibility of citizenship. DFs also often associated 
knowledge with participation. ‘I think that … probably 
the biggest obligation people have,’ said one DF, ‘is they 
need to be as informed as they are involved. Which means 
I think people shouldn’t be voting because they’ve been 
told to vote a certain way. They should be voting because 
they’ve thought about it and have like read and all of that 
sort of thing.’ Another said, ‘I think, citizenship… requires 
active participation and knowledge on the part of the 
participants of the issues that are impacting the citizens 
and active engagement as well as desire to understand 
what the needs and requirements are of that community.’

DFs were slightly more likely than CCs to name specific 
political actions that should be part of citizenship although 
in both groups a substantial majority named such acts 
(17 DFs, 15 CCs). It was noticeable, though, that DFs 
were more likely to weave their talk about participation 
in politics with themes about being knowledgeable and 
engaging with others:

‘I think fundamental to that is participating in the 
electoral process through voting. But I think that 
it also involves engaging other citizens and pro-
ductive discourse in conversation to try to better 
understand issues at hand so that you can make 
more informed decisions. So it’s not just casting 
votes, it’s also informing yourself, helping other 
people to better understand the issues at hand, 
not necessarily your opinion of it, but just engage 

Figure 2: Number of Responses Indicating Different Themes of Civic Responsibilities Among DFs and CCs.
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everybody in the process so that everybody can be 
more informed and the outcomes can also be bet-
ter; more beneficial to everybody.’

‘From voting in yearly elections to I think even 
being aware of what’s going on in your community 
or at a national or state level. Some awareness of 
the issues. You know, I don’t think necessarily you 
have to be out protesting in the streets all the time 
or giving money to a political campaign or issue 
advocacy or something like that. I think it can mean 
a lot of different things. So, I think in general it’s 
engagement with your community on issues that 
matter and somehow engagement in the political 
process, I think, which is voting.’

The findings within the qualitative data support our 
thesis in two important ways. Not only do we find that the 
students who experienced the deliberation treatment ten 
years earlier consistently score at the higher reaches of the 
integrative complexity model, they also are more varied 
in their descriptions of what makes a citizen and what 
responsibilities that designation requires. For example, 
although most respondents recognize voting as essential 
to citizenship, DF’s responses suggest a higher likelihood 
of a more expansive civic literacy that includes being 
knowledgeable about issues and engaging with fellow 
citizens to solve problems. Despite one category, service, 
in which the CCs slightly outpace the DFs, the cohort 
group seemed to have more trouble imagining the broad 
and nuanced terrain of citizenship available to them that 
their DF counterparts identified.

Survey Data: Communication about Politics
Because we had a prediction about directionality (i.e. that 
DFs would score higher than CCs), one-tailed t-tests were 
used to compare means on the Communication about 
Politics scale. Results indicated that DFs (M = 3.98, SD = 
0.91) scored significantly higher than the CCs (M = 3.53, 
SD = 0.79) on communication about politics, including 
with those whose opinions differed from their own (t(38) 
= 1.67, p < 0.05).

Discussion
Motivated by concerns about a ‘crisis in democracy’ that 
includes declines in willingness to engage in discussions, 
especially civil discussions, across difference (Iyengar & 
Westwood 2015; Klein 2020; Schaeffer 2020) as well as 
declines in complex thinking about community problems 
(Dryzek et al. 2019), the current study examined whether 
sustained experience in deliberation during college might 
contribute to more complex thinking about citizenship 
and a greater willingness to communicate about politics 
with those who hold different perspectives even ten years 
after college graduation. There were indications of such 
effects at the point of college graduation (Harriger & 
McMillan 2007). In this study, we examined whether there 
was evidence that such effects could be sustained over a 
longer period of emerging and young adulthood.

Our findings are consistent with the possibility that 
extensive deliberative experiences during emerging 

adulthood can contribute to more complex thinking 
about citizenship and a greater willingness to engage 
across differences that is sustained into young adulthood. 
Democracy Fellows, who had engaged in extensive 
deliberative experiences during college, spoke of 
citizenship and its responsibilities in more cognitively 
complex ways than did members of the class cohort, if 
they had not majored in political science. Political science 
majors’ education very likely addressed complexities 
of citizenship in a way that was redundant with the 
deliberation experience. However, for emerging adults 
not immersed in a political science curriculum, four years 
of exposure to discussion of citizenship and deliberation 
might have promoted greater complexity in their 
understanding of citizenship and its responsibilities a 
full decade later, beyond the general effects of a shared 
liberal arts education at the same small private liberal arts 
university.

This possibility is reinforced by the findings from the 
content analysis of the interviews. The Democracy Fellows 
displayed more complex and multifaceted notions of 
citizenship. For example, they were more likely to describe 
both participatory and legal aspects, and less likely 
to cite only legal aspects of citizenship. Furthermore, 
survey results indicated that DFs had a greater interest 
in and willingness to engage with people across political 
differences than did the cohort control participants.

The differences found in the current alumni study 
are similar to those detected at the point of college 
graduation, but the fact that they seem to persist ten 
years after the conclusion of the deliberative experience, 
when these young adults had made significant family 
and career transitions, is consistent with the prediction 
that emerging adulthood can be an important period for 
honing longer-lasting civic skills (Erikson 1968; McLean & 
Syed 2016). Although we cannot rule out that selection bias 
contributes to these differences, we argue that selection 
bias is unlikely to have played a large role. Recruitment of 
new students into the Democracy Fellows program, and 
of participants into the alumni study, employed strategies 
aimed to minimize selection bias, including the matching 
of DFs and CCs in the alumni study based on demographic 
characteristics and college major. DFs and CCs were asked 
the same questions, and DFs were interviewed by research 
staff who had not been involved in the DF program.

The findings are also consistent with theory and prior 
evidence, including research showing the benefits of 
experience in deliberation and discussion of policy 
and political issues on complexity of thinking and civic 
engagement more generally (e.g. Flanagan et al., 2014; 
Marzana et al. 2012; Tadmor & Tetlock 2006). Growing 
scholarship in both developmental and political 
psychology points to the possibility that providing 
emerging adults education about the value of deliberation 
along with sustained engagement in respectful dialogue 
that involves examining values and biases, listening 
to others’ experiences and viewpoints, and devising 
solutions that take into account diverse viewpoints has 
the potential to contribute to civic aspects of identity 
formation that are so critical at this time of life (McLean & 
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Syed 2015). Subsequently, civic skills and inclinations such 
as the ability to recognize, differentiate, and integrate 
diverse perspectives; to think in complex ways about 
social and political issues; or the ability and willingness 
to communicate across differences, have the potential 
to increase civic engagement (Crocetti et al. 2014), and 
to help reduce polarization and promote more effective 
problem-solving in communities (Boyd-MacMillan et al. 
2016; Colombo 2018).

In their study showing that calling college students’ 
attention to differentiation and integration can result in 
more complex thinking, Hunsberger et al. (1992) argue 
that ‘if the aim of education is seen broadly as improving 
the quality of our thinking, then one must consider the 
possibility that specific interventions designed to increase 
complexity of thought processes in context are both 
feasible and desirable’ (p. 113). We believe our findings on 
the impact of deliberation support this conclusion in the 
area of civic education. The current findings bolster the 
conclusion of Samuelsson and Boyum’s (2015) extensive 
review of education for deliberative democracy, which 
pointed to ‘overarching agreement’ that individuals can and 
should learn the skills and values of deliberative democracy 
by actually participating in deliberations. Learning to 
deliberate, through a process where emerging adults are 
prompted to think about different points of view and the 
tensions and tradeoffs in policy debate, appears to have the 
potential for long-term impact on how they view their rights 
and responsibilities as citizens. Their recognition of the 
complexity of their role in communities and the political 
system and/or their practice in deliberation encounters 
might each have a role in enhancing long-term willingness 
to engage with others about political issues, even others 
with whom they disagree. Recent research pointing to 
the importance of ‘feeling heard’ in civic empowerment 
and engagement (Wray-Lake & Abrams 2020) offers yet 
another possible reason for deliberation’s benefits. Perhaps 
it is through being heard, as well as hearing others, that 
participants in deliberation become more comfortable 
with conversation around challenging issues.

It seems important to acknowledge that the deliberative 
experience of the DFs included more than just the practice 
of deliberation; it was preceded by an extensive study 
in the theory and art of deliberation, and, in particular, 
why it is an appropriate tool of democratic citizenship 
Prior to their very first practice, DFs studied the struggle 
of the founders as they sought to determine the role of 
the people, the foundation and tenets of deliberative 
theory, the push-back from critics who recognized the 
theory’s flaws, and group communication theory, which 
explained and fine-tuned the ability of participants to  
‘listen actively’ and to respond clearly and thoughtfully. 
Thus, any long-term impact might have been contingent 
on the depth of learning about deliberation as well as the 
breadth of practice.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research
A major strength of our study is that it is a rare longitudinal 
investigation of the long-term impact of intensive 
deliberative experience during emerging adulthood. The 

fact that the differences found in the alumni study are 
similar to those detected at college graduation (Harriger 
& McMillan 2007), despite ten intervening years and 
many crucial life experiences, offers some evidence that 
education in deliberative ideas and practices have staying 
power. Additional strengths of the study include the 
collection and analysis of both quantitative and qualitative 
data, using measures that had been validated in previous 
research. Importantly, we sought formal training in and 
used an objective methodology to quantify integrative 
complexity that has been used broadly in the literature on 
integrative complexity.

Another set of both strengths and limitations emerges 
from the recruitment and characteristics of participants in 
our study. A strength is that extensive efforts were made, 
both in recruiting participants into the ‘intervention’ 
program and in recruiting the cohort control group of 
young adults ten years later, to minimize the impact of 
selection variables that could influence outcomes of 
interest. Nonetheless, this was not an experimental study 
and selection effects cannot be entirely ruled out. It is 
possible that factors other than those we could control 
(e.g. demographic factors, choice of college major) 
contribute to differences between our group instead 
of the deliberative experiences participants had during 
college.

The deliberative experience for DFs was unusual in its 
intensity and length, and in having instructed participants  
as to why they are deliberating as well as engaging them 
in repeated practice of deliberation (also see Shaffer 
2016). The breadth and depth of the program might very 
well account for any long-term effects. One limitation 
introduced by the intensity of the program was that a 
relatively small cadre of students were able to participate, 
and, although there was excellent retention in the DF 
program over the four college years, we were not able to 
reach all of them ten years later. Thus, our alumni sample 
is small, restricted to twenty program participants 
and twenty control cohort members. Given the small 
sample, the shared liberal arts college education of the 
two groups, and the number of years that had passed, 
it is notable that we found any significant differences 
consistent with our hypotheses, but not surprising that 
the differences that emerged were sometimes small in 
magnitude.

Mirroring the demographic makeup of students at 
the university in which the study was conducted, the 
majority of participants were White. Therefore, although 
our results are suggestive of the potential for intensive 
deliberative experience to shape the thinking and political 
communication of emerging adults in a positive manner, 
additional research using larger and more diverse samples 
is important, to see if the results replicate and generalize 
to other populations.

Elucidating the processes through which deliberative 
experience promotes integrative complexity about 
citizenship or a willingness to communicate about 
politics is a ripe area for future research. Kuyper (2018) 
argues that at the micro-level of investigation where 
‘individual preferences, knowledge, and civic desires can 
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be driven’, it is unclear what aspect of deliberation is 
‘doing the causal work’ (p. 7). Our study does not answer 
this question, but raises the possibility that the effects of 
deliberative experience, especially longer-term effects, 
might be improved by learning not only the ‘how-tos’ 
but also the ‘whys’ of deliberative practice. Additional 
longitudinal research investigating different elements 
of the educational experience is important if educators 
are going to be able to confidently identify the critical 
elements of deliberative education. Extending research on 
other potential outcomes of the deliberative experience 
is also worth considering. For example, do the varied 
definitions of citizenship articulated by the DFs and CCs 
correlate with larger conceptions of democracy, such as 
liberal, participatory, and deliberative concepts, and if 
so, how might those correlations inform civic education 
going forward?

Despite substantial emerging evidence supporting the 
impact of deliberation experiences on the development 
of cognitive complexity in individuals, there also remains 
much to study in terms of this experience on groups. 
Related to the overarching need, mentioned above, to 
elucidate particular parts of the deliberative experience 
that are most important to cognitive development, it 
would be worthwhile to investigate what role language 
plays in the cognitive growth of the group; does it matter 
how critical issues in the discussion are characterized 
linguistically, by the moderator or by participants? Are 
there special strategies that a moderator might employ 
that would encourage participants to think more deeply, 
creatively, or expansively?

Finally, our study highlights the value of integrative 
complexity scoring as a methodology for assessing the 
impact of deliberative training and other civic engagement 
interventions designed to encourage young people to 
engage with others in a pluralistic society. It would also be 
of interest to assess complexity at the group level, drawing 
on emerging discussions of how a group complexity score 
might be measured (see Niemeyer 2019 for a discussion of 
intersubjective reasoning). It would be helpful to gather 
data on whether groups populated by participants with 
higher integrative complexity scores are more politically 
active, make better decisions, or implement more solutions 
that have broader community acceptance and impact. 
Overall, our study adds to existing theory and research 
that in the highly conflictual and polarized climate of 
American politics, deliberative training during emerging 
adulthood offers some hope for educating citizens to be 
skeptical of absolutist claims, open to new evidence and 
ideas, and willing to engage across difference. Although 
further research is necessary to expand understanding 
of the mechanisms by which, and the contexts in which, 
deliberation experience enhances civic development, the 
‘crisis of democracy’ we face suggests that we should take 
steps to prioritize deliberative experience in education in 
ways that can promote greater understanding and more 
civil participation.
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