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Abstract. How can democracies satisfy citizens’ demands for legitimate decision making?
This article reports findings from a randomised field experiment designed to mimic decision
making in large-scale democracies. Natural collectives of individuals with a shared history
and future (high school classes) were studied.They were asked to make a decision about how
to spend a sum of money under arrangements imposed by the researchers and distributed
randomly across classes. Within this setting, empirical support for three ideas about legiti-
macy enhancing decision-making arrangements is tested: participatory constitution-making;
personal involvement in the decision-making process; and fairness in the implementation of
arrangements. Throughout the analyses it was found that personal involvement is the main
factor generating legitimacy beliefs.
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How should democracies go about satisfying citizens’ demand for legitimate
decision making? Which decision-making arrangements generate the stron-
gest legitimacy beliefs? Questions like these are best addressed through cross-
institutional comparisons. Since institutional arrangements are hard to change,
most empirical studies on their legitimising capacity rely on natural variations
(e.g., Norris 2004; Grofman & Reynolds 2001) or on surveys of citizens’ pref-
erences (e.g., Hibbing & Theiss-Morse 2002; Bowler et al. 2007). While such
studies have generated important insights, endogeneity problems encourage
the use of complementary methodological approaches.

Within the social sciences the prime way to deal with endogeneity problems
is to conduct experiments in which, prototypically, subjects are randomly
assigned to a treatment group or a control group (Morton & Williams 2010;
Druckman et al. 2011a). During the past decade and half, political scientists
have increasingly turned to the experimental method to study causality within
a wide range of political phenomena (Druckman et al. 2011b). Like all other
methods, experiments are associated with certain limitations – for the present
research at least, the most pressing issue relates to external validity – but if
these are acknowledged, experiments can help to sort out causal relationships
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in research fields that are dominated by observational methods (e.g., Kinder
2011).

This article reports findings from an exploratory randomised field experi-
ment designed to replicate, in miniature, decision-making arrangements found
in large-scale democracies. Our substantive aim is to evaluate the relative
effectiveness of three broad ideas about legitimate decision making: citizen
participation in the making of fundamental law as in participatory constitution
making (e.g., Fehrenbacher 1989); personal involvement in the decision-
making process itself as in direct democracy (e.g., Pateman 1970; Barber 1984);
and fairness in the implementation of institutional arrangements as in proce-
dural justice theory (e.g., Lind & Tyler 1988; Tyler et al. 1997). In order to
examine the legitimising capacity of these ideas we manipulate a wide range of
arrangements such as election-based representation, expert decision making,
fairly and unfairly implemented direct voting, and participatory constitution
making. Furthermore, we manipulate two theoretically important but rarely
implemented forms of decision making: lottery based representation, and
consensual decision making.

Our design integrates features of three lines of experimental research. Like
field experimental research, we randomise natural collectives of individuals
with a shared history and future (Gerber & Green 2009). Like judicial legiti-
macy research, we manipulate decision-making arrangements that are present
in large-scale democracies (Gibson et al. 2005). Like experimental economics,
we use money to create an incentivised environment (Palfrey 2009).

A major challenge for field experimental research in this domain is to find
a sufficient number of natural collectives to allow for random assignment. In
this study we have turned to a high school setting. A total of 21 classes
containing 484 individuals – all from a single, well-functioning high school in
Sweden – were each provided a sum of money and asked to decide collectively
whether to spend it on charity or on an activity for their own pleasure.
Decision-making arrangements were determined by us and distributed ran-
domly across classes. Following the decision, participants assessed the fairness
of the arrangement. We take these assessments as our measure of legitimacy
beliefs associated with the decision-making arrangement used. The field
experiment was preceded by a series of studies in which corresponding
decision-making arrangements were manipulated by means of vignettes, and
which involved both students and adult participants. We use findings from
these experiments for validation.

In what follows, we first develop the rationale for the respective ideas about
decision-making arrangements. Thereafter, we discuss our experimental
manipulations along with other study details. We then present the results, with
the findings indicating that personal involvement through direct majoritarian
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voting is the most effective way to generate legitimacy beliefs. The concluding
section discusses the validity of our suggested approach.

Decision-making arrangements and legitimacy beliefs

Participatory constitution making, personal involvement and fair implemen-
tation of arrangements are three broad ideas for legitimacy-enhancing
decision-making arrangements. While each idea can be realised in a multitude
of ways, their focus can be ordered along a continuum: how to decide how to
make specific decisions; how to make specific decisions; and how to apply the
rules for the making of specific decisions. Moreover, each idea figures regularly
in the literature, and our current knowledge about their legitimising capacity
emanates largely from observational data.

Participatory constitution making

Theory concerning constitutionalism considers the higher law of constitutions
to be a major source of democratic legitimacy. It assumes that the right to
make authoritative decisions derives from a body of fundamental law codified
in the constitution (e.g., Fehrenbacher 1989). Traditionally, constitution
making has been the privilege of politicians and judicial experts. Lately,
however, practitioners and scholars have begun to show interest in reforming
this process by acknowledging democratic values such as transparency and
citizen participation (e.g., Benomar 2004; Moehler 2008).

Participatory constitution making can generate legitimacy beliefs through
two different mechanisms. The first focuses on citizens’ ability to choose effec-
tive constitutional alternatives; it works to the extent that citizens are better
than expert constitution makers at choosing effective arrangements. The other
mechanism focuses on the additional value of taking part in the constitution-
making process itself; it works to the extent that arrangements generate stron-
ger legitimacy beliefs when chosen endogenously than when exogenously
imposed. The latter mechanism is the one most often addressed in the
literature.

Participatory constitution-making processes have been used in developing
democracies in sub-Saharan Africa (Uganda and Kenya), in post-communist
Europe, in established democracies (Canada and the Netherlands) and within
the European Union. Empirical evaluations of their success are scarce, but a
study of the Ugandan case identifies a number of obstacles regarding, for
example, citizen access to neutral information (Moehler 2008). The findings
from laboratory experiments on social dilemma situations are more
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favourable: using a public goods game, Sutter et al. (2010) find that individuals
are more willing to cooperate when they make their own institutional choices
than when arrangements are determined exogenously by the experimenter.
Hence:

H1: Individuals will bestow more legitimacy upon arrangements of their
own choice than upon exogenously imposed arrangements.

Personal involvement

Participatory democrats have long argued the benefits of personal involve-
ment in decision-making processes. The basic idea, advocated by Jean Jacques
Rousseau as well as by recent theorists, is that ‘being one’s own master’
increases willingness to play along with collectively binding decisions
(Pateman 1970: 26–27; Barber 1984). In general, individuals are expected to
appreciate the feelings of control, shared responsibility and mutual respect
that come with personal involvement. In a similar vein, referring not only to
politics but to life in general, political philosophers value people’s right to
make their own choices, even when these fail to promote personal well-being
(Scanlon 1998; Dworkin 2000; Duus-Otterström 2011).

In large-scale democracies, the decision-making arrangement with the
highest degree of personal involvement is direct voting (as in referendums and
in people’s initiatives) (Smith & Tolbert 2004). Alternative and less participa-
tory forms of authoritative decision making – which of course are used much
more frequently – involve elected representatives in legislative assemblies, and
experts in the form of judges in courts and administrators in state agencies.
Indeed, direct majoritarian voting, representation and expert decision making
are the three generic forms of decision making in democracies.

Empirical research that explicitly addresses the legitimising capacity of
direct majoritarian voting is scarce. However, literature reviews usually side
with the claims of participatory democrats (e.g., Lupia & Matsusaka 2004). A
field experiment, in which a large number of Indonesian villages were ran-
domly assigned to make a collective decision through either representative-
based meetings or direct voting comes to the same conclusion (Olken 2010).
Vignette experiments that compare individuals’ reactions towards direct leg-
islation to other forms of decision making provide further confirmation (Gash
& Murakami 2009).1 Hence:

H2: Individuals will bestow most legitimacy upon arrangements that
allow personal involvement in the decision-making process.
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Because our design enables detailed manipulations we can derive an addi-
tional, and we believe original, implication of the idea of personal involve-
ment. According to democratic elitism theory (Gibson & Duch 1991), elected
representatives bestow more legitimacy upon their political system than do the
citizens they represent (Sullivan et al. 1993).This is ascribed to higher levels of
education and other high-status social characteristics, as well as to socialisation
effects (e.g., Rohrschneider 1996). However, it can be noted that elected rep-
resentatives also differ with regard to involvement; for them, participation in
decision making is an everyday matter. Our approach enables us to evaluate
whether personal involvement affects representatives’ legitimacy beliefs while
keeping social origin and socialisation under control. Specifically, H2 will be
supported to the extent that we find stronger legitimacy beliefs among partici-
pants who are selected as representatives than among those who are not.

With regard to expert decision making versus representation, the latter
allows more citizen participation. This notwithstanding, research on judicial
legitimacy typically finds that American citizens ascribe more legitimacy to
court decisions than to decisions taken by elected representatives (Gibson
et al. 2005). In accordance with citizen scepticism towards representation,
stealth democracy theory maintains that the average citizen associates political
processes with bickering, personal interest, conflicts and inefficiency (Hibbing
& Theiss-Morse 2002). Moreover, attitudinal studies from newly established
democracies in Eastern Europe find that many citizens prefer to have authori-
tative decisions taken by experts rather than by elected representatives (Rose
et al. 1998). Overall, while empirical evidence does not motivate a clear
hypothesis, representative decision making appears to have a relatively low
legitimising capacity.

To draw even further on the analytical leverage offered by the experimen-
tal method, we test support for two complementary ideas that are theoretically
important but rarely implemented in large-scale democracies. First, over the
past decades, deliberative democratic theory has emerged as a source of inspi-
ration for democratic renewal (e.g., Chambers 2003). The deliberative ideal
overlaps to some degree with participatory ideals, but it puts more emphasis on
the quality of public argumentation. Because of its belief in the power of the
better argument, for some theorists its preferred mode of decision making is
consensual (Cohen 1997). While there are sceptical voices (see Thompson
2008), we identify consensual decision making as a subcategory of direct
decision making and test empirical support for the following:

H3: Individuals will bestow more legitimacy upon arrangements
for direct consensual decision making than upon direct majoritarian
voting.
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Second, Manin (1997) points out that elections are a partly elitist way to
select representatives. To be elected, an individual must be perceived as more
qualified than others with regard to relevant characteristics. The more egali-
tarian way of selecting representatives, which was first practiced in ancient
Athens, is to appoint them by lottery. The idea of selecting representatives
through lottery has drawn the interest of political theorists (Stone 2009), but it
has rarely been tested empirically. Arguably, since lotteries give every citizen
an equal chance of being selected, lottery-based representation allows for a
higher level of personal involvement than representation. Hence:

H4: Individuals will bestow more legitimacy upon lottery-based repre-
sentation than upon election-based representation.

Fairness of the actual decision-making process

Normative theory on authoritative decision making (Christiano 1996; Estlund
2008) and empirical theory on procedural justice (Lind & Tyler 1988; Tyler
et al. 1997) agrees that fair applications of decision-making rules are crucial for
legitimacy beliefs. In particular, procedural justice research maintains that
people care about procedural fairness because it is a moral right fulfilled, it
assures them that they are respected by the decision-making authority, it
indicates that the decision-making authority is trustworthy and it enables them
to reduce uncertainty about the fairness of substantial outcomes.

Numerous empirical studies confirm these claims (see MacCoun (2005) for
a review). Specifically, observational studies find a strong positive association
between the perceived fairness of procedures and various indicators of legiti-
macy across policy domains and national contexts. Moreover, experimental
studies demonstrate that actual procedures that are non-biased and non-
arbitrary, and that allow participants to voice their views, generate stronger
legitimacy beliefs than procedures with the opposite qualities. Hence, we
expect the following to be true:

H5: Individuals will bestow more legitimacy upon decision-making
arrangements that are fairly implemented than upon procedurally flawed
arrangements.

The dependent variable: Procedural fairness assessment

However defined, ‘legitimacy’ belongs to the family of inherently abstract
concepts that are hard to measure directly (Thomas 2010). We adopt a psy-
chological (subjective) understanding of the concept (Tyler 2006), and we
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address it indirectly by gauging fairness assessments of each decision-making
arrangement. Such subjective legitimacy beliefs play a central role in psycho-
logical legitimacy theory. According to this theory, assessments of decision-
making procedures are of key importance to the perceived legitimacy of
authorities and institutions, which in turn affect peoples’ willingness to accept
their decisions and rules (Tyler 2000, 2001, 2006; Gangl 2003).

Procedural fairness assessments are captured by two items: ‘How fair do
you think matters were when the decision was taken?’, and ‘How fairly do you
think you were treated when the decision was taken?’ Allowing for minor
variations of wordings, these are standard indicators in procedural fairness
research (e.g., Skitka et al. 2003). For both items, responses were registered on
a seven-point scale with designated endpoints ‘not fair at all’ and ‘very fair’.As
responses were highly correlated (0.72), the dependent variable is the arith-
metic average of the two items.

Design of the study

The main study was sited in a single high school located in Gothenburg,
Sweden.The school is fairly large with a student population of about 1,000, and
it is generally well functioning (students’ graduation marks are slightly above
the national average). In the Swedish educational system, high school classes
share a common curriculum for the better part of the three years of secondary
education (Persson & Oscarsson 2010), and the class is therefore a meaningful
unit for students.

The siting of the study allows us to study natural collectives of people
with a shared history and future rather than individuals brought together
only to participate in a social science inquiry. Nevertheless, the young age of
participants is a concern, as is the choice of national context. Developmental
psychologists have demonstrated that high school students from different
cultural contexts make judgments about democratic government similar to
adults (see Helwig et al. (2007) and the literature cited therein). Moreover,
university students are often used as subjects in laboratory experiments. In
this comparison, high school students are probably more diverse than uni-
versity students. In addition, we will use our vignette experiments, which
involved both students and adult participants, for empirical validation. With
regard to national context, Sweden is a fairly typical representative strong-
party democracy in which representational decision making is the default
arrangement.

Following the lead of experimental economics, we used money to create
an incentivised environment (Palfrey 2009). However, while experimental
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economics rewards participants individually, participants in our experiment
were rewarded collectively, following the outcome of the decision-making
process. This incentive structure was set up to ensure that participants cared
about the outcome of the decision. Specifically, each class was asked to use a
sum of money for either charity (Doctors Without Borders was the designated
recipient) or for a festivity of their own choosing.The average sum allocated to
each class was the equivalent of US$290 or €250.2

The choice between charity (altruism) and a festivity (material well-being)
represents a decision over distributive policies. While the type of policy deci-
sion is a constant in our field experiment, we can use findings from our vignette
experiments to see whether results generalise to regulatory policies as well.
Indicating that they do, student participants in these experiments made similar
legitimacy assessments whether they were considering regulatory policies on
banning religious symbols in schools and allowing teachers to seize students’
mobile phones, or distributive policies on spending money from fundraising
activities on charity or on a school trip (Gilljam et al. 2010).

We recruited 21 classes from the school, and then we randomly assigned
each of seven treatments to three classes with an average of 23 individuals
per class. Precisely, we decided in advance the number of classes to be
studied, and then randomly decided the order in which each treatment con-
dition should be applied. Acting independently from us, and often on short
notice, teachers contacted experimenters with a go-ahead for a trial in their
particular class.

In such cluster randomised designs, statistical precision is affected by both
the number of clusters per treatment and the number of individuals within
clusters (Raudenbush 1997). Because we wanted to contrast several arrange-
ments within a unified framework, and findings from our vignette experi-
ments were clear and consistent, we settled for a small number of clusters
per treatment (three), and thus for a design of relatively low statistical
power. As results are generally unambiguous, our design strategy worked out
satisfactorily.3

A series of nested analyses of variance (ANOVA) indicate a successful
randomisation. Results show that the observed variables ‘gender’, ‘particular
horizontal trust (in classmates)’, ‘political interest’, ‘self-reported left-right
placement’, ‘parents’ social class’ and ‘immigrant origin’ were about equally
distributed across treatment conditions (p > 0.05). From previous studies we
know that getting one’s preferences fulfilled has a strong impact on perceived
legitimacy (Esaiasson 2010). Within the respective treatment conditions, the
proportion of outcome winners (whose initial preferences were fulfilled)
and outcome losers (whose initial preferences were denied) were equally
distributed.
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Experimental proceedings

The experiment was conducted in the classroom of each class, and lasted on
average for 50 minutes. With some deviations between treatments (see the
online appendix for details), the experiment proceeded as follows. In the
introductory phase, experimenters declared that the study was part of a
research project on decision making, and then informed participants about the
decision they were about to make. Participants then reported their initial
preference regarding the use of money in a written questionnaire. Following
this, experimenters primed participants to consider institutional arrangements
by reminding them that collective decisions can be taken in different ways.
Thereafter, the manipulation was introduced as participants were told which
arrangement would be used in their class. This sequencing mimics real-world
politics in which typically decision-making arrangements are known to citizens
at an early stage of the policy-making process.

Experimenters then initiated a discussion about the pros and cons of the
two alternative outcomes – that is, giving money to charity or using the money
for a festivity of their own choosing. This was done because we wanted to hold
pre-decision deliberation constant at a relatively high level.4 When the inten-
sity of the discussion began to fade (usually after 20 minutes), participants
were again surveyed about their personal preference, and the experimenters
organised the decisive vote. The clear majority of classes (16 of 21) decided to
give the money to charity. As measured by post-discussion attitudes, 132 par-
ticipants (28 per cent) were denied their preferred outcome (according to
pre-discussion attitudes, the number of losers thus defined was slightly higher
at 159).We find no evidence that reactions towards the decision differ between
those who preferred one or the other outcome.

After learning about the outcome, participants were asked further survey
questions about their judgments regarding the outcome, procedural fairness
assessments and background information.There was no formal de-briefing, but
participants were promised (and later given) feedback on study results.5

Treatment conditions

To evaluate support for our hypotheses, we constructed five main and two
complementary treatment conditions. Table 1 presents an overview of the
seven conditions, and how they relate to the hypotheses.

Participatory constitution making (H1) is represented by a treatment (T1)
in which participants were initially asked to decide how they wanted the
substantive decision to be made.They were offered a menu of decision-making
arrangements: direct voting (secret ballot vote); consensual; representation;
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and expert decision by their teacher. Following this, each class used the pre-
ferred arrangement to make the decision.All classes assigned to this treatment
opted for direct decision making, either through majoritarian voting (two
classes) or through a consensual process (one class). A detailed description of
this and other treatments is provided in the online appendix.

To evaluate the idea of personal involvement in the decision-making
process (H2), we constructed three treatments, one for each generic arrange-
ment for decision making. In classes assigned to these treatments, the decision
was made by direct voting (T2), by three representatives who were elected by
participants (T3) or by the teacher in his or her role of expert administrator
(T4). These arrangements (as well as T5 and T6) were imposed by the experi-
menters and implemented in a fair way.

The complementary idea about consensual decision making (H3) is repre-
sented by a treatment (T5) in which participants were instructed to make a
unanimous decision. In this condition, the discussion continued until all par-
ticipants agreed to support one of the alternatives. The complementary idea
about lottery-based representation (H4) is represented by a treatment (T6) in
which the decision was made by three representatives selected by lottery.

Finally, the idea of (un)fair implementation of decision-making procedures
(H5) is represented by a treatment (T7) in which experimenters corrupted the
arrangement. For practical reasons we opted to corrupt only direct majoritar-
ian voting, which was hypothesised to generate the strongest legitimacy beliefs.
Following the example of Van Prooijen et al. (2006), we manipulated the
neutrality of the mediating third party (the experimenters). After the

Table 1. Experimental treatments

Participatory constitution-making (H1)

T1. Participants choose their preferred decision-making arrangement.

Personal involvement (H2)

T2. Direct majoritarian voting (secret ballot vote).

T3. Election-based representation (three representatives were elected by
participants).

T4. Expert decision making (decision taken by the class teacher in his or her role as
expert administrator).

Consensus and lottery-based representation (complementary hypotheses H3 and H4)

T5. Consensual decision making (unanimous agreement among participants).

T6. Lottery-based representation (three representatives were randomly selected).

Fairness in the implementation of arrangements (H5)

T7. Experimenters corrupted an arrangement for direct majoritarian voting.
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announcement of the outcome of a fairly implemented majoritarian vote,
experimenters started to question the epistemic quality of the decision and
provided additional information that favoured the losing alternative. After a
renewed discussion, participants were forced to vote a second time.6

Although not full factorial, the design enables us to contrast each experi-
mental treatment with theoretically relevant comparison groups. The logic of
our analysis – the exact comparison of groups – is presented in the results
section.

As a robustness check we present complementary findings from a series of
experiments in which decision-making arrangements were manipulated by
means of vignettes. These studies contribute variation on three contextual
factors: type of policy decision (regulatory policies and distributive policies);
age and type of participants (high school students, university students, teach-
ers, and adult citizens); and type of decision-making setting (high schools and
large-scale democracies). Most importantly for the purpose of generalisation,
for one set of studies, which all deal with a regulatory policy proposal (to ban
the use of religious symbols in schools), experiments cover both high schools
and large-scale democracies, and both student and adult participants. In the
school setting, the decision was taken by students in a referendum, by elected
representatives in a student council or by the collective of teachers. Corre-
spondingly, in the large-scale democracy setting the decision was taken by
citizens in a local referendum, by elected representatives in the city council or
by expert administrators in the local school board. In the school setting par-
ticipants were high school students (n = 387) and adult teachers (n = 201). In
the large-scale democracy setting, participants were political science students
at two Swedish universities (n = 132), and a convenience sample of the general
public recruited at the central station in the city of Gothenburg (n = 451).

In these and other vignette experiments referred to in the results section,
participants were given an identically worded text introducing them to the
policy proposal in question. Thereafter they received randomly distributed
information about the procedure for decision making, and about the outcome
of the procedure. Following this, they assessed the fairness of the procedure
using identical items to those in the field experiment.7

Results

Figure 1 presents the observed level of legitimacy belief associated with each
treatment condition. Importantly, our manipulations generate different levels
of legitimacy beliefs, with a high of 6.5 and a low of 5.0 (T2 and T3, respec-
tively). In absolute terms, and given that the dependent variable ranges from 1
to 7, this corresponds to a substantial 25 per cent of the maximum effect size.

decision making and legitimacy beliefs 11

© 2012 The Author(s)
European Journal of Political Research © 2012 European Consortium for Political Research



By looking at the observed means we learn moreover that treatments that
allow for some form of personal involvement (T1, T2, T5 and T7) generate
higher levels of legitimacy beliefs than representation (T3 and T6) and expert
decision making (T4).

Observed means are indicative, but systematic hypothesis testing requires
us to consider the hierarchical character of the data (Snijders & Bosker 1999).
To account for this, we estimated an intercept-only model with individuals (i),
in classes (j):

Procedural fairness assessment e uij ij j= + +α (1)

The intra-class correlation for this model shows that 16 per cent of the total
variance is located at the level of classes (see Table 1 in the online appendix).8

Indicating a reliable data structure, this is within the range of between cluster
variations that are found in American studies on student achievement (Hedges
& Hedberg 2007, cited in Konstantopoulos 2009).

To facilitate interpretation of the different treatment contrasts, the main
text will report the predicted level of procedural fairness assessment associ-
ated with respective treatment and comparison group as yielded by our mul-
tilevel models. To increase statistical efficiency, and to correct for remaining
imbalances on observed measures post-randomisation, we include covariates
that might explain participants’ initial attitudes towards decision-making
arrangements (Duflo et al. 2008; Gerber et al. 2010). Specifically, we include
gender, political interest, outcome winner/loser status, generalised horizontal
trust, vertical trust (in teachers and principal) and particular horizontal trust
(in classmates) as individual-level covariates, and grade level as a cluster-level
covariate.9 Readers should refer to the online appendix for detailed statistics.

H1: Participatory constitution making

Our test of H1 compares the level of legitimacy beliefs associated with par-
ticipatory constitution making (T1) to two different comparison groups. The

Figure 1. Observed mean levels of legitimacy beliefs.
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first consists of exogenously imposed direct voting, election-based representa-
tion and expert decision making (Treatments 2, 3 and 4).While this mechanism
is rarely discussed in the literature, the comparison will tell us whether par-
ticipants choose decision-making arrangements that are more effective than
the average for the three generic alternatives.

Figure 2 displays the predicted levels of legitimacy beliefs and error bars
illustrating 95 per cent confidence intervals for T1 and the comparison group
thus defined. H1 gains some, albeit weak, support from the results. In accor-
dance with predictions, procedural fairness assessments are higher for the
endogenously chosen decision-making alternative (6.2) than for the average
of the generic alternatives (5.7) that are exogenously imposed, but the dif-
ference barely reaches a standard level of statistical significance (p = 0.09,
one-tailed).

The second comparison group, which reflects the core mechanism of the
idea, consists of the same form of decision making as was chosen by partici-
pants in T1, but imposed exogenously by experimenters. This comparison will
tell us whether participation in the constitution-making process adds legiti-
macy over and above exogenously imposed arrangements. As all three classes
assigned to T1 opted for direct decision making – either a majoritarian secret
ballot vote (two classes), or consensual (one class) – the relevant comparison
groups are T2 and T5, respectively.

Results run against the hypothesis. In fact, the predicted level of procedural
fairness assessments is slightly higher when the arrangement is exogenously
imposed (6.4 versus 6.3 for majoritarian secret ballot vote, and 6.2 versus 6.0
for consensual decision making) albeit insignificant.10 Thus, contrary to the
claims of those advocating reform of constitution-making processes, and con-
trary to findings from experimental economics (Sutter et al. 2010), there is no
support for the idea that participation in constitution making in and of itself
generates stronger legitimacy beliefs.

Figure 2. Legitimacy beliefs associated with participatory constitution-making: predicted
values and 95 per cent confidence intervals.
Note: Estimates are derived from model 2 presented in Table 2 in the online appendix.
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H2: Personal involvement

From the idea of personal involvement (H2) follows the prediction that direct
decision making will generate stronger legitimacy beliefs than representation
and expert decision making. To determine whether this is supported by our
data, Figure 3 displays the predicted level of procedural fairness assessments
associated with T2 (majoritarian direct voting), T3 (election-based represen-
tation) and T4 (expert decision), respectively. To test a further implication of
the idea of personal involvement, Figure 3 also includes corresponding infor-
mation for participants (18 out of 128) who were selected as representatives in
T3 and T6 (election-based and lottery-based representation).

Our findings provide strong support for H2. Majoritarian secret ballot vote
is associated with significantly higher fairness assessments than the two main
alternatives (6.4 compared to 5.4 (expert) and 4.7 (representation), respec-
tively, p < 0.05, one-tailed). Our randomised field experiment thus generates
data that are consistent with the claims of participatory democrats and recent
field experiments (Olken 2010).

Adding further support to the hypothesis, the small group of participants
who were elevated to the status of representative report equally high levels of
procedural fairness assessments as those who made the decision by majoritar-
ian secret ballot vote (6.3 versus 6.4). While much previous research attributes
a high level of system support among elected representatives to their high-
status social origin and to socialisation factors (Sullivan et al. 1993; Rohr-
schneider 1996), the findings here suggests that representatives’ personal
involvement in the decision-making process plays a causal role as well.

With regard to the relative effectiveness of representational and expert
decision making, our findings indicate a relatively weak position for represen-
tational decision making. A comparison of T3 and T4 shows that procedural
fairness assessments are lower for representational decision making than for
expert decision making (p = 0.06, two-tailed). This finding confirms previous

Figure 3. Legitimacy beliefs associated with exogenously imposed fair arrangements: pre-
dicted values and 95 per cent confidence intervals.
Note: Estimates are derived from model 5 presented in Table 4 in the online appendix.
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research comparing representational decision making to high-status judicial
decision making (Gibson et al. 2005; Gash & Murakami 2009). Since the deci-
sion in our study is taken by an administrator – the teacher – with less formal
status than judges and court institutions, it suggest a relative advantage of
experts over representatives in terms of perceived neutrality and, perhaps,
knowledge and judgment.

To check the robustness of our findings, we turn to the series of comple-
mentary vignette experiments. Figure 4 present results from four experiments
that deal with a regulatory policy proposal (to ban the use of religious symbols
in schools) in both a high school setting and a large-scale democracy setting,
and that involve samples of high school students, university students, teachers,
and adult citizens. In all these experiments, participants gave significantly
higher procedural fairness assessments when the decision was taken by direct
majoritarian voting rather than by representation or expert decision making.

Figure 4. Effects of forms of decision making on legitimacy beliefs: results from vignette
experiments.
Note: Estimates are derived from models 6–9 presented in Table 5 in the online appendix.
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With regard to representation versus expert decision making, results are
mixed. In the school setting, and among political science students, the differ-
ence is statistically insignificant, whereas representation generates somewhat
stronger legitimacy beliefs among adult participants in the setting of a large-
scale democracy. We will return to the issue of external validity in the con-
cluding section, but overall findings from our studies strengthen beliefs that
the legitimising capacity of representational decision making is relatively
weak.

H3: Consensual decision making and H4: Lottery-based representation

Regarding the appeal of consensual decision making over majoritarian deci-
sion making, we turn back to the main experiment and compare legitimacy
beliefs associated with T2 (direct voting) and T5 (consensual decision
making). Looking at the observed means reported in Figure 1, it can be
noted that both secret ballot voting and consensual decision making are suc-
cessful relative to other forms of decision making, but that contrary to the
prediction of H3 the former is the most powerful generator of legitimacy
beliefs (6.5 versus 6.1). A systematic comparison within a multilevel analyti-
cal framework confirms this impression: direct majoritarian voting generates
somewhat higher levels of procedural fairness assessments (predicted values
6.4 versus 6.1, p = 0.38, two-tailed). Thus, results do not indicate that deciding
in a consensual way adds more legitimacy to the process than taking a direct
vote by secret ballots (for detailed information, see Table 4 in the online
appendix).

Addressing, then, the value of lottery-based representation, we compare
legitimacy beliefs associated with T3 (election-based representation) and T6
(lottery-based representation). Both treatments show relatively weak legiti-
mising capacity, but lottery-based representation is associated with a some-
what higher level of procedural fairness assessments than election-based
representation (5.1 versus 4.7; p = 0.11, one-tailed).

Notably, on this point our vignette experiment tells a partly different
story. In one further study on the ban of religious symbols in schools we
contrasted lottery-based representation with election-based representation
resulting from both a high turnout and a low turnout election. Results
showed that both types of election-based representation generated clearly
stronger legitimacy beliefs than lottery-based representation (Gilljam et al.
2010). While the need for further investigation is obvious, existing empirical
evidence does not suggest that lottery-based representation is particularly
appealing to citizens.
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H5: (Un)Fair implementation of decision-making arrangements

Figure 5 compares legitimacy beliefs associated with fair and unfair implemen-
tation of direct voting (T2 and T7). To assess the relative effectiveness of
implementation fairness (H5) and personal involvement (H2), the figure also
presents corresponding information for the fair implementation of represen-
tation (T3) and expert decision making (T4).

In accordance with expectations, a fair implementation generates higher
legitimacy beliefs than an unfair implementation of the same form of decision
making (6.4 versus 5.8; p = 0.05, one-tailed). However, while H5 is supported,
it should be noted that the most important factor seems to be personal involve-
ment. This is evident when we compare unfair direct voting with fair repre-
sentation and expert decision. Contrary to the expected outcome if procedural
fairness was a major concern for participants in this context, unfair direct
voting generates a significantly higher level of procedural fairness assessments
than decisions made in a fair way by elected representatives (5.8 versus 4.7;
p = 0.00, one-tailed). The corresponding difference between majoritarian
voting and fair expert decision making is also positive but statistically insig-
nificant (5.8 versus 5.4; p = 0.14, one-tailed). To reiterate: procedurally flawed
majoritarian voting generates clearly stronger legitimacy beliefs than fair
representation.

As always in experimental research, the fairness manipulation might fail
to capture the true effect of the explanatory factor. For instance, although
the third party was biased, our manipulation allowed participants to voice
their opinions prior to the decision. Because the opportunity to voice opin-
ions is a crucial aspect of decision-making procedures, this might override
some of the negatives associated with a biased third-party mediator.
However, there is also a more substantive interpretation to be made. In
collective decisions like the present one, group-serving tendencies may

Figure 5. Legitimacy beliefs associated with fair and unfair arrangements: predicted values
and 95 per cent confidence intervals.
Note: Estimates are derived from model 10 presented in Table 6 in the online appendix.
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undermine procedural fairness effects (Leung et al. 2007). Moreover, most
experimental studies on actual procedural fairness effects are laboratory-
based and consequently much more artificial than the setting of our study.
It might be that procedural violations appear less alarming in complex
decision-making situations.

While implications for procedural fairness theory are unclear, the findings
do provide further support for the idea of personal involvement. Regardless of
whether the arrangement was fairly or unfairly implemented, participants
appreciated the opportunity to be personally involved in the making of the
decision.

Conclusion

This article reports findings from an exploratory randomised field experiment
designed to mimic decision making in large-scale democracies. We have tested
empirical support for three broad ideas for legitimate collective decision
making: participatory constitution making, personal involvement in the
decision-making process, and fairness in the implementation of arrangements.
Perhaps surprisingly, the results clearly favour one idea over the others:
throughout the analyses we find that personal involvement through direct
voting increases legitimacy beliefs substantially, whereas support for the other
ideas is mixed.

As we believe it is a novel observation, we draw particular attention to the
finding that individuals who were selected as representatives ascribe more
legitimacy to the process than their peers. Thus, the legitimising capacity of
personal involvement not only applies to the many that occasionally make
decisions in direct arrangements, but also to the few who are appointed as
representatives.

The article is one of the first to bring experimental evidence to the dis-
cussion about legitimate decision making in large-scale democracies. To
ensure external validity we manipulate institutional arrangements that
resemble the ones used in real-world democracies, we study natural collec-
tives of individuals with a shared history and future, we use money to create
an incentivised environment, and we replicate our findings by means of
vignette experiments. These efforts notwithstanding, there are many and
obvious differences between our field experiment and nation-state democra-
cies: we deal with students of young age, none of whom have yet had the
opportunity to vote in a general election; our natural collectives are small
(20–25 individuals); and we focus on a single decision on a fairly simple
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question rather than on a continuous flow of decisions on complicated
matters. Clearly, there is need for replication in other populations, with other
issues and with repeated decisions.

Reflecting further on external validity, our manipulation of representa-
tional decision making differs the most from large-scale conditions. Despite
our efforts to make a case for representational decision making (we refer to
the appendix for details), real-world representatives are clearly more experi-
enced, socially exclusive, physically distant and engaged than the ones who
were elected in our study. It might well be that the benefits of representative
democracy are more obvious to affected individuals in nation-state settings
and when really important questions are dealt with. However, while the need
for replication in other settings is obvious, we emphasise that very little
research addresses head on the relative effectiveness of direct voting, election-
based representation and expert decision making, and that our finding about
the limits of representational decision making falls in line with research on
judicial legitimacy (Gibson et al. 2005; Gash & Murakami 2009).

Returning finally to our main substantive finding, it deserves repeating that
it favours the claims of participatory democrats (Pateman 1970; Barber 1984).
The results suggest that direct democratic voting has a special legitimising
appeal among citizens. This finding has also been confirmed in comparative
survey research by Bowler et al. (2007), who show that individuals in a large
number of countries are positive toward direct democracy and decision
making in referendums.

It should be noted, moreover, that the finding contradicts one of the fun-
damentals of stealth democracy theory (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse 2002). In
accordance with the theory we register widespread scepticism towards politi-
cal representation, but in contrast to the theory we find that individuals, when
provided the opportunity to take an active part in decision making, value
personal involvement. Our study thus supports recent efforts by Neblo et al.
(2010) to portray citizens as more easily engaged than the rather passive
bystanders described by stealth democracy theory.

National-level democracies are complex systems of government. Well-
functioning institutional arrangements must strike a balance between different
democratic and instrumental values (Bowler & Donovan 1998; Smith &
Tolbert 2004; for a survey of the arguments against direct democracy, see
Gilljam et al. 1998). However, while acknowledging the complexity of
national-level democratic government, the findings of this article add to the
growing literature that ascribes to direct majoritarian voting a special quality
in generating legitimacy. One policy implication that follows is that democratic
governments in search of legitimacy for difficult decisions are well advised to
involve citizens in the process.
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Notes

1. For a rare dissenting voice, see Morrell (1999).
2. Since each participant was assigned the equivalent of US$13 or €11, the precise sum

of money varied slightly across classes. No participant objected to the designated
recipient.

3. To compute a formal level of statistical power, we followed the procedure for two-level
balanced cluster design recommended by Konstantopoulos (2009). We used findings
from our vignette experiments to set an expected value of the effect size parameter d to
0.80; a survey of intraclass correlations for achievement data in American schools
reported in Konstantopoulos (2009) to set expected intraclass correlation �ρ to 0.20; and
our knowledge about conditions in the selected school setting to set the expected
number of individuals in each cluster to 25. Using these assumptions, the statistical
power of the experiment is 0.58, two-tailed, at the 0.10 level.

4. In another experiment, we manipulate the presence of pre-decision deliberation
(Persson et al. forthcoming).

5. Upon departure, the experimenters informed participants that other classes would be
taking part and asked for their discretion about details of their experience.As all classes
appeared genuinely curious during the introduction phase, we have no indication that
participants did not adhere to this call for discretion.

6. This treatment is inspired by the way some European governments allegedly have
handled unwelcome outcomes of referenda regarding further European integration.

7. Except for the study with high school students that only includes one of the indicators of
procedural fairness assessments: ‘How fair do you think matters were when the decision
was taken?’

8. This and subsequent models were estimated with the xtmixed command in STATA11.
We treat the dependent variable linearly, although it could also be treated as an ordinal
variable. However, results from ordered logit show that both estimation methods yield
substantially the same results.

9. Political interest, generalised horizontal trust, vertical trust (in teachers and principal)
and particular horizontal trust (in classmates) are all measured on seven-point scales.
When used in the regression models, all control variables are rescaled to theoretically
vary between ‘0’ and ‘1’ and they were subsequently mean-centred to facilitate inter-
pretation of the dummy variables for the treatments. Although we include a fairly large
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number of controls, models do not suffer from multicollinearity. None of the indepen-
dent variables have a VIF above the critical value 10.

10. For detailed statistics, see Table 3 in the online appendix.

Supporting Information

Additional Supporting Information may be found in the online version of this article:
Table 1. Empty variance components models, effects of legitimacy beliefs. Maximum Like-

lihood Estimation
Table 2. Effects of Participatory Constitution-making on Legitimacy. Maximum Likelihood

Estimation
Table 3. Effects of Participatory Constitution-Making on Legitimacy Beliefs. A Comparison

Between Endogenously (experimental group) and Exogenously (control group)
Arrangements for Decision-Making. Maximum Likelihood Estimation

Table 4. Effects of Fair Forms of Decision-Making on Legitimacy Beliefs. Maximum Like-
lihood Estimation

Table 5. Effects of Forms of Decision-Making on Legitimacy Beliefs. Results from vignette
experiments. Maximum Likelihood Estimation

Table 6. Effects of (Un)fair Forms of Decision-Making on Legitimacy Beliefs. Maximum
Likelihood Estimation

Please note: Wiley-Blackwell are not responsible for the content or functionality of any
supporting materials supplied by the authors. Any queries (other than missing material)
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