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Abstract Against the background of an increasing dependency of governance on 
specialized expertise and growing calls for citizen participation, this study discusses 
solutions to the tension between knowledge and democracy. It asks: Which insti-
tutions and practices add to striking a balance between knowledge-based decision-
making and the involvement of the affected? Based on the social studies of science, 
knowledge and expertise as well as democratic theory with a focus on participa-
tion, representation and inclusion, the study first identifies quality criteria of exper-
tise and participation, and then, with reference to two quite different, up-and-coming 
empirical answers to the epistemic-democratic tension, spells out the conditions of 
realizing these criteria in practice. In focus are a) highly complex, multi-layered 
structures of policy deliberation and advice that combine expert panels with a range 
of public input channels and b) the involvement of ‘lay experts’ into policy-making 
through participatory knowledge practices such as ‘service user involvement’ or ‘cit-
izen science’. The study underlines, inter alia, how claims that transcend individual 
viewpoints and integrate a multiplicity of experiences and concerns are of particu-
lar democratic and epistemic value; it points to the key role of organized advocacy 
groups when it comes to credibly combining a mandate to speak for others with 
useful and reliable experience-based expertise; and it illustrates the relevance of 
conflict-minimising institutions for the making of public policies.
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Introduction

This study deals with the relationship of democracy and knowledge in the policy-
making context. More specifically, it zooms in on a certain kind of knowledge, i.e. 
the specialized knowledge of experts (‘expertise’), and on a certain source of demo-
cratic legitimacy, i.e. the participation of those affected in political decision-making. 
Both expertise and political participation are key sources of authority and legitimacy 
in the policy development phase, but there is also a natural tension between the spe-
cialization and independence logic of reliable expert knowledge, on the one hand, 
and the equality and inclusion imperative of democratic participation, on the other. 
At first sight, this ‘epistemic-democratic tension’ seems to leave us with the unsatis-
factory choice between notoriously suboptimal democratic rule or elitist rule of the 
knowers. This contribution does not leave it at this apparent dilemma, but discusses 
tangible ways of reconciling epistemic and democratic demands.

To be sure, neither the two demands to policy-making, nor attention to the epis-
temic-democratic tension is new. In fact, the tension is as old as democratic govern-
ance, but it has been aggravated by two more recent societal shifts that can be sum-
marized as an ‘expertization’ and a ‘participatory turn’ of modern governance: As a 
result of quantum leaps in technical development, of the dynamics of globalization 
and social differentiation as well as a recent history of world-spanning crises, policy 
problems have become more and more complex and the dependency on special-
ized knowledge to regulate public issues has increased (Brown 2009; Fischer 2009; 
Krick 2021b). The last decades have also seen a sharp and steady increase of access 
to information and scientific knowledge, growing levels of educational attainment 
around the world and a global shift towards ‘knowledge societies’ and ‘knowledge 
markets’ that rely on – and bring about – highly specialized societies (Gornitzka and 
Krick 2018; Holst and Molander 2017). Spurred by a general rationality mandate of 
public policy-making, the ‘ceremonial worth’ of expertise (Meyer and Rowan 1977) 
and a widespread belief in the merits of ‘evidence-based policy-making’ (Straßheim 
and Kettunen 2014), policy-makers have become more and more inclined to base 
their political choices on expert knowledge to retain credibility (Krick and Gorni-
tzka 2020). The rise of powerful, detached expert bodies is one of the consequences 
of this development, the spread of technocratic governments, especially in times of 
crises, is another (Bickerton and Accetti 2017; Krick and Holst 2019; Majone 2001).

Partly as a response to ‘expertization’ and ‘scientization’ trends, public pres-
sures have increased to ‘democratize’ public policy-making by strengthening the 
transparency, social embedding and democratic control of expert bodies (Busuioc 
2009; Jasanoff 2003; Lövbrand et al. 2011; Krick and Holst 2019; Krick et al. 2019). 
With influential alternative schemes such as ‘post-normal science’ (Funtowicz and 
Ravetz 1993), ‘mode-2’ (Nowotny et al. 2001) and the ‘co-production’ of knowledge 
(Jasanoff 2003), science (and technology) studies have contributed to the debate 
about ‘opening up’ sense-making practices to increase the validity, usefulness and 
legitimacy of expertise-based governance.1 Apart from an uneasiness towards the 

1 To be sure, these schemes differ substantially, and the general idea of ‘opening up’ or ‘democratizing’ 
public knowledge production is not new (see, for instance, the notion of (participatory or collaborative) 
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power and the wanting accountability of experts, recent democratization pressures 
have further been fueled by the crisis of confidence in the traditional model of rep-
resentative democracy: With decreasing election turnout and party membership as 
well as declining levels of public trust in state institutions, citizens’ demands to tap 
new sources of legitimacy, participation and responsiveness have been raised more 
loudly, and, across Europe and the US, governments have responded to this pressure 
by attempting to engage the general public more directly into policy-making (Brown 
2009; Fischer 2009; Irvin and Stansbury 2004; Saward 2010).

The double development of an ‘expertisation’ and a ‘participatory turn’ of mod-
ern governance has in some ways accentuated the tension between epistemic and 
democratic demands to policy-making further, because knowledge-based policy-
making and participatory governance tend to draw into different directions and the 
views of the public and those of experts do not necessarily coincide. In fact, there is 
often a “noticeable tension between what scientists and technologists consider feasi-
ble and what the broader public finds acceptable or desirable” (Hansen and Allans-
dottir 2011: 609; see also Jasanoff 2003: 237; Young 2000: 53). Nonetheless, these 
perspectives need to be integrated in the course of public policy-making when we 
take both the participatory and the epistemic demand equally seriously. In direct col-
laborations between experts and non-experts, however, knowledge hierarchies often 
translate into power hierarchies to the advantage of experts (Epstein 1995: 429; 
Jasanoff 2003: 237; Young 2000: 53). What is more, the viewpoints of experts and 
citizens need to link up in a meaningful way with policy-makers. It is therefore more 
important than ever to ask: How can epistemic and democratic demands be recon-
ciled in the phase of policy development? How can experts and citizens’ viewpoints 
be interconnected and fed into the policy process? Which institutions and prac-
tices add to striking a balance between knowledge-based decision-making and the 
involvement of the affected?

This study shows that there are positive ways of responding to the epistemic-dem-
ocratic tension and it contrasts two up-and-coming approaches:

a) Complex, multi-layered structures of policy deliberation and advice that 
include a highly mixed range of actor groups and combine, for instance, a classic 
expert commission with a variety of public input channels such as ‘minipublics’2, 
online consultation tools or surveys (here termed: ‘complex deliberative arenas’ 
or, more specifically, ‘mixed, multi-layered arrangements of policy advice and 
consultation’).

b) The involvement of lay experts in policy-making through participatory govern-
ance practices such as ‘service user involvement’ or ‘citizen science’.

2 ‘Minipublics’ are often defined as randomly selected, deliberative citizen participation fora, such as 
‘planning cells’, ‘consensus conferences’ or ‘citizen juries’ (see Brown 2009: 251; Krick 2021b, 26; 
Steiner 2012: 33), but some authors understand the notion in a wider way that includes town hall meet-
ings and other open access consultation forums (see Curato/Böker 2016: 174f.; Fung 2003: 338f.).

‘action research’ originally coined by Lewin 1946); yet, the movement seems to have gained momentum 
during the last two decades.

Footnote 1 (continued)
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Both practices seem to be principally capable of reconciling participatory gov-
ernance and expertise- and evidence-based decision-making, but they also have to 
handle a range of dilemmas and they do this in different ways. While one relies on 
– and grapples with – maximum complexity, since it invites the broadest possible 
spectrum of actor groups into the deliberation process, the other one seems to mini-
mize complexity by merging the roles of expert and citizen and attributing them to 
one and the same person. This study scrutinizes the potential of the two approaches, 
points at key concerns to consider when using these practices and develops condi-
tions that contribute to high scores on both normative dimensions.

Before the key notions of expertise and participation are explored and concep-
tualized in the section entitled “Conceptualizing expertise and participation”, the 
upcoming section locates the study within the state of the art. The sections “Com-
plex, mixed and multi-layered deliberative arenas” and “Lay expert involvement” 
discuss the democratic and epistemic credentials of multi-layered advisory arrange-
ments and lay expertise, respectively, and point at conditions that help to score 
on both dimensions. In the conclusion, the approach of the study and the lessons 
learned are summarized and interconnections with a range of research debates are 
pointed out.

The Epistemic‑Democratic Relationship in Social Science Debates: The 
Study’s Theoretical Perspective Against the State of the Art

The relationship between expertise and participation and between experts and citi-
zens has been subject to much debate in different fields of the social sciences. Some 
fields, such as agency and delegation research, tend to stress conflicts between the 
autonomy of ‘de-politicized’ expert bodies and the accountability imperative of 
democracy (Ennser-Jedenastik 2016; Majone 2001).3 Other fields of research have 
rather made out room for reconciliation, and these are the debates that this study 
builds on: Within political theory, deliberative democracy’s ‘systems perspective’ 
has made an important point in emphasizing that the ‘ethical’, ‘epistemic’ and 
‘democratic’ functions of democracy do not have to be simultaneously fulfilled by 
every single political institution on its own, but can be distributed between insti-
tutions within a system (Mansbridge et  al. 2012). Different venues can share the 
work, with some being more expert-based, others representing the people well, 
and again others resolving conflicts of interest. Yet, this ‘division of labour’ is not 
without risks. If the venues of a system are not well interlinked, the different views 
of stakeholders, policy-makers, scientists and citizens will not be confronted with 
each other. This can strengthen knowledge hierarchies and other power imbalances, 
lead to translation problems and reinforce dichotomies between different groups, 
such as between ‘citizens’ and ‘experts’ (Brown 2009: 253). Some recent studies in 
the field, which focus on ‘coupling’ minipublics with representative institutions to 

3 A strong attention to the divides between experts and citizens also seems to characterize contemporary 
public debate around populism, technocracy, distrust in experts, disinformation and fake news to a con-
siderable extent.
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ensure transmission and impact of participatory input, deal with this problem, and 
they are particularly insightful for the analysis of mixed, multi-layered advisory and 
consultation arrangements in the section Complex, mixed and multi-layered delib-
erative arenas (Curato and Böker 2016; Hendricks 2016; Setälä 2017). These studies 
are complemented by democratic theory insights into questions of representation, 
participation and inclusion (e.g. Brown 2009; Fung 2006; Ryfe 2005; Steiner 2012; 
Urbinati and Warren 2008; Warren 2002; Young 2000), and by the discussion of an 
exemplary case of a multi-level policy advisory arrangement that managed to bal-
ance epistemic and democratic demands to a significant extent (Krick 2021b).

From a different perspective, the social studies of science, expertise and knowl-
edge also deal with the reconcilability of epistemic and democratic standards in 
processes of policy-making. Many contributions have stressed the manifold sources 
of useful knowledge, not least in the policy context, that stretch far beyond scien-
tific knowledge (see e.g. Blume 2017; Collins and Evans 2002; Eyal 2019; Corburn 
2003; Grundmann 2017; Jasanoff 2003; Maasen and Weingart 2005). The necessity 
to reconsider and readjust the detachment and closedness of science is often stated 
and a ‘democratization’ of science, knowledge and expertise has often been called 
for in these studies (see e.g. Jasanoff 2003; Maasen and Weingart 2005; Nowotny 
2003).4 Yet, it is not always spelled out what exactly a democratization would pre-
suppose and how it could be realized in the face of democratic dilemmas, epistemic-
democratic tensions and collective action problems. Particularly interesting for the 
study of lay expert involvement are those works in the field that examine the knowl-
edge resources of ‘ordinary citizens’, and amongst them those that highlight the rep-
resentativeness challenges that come with involving only small numbers of external 
actors into policy-making (Barnes 1999; Blume 2017; Jones et  al. 2021; Lehoux 
et al. 2012; Martin 2008; Meriluoto 2017; Pols 2014). When conceptualizing exper-
tise in the upcoming section, studies that theorize about the conditions of reliable, 
persuasive and useful expertise of different origin are built on in addition (Beck and 
Forsyth 2015; Collins and Evans 2002; Grundmann 2017; Haas 2004; Holst and 
Molander 2017; Krick 2021b; Lentsch and Weingart 2011) as well as exemplary 
empirical studies of patient and service user expertise (Epstein 1995; Meriluoto 
2017; Noorani 2013).

Conceptualizing Expertise and Participation

Based on debates in the social studies of science, knowledge and expertise and on 
democratic theory with a focus on participation, representation and inclusion, this 
section conceptualizes the notions of ‘expertise’ and ‘participation’ as key terms of 
this study, and, in the course of this, specifies what constitutes ‘good’ expertise and 
‘good’ participation.

4 This appeal extends to contemporary public and political debate. See e.g. the Wikipedia entry on 
‘Democratization of knowledge’ (https:// en. wikip edia. org/ wiki/ Democ ratiz ation_ of_ knowl edge) or the 
EU Commission-sponsored platform eu-citizen.science (https:// eu- citiz en. scien ce/ about/).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democratization_of_knowledge
https://eu-citizen.science/about/
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Expertise can be paraphrased as the specialized knowledge that experts hold. 
From a sociological-relational viewpoint, ‘expert’ is a social status, a role that an 
audience attributes to somebody who is deemed to hold (or qualified to gener-
ate) reliable knowledge about a certain issue (Eyal 2019: 22; Krick 2021b: 46f.; 
Straßheim 2008: 292). Someone who is believed to be an expert is furthermore 
expected to give advice, make judgments, mediate or identify courses of action 
(Eyal 2019: 24; Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993: 748; Grundmann 2017: 26, 42; Jasa-
noff 2005: 3; Nowotny 2001: 151; Krick 2021a: 11; Straßheim 2013: 68f.). ‘Exper-
tise’ (as well as ‘expert’) is an ‘epistemological badge’ that signifies a high reliabil-
ity and usefulness and often presupposes a certain disinterestedness or objectivity 
of those in the role of an expert (Haas 2004: 573, 576; Krick and Holst 2019: 126; 
Lentsch and Weingart 2011: 361; cf. Grundmann 2017: 26, 45). Expertise usually 
relates to something that is to some extent original, non-ubiquitous and thus not held 
by (almost) everyone (hence ‘specialized’ knowledge) (Krick 2021a: 11). One would 
usually not use the term simply for everyday knowledge that most people acquire 
by doing something often (e.g. riding a bike or or washing up). Expertise claims 
are furthermore particularly useful and reliable when they transcend an individual 
perspective, i.e. draw on manifold observations and a certain agreement amongst 
experts (Beck and Forsyth 2015: 6; Jones et  al. 2021: 562; Lentsch and Weingart 
2011: 367). Multi-perspectivity, a balance of viewpoints or even consensual closure 
consolidate expertise claims and lend them a specific kind of objectivity (Holst and 
Molander 2017: 248; Krick and Holst 2019: 127).

When we accept these characteristics, expertise can  incorporate scientific, pro-
fessional and credentialed knowledge as well as non-credentialed, informal, tacit 
and alternative forms. It comprises practical know-how as well as scholastic knowl-
edge, and mixtures of these forms. It can include ‘core science’, as well as man-
dated, ‘regulatory’ and ‘post-normal’ science (Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993; Jasanoff 
2005), ‘contributory’ as well as ‘interactional expertise’ (Collins and Evans 2002; 
Eyal 2019). Useful expertise can be the ‘scientific knowledge’ of academics, the 
‘administrative knowledge’ typically held by civil servants, the ‘professional knowl-
edge’ held by practitioners in certain occupational fields, the ‘sector-specific knowl-
edge’ of stakeholders, the ‘local knowledge’ held by users of a locality (farmers or 
residents e.g.), or the ‘experience-based knowledge’ of public service users such as 
patients, to name but a few (Beck and Forsyth 2015: 15; Collins and Evans 2002: 
238, 266; Fischer 2000: 193ff.; Maasen and Weingart 2005: 14; Meriluoto 2017: 
295).

The notion of (political) participation can be defined in its most simple way as 
the variety of voluntary actions by those outside the system of government that 
aim at influencing policies or politicians (Gabriel and Völkl 2005: 528; Verba et al. 
1995: 38). Despite very positive connotations and a general “participatory enthusi-
asm” (Polletta 2016; see also Krick et al. 2019; Meriluoto 2017) in modern socie-
ties, there is usually little agreement on what constitutes ‘good’ participation (Fis-
cher 2009: 101). This has to do with the fact that participation is not necessarily 
particularly ‘democratic’ or “good in itself” (Brown 2009: 223): If election turnout 
falls to very low degrees, if only the very privileged or those with anti-democratic 
values get involved in policy-making, or if participatory endeavours are completely 
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detached from actual political decision-making, the democratic quality of partici-
pation is at stake. Besides, the notion of participation certainly covers a variety of 
actions that differ in their degree of empowerment, ranging from citizens being 
informed or consulted to the handing-over of genuine political authority.

From a democratic theory standpoint, participation is ‘good’, i.e. democratically 
legitimate, when all those affected by a decision are effectively involved into mak-
ing the decision (Fung 2006: 66; Gabriel and Völkl 2005: 528; Verba et al. 1995; 
1; Warren 2002: 693; Young 2000: 5–6). The circle of those affected can in some 
cases be rather small, but many political issues concern large strata of society, affect 
whole nations or extend across borders. Under conditions of mass democracy, of 
the complexity of many problems and the myriad of collective decisions that need 
to be made in a society, the idea of involving everyone directly into every issue of 
concern can indeed be called “fanciful” (Dahl 1994: 32; see also Fung 2006: 66; 
Young 2000: 124). Since people can only directly participate in some decisions 
on certain selected issues, in all other cases “stakeholder” or “delegated participa-
tion” (Warren 2002: 686; see also Ansell and Gash 2007), i.e. indirect participation 
through representatives needs to be the rule, and this necessitates selection. This is 
by no means easy to get right, as underlined by the ‘social privilege bias’ that char-
acterizes many innovative, alternative and deliberative forms of participation and 
knowledge co-production (Fischer 2009: 70; Fung 2006: 67; Krick 2021b: 43, 139; 
Martin 2008: 37; Ryfe 2005: 52; Steiner 2012: 49; Young 2000: 34). Whenever a 
selection needs to be drawn and delegates are chosen, questions of representative-
ness, i.e. legitimate representation, pose themselves. Two quintessential pathways 
to realizing democratic representation are usually distinguished in the literature (see 
e.g. Brown 2009; Krick 2021b; Pitkin 1967; Saward 2010; Urbinati and Warren 
2008; Young 2000): Descriptive representation relies on the similarity between the 
selected and those they stand for and it is usually realized by drawing lots (random 
selection). When it is applied to more than very few demographic criteria, it presup-
poses a large sample. Especially in deliberative decision procedures that work best 
in small groups, comprehensive descriptive representation is therefore often difficult 
to achieve (Ryfe 2005: 51; Young 2000: 124ff). Substantive representation builds 
on acts of authorization and accountability between the selected and their constitu-
ency and it is usually realized by targeted recruitment or voting methods. It is most 
directly and transparently fulfilled by democratically organized, membership-based 
civic organizations (such as political parties and civic groups), which entertain 
ongoing accountability relationships with their constituents and are formally author-
ized to speak for them (Saward 2010: 95ff.; Urbinati and Warren 2008: 404f.).5

Apart from questions of inclusion (and subsequently representation), the defi-
nition of democratic participation given above also points at an impact- or effec-
tiveness-dimension. This does not mean that every participatory practice must be 

5 To be sure, accountability relationships can also be established more indirectly on the grounds of a 
track record of credible, engaged advocacy, intimate knowledge of the community, public recognition, 
audits or performance indicators (Krick 2021b: 151; Saward 2010: 95ff.; Urbinati and Warren 2008: 
404f.).
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guaranteed an immediate effect or that any consultative input should to be fully 
implemented into law. In fact, whether a pronounced impact is desirable in individ-
ual cases inter alia hinges on the degree of inclusion as well as the epistemic value 
of the respective participatory endeavour (Fung 2006: 67; Krick 2021b: 45). Yet, as 
a general rule, participation needs to be meaningful and taken seriously by decision-
makers, while ‘pseudo-participation’ that is set up as a token exercise or for manipu-
lation purposes is rather problematic (Fischer 2009: 74; Young 2000: 24). Especially 
when asked for input in ‘invited spaces’, of course, citizens should have a fair chance 
to be heard by policy-makers, and this is, not least, affected by the ability of citizens 
to convey an unequivocal, broadly backed message that closes down contestation 
(Lövbrand et al. 2011: 485; Krick 2021b: 43). It also helps when the advisory and 
consultation arrangement is firmly embedded into the policy process (Fung 2006: 
66; Hendricks 2016: 50; Setälä 2017: 854).

These wide and integrative conceptualizations of participation and expertise 
already move the epistemic and democratic dimension closer towards each other 
and indicate points of contact. The gap that appears so wide when one concentrates 
on expert-lay-dichotomies or on tensions between ‘expertisation’ and a ‘participa-
tory turn’ already closes to some extent. From these integrative perspectives, the 
roles of expert and citizen are no longer miles apart, but can be merged and fulfilled 
simultaneously, for instance by delegates of advocacy groups or by citizen experts. 
The upcoming two sections make the reconciliation of epistemic and democratic 
demands more concrete by spelling out how two quite different participatory knowl-
edge practices realize it and which specific challenges they each grapple with. Both 
sections start by defining the practice in focus and underlining its popularity and 
potentials (a). They then specify some of the most important normative and practi-
cal challenges at play in the respective contexts (b) and show how empirical cases 
deal with them under exemplary conditions (c). This will spell out how the norma-
tive criteria of democratic participation and reliable expertise (sketched above on 
a rather abstract level) translate to real cases and point out conditions for balanc-
ing epistemic and democratic norms that can potentially guide future use of these 
practices.

Complex, Mixed and Multi‑layered Deliberative Arenas

a) The first participatory practice in focus are complex deliberative arenas., i.e. 
multi-layered institutions of policy deliberation that bring together a mix of differ-
ent actors (scientists, stakeholders, members of the general public, civil servants, 
politicians, practitioners etc.) in a shared quest for joint policy proposals on a certain 
issue. These institutions are usually set up by governments and they seem to be pro-
liferating: A new study of the Norwegian context demonstrates a tendency towards 
linking up classic expert commissions with ‘minipublics’ and online participation 
tools, for instance (Krick et al. 2019). For the German context, recent studies have 
emphasized a tendency towards setting up institutional innovations that complement 
the ‘classic forms’ of policy advice and deliberation and a general extension, hybrid-
ization and informalization of the advisory system (Czada 2014; Krick 2021b; Veit 
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et al. 2017). This corresponds to a change in deliberative democracy studies, where 
attention has shifted away from isolated, small-scale minipublics and towards a sys-
tems perspective that takes networks of deliberative fora and their political embed-
ding into account (see e.g. Curato and Böker 2016; Hendricks 2016; Setälä 2017; 
Mansbridge et al. 2012).

b) While the multiplicity of input and deliberation channels certainly bears demo-
cratic and epistemic potential, complex structures with high and multi-dimensional 
standards can also bring about a variety of frictions. Not only epistemic-democratic 
tensions have to be dealt with. The democratic dimension is also complex in itself 
and can produce a range of ‘democratic dilemmas’. Besides, collective action prob-
lems abound when a multiplicity of participants needs to develop joint policy pro-
posals and speak with a more or less unified voice. Democratic theory and participa-
tory governance research have pointed out tensions between the degree of inclusion 
and transparency of a decision-making process, on the one hand, and the civility 
of deliberation and the degree of consensual closure it likely achieves, on the other 
(Mansbridge et al. 2012: 19; Ryfe 2005: 51; Steiner 2012: 125ff.). It is especially 
the number of participants and the differentiation of input channels that potentially 
undermines the likelihood of integrating everyone fairly and reaching agreement. 
What is more, it is often particularly the inclusive and deliberative minipublics that 
are very weakly embedded into the policy process and lack impact, despite their 
democratic credentials (Irvin and Stansbury 2004: 59; Steiner 2012: 33).

c) An outstanding case of a multi-layered, mixed consultation and advice 
arrangement will now be analyzed in depth in order to tease out those institutional 
conditions that can help to score both on the dimension of democratic participation 
and on the reliable expertise-dimension. These insights will be complemented with 
research on deliberative systems and the coupling of minipublics with representa-
tive institutions. In focus is the search for a final repository for highly radioactive 
waste in Germany, and more specifically the participatory process accompanying 
the first phase of this search.6 Located at the centre of this process was a ‘classic’, 
mixed expert commission, the ‘final storage committee’ (‘Endlagerkommission’) 
that was composed of a wide range of professional experts and representatives of 
affected interests, political parties and the German constituent states. In this ‘core 
committee’, many participants held the double role of expert and representative of a 
certain societal interest. The committee received input from a large variety of face-
to-face public fora and from several online consultation tools that were designed 
for different target groups (e.g. ‘young adults’, the ‘general’ and the ‘informed pub-
lic’, professionals, expert civil servants and those regions that potentially qualified 
as storage sites). The participation approach answered to both descriptive and sub-
stantial representation standards in that it combined the random selection of par-
ticipants with open access fora and the targeted recruitment of advocacy groups and 

6 The committee’s mandate was to agree on criteria for selecting a final repository for highly radioactive 
waste in Germany and on the participatory process accompanying the site selection process. This task 
was accomplished in July 2016 after more than one and a half years of intensive deliberation. For a full 
account of this case, see Krick (2021b).
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experts. The committee furthermore opted for an exceptionally high standard of dis-
closure.7 It also deliberated on a high scholarly level: A large majority of the com-
mittee members had pronounced issue-related expertise and experience themselves, 
and external, particularly independent scientists were included in addition through 
expert hearings and written work. While the general public was not addressed as 
experts and the involvement of experience-based, lay expertise was not emphasized, 
different kinds of specialized, non-ubiquitous and highly relevant expertise held by 
stakeholders, practitioners, administrative and scientific experts were tapped and 
seriously dealt with (Krick 2021b).

Despite its complex structure and the many voices included, as well as high 
scores on the epistemic and democratic dimension, the final storage committee and 
its numerous annexed input channels managed to integrate and balance the multi-
plicity of expert, citizen, stakeholder and policy-maker voices very successfully and 
fed them into the policy-making process. The aggregation and integration of voices 
is not a given, and it becomes a real challenge when numerous channels of input 
are opened. But this is a difficulty that needs to be dealt with because policy advice 
and consultation endeavours lack formal decision-making authority and their mes-
sages therefore need to be as unambiguous and broadly backed as possible in order 
to reach their target.

In the case of the final storage committee, exceptional degrees of transparency 
and public involvement could have been liabilities, but instead turned out to be cor-
nerstones of the committee’s reputation and authority. Together with the consider-
able level of expertise involved, they helped to build trust among participants and 
bridge the deep divides between two opposing camps on the issue of final storage in 
Germany, so that widely supported and balanced suggestions were put forward that 
developed considerable policy impact. On top of genuine commitment on all sides 
and generous time resources that are an important precondition for meaningful and 
thorough deliberations (Smith and Setälä 2018: 5), a range of institutional devices 
contributed to reconciling high epistemic and democratic standards with an effec-
tive aggregation of voices (see Table  1 for an overview): First of all, a relatively 
narrow mandate helped to focus the debate and to keep conflicts in check because 
it reduced the number of affected interests and allowed concentration on solving the 
most pressing issues. Second, since participation rights were nuanced, a large vari-
ety of actors could be involved into the development of the proposals, but the num-
ber of those entitled to make the final decision was kept down at the same time: The 
participatory structure centred around a core committee, in which many members, 
and particularly intermediary organizations such as parties and interest groups, com-
bined the double role of expert and societal representative, thus reducing the size of 
the decision round. In addition, only half of this committee’s members had voting 
rights on the final report, while the other half shaped the draft report very actively, 

7 The final storage committee produced videos of all of its plenary sessions that were streamed on TV 
and available on the committee website. It also produced verbatim records of its working group and ple-
nary sessions, allowed access to all the materials and studies used in the committee, and even opened up 
its plenary sessions to visiting members of the public.
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but did not vote on it at the very end. Further key actors participated in slightly 
minor roles: for instance, government delegates acted as observers of the commit-
tee’s work without holding speaking rights, and the annexed public and expert fora 
provided non-binding input that the committee dealt seriously with and responded 
to. Third, a range of conflict-minimizing decision rules further facilitated agreement. 
Examples for such rules are the use of a ‘consensus-minus-one-rule’ and the pos-
sibility to publish dissenting voices or to use a ‘nostrification procedure’, that allows 
a collective to let an outcome stand as the position of the group, without every indi-
vidual supporting the decisions in all details (Krick 2021b: 179). These devices can, 
at best, reduce polarization and prevent obstruction, appease marginalized or radi-
cal groups and allow the demonstration of a certain amount of disagreement (e.g. 
vis-à-vis one’s constituency), without having to exit or veto the process. Marginal 
positions potentially ‘save face’ and ‘side with the winners’ at the same time (Krick 
2017).

Fourth, manifold transmission mechanisms interconnected the different ven-
ues (i.e. the committee, the annexed input fora, parliament and government), inte-
grated a variety of expert voices and societal input, ensured the structure’s integrity 
and paved the way for implementation. The transmission mechanisms were loose 
forms of coupling, which provide for a flow of information and communication 
between the system’s parts, allow for processes of convergence, mutual influence 
and account-giving, but prevent interference and direct control (Brown 2006: 213; 
Busuioc 2009: 606; Mansbridge et al. 2012: 23; Hendricks 2016: 44). The following 

Table 1  Institutional devices that help reconcile epistemic, democratic and collective choice demands in 
complex deliberative arenas

Institutional devices Effects

Narrow mandate Focuses debate
Potentially keeps conflicts in check
Minimises the round of affected interests
Makes solution of most pressing issues more likely

Conflict-minimising decision rules (consensus-
minus one, abstentions, dissenting voices, nostrifi-
cation rule etc.)

Can reduce polarisation and prevent obstruction
Potentially appeases marginalised and radical 

groups
Allows demonstration of disagreement without 

having to exit the process
Nuanced participation rights & a prime role for 

intermediary organisations
Allows broad integration of many voices without 

attributing individual vetorights
Keeps final decision round small, thus reduces 

degree of conflict
Loose coupling with policy-makers (no direct con-

trol, but feedback loops and two-sided transmis-
sion mechanisms)

Ensures flow of information and communication 
between key venues (both ways)

Allows for processes of convergence, mutual influ-
ence and account-giving

Allows integration and aggregation of a variety 
of input

Adds to the structural integrity of the consultative 
arrangement

Facilitates implementation of recommendations
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examples can illustrate this: On top of governmental observers and the detailed feed-
back the committee delivered to the public input it received, committee members 
acted as ‘ambassadors’ in the public fora. There, they explained the committee’s 
positions and were in turn able to communicate the positions expressed in the public 
fora back into the committee. Besides, several members of parliament’s environmen-
tal standing committee, which was to deal with the committee report, held seats in 
the committee. This double-hats-principle made for a two-sided transmission mech-
anism that further facilitates the translation of policy advice into law (Setälä 2017, 
854).

Lay Expert Involvement

a) The second phenomenon that will be given attention is the involvement of ‘lay’ 
(or ‘citizen’) experts into policy-making. Lay expert refers to individuals that are 
thought capable of bringing in public viewpoints and specialized knowledge at the 
same time, i.e. persons who combine the role of an expert and the role of a societal 
representative. Typically, the expertise that lay experts are expected to hold is first 
and foremost based on first-hand life experience, rather than training, discursive rea-
soning or professional activity (Bellander and Landqvist 2020; Collins and Evans 
2002; Meriluoto 2017; Noorani 2013). It is usually non-certified, context-bound, 
often rather tacit than written down and “obtained by being part of a phenomenon” 
(Blume 2017: 94; see also Fischer 2000: 197). In effect, lay knowledge often tran-
scends the personal experience of individuals and reflects the views, lives and tra-
ditions of a community (Corburn 2003: 421; Jones et al. 2021: 569). What makes 
for the participatory, democratic credentials of lay expert involvement is not always 
made explicit, but some coveted credentials stand out: Lay citizens invited to policy-
making processes are often expected to be ‘ordinary’, ‘typical’ or ‘average’, they 
should have a ‘sense of the common good’ and be able to speak for others, they 
should be detached or disinterested as well as enthusiastic and devoted to the task 
they are involved in (see Brown 2009: 231ff.; Lehoux et al. 2012: 1844; Lezaun and 
Soneryd 2007: 280, 284; Martin 2008: 46ff.).

The involvement of lay experts potentially compensates for the elitist and socially 
detached character of certified expertise and science-based policy advice in par-
ticular. It promises to contribute to citizens’ self-efficacy and empowerment and it 
potentially generates more adequate, efficient and cheaper co-produced public ser-
vices, thus providing extra legitimacy for governance (see also Krick and Meriluoto 
2022: 2; Martin 2008: 41; Meriluoto 2017: 2ff., 2018: 125f.; Noorani 2013: 50). 
Because of this normative potential, the involvement of lay experts has gained cur-
rency in a range of different contexts and policy fields: Lay experts play a part as 
‘experts-by-experience’ in health policy, as ‘local experts’ in city planning policy, 
as ‘citizen scientists’ in environmental policy, as ‘expert citizens’ (‘sachverständige 
Bürger’) in monument protection policy, and as ‘service users’ in public adminis-
tration reform, for instance (Krick 2021a). The typical channels through which lay 
experts access the policy-making realm are advisory panels, monitoring boards, 
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minipublics, parliamentary hearings and more informal collaborative meetings 
between policy-makers and societal stakeholders (Epstein 1995: 426; Noorani 2013: 
52; Jones et al. 2021: 567).8

b) Yet, frictions can occur between the democratic, participatory credentials of 
the citizen role and the knowledge resources of the expert. The above-listed expec-
tations towards lay experts are ambiguous and some of them seem to draw into 
rather different directions: There may be a preference for ‘ordinary’ people’s input 
in many engagement practices (Barnes 1999: 79; Lezaun and Soneryd 2007: 284, 
294), but what it means to be an ‘ordinary’, ‘average’ or ‘typical’ citizen is actu-
ally far from straightforward. It is a question that needs to be dealt with, however, 
because it makes a huge difference whether we speak of a randomly selected person, 
a politically unengaged person, someone in an average social position (e.g. regard-
ing income or education), a person holding the political views of the population’s 
majority or a rather disenfranchised person on the margins of society. In any case, 
we should avoid to construct a ‘common good’ that a non-specified ‘ordinary’, ‘typi-
cal citizen’ would be able to convey or to prematurely assume a purer, somehow 
more authentic perspective of a random lay person (see also Brown 2009: 253; Hen-
nen 2012: 36; Krick 2021a: 10).

The prioritization of average, ordinary lay persons also to some extent con-
flicts with holding expertise. After all, one cannot expect everyone, or a randomly 
selected person (if that is the meaning of ‘average’), to hold expertise that is of spe-
cial value in policy-making. As argued above, knowledge claims need to be useful 
and instructive for others to qualify as expertise – whether lay, alternative exper-
tise or credentialed forms –, and this usually applies only to relatively unique, non-
ubiquitous insights and experiences (Krick 2021a: 11). What is more, lay expertise 
originates in being personally affected and holding that kind of knowledge therefore 
also conflicts with being disinterested. The norm of disinterestedness furthermore 
disagrees to some extent with an eagerness to get engaged at all and it is also often 
not self-explanatory on what grounds a disinterested, uncommitted and detached 
person can speak for other members of a community (Barnes 1999: 79; Lezaun and 
Soneryd 2007: 284, 294; Martin 2008: 41, 49).

c) With reference to empirical studies about patient expertise, the upcoming sec-
tions investigate the keys to reconcile epistemic reliability and usability with demo-
cratic credentials of lay expertise practices. It will be shown that, first, lay expert 
claims may originate in personal, often bodily experiences, but gain legitimacy 
and validity when, second, a range of authentic voices and kinds of knowledges are 
pooled and when, third, these claims are expressed by organized, professional col-
lectives of lay experts.

To be sure, every voice has a right to express itself, and anyone with relevant 
experience may have something interesting to contribute. Yet, first, we need to 
assume a variety of partly competing voices under conditions of pluralism and sec-
ond, from a democratic standpoint, larger shares of the citizenry surely outweigh the 

8 Lay experts of course also use grassroots-initiated participation channels such as campaigns and organ-
ized protests, but the focus is here on official, invited forms of involvement.
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viewpoint of an individual citizen. This difference in political authority between col-
lective and individual standpoints is also reflected by the above-mentioned expecta-
tions towards lay experts: They are often not just asked to say what they think indi-
vidually, but to express the more authoritative view of a social group (Lehoux et al. 
2012; Martin 2008). Yet, when a person is chosen to represent an ‘average’ view-
point and speak for others, questions of legitimate representation pose themselves 
from a standpoint of democratic participation (see section Conceptualizing exper-
tise and participation). Since lay experts, as shown above, do usually not access the 
policy realm through mass devices of participation (such as elections), but through 
quite specialized venues with only few participants, descriptive, statistical represen-
tation cannot be achieved and substantive representation by delegates needs to be 
aimed for. Certainly, not only the democratic authority of a statement rises, when 
it transcends individual perspectives and experiences. It also adds to the epistemic 
authority of claims (Krick 2021a: 12).

While personal, individual experiences may be the basis of (useful) lay exper-
tise, this kind of knowledge is often enriched and complemented by other forms of 
knowledge. The expertise of patients, for instance, not only draws on their ‘raw’ 
experience with a disease, but often also on the experiences of their peers that is 
shared in self-help forums, as well as credentialed scholastic knowledge learned 
from self-study and talk with medical professionals (Blume 2017; Noorani 2013; 
Pols 2014; Jones et al. 2021). As health studies have pointed out, this mix of knowl-
edges and the process of comparing and sharing illness- and treatment-related tes-
timonies, widens illness-related wisdom. It validates claims about illness, turns 
patients’ expertise into an epistemic resource for others and overall enhances the 
acceptance and credibility of patients’ claims (Blume 2017: 95; Epstein 1995: 428; 
Noorani 2013: 58ff.; Jones et al. 2021: 568). For both democratic and epistemic rea-
sons, lay, experience-based expertise that integrates a multiplicity of experiences 
and affected perspectives is likely to be considered more objective and authoritative 
than insights that build on personal experience only. To achieve this, training courses 
for lay ‘experts-by-experience’ have been established in the public health systems of 
many countries (e.g. Finland, Germany, UK). In these courses, people with illness 
and health treatment histories are trained to analyze and distance themselves from 
their personal experience, in order to provide peer support and advise experts and 
policy-makers in a preferably rational, impartial and unemotional way (Blume 2017; 
Martin 2008; Meriluoto 2017; Noorani 2013; Pols 2014; Jones et al. 2021). Process-
ing, generalizing and rationalizing personal insights in this way is meant to enable 
the trained expert-by-experience to speak on a par with decision-makers, convinc-
ingly advocate the group’s view and provide input that is considered useful and reli-
able (Blume 2017; Martin 2008; Pols 2014; Jones et al. 2021). Yet, this ‘making of 
experts’ has also been criticized by both participants and researchers for taming and 
streamlining people and compromising the authenticity of their knowledge (Meri-
luoto 2017: 3; Blume 2017: 97; Noorani 2013: 54; Jones et al. 2017: 567f.). Studies 
on health and illness expertise have also shown repeatedly that patients speaking 
the language of science and concurring with medical views are more likely to com-
pel researchers and policy-makers to listen (Blume 2017: 101; Epstein 1995: 418; 
Noorani 2013: 56; Jones et  al. 2017: 569). Therefore, while the task of polishing 
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and abstracting from personal experiences and of ‘proto-professionalising’ (Blume 
2017: 97) is likely to enhance the representativeness and objectivity as well as the 
consequentiality of lay expert claims, pure experiential knowledge and alternative, 
critical voices are at risk of being lost in the process (Noorani 2013: 56; Jones et al. 
2021: 568f.).

What is more, individual citizens can of course easily become overburdened by 
the task of integrating and advocating all relevant viewpoints of their social group 
(let alone ‘the public’ at large) and a general preference for unaffiliated individu-
als can therefore compromise the legitimacy of participatory knowledge practices. 
Incorporating the manifold voices of the affected comes much more naturally to col-
lectives of lay experts. Not only can their members share the work, they are also in 
a position to ensure substantive representation (Krick 2021a: 10). As Barnes (1999, 
70f.) points out, organizing as groups within social movements creates the very 
conditions under which it is possible for people to act as genuine ‘representatives’ 
of communities of identities (see also Jones et al. 2021). Interest organizations can 
establish effective communication channels and accountability relationships with 
the people they speak for, which enable them to pool the knowledge, experience and 
interests of many affected individuals and feed these perspectives into the policy-
making process.

Research on the health sector has pointed to a range of positive examples where 
patient groups made convincing collective claims to political participation and to 
highly specialized expertise, and on the grounds of this input as well as their organi-
zation, professionalism and targeted campaigning accessed the policy process and 
became influential policy advisors. A particularly intriguing example is provided 
by Epstein’s (1995) case study on AIDS/HIV activists: In more or less hierarchi-
cal, organized groups, these activists developed the capacity to present themselves 
as the legitimate voice of the affected by building a collective identity and asserting 
political claims on that basis (Epstein 1995: 419). They interconnected epistemic 
with moral arguments and, through sharing, merging and processing different kinds 
of experiences and information, built a body of reliable, generalizable knowledge 
claims. They thus engaged in the construction of social knowledge and were ulti-
mately able to influence what counts as credible. They succeeded in convincing the 
biomedical establishment, monopolized the capacity to say what the affected want 
and acquired seats on a range of policy advisory boards (Epstein 1995: 426). Yet, 
to be sure, the organization and professionalization of activists can also increase 
the gap between the engaged and the rest of the affected: “As activist leaders have 
become full-fledged experts, they have often tended to replicate the expert-lay divi-
sion” (Epstein 1995: 429; see also Noorani 2013: 55).

Conclusion

This study dealt with the relationship of democracy and knowledge, and more 
specifically asked about the potential of two promising and quite different empiri-
cal efforts at balancing expertise-based decision-making and participation of the 
affected.
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In a first step, expertise and political participation were conceptualized and epis-
temic and democratic quality criteria were derived from social studies of expertise, 
science and knowledge as well as democratic theory-inspired studies of representa-
tion, inclusion and participation. In short, it was argued that knowledge claims that 
integrate a range of experiences, insights and concerns, are better suited to instruct 
collective action and become an epistemic resource for others, while the demo-
cratic quality of participatory knowledge production depends on an inclusion- and 
an impact-dimension and thus calls for the representativeness of claims and a fair 
chance to resonate in the policy realm.

In a second step, two participatory practices that have gained currency in today’s 
policy-making, were scrutinized in terms of the conditions beneficial to generating 
‘good’, reliable expertise and ‘good’, democratic participation at the same time:

The first practice under scrutiny provides for a division of labour between dif-
ferent actor groups on the grounds of a mixed, multi-level advisory and consulta-
tion structure and encompassing inclusion. The study demonstrates the pronounced 
potential of such complex deliberative arenas, as well as the challenges and high 
costs that come with maximum complexity. It points to institutional conditions 
that not only help to achieve high democratic and epistemic standards, but also 
reduce the degree of complexity considerably and thus facilitate collective deci-
sion-making: Ample time resources and a high commitment on all sides, a narrow 
mandate, nuanced participation rights, conflict-minimizing decision rules, mecha-
nisms of loose coupling between the venues of a multi-level structure and a prime 
role for intermediary organizations that adopt the double function of expert and 
representative.

The second participatory governance practice in focus in this paper relies on lay 
people with experience-based knowledge assuming the double role of expert and 
citizen. At first glance, it thus minimizes complexity to a considerable extent. Yet, 
it is shown that a convincing fulfilment of both roles by individuals is a difficult (if 
not entirely impossible) task. While lay expertise is essentially grounded in personal 
experiences, it gains both democratic and epistemic authority when it builds on a 
variety of viewpoints, concerns and insights that have been pooled, processed and 
generalized to some extent. In many cases, these practices benefit from inviting a bit 
of complexity and involving collectives of affected people. Trainings for lay experts-
by-experience, self-help and advocacy groups can provide venues for constructing 
such democratically and epistemically valuable citizen expertise, for professional-
izing claim-making and gaining access to the policy process.

Some lessons stand out across individual empirical practices, and they are there-
fore of particular value for democratic governance more generally: From both a 
democratic and an epistemic perspective, claims that transcend individual view-
points are particularly valuable because they radiate representativeness and a cer-
tain kind of objectivity that comes with balancing divergent interests, experiences 
and viewpoints. The more inclusive, consensually backed, deliberative and balanced 
the processes are that bring about shared claims, the more authoritative their out-
comes become.

It follows from this that the widespread, indiscriminate preference for detached, 
‘disinterested’ ‘average’ individuals in large parts of participatory practice and 
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public debate is rather problematic, while advocacy organizations and pressure 
groups deserve to be given more credit. Organized groups can bridge the epistemic-
democratic tension particularly convincingly by pooling and conveying a spectrum 
of individual and shared perspectives in a substantial, legitimate way. They are in the 
position of building a lasting relationship with their constituency and are a source 
of highly relevant knowledge. Their professionalism and political experience ena-
ble them to speak on a par with policy-makers and affect political decisions signifi-
cantly. Of course, advocacy groups need to stay in close touch with their population 
to substantiate the mutuality of demands and ideas within the constituency. What 
is more, the more professionalized and hierarchical organized groups get, the more 
they need to deal with the challenge of retaining an independent, authentic voice 
that does not echo or completely merge into elite viewpoints or scientific knowledge. 
It is paramount that organized groups remain open to disenfranchised voices, which 
depend particularly on the efforts of pressure groups. In any case, the argument of 
advocacy groups being partial is not a good counterargument against their close 
involvement. Important is that all affected perspectives have a chance to be heard 
and that conflicting interests are balanced on an aggregate level so that biases are 
kept at a minimum in policy development processes.

Privileging democratically organized civic groups also has practical benefits 
when it comes to efficient and democratic collective decision-making. When many 
voices need to be integrated, advocacy groups can contribute with both multi-source 
expertise and a multiplicity of affected viewpoints, thus merging the roles of expert 
and citizen representative and reducing the number of those involved in policy delib-
erations. This is a factor that is not only of relevance for the above-analyzed mixed, 
multi-layered deliberative arenas, but in fact for any political practice that strives for 
both knowledge-based, sound and democratically legitimate decisions. Besides, it 
also applies to the other institutional devices described above, such as nuanced par-
ticipation rights, conflict-minimizing decision rules as well as coupling and trans-
mission mechanisms, which facilitate the making of public policies quite generally.

In a nutshell, the contribution of the study can be summarized as follows: First, 
it strengthens the link between rather unconnected fields of research, i.e. the social 
studies of knowledge and democratic theory, which are usually kept apart by disci-
plinary boundaries and seemingly distinct empirical subjects. Second, in the course 
of conceptualizing expertise and participation in integrative, relational ways, the 
study moves the notions closer together, yet keeps them distinct, spotlights overlaps 
and thus to some extent dissolves the epistemic-democratic tension. Third, the study 
identifies quality criteria of expertise and participation and, fourth, spells out condi-
tions of realizing them in empirical contexts.

Many of the theoretical arguments and conclusions drawn in this study of course 
point beyond the specific phenomena under scrutiny here and are transferable to 
other forms of participatory or collaborative governance, and certainly also to inter-
est group politics, social movement, civil society and civic action studies. They 
are also not limited to the specific problems that the epistemic-democratic tension 
brings about. In fact, many findings are just as relevant for more specific democratic 
legitimacy debates with a focus on the norms of representation, accountability, pub-
lic engagement, deliberation, consensus and inclusion, while the knowledge- and 
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expertise-related insights of the study link up to research on the co-production of 
knowledge, science-society relations, knowledge societies as well as on non-majori-
tarian institutions, technocracy, epistemic communities and policy advisory systems. 
Finally, the findings on how to practically integrate a range of voices into policy-
making closely relate to debates on institutional design, collective decision-making 
and political organization.
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