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Alberta Climate Dialogue
Alberta Climate Dialogue ( ABCD ) is a community-university research alliance funded by the Social Sciences 

and Humanities Research Council of Canada from 2010–2015. Our team is exploring how innovative forms  

of citizen involvement and deliberation can enhance responses and potentially shift the politics of climate 

change in Alberta.

By convening deliberations with partners and researching the process, we are able to test theories,  

better understand how to design citizen participation for maximum effect, and help create capacity-building 

tools for others.

We seek to empower citizens to take action within their communities and give them the opportunity to make 

recommendations to municipal and provincial governments on climate change policy.

For more information please visit us at AlbertaClimateDialogue.ca or follow us on Twitter @ABClimateDialog
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Relevant literature

Political efficacy refers to the degree to which citizens believe they can influence government. In a democratic 

system, citizens should expect government to be open and responsiveness to their needs and demands. 

Political efficacy can be measured in terms of an individual’s perception of his or her ability to influence 

political decisions as well as his/her assessment of the opportunities to influence government. Ample research 

establishes the correlations among political efficacy and various types of political activity ( e.g., Gastil & Xenos, 

2010 ; Smets and van Ham, 2013 ), but the causal direction remains unclear ( Gastil & Xenos, 2010 ). Does a 

sense of efficacy motivate political engagement or does political engagement increase his or her sense of 

political efficacy ?

There is little research examining how political efficacy affects the decision to participate in a deliberative 

exercise. Instead, the focus has been on establishing the demographic representativeness of participants  

in a deliberative exercise and /or comparing the profiles of participants to a control group that did not  

deliberate ( e.g., Fishkin & Luskin, 1999 ; Strandberg & Grönlund, 2012 ). We expect that people who choose  

to participate in a deliberative exercise will report higher levels of efficacy than the general public.  

Participation in a deliberative exercise is one of many ways to engage in civic and political life. Just as 

political efficacy affects other types of political activities, we expect political efficacy to affect the decision to 

participate in a deliberative exercise. We expect that participants agree to participate in a deliberative exercise 

because they think they can influence policy decisions ; otherwise, why would they spend their time on a 

deliberative exercise ? Their level of efficacy is likely an explanation of why they agreed to participate  

in a deliberative exercise.

Increased political efficacy is also an expected outcome of deliberative exercises ( Delli Carpini et al. 2004 ; 

Mutz, 2008 ). The effect of participation in deliberative exercises on political efficacy has been tested in a 

variety of contexts. Whether deliberative exercises do, indeed, increase political efficacy may depend on the 

tools used to measure political efficacy and the nature of the deliberative exercises ( Fishkin & Luskin, 1999 ; 

Gastil et al., 2010 ; Grönlund et al., 2010 ; Morrell, 2005 ; Strandberg & Grönlund, 2012 ). The effects are 

modest, at best. The reason for these modest effects could be that participants have high levels of efficacy 

prior to participation. As such, it may be difficult to further increase their levels of efficacy. That said, we are 

interested in whether participation in a deliberative exercise can stimulate a “ virtuous circle ” ( Norris, 2000 ) 

of even greater levels of political efficacy. Of course, whether the deliberative exercise can achieve these 

outcomes depends on contextual issues related to the deliberation, i.e., whether it is well-organized, has a 

clear link to policy-making process, and overall satisfaction with deliberation ( Grönlund et al. 2010 ;  

Morrell, 2005 ). 

Research Questions
•	 Are	participants	in	deliberative	exercises	more	efficacious	than	other	citizens	?
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•	 How	does	the	deliberative	exercise	affect	their	political	efficacy	?

Methods
We administered a series of surveys to assess these research questions. The survey questions are based 

on political efficacy questions asked in the American National Election Study 2008–09. We use data from 

an Interactive Voice Response ( IVR ) telephone survey conducted in September 2013. A random sample 

of approximately 1,300 Edmontonians participated in this survey. The response rate was approximately 

five percent. We then use these general population survey data to compare citizens to the members of the 

Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges. Panelists were recruited using random digital 

dialing. Quotas were established around age, education, gender, ethnicity, ward, income, and employment 

in the energy sector. The recruitment process also sought to include those who believe in climate change as 

well as those who do not ( See Appendix #1 www.albertaclimatedialogue.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/

ECP_EnergyClimateChallengesFINAL2.pdf ).

For those recruited to participate in the deliberative event ( n = 66 ), we used a one group pretest / posttest 

experimental design to assess changes in political efficacy over time. All panelists completed a short survey 

via telephone ( recruitment survey ), then were invited to complete a self-administered web survey ( pretest 

survey ). Of these 66 panelists, 44 completed the pretest survey. Panel attrition in the six day deliberative 

event reduced the number of participants from the pretest to the posttest ( 66 to 55 ). Among the 55 remaining 

panelists, 49 completed the final survey, which was administered during Session 6 ( Session 6 posttest ).  

Of course, not all survey participants answered every question, so the sample size varies by question.

Findings
The first measure of political efficacy asked respondents whether they thought officials cared about what 

they think. As expected, those people who agreed to participate in the deliberative event did report higher, on 

average, levels of political efficacy compared to the general population of Edmonton ( Table 1 ). The difference 

of .62 on a five point scale seems substantive. When we repeated this question during Session 6, we did not 

find substantive changes in responses to this question. That said, there may be a survey mode effect here. The 

recruitment survey was an interviewer-led survey whereas Session 6 and the general population surveys were 

self-administered. The interviewer-led survey may have social desirability effects in that respondents may have 

been more generous in their comments about government officials, compared to their responses in the self-

administered surveys.
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Table 1 : Averages and Standard Deviations for Government Officials Care

General Population
Q4

n = 1273

Recruitment
Q4

n = 66

Diff. between
Recruit. & Gen Pop.

Session 6 
Q23

n = 49

Diff. between
Session 6 & Recruit.

Weighted : 2.74 
( 1.19 )

Unweighted : 2.79 
( 1.19 )

3.36 
( .96 )

3.36–2.74 = 0.62
3.41
( .91 )

3.41–3.36 = 0.05

Survey Question : Generally speaking, do you think that politicians/government officials care what people like you think ? 1 is hardly any do, 3 some do, and 5 most do.

The second measure of political efficacy asked respondents about the degree to which they can affect 

government performance. Panelists did report higher levels of political efficacy after the deliberation, 

compared to before the deliberation ( Table 2 ). The difference is approximately a half of a point on a five point 

scale. This is a substantial increase in political efficacy from the pretest to the posttest.

Table 2 : Averages and Standard Deviations for Ability to Affect Government

Pretest
Q17

n = 44

Session 6 
Q24

n = 48

Diff.
Session 6 vs. Pretest

2.89
( .87 )

3.38
( .94 )

3.38–2.89 = 0.49

Survey Question : How much can people like you affect what the government does ? 1 Not at all 2 A little 3 A moderate amount 4 A lot 5 A great deal
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Discussion
The results suggest that those who opt to participate in a deliberative exercise have higher levels of political 

efficacy than the general population surveyed as part of this project. As for whether participation in a 

deliberative exercise increases their political efficacy, the results are mixed. Of the two measures of political 

efficacy, only one of these measures documents a substantial increase after the deliberation. As mentioned, 

studies suggest that the effects of deliberative exercises on political efficacy may depend on the tool used to 

measure political efficacy and the nature of the deliberative exercises. Few studies match our design in terms 

of the topic ( energy and climate change ), measures of political efficacy, face to face format of the deliberation, 

link to the policy-making process, and the end product being a report with recommendations.

Grönlund et al.’s ( 2010 ) research on deliberations about nuclear power in Finland is closest to our design in 

terms of topic and face-to-face format. Like our deliberation, the Finland deliberation required participants 

to work together to write a report. However, they used different tools to measure political efficacy and their 

deliberation was not tied to the policy-making process. Of their five measures of political efficacy, only one 

of their five effects on deliberation was statistically significant ( n = 67, p < .05 ). As such, our findings are an 

important contribution to this field of research. Unlike their deliberative exercise, which lasted three hours, our 

deliberative exercise extended for six Saturdays. As such, we anticipate more enduring effects of deliberation 

on political efficacy when we complete a six month follow-up of panel members ( cf. Grönlund et al. 2010 ). 
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