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Abstract

The characteristics of participatory institutions can be articulated in three main 
dimensions – input, process and output. The common assumption is that a dependency 
relationship exists, with process serving as a mediator between input and output. This 
paper puts this model to a rare empirical test drawing on a unique dataset of a mix of 
objective and subjective data on 70 Spanish advisory councils, a relatively ubiquitous 
form of public participation, often overlooked in the desire to study “democratic 
innovations”. Through a combination of exploratory factor and path analyses, we 
analyse the dimensionality of input, process and output and investigate the direct and 
indirect impact of inputs on process and outputs. Our analysis provides evidence that 
input factors have a direct impact on the output factor transparency, but its impact on 
effects on policy and participant satisfaction is mediated by the process factor 
deliberation. Finally, our findings indicate the extent to which the capacity of the public 
administration to steer the advisory council – the process factor wardship –mediates 
negatively the impact of input variables on transparency. Our analysis provides a 
nuanced account of how different input and process design characteristics of 
participatory institutions have profound direct and indirect effects on their outputs.

1. Introduction

As the use of participatory institutions1 by public authorities has proliferated, so too has 
the literature on their assessment. Broadly, three dimensions have been the focus of 
analysis that can be characterised as ‘input’, ‘process’ and ‘output’ (Beierle & Crayford, 
2002; Agger & Lofgren, 2006;  Burgess & Chilvers, 2006; Landwehr & Holzinger, 2010; 
Gastil et al., 2017;  Pogrebinschi & Ryan 2018). Input refers to the conditions and 
context that shape the engagement process, for example, who participates, the intended 
task, resources used and so forth. Process refers to the internal dynamics and 
interactions between participants. Output refers to the effects or impact of participatory 
institutions in terms of policy formulation and implementation (Font et al., 2018) as 
well as impacts on the individual political efficacy and learning of participants (Talpin, 
2012). 

The way these different characteristics are articulated and their relationship are very 
much influenced by the theoretical perspective employed. Yet, the output of a 
participatory institution is typically understood as the product of the influence of input 
and process variables, following a linear and path-dependency dynamic (Hoppe, 2011) 

1 Throughout the article, we use the terms participatory institutions and participatory processes 
interchangeably.
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in which input factors exert an indirect effect on outputs through process 
characteristics. While this assumption of path dependency is widespread, it is rare to 
see the causal chain of the input-process-output (IPO) put to empirical test and the 
mediating role of process dynamics assessed. This paper is thus original in modelling 
the direct and indirect effects of inputs on outputs, in particular testing the extent to 
which they are mediated through process factors.

For this purpose, we draw on a Spanish dataset of a sample of 70 Advisory Councils 
(ACs). ACs are a “traditional” participatory institution (Lowndes et al., 2001) that 
display the characteristics of associative democracy and collaborative governance in 
that they engage citizens and representatives of different social groups in dialogue with 
representatives of the public authority. In spite of being one of the most abundant 
forms of participatory institution (Fobé et al., 2013; Sintomer & Maillard, 2007; Cooper 
& Musso, 1999; Coelho, 2006), the democratic qualities of ACs have seldom been 
addressed. In part this is because of the tendency in academic studies to focus on 
“innovative” democratic forms (for example, participatory budgeting and deliberative 
mini-publics), overlooking more mundane practices (Spada & Ryan, 2017; Smith 2019).

From the population of ACs in Spain, we draw on data at the national, regional and 
municipal level for four types of council: environment, education, immigration and 
territorial. We adopt a rigorous combination of methods, rarely used within studies of 
participatory institutions – exploratory factor analysis and path analysis – to address 
the direct and indirect effects of input and process traits on the outcomes of ACs. 

Several factors emerge from the exploration of the dimensionality of input, process and 
output. These dimensions are complex. Process in particular is multi-dimensional, 
capturing not only the aspects of voice and deliberation, but also the “wardship” 
function of the public administration – its capacity to steer or control the participatory 
institution. Process dimensions contribute independently to AC outputs, which 
themselves can be separated into policy-related effects and transparency of outputs. 
Our analysis indicates that input variables exert both an indirect and a direct effect on 
outputs, that deliberation is the main mediator of the effects of inputs on policy effects 
and that attempts to steer ACs on the part of public administration act as a powerful 
suppressor of the impact of inputs and has a particularly dampening effect on the 
transparency of outputs.

2. The input-process-output approach to the study of participatory institutions 

IPO models have been influential in political analysis, particularly in the analysis of the 
legitimacy of political systems (Scharpf, 1999). While this schema is not always 
explicitly articulated in studies of participatory institutions, the variables that are 
chosen and the logic of the relationship between them can generally be captured in 
these terms. In his oft-quoted work, Fung regularly postulates the relationship between 
different input, process and output factors (without using those designations explicitly) 
in his analysis of different participatory institutions. His ‘democracy cube’ (Fung, 
2006), for example, combines elements of input (who participates) with aspects of 
process (mode of communication and decision-making powers). In an earlier piece, he 
considers such design characteristics alongside outputs such as individual 
transformations, social justice, efficacy of policies and popular mobilisation (Fung, 
2003). Similarly, Smith’s (2009) account of democratic goods of inclusiveness, popular 
control, considered judgement and transparency mixes consideration of input, process 
and output factors. 

Building on the work of Scharf, Papadopoulos and Warin (2007) propose openness and 
access as the main indicators for “input legitimacy”, the quality of democratic activity 
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for “throughput legitimacy” and efficiency and effectiveness as “output-legitimacy” 
indicators. They add to their model publicity, transparency and accountability as a 
potential fourth dimension that other authors have labelled “outcomes” (Hoppe, 2011). 
From an explicitly deliberative perspective, Felicetti and colleagues (2016) distinguish 
between inclusiveness, authenticity and consequentiality. The comparative framework 
developed by Hassenforder and colleagues (2015) synthesizes elements from the 
context, the decision-making process and a third dimension they term outputs, 
outcomes and impacts. The work of Gastil and various colleagues has been particularly 
influential, drawing on the common use of the IPO framework in small group research 
(Pavitt, 1999; Gastil et al., 2012). Gastil and colleagues have developed a schema 
designed to test the tenets of deliberative engagement, distinguishing between input 
(context and purpose of engagement, structural features and resources), process 
(democratic participants relations and analytic rigour of deliberation), and two types of 
output – direct outcomes (decision satisfaction and decision quality) and indirect 
outcomes (participant transformation and policy/social outcomes). The schema is 
presented explicitly with process variables as mediators between input and output. 

While much of this work has been focused on laying out the IPO dimensions 
conceptually, a number of empirical studies have begun to test relationships. The 
literature on environmental collaborative governance2, for instance, has generally paid 
attention to the relationship between inputs and outputs (Baldwin, 2020; Newig et al., 
2019) – in some cases considering what others would take to be process characteristics 
as inputs. Biddle and Koontz (2014), for example, use a path analysis to link 
collaborative processes to environmental outcomes through intermediate outputs. 
Within work on deliberative democracy, the focus has been very much on the 
implications of the design of process characteristics (Felicetti, Niemeyer & Curato, 
2015; Gronlund et al., 2017; Smith 2009), often overlooking inputs and, where they are 
considered, typically restricting the analysis of outputs to the impact of deliberation on 
preferences (and on occasion behaviours). Research on the effect of deliberation has 
made substantial methodological advances, for instance by combining large-n 
databases, experimental evidence and complex statistical models to tackle the causal 
effects of deliberation on citizens’ attitudes (Baccaro et al., 2014; Goldberg et al., 2019). 

In a recent study, Participedia data is exploited to test the association of IPO 
dimensions in Gastil’s model (Gastil et al., 2017).  To our knowledge this is the nearest 
anyone has come to testing systematically a full IPO model, but it is limited in two 
respects. First, it only tests the associations between pairs of variables. It does not test, 
for example, the relative effect of the direct or indirect relationship between input and 
output variables compared with the effect of process variables. Hence the mediating 
role of the latter is not assessed. In this sense, Gastil’s formulation assumes a path 
dependency in which input only affect process, which in turn affects output (Hoppe, 
2011). Second, the analytical framework has been generated with the explicit intention 
of evaluating the deliberative quality of participatory institutions. The articulation of 
input and process variables is drawn from deliberative democratic theory and from 
existing deliberative analytical frameworks. The influence of ‘non-deliberative’ or even 
‘anti-deliberative’ factors – for example, the actions of public authorities to steer or 
control participatory processes – are not considered in the explanation of outputs. 

3. Defining input-process-output for advisory councils
 

2 The way in which the term collaborative governance is used in the study of environmental governance 
would include participatory institutions such as ACs. Collaborative governance is defined by Baldwin (2020) 
“as any process that convenes diverse stakeholders outside of or in addition to the traditional regulatory 
process to share information, deliberate, and produce a set of recommendations that are used as an input to 
administrative decisions” (2020: 366).
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In this paper we put an IPO model to the test on a common form of participation, 
advisory councils. Our decision to focus on what is a relatively mundane participatory 
institution is driven by two interconnected reasons. First, the tendency to study 
“democratic innovations” – new forms of public participation – is skewing our 
understanding of participatory institutions. By considering only the most vibrant and 
innovative forms of participation, we overlook the study of more established and 
common forms of engagement. Second, democratic innovations, by their nature, are 
rare and often isolated phenomena from which generalisations are difficult to draw 
(Spada & Ryan, 2017; Smith, 2019). The prevalence of ACs means that data can be 
made available to undertake meaningful comparative analysis. 

While diversity exists in how ACs are institutionalised, the term “advisory councils” 
marks the collective nature of these settings, and their advisory relationship with public 
authorities. Our definition of ACs has three characteristics: 

1) a formal existence with explicit links to public administration;
2) a permanent feature of the institutional environment; 
3) a degree of citizen involvement, typically through associational 

membership.3

As multi-stakeholder bodies that involve both civil society actors and public officials, 
advisory councils can be understood as a form of associative democracy (Cohen & 
Rogers 1995). Associative democracy aims to bring together the variety of social 
interests, to solve functionally-specific problems (Cohen, 1997). Such arrangements are 
taken to increase the legitimacy of government by ensuring that all relevant interests 
are able to contribute to policy development (Held 1993). ACs are an abundant form of 
participatory institution, in Spain (Navarro, 1999) as well as in a large variety of other 
European, American and Asian contexts (Fobé et al., 2013; Sintomer & Maillard, 2007; 
Cooper & Musso, 1999; Coelho, 2006; Campos & Gonzalez, 1999). 

ACs can be both territorial and sectorial. Territorial ACs consider the policies in a 
specific geographical area (district or neighbourhood) (Sirianni, 2007). Sectorial 
councils focus on specific policy fields or specific sectors of the population. In addition 
to government and civil society actors, ACs can also include experts or representatives 
of other public administrations. The number of participants representing each 
organization (or type of organisation) is normally established by laws or local 
regulations. The participants are most frequently appointed by the leadership of each 
specific organization. 

ACs always have a plenary (with usually 20 to 80 attendees) that meets a few times a 
year and sometimes have other more operational structures such as working 
commissions or an executive committee.  Meetings involve provision of information 
and discussion on items that come from the public administration or from civil society 
members themselves. In terms of decision making, the practice of ACs varies, with 
some formally voting on issues, others using consensual processes, and others being 
more a place for information exchange rather than decision making. 

ACs appeared in Spain in the 1980s. Over the following decades, they expanded in 
federal, regional and municipal administrations (Navarro, 1999). Their policy focus 
extended from the first cases that were devoted to more traditional social and economic 
policies to cover diverse policy fields, including environment in the late 1990s 
(Jimenez, 2001) and identity-based policies (from immigration to LGBT issues) in the 
following decade.

3 ACs in Spain can be distinguished from those that are only or primarily constituted by independent 
experts (e.g. national regulatory agencies for energy) or from ad hoc advisory committees appointed by 
governments for specific issues.
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In articulating an IPO model, our aim is not to evaluate one particular normative 
theory. This distinguishes our approach from that adopted by Gastil et al (2012; 2017) 
and Felicetti et al (2016) who aim to evaluate the claims of deliberative democrats; to 
test the extent to which deliberative ideals are realised in participatory institutions. 
Much of the literature on participatory institutions and on IPO modelling is highly 
structured by the deliberative perspective. Our ambition is more ecumenical. We are 
interested in the effect of deliberative characteristics but do not assume that these are 
the only qualities relevant to participatory institutions (Smith 2019). In our approach to 
the relationship between input, process and output factors, deliberative practice is 
considered as only one element of participatory politics.

3.1. Input

In defining input, normative and practical factors are both relevant. The shared starting 
point for almost all IPO models is consideration of the representativeness of 
participants. For Rowe and Frewer (2000), for example, representativeness (that is, the 
extent to which participants comprise a broadly representative sample of the 
population of the affected public) is a critical legitimacy criteria of participatory 
institutions. They regard ACs as scoring moderately to low regarding 
representativeness of participants when compared to the use of random selection. Font 
(2003) and Morao et al. (2017) offer a contradictory perspective, considering ACs as a 
successful case in ensuring representativeness across all relevant social interests. Here 
the importance is that relevant social groups rather than a statistically representative 
sample are present. A number of studies of ACs address their capacity to incorporate 
traditionally excluded actors from a variety of social backgrounds (Hernández-Medina, 
2010; Edwards, 2008; Wampler, 2007), while others have raised concerns about 
participatory bias where particular interests are not present (Aguiar & Navarro, 2000; 
Navarro, 1999). Where social groups are not present, decisions are unlikely to fully 
recognise their perspectives. The literature on collaborative governance warns us that 
the inclusion of all relevant stakeholders is crucial to guaranteeing the legitimacy of any 
participatory process (Angesll & Gash, 2008).
  
While representativeness is the most widely considered normative characteristic, too 
often critical practical factors are overlooked. The quickest way to undermine a 
participatory process is to starve it of the resources it needs to function (Balwin, 2020; 
Dean et al., 2019). Thomas and Koontz’s operationalization of inputs, based on human, 
financial and technical resources (2011; see also Biddle and Koontz, 2014), is a 
reminder of such overlooked dimensions. Their research on environmental outcomes 
draws attention to another relevant explanatory factor: the specificity of policy goals in 
the commissioning and implementation of participatory institutions. In the same vein, 
Bherer et al. (2016) highlight the importance of establishing and communicating clear 
goals before taking participatory actions. We can expect these more practical input 
dimensions to have differential effects, with resources directly affecting process 
characteristics and thus having an impact on outputs; while an explicit policy 
orientation may well have a direct effect on outputs such as impact on policy. 

In our analysis of input, we thus attend to the combination of the representativeness of 
participants, availability of resources and specificity of goals.

3.2. Process

Aspects of deliberative quality have captured the imagination of many scholars and 
activists: ACs and other participatory instruments are very often judged by the extent to 
which they enable deliberative forms of interaction. We find differences in research 
strategy to assessing deliberative quality. Some authors bring standards of, for 
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example, justification rationality to bear (Baccaro et al., 2014), often on transcripts of 
participatory processes. Other studies rely on subjective measures provided by 
participants (Morciano et al., 2014) or on assessments of the quality of information 
provided to participants (Font & Galais, 2011; Gastil 2013). Gastil (2008) offers an 
account of the multidimensionality of deliberation, identifying two sub-dimensions: the 
analytic rigor of the deliberative process and the quality of social interactions, including 
respect, consideration and equality of opportunity (2008: 2). Following Gastil, our 
analysis combines consideration of the quality of information available to participants 
and the form of social exchange that takes place within the participatory process 
(Gastil, 2013).

Voice is often considered an aspect of deliberation: deliberation presupposes that 
participants are willing and able to make their voice heard, both in interactions and in 
any decision-making method employed (Phillips, 1993; Young, 1990; Smith, 2009). But 
voice can be distinguished analytically from deliberation. Participatory institutions can 
provide the opportunity for participants to voice their perspectives irrespective of 
whether interactions are deliberative in character. At the same time decision making 
rules have implications for voice, not only in terms of their clarity and predictability 
(Diamond & Morlino; 2005), but also in the way that interests are aggregated. Decision 
making can vary from procedures that enable veto powers to be exercised, to simple, 
qualified or absolute majorities, through to assent procedures where verbal support for 
proposals is offered in plenary. Different decision rules can have profound impacts on 
the capacity to voice dissent. Feminists have long argued that consensus procedures 
can enable the exercise of power by the most powerful, with traditionally marginalised 
groups unwilling to make their concerns public (Young, 1990; Fraser, 1990). Research 
on the gender composition of participatory spaces suggests that this may not always be 
the case, with rules requiring unanimity enabling women in a minority to veto decisions 
(Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014). 

The focus on promoting voice and deliberation needs to be tempered. Our knowledge of 
participatory processes is that they can easily become tools dominated by the 
administration (Hoppe, 2011; Newman et al. 2004: 211-12). For example, work on the 
extent of implementation of proposals from participatory institutions shows that 
administrations “cherry-pick” those that fit with existing political commitments (Font 
et al., 2018).  In ACs, in particular, the presence of public officials within the 
participatory space increases the potential that they will dominate proceedings, 
steering the agenda and decision making. The danger is that ACs become tools of the 
bureaucracy or co-opted spaces.

Thus, in attending to process, we need to be aware of the extent to which voice is 
realised for participants and the extent to which ACs embody deliberative and co-optive 
dynamics.

3.3. Outputs

A wide array of typologies of the impacts of participatory institutions exist that vary in 
terms of their timing (short versus long term effects), type of impact (social, political, 
etc.) and the nature of such impacts (tangible or intangible) (see Hassenforder et al. 
2015; Baldwin, 2020). Gastil et al. (2012), for instance, distinguish between direct 
outcomes (the quality of decisions or recommendations and the impact on public 
policies) and indirect outcomes (participants’ attitudes and broader impact on civil 
society). Clear distinctions emerge between studies interested in the impact on political 
decision making (e.g. Innes & Booher 1999; Webler & Tuller 2002) and those more 
interested by the effect on participants (e.g. Carr & Halvorsen, 2001; Daniell, 2012). 
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While impacts on either (or both) policy and participants are standard considerations 
amongst analysts of participatory processes, practical actions taken to publicise the 
activities and decisions of ACs are rarely featured. Publicity and transparency are 
critical for broader accountability (Bherer et al., 2016). Recent studies have highlighted 
the deficit of publicity when trying to discover the recommendations from participatory 
institutions, such as publicly-accessible reports, recommendations, minutes or lists of 
selected proposals (Font et al., 2016: 8). As Hoppe (2011) stresses, dissemination is one 
of the main outputs of a participatory process: poor dissemination compromises 
accountability to the public. In principle the more extensive use of ICT should improve 
publicity and transparency of participatory institutions. The extent to which this is the 
case has not been the subject of analysis.

Our analysis of outputs thus needs to capture standard concerns related to policy 
effects and impacts on participants, but also the extent and form of dissemination.  

3.4. Summary

Factors that explain the democratic qualities of ACs can be articulated in relation to 
input, process and output. The temptation is to assume input and output are mediated 
by process – a simple path dependency exists between the three factors. But such path 
dependency should not be assumed as it is too often in research on environmental 
collaborative governance and deliberative democracy. A mediation effect requires us to 
explicitly estimate the effects of inputs on outputs, while also taking into account the 
potential internal complexity of these factors. It is possible that a direct causal 
relationship coexists with an indirect one, meaning that some input traits have an effect 
on outputs regardless of process characteristics. The consideration of both direct and 
indirect effects simultaneously taking into account the dimensionality of the three IPO 
factors is an original and significant contribution to the literature, along with our 
attention to a long-disregarded participatory mechanism – ACs. Figure 1 summarises 
the basic model to be tested, as well as the main elements to be considered within each 
of the three IPO factors (note that some of them might be tapped using more than one 
indicator).

Figure 1: Input-process-output model

4. Research design

4.1. Data and sampling strategy
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Our dataset incorporates information on 70 Spanish ACs. The first stage in developing 
the dataset was a mapping of the existing ACs at national and regional (17 regions) 
levels and within municipalities with more than 250,000 inhabitants (or more than 
175,000 if the capital of their province, 25 municipalities in total). A web search 
strategy examined the available information across all departments within each public 
administration. In those cases where information on ACs did not exist or was too 
limited to be credible, we made direct phone request to the administrations concerned. 
The dual search strategy yielded information for a total of 2,013 ACs, which are present 
in almost every policy field, with the largest presence in the economy (388) and the 
environment (283). Sectorial policy councils comprise the large majority of cases 
(85%), with territorial councils (15%) operating across a defined geographical area.

The second step was to select a manageable sample of ACs for further data collection, 
balancing the realization of a diversity of cases in each policy area with the need to 
ensure a degree of comparability and a minimum number of cases in each of them. To 
this end, we selected four types of councils: one traditional social policy (education), 
one new policy (environment), and one identity policy (immigration), plus  territorial 
councils (e.g. city centre district). This selection should not be considered a fully 
representative sample of all existing ACs, but rather a diverse sample that includes a 
representation of different types of AC, both in terms of policy focus and territory4.

In the final sampling stage, we ensured all territorial levels were represented by 
selecting all cases at state and regional levels and one municipality (randomly selected) 
from each region. The result is a sample of 101 cases with the following distribution: 31 
school councils (most of the public administrations had one), 28 environmental 
councils, 19 immigration councils (a more limited adoption by municipalities) and 23 
territorial councils (almost all cities had one).

For each of these 101 cases we undertook two additional data collection strategies. 
First, we mined the web for the constitutional documents and functional rules for each 
AC. The information collected included mission and aims, composition, organizational 
structure and transparency. The coding of the institutional characteristics of these ACs 
was developed by three coders, using a common codebook and holding several 
meetings to discuss any difficult cases. This took place during spring 2017. Second, we 
launched an online survey of AC members to capture additional information that did 
not appear on web pages, including the subjective experience and perspective of 
participants5. 

The survey was fielded from November 2017 to March 2018 and targeted at all AC 
participants with a seat on the Council, whether citizens, organised stakeholders or 
public officials. We contacted the administration in charge of the AC, suggesting two 
ways to distribute the questionnaire: either they provided the email addresses of 
participants (used for 27 ACs, with a response rate of 30.3%) or the administration 
itself sent a link to the on-line questionnaire to each member of the council (43 ACs, 
with a 12.5% response rate). The response rates did not vary dramatically among types 
of councils, with educational councils the largest at 23.5% and territorial councils the 

4 The most significant policy area left out of our sample was the economy, which itself is highly diverse 
including many sector-specific councils (e.g., wine, clothing industry, etc). 

5 The questionnaire is based on Fobé et al (2013). It includes questions tapping satisfaction with different  
parts of the participatory process, as well as a few questions asking about the usual functioning of the AC. 
More details on the questionnaire and the administration of the survey can be found in //(Omitted for 
anonymization purposes)//.
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lowest at 11.5%6. For 31 ACs it was impossible to reach the participants. This group 
includes ACs that exist only formally but with no practical activity, and others that 
refused to cooperate or which could not be contacted after several attempts. In total 
569 individuals responded from 70 ACs. Politicians made up 13.5% of the final 
respondents and 15.3% were public servants. The rest (71%) were citizens, with 14% 
representing trade unions, 9.3% representing business organizations, and 8% “experts” 
in the relevant policy field. The most frequent profile of respondents (36.6% of the 
total) were individuals representing associations, NGOs or federations of associations.7 
This is the only group whose representation in our sample deviated significantly from 
what we expected given the formal rules of the ACs which suggested organised interests 
comprised 27.7% of participants. Other categories displayed differences no higher than 
5%.

Our final dataset therefore consisted of 70 ACs at national (n=5), regional (n=35) and 
municipal (n=30) levels, for which both subjective and objective information was 
available. The “objective” information relied on online content and independent coders. 
The “subjective” information was provided by AC participants. The first data source 
was prioritized to reduce measurement error, although the second was critical to tap 
subjective phenomena (e.g. participants’ satisfaction) and to fill in information (e.g. 
how often voting is used in practice) that the public documentation did not address.8

4.2. Variables 

The aim of the data collection strategy was to tap variables across input, process and 
output factors. Not all relevant elements could be captured, but the variables generated 
represent, arguably, the most extensive attempt to capture systematically input, process 
and output variables.9 Whenever survey responses could be ranked (numerical and 
ordinal variables), they have been averaged, assigning to each case (council) the mean 
value or percentage (for dichotomous questions) of the responses.

4.2.1.  Input variables

Representativeness. Given the lack of “objective” information from documentation, we 
drew on AC attendees’ perceptions of the diversity of the council. More precisely, we 
used two agree/disagree 7-rung scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree) variables 
tapping whether participants considered the composition of the plenary politically 
diverse and whether all important stakeholders were represented. Higher values 
indicate more diversity in both cases.

Goal and purpose. From AC documentation, we discerned whether the council has 
“public policies” among its declared objectives (0=no, 1=yes). Our assumption is that 
such a statement indicated an expectation that the AC has policy effect – and that this  
affects the behaviour of participants during the process.  

Resources. An additive scale was employed that captured whether the council had its 
own staff (0=no, 1=yes) and budget (0=no, 1=yes). The resulting scale ranges from 0 

6 Territorial councils often include individual members and a much larger number of less committed 
participants, which could explain this lower response rate. 

7 Alternative estimations of our models have been run excluding politicians and public officers from 
calculations and the results do not vary substantially.

8 If not explicitly specified, the measures presented below come from the “objective” dataset relying in 
public documents. 

9 Alternative measures were considered but discarded if the number of missing values exceeded one. See 
Appendix I for a more detailed description of the indicators employed in our analyses. 
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(no resources) to 2 (both own staff and budget). 

4.2.2.  Process measures

Voice. Four variables captured different aspects of voice taken from the official 
documentation (all defined as 0=no, 1=yes). First, whether attendees were given a 
formal right to voice their opinion. Second, whether they were given the right to vote. 
Third, the presence of simple majority voting was included as a dichotomous variable, 
the alternatives being qualified or absolute majority. Fourth, from the survey, we 
created a dichotomous variable that indicates whether assent is commonly used as a 
decision-making method.

Deliberation. Three variables were used, one capturing information, the other two 
capturing interactions. To capture perceptions about the level of information provided, 
a subjective satisfaction scale was employed consisting of three agree/disagree 
questions (from strongly disagree=1, to strongly agree=7, Cronbach’s alpha=0.92). 
These questions asked whether the information received was enough to make good 
decisions, whether such information was diverse and unbiased and whether it was 
provided when asked for. Two agree/disagree questions (1=strongly disagree, 
7=strongly agree) tapped the dynamics and quality of the interactions between 
participants: how constructive debates were and to what extent those debates were well 
structured.  

Dominance of public administration. Where both president and vice-president of the 
AC were members of the public administration and not elected to these positions, this 
was captured by the value 1, 0 if otherwise.
 
4.2.3. Output measures 

Policy results. A variable built from three questions captured the perceived quality of 
advice provided by the AC: whether participants thought recommendations represent 
the diversity of perspectives in the council, whether the recommendations were clear 
and whether they had broad social support. The addition of these three items yielded a 
scale ranging from 0 (no quality traits) to 3 (the three quality traits are present, 
Cronbach’s alpha =0.87).

Participant satisfaction. The values of six different indicators related to the production 
of policy recommendations were added in a single scale. The six questions tapped 
whether participants were satisfied with the point at time at which the request for 
advice arrived, the time they had to produce the advice, the scope of the debates, their 
personal contribution being taken into account, the overall quality of advice and 
whether the final advice by the AC was taken into consideration by the administration 
(Cronbach’s alpha =0.87).10

Transparency of AC products. We considered whether the AC’s reports and 
recommendations were made available online, whether the AC website was kept 
updated and whether the AC had a social networking presence (0=no, 1=yes, in all 
cases).  

4.2.4. Methods 

10 This scale is the only indicator for which we lack information for one AC. We decided to impute its value 
predicting it on the basis of a series of variables measured at the municipality and AC level. Results do not 
change substantially with the inclusion or exclusion of this observation. 
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The analysis followed a two-step process: a series of exploratory factor analyses (EFA) 
and a path analysis to test the mediating role of process in the IPO model. We resort to 
EFA to reduce the number of variables involved in the analyses. While previous 
research suggests relationships between the input, process and output factors, we were 
open to uncovering different patterns. After rescaling the values of all non-dichotomous 
variables to be in the range 0 to 1, we first estimated the three factors (input, process, 
output) separately, applying principal components and varimax rotation which 
produced orthogonal (i.e. independent) factors minimizing multicollinearity problems 
in subsequent analysis.11  The resulting factors were used to estimate a path analysis 
which put the indirect and direct effects presented in Figure 1 to empirical test. Path 
analysis is a special case of Structural Equation Models that does not deal with 
measurement error, hence presenting only structural (path) coefficients.12 This 
estimation considered “output” the ultimate dependent variable, but process 
dimension(s) were also considered simultaneously as dependent variable(s) impacted 
by inputs. The effects of inputs were modelled as a combination of direct and indirect 
effects on the outputs, partly or totally mediated by the process factors.
 
5. Results

5.1. Measuring input, process and output

Table 1 depicts the results for an EFA testing whether our four “input” measures load 
on the same underlying construct. The results confirmed that this is the case. The 
resulting factor (mean=0, SD=1) was saved, to be used in the estimation of the input-
process-output model.

Table 1: factor analysis for the “input” indicators. Principal Component Analysis.

Variable Factor 
loading

Uniqueness

Resources 0.82 0.33
Declared objective values: public policies 0.80 0.35

11 The characteristics of our research design included both an analysis of the dimensionality of input, 
process and output and of the indirect effects of input on output through process. This made Structural 
Equation Modelling with a measurement model relying on Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) the method 
of choice. However, the limited number of observations and lack of clear theoretical expectations regarding 
the internal composition of the three dimensions ruled out this method.  The optimization of CFA models 
advised against the use of this technique in our situation, mostly due to the low number of observations (70 
ACs). The rule of thumb suggests at least 10 cases per variable (18 indicators, which would make necessary 
at least 180 observations), but some scholars point out that even more may be needed to estimate more 
than one factor (Wolf, Harrington, Clark & Miller, 2013). Because we have three factors, and indirect 
effects to test (therefore, plenty of parameters to estimate), plus only 70 observations, CFA was definitively 
not suitable for our purposes.

12 Among the direct antecedents of this methodological approach, Shields and Young (1993) used path 
analysis to account for the effects of information asymmetry on participatory budgeting effects, suggesting 
that further research should include more variables, such as initial goals. Building upon Thomas and 
Koontz (2011) model, Biddle and Koontz (2014) used a path analysis to link collaborative processes to 
environmental outcomes through intermediate outputs (e.g. policy goals), finding that specific goals 
positively impact effects. Newig et al. (2019) claimed to rely on a path analysis to address the relationship 
between deliberation, capacity building and informed outputs, although their models only handled one 
dependent variable at a time and they do not test the mediating role of process. Finally, Richards and 
Charles (2018) relied on experimental data and path analyses to prove that reading intersubjectively 
relevant information is associated with learning, which in turn assists citizens’ sense-making.   
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Perceptions on composition: diversity+ 0.56 0.68
Perceptions on composition: all important 

stakeholders are present+
0.60 0.64

+ indicates that the variable was measured using the surveys to participants, responses 
averaged by AC.

Table 2 provides the results of the same analysis for the process indicators. The results 
show that process was not a monolithic construct, but rather contained at least three 
sub-dimensions within it. The first we labelled “deliberation” which includes 
satisfaction with the information given to participants, and opinions on the 
constructive character of interactions and the structure of the debate. The second factor 
captured aspects of “voice”, including the opportunity to voice opinions and to vote and 
includes majority voting.  Finally, we find that two variables loaded together to indicate 
the potential for dominance by the public administration: the use of assent as a 
common method for decision-making and public officials in the position of president 
and vice-president of the AC.

Table 2: factor analysis for the “process” indicators. Principal Component Analysis. 
Varimax rotated results.

Variable Factor 1 
loading

Deliberation

Factor 2 loading
Voice

Factor 3 
loading

Wardship

Uniquenes
s

Members voice their opinions 0.93 0.14
Members vote 0.93 0.13
Decision making rules: simple 
majority

0.78 0.35

Satisfaction with information 
(scale)+

0.88 0.22

Agree with: the interaction 
within the members of the 
plenary proceeds 
constructively+

0.88 0.22

Agree with: the debate is well 
structured+

0.87 0.20

Decision making methods: 
assent, routinely+

0.85 0.23

The president & vice-president 
represent the public 
administration

0.79 0.28

+ indicates that the variable was measured using the surveys to participants, responses 
averaged by AC. Only factor loadings higher than 0.5 are shown.

Table 3 performs the test on output indicators. In this case, the eight indicators loaded 
in two different dimensions which can be interpreted as the effects (impacts on policy, 
quality of advice, satisfaction with AC’s performance, production of advice) and the 
transparency of such outputs.   

Table 3: Factor analysis for the “output” indicators. Principal Component Analysis. 
Varimax rotated results.

Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Uniqueness
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loading
Effects

loading
Transparency

The council has a Social Networking site 
profile

0.72 0.48

AC reports and recommendations 
available online

0.79 0.37

Website is kept updated 0.78 0.39
AC effects: the content of the policy 
changes+

0.80 0.35

Quality of advice assessment. Subjective 
scale+

0.85 0.27

Satisfaction with the performance of the 
council. Subjective scale+

0.92 0.14

+ indicates that the variable was measured using the surveys to participants, responses 
averaged by AC. Only factor loadings higher than 0.5 are shown.

In the next step, we estimated the two resulting output factors by means of a path 
analysis that considered the other four factors (three for the process, one for the input) 
as explanatory factors. The final model put to empirical test is presented in Figure 2, 
which considered the direct and indirect effects. The results of the estimation are 
displayed in Table 4 and Figure 3. 

Figure 2: IPO final model

Table 4: Structural equation estimation of the effects of Inputs and Process. 
Standardized coefficients.

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. Each column represents a 
different linear estimation for a different dependent variable: all the estimations are 
simultaneous. Estimations performed using the sem STATA command.
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The input factor explained between 2 and 24% of the variation of the different process 
factors. In turn, input and process factors managed to explain 37% and 56% of the 
variation of the output factors – being particularly successful in predicting the Effects 
subdimension. The overall goodness of fit (R2) indicated that we have succeeded in 
explaining 44% of the phenomena under study (considering the five dependent 
variables: the two output dimensions and the three process dimensions). 

The direct and indirect effects are summarised in Figure 3. The input factor had a 
direct, positive impact on Deliberation and a negative one on Wardship. Input factors 
had no direct impact on Voice or Effects, but a sizeable positive one on Transparency.

Figure 3: Direct and indirect effects

Process F1 
Deliberation

Process 
F2 Voice

Process F3 
Wardship

Output F1 
Effects

Output 
F2 

Transpa-
rency

b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se
Inputs 0.486*** 0.117 -0.408*** 0.030 0.392**

(0.10) (0.12) (0.11) (0.10) (0.12)
Process F1 “deliberation”  0.750*** -0.030

(0.09) (0.11)
Process F2 “voice” 0.046 0.176

(0.08) (0.10)
Process F3 “Wardship” 0.033 -0.291**

(0.09) (0.11)
_cons 0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.000

(0.10) (0.12) (0.11) (0.08) (0.09)
R2 (%) 24% 2% 17% 56% 37%
N (overall) 70
R2 overall (%) 44%
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Note: Dotted lines represent non-significant coefficients (paths). * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. All 
paths have been estimated, but non-significant coefficients are not reported.

 

Only two process factors contributed to outputs. Deliberation had a positive impact on 
Effects, but not on Transparency. Meanwhile, Transparency was seriously hampered by 
Wardship. The influence of Deliberation on Effects was more than twice as large as 
Wardship on Transparency.

After calculating the total direct and indirect effects for all the exogenous variables (not 
shown), we can conclude that the input factor had a total impact on the Effects output 
factor equal to 0.39, and an indirect effect of 0.36. Almost all of the effect was indirect, 
mostly mediated by Deliberation. The process dimension had a noticeable mediation 
effect here. The input factor had a total effect on the second output factor, 
Transparency, equal to 0.52. From this, 0.13 (hence 25%) was mediated by Wardship. 
With its negative effect on Transparency (see last column in Table 4), Wardship 
emerged as a powerful suppressor of the positive effects of inputs on this output 
dimension.

6. Discussion

The power of input-process-output modelling is the promise that it will provide insights 
into the way in which different aspects of the design and practice of participatory 
institutions matter for their effects on policy, attitudes and the transparency of 
activities. Our analysis indicates that this is the case. Through factor analysis and path 
analysis we have a strong indication of the way in which input and process can affect 
outputs.

If we work backwards, from outputs, interesting findings emerge. The first relates to 
the variables that load together on the single factor Effects: policy effects, quality of 
advice and satisfaction of participants. These a priori distinct characteristics appearing 
as part of the same output dimension is a powerful signal that, even if analytically 
distinct, in practice they tend to strongly relate to each other. This result is in line with 
the findings of Gastil et al (2017) that link the quality of decision to satisfaction of the 
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participants, although in our setting these variables are not causally related, but part of 
the same underlying dimension.  

Equally powerful is the evidence on the causal relationships that produce these outputs. 
First, the significant effect of inputs on deliberation, which then has a significant 
impact on these policy effects is a result that confirms previous research (Inness and 
Booher, 1999; Gastil et al, 2017). It is the combination of more representative, well-
resourced and policy focused participatory processes that generates more deliberative 
process. And deliberation then has a significant impact on effects. Good design ensures 
good process that in turn leads to positive outputs. Sound institutional design, an 
authority that enables the process through investing resources, diversity in 
membership and focus on policymaking positively influences the dynamics and 
productivity of the debate within the AC, and this positively affects participants’ 
satisfaction and perceptions about the AC’s activity and influence. 

The second dimension of outputs captures the transparency and publicity of the 
activities and recommendations of these institutions. While the importance of 
transparency had been claimed in previous research (Hoppe, 2011; Bherer et al, 2016), 
empirical evidence is lacking that connects the achievement of transparency with input 
and process characteristics of participatory designs. Our findings indicate both 
encouraging and troubling reflections from a democratic perspective. The quality of 
input factors has a positive significant impact on transparency. A well-structured and 
funded participatory institution is likely to lead to publicity, with the encompassing 
potential effects on the wider public. But our results show that this positive effect can 
be seriously undermined by the mediating role of wardship on the part of the 
administration. Where the administration is able to unduly influence through positions 
of authority on the AC and the use of assent in decision making, this suppresses 
publicity. This effect is as important an explanatory factor as poor funding and vague 
orientation. Authorities that have too much influence on the activities of an AC are 
those that are least interested in explaining the how and why of AC outputs, possibly 
concerned that their instrumental use of participatory institutions will be made visible. 

These results resonate with criticisms of participatory institutions as instruments for 
social control by public administrations (Hoppe, 2011) and with recent findings that 
politicians and public officers “cherry-pick” those outputs from participatory processes 
that are aligned with their preferences and interests (Font et al., 2018). Our results 
suggest that too often administrations steer these more traditional, associative 
participatory institutions to their own ends. Nevertheless, our results also indicate that 
inputs can limit the reach of public administrations. In other words, the better 
organized, funded and policy-oriented the AC, the less likely it is for politicians and 
public officers to steer the process.

While no direct impact is found between inputs and effects, this is not the case for 
transparency, where inputs have a positive and direct impact. A feasible explanation for 
this direct effect is that the early stages of the design of a participatory process are 
crucial for building commitment to the process by public authorities. Once a well-
crafted participatory institution is in place, the interest of the respective public 
administration will be to communicate its results as widely as possible. In comparison, 
the satisfaction with the performance and decisions made by an AC depend to a greater 
extent on how the process develops. A too dominant role for the authority in the 
workings of the AC undermines the positive role of inputs (resources, clarity of rules, 
orientation towards public policies) in delivering transparency. Where an AC is diverse, 
well-resourced and has a clear policy task, most of the time we can expect it to be 
transparent in its outcomes. The input characteristics indicate that the public authority 
is taking the process seriously. Broader effects (particularly on subjective perceptions of 
participants) largely depend on how the process develops, particularly related to 
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deliberation: the subjective experience of personal interactions is crucial to build 
satisfaction among the participants. 

Finally, that voice is not a significant mediator for impact on effects or transparency is 
an intriguing finding, given the emphasis placed on this characteristic of participatory 
institutions. In our analysis, voice combines the capacity of participants to contribute to 
discussions and the use of simple majority voting as a decision-making method. But it 
is neither a consequence of inputs nor a cause for the ultimate outputs of the AC. To 
fully understand the impact of voice, we arguably need to know more about the internal 
composition of the AC – for example, gender dynamics. Only then can we unpack the 
relationship between, for example, gender composition and the effects of different 
decision rules (Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014).13 

7. Conclusions

Our goal in this research was to put to empirical test the tripartite model of input-
process-output that has an implicit and at times explicit hold on our understanding of 
participatory politics. Research on deliberation and mini-publics, on the one hand, and 
collaborative governance and environmental policies, on the other, include examples of 
empirical testing of causal mechanisms analogous to elements of the IPO chain. 
However, work on deliberation tends to focus mostly on the characteristics of the 
process, with some focus on the impact of preferences of participants; and studies of 
environmental governance, while typically more complex methodologically, tend to pay 
attention only to the relationship between inputs and outputs, at times considering 
process traits as inputs. 

Through the development and analysis of a unique Spanish dataset that includes both 
objective and subjective information on a diverse set of 70 Advisory Councils, we take 
the analysis of IPO a step forward by estimating three different EFA models and 
undertaking a path analysis that simultaneously considers processes and outputs as 
dependent variables and assesses the mediating role of processes. 

The results of our factorial analyses indicate that while input is a reasonably monolithic 
factor, process breaks down into three sub-divisions that capture elements of voice, 
deliberation and wardship. Output, in turn, can be differentiated between the 
perceptions of the effects of ACs and the transparency of their outputs.

What about the relationship between these factors? Is it simple path dependency from 
input to process to output as assumed in much of the literature? Our results suggest 
otherwise. Input has both direct and indirect effects. Its impact on effects is totally 
mediated by deliberation. In relation to transparency, inputs have direct effect and an 
effect mediated by wardship. The key findings then are two-fold. The first gives succour 
to deliberative democrats: well-designed processes tend to support deliberation which 
in turn leads to positive effects. The second finding is less positive from a democratic 
perspective: dominance by the administration suppresses transparency. Well-
structured design lessen this dominance. The input-process-output model provides 
important insights into the relationship between key variables, one that offers a more 
nuanced account of when and how aspects of design, deliberation and the exercise of 
power by public authorities can have significant impact on the outcomes of 
participatory democracy.

13 We do have some socio-demographic information about our respondents: 40% were women. But we do 
not know whether these characteristics of respondents are replicated in the internal composition of the AC. 
For 24 out of 70 cases, the majority of respondents were women. 
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We must acknowledge limitations of our study, such as lack of information regarding 
the composition of ACs, exact budget and the clarity of internal rules. We also need to 
recognise our reliance on subjective measures provided by a non-probabilistic sample 
of AC participants. This led to missing data where respondents were unable to provide 
information on some variables not used in our analyses. The relatively small number of 
observations meant that the data was unfit for testing a measurement model for the 
IPO dimensions along with the structural paths. 

While acknowledging limitations, the data and methods used to reach our results have 
clear advantages. The combination of objective and subjective data to build the dataset 
and the combination of factor analysis and path analysis represent a significant 
innovation. The cases examined also represent a comparable set of institutions based in 
a single cultural and political context. But how will the results stand up in a more 
diverse setting of policy areas, institutions and contexts? Given that ACs have been 
around for at least 40 years in Spanish and other contexts, and that 53% of the ACs in 
our sample have existed for over 2 decades, we can assume that normative 
isomorphism has led to the spread of standard practice and convergence across cases.  
Spain is not exceptional in its democratic experience, territorial organization and 
political institutions. As such, our results are likely to be generalisable to other 
association-based participatory institutions in advanced industrial democracies. But 
these assumptions need to be put to the test by selecting alternative policy areas and 
comparing across countries and other participatory institutions. Only then can we 
confirm the extent to which traits we have discovered for Spanish ACs are replicated. 
What is clear, however, is that the input-process-output model deserves further 
attention within the study of participatory institutions.
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