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Introduction 
 
The Knowledge Map of Democratic Innovations is an evidence-based, conceptual, and analytical tool 
developed to support the systematic exploration of how democratic practices can be enhanced and 
transformed. Its primary goal is to bring clarity to a growing field by organising and comparing real-
world cases that illustrate new forms of democratic participation, representation, and 
responsiveness. These cases are drawn from research projects and initiatives across Europe and 
beyond, and are analysed to identify patterns, potentials, and pathways for broader application. 
 
At the heart of the Knowledge Map is the recognition that democratic innovation is not a singular 
phenomenon but a diverse and evolving field. A democratic innovation can be defined as a process, 
institution, or tool that enhances how people engage in and influence democratic decision-making. 
This may involve increasing inclusion, deepening deliberation, strengthening accountability, or 
empowering citizens with new decision-making capacities. The Map distinguishes between individual 
cases, which are specific real-world applications; projects, which are time-bound initiatives that 
generate or test such cases; and solutions, which are broader strategic responses to democratic 
challenges, often grounded in multiple cases and adaptable across contexts. 
 
To make sense of this diversity, the Knowledge Map organises cases into six main families: 
administrative, deliberative, digital and AI-based, direct, electoral, and participatory innovations. 
Each family captures a different approach to enhancing democracy, from institutional reforms and 
civic dialogue to technological tools and direct citizen power. This classification allows users to 
compare innovations across sectors and purposes, and to better understand the mechanisms behind 
their design and function. 
 
A central concern of the Knowledge Map is how democratic innovations scale. Scalability is 
understood not just as the ability to grow in size, but also as the ability to embed more deeply, 
improve internally, and integrate institutionally. The Map explores four dimensions of scaling: ‘scaling 
out’ refers to expanding participation across places and populations; ‘scaling high’ examines how 
innovations can be institutionalised into legal or policy frameworks; ‘scaling deep’ involves rooting 
innovations in shared values and cultural practices; and ‘scaling in’ focuses on improving the internal 
quality of processes. 
 
This Knowledge Map is premised on the idea that citizen participation can be assessed through a 
pyramid model that ranges from passive information provision to full empowerment. This framework 
helps evaluate the depth and quality of engagement in each case. It also provides a common 
reference point for comparing how different innovations relate to citizen roles in democratic systems. 
Grounded in empirical research and informed by grounded theory methodology, the Knowledge Map 
serves as a dynamic platform for understanding, advancing, and scaling democratic innovation. By 
combining conceptual clarity with practical insight, it aims to guide those seeking to build more 
inclusive, responsive, and resilient democratic futures. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1 What is a Case? 

A CASE of democratic innovation is a specific, real-world instance where new practices, tools, or 
institutional arrangements are applied to enhance democratic participation, deliberation, or 
accountability. It differs from: 

• A PROJECT, which is typically a time-bound initiative (often funded or experimental) that may 
generate, test, or document such cases. 

• A SOLUTION to democratic weaknesses, which refers more broadly to theoretical proposals 
or strategic goals, while a case shows how such a solution has been practically implemented 
in a concrete setting 

In short: A CASE is the empirical realisation of a democratic innovation, more grounded than a 
theory, more durable than a project. 

For the second edition of this Knowledge Map, 230 EU-funded projects in the field of democratic 
innovation were selected from the CORDIS database. These include a batch of projects that ended 
before 2020 (and included in the Nets4Dem Database) as well as more recent and still ongoing 
projects under the HORIZON Europe and HORIZON 2020 programmes that did or will end after 2023.  

Moreover, to complement the research and development realm, 70 cases that have not been funded 
directly by the EU have been included. These cases were collected from the Participedia database and 
from members of this project’s consortium and Advisory Board. To help identify relevant cases from 
projects, the research team has used AI-assisted SUMMARIES for the projects, checked and revised 
the outputs in light of case-specific findings for inclusion in the present Knowledge Map. These 
summaries can be explored online in a dedicated webpage: https://scaledem.eu/insights/knowledge-
map/.  

2.2 Mapping the Scaling Potentials  
 
Mapping the scalability potentials of a set of democratic innovation cases involves systematically 
analysing how each case performs along four key dimensions—Out, High, Deep, and In—to assess 
their potential to grow in reach, quality, cultural resonance, and institutional integration. For this 
Knowledge Map, we have taken a three-step approach: 
 
Step 1: Define the Four Dimensions of Scalability 
 

https://cordis.europa.eu/
https://zenodo.org/records/14018668
https://participedia.net/
https://scaledem.eu/insights/knowledge-map/
https://scaledem.eu/insights/knowledge-map/
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1. Scaling Out: Can the innovation be replicated or transferred across contexts, geographies, or 
populations? 

2. Scaling High: Can the innovation be institutionalised into policy, law, or administrative 
structures? 

3. Scaling Deep: Can the innovation embed itself in cultural norms, emotional attachments, or 
civic identities? 

4. Scaling In: Can the internal quality, design, and deliberative integrity of the innovation be 
improved? 
 

Step 2: Develop criteria for each dimension inductively from project documents. For example: 
 

• Out: Has the case (or solution) been adopted elsewhere? Can it be easily adapted? 
• High: Is there evidence of policy uptake or legal recognition? 
• Deep: Does it resonate emotionally? Build trust and identity? 
• In: Are procedures robust, inclusive, and transparent? 

 
Step 3: Collect and code data for each case systematically:  
 

• Develop a shared TEMPLATE with 18 items. 
• Research the CORDIS database of EU-funded Horizon2020, Horizon Europe, and previous 

programmes projects for data on cases to apply the template. 
• Coding frameworks (e.g., zero-low, low-medium, medium-high, and high potential per 

dimension). 

2.3 Clustering Cases by Families of Democratic Innovation 
 

Democratic innovations can be grouped into six distinct families based on their design, function, and 
approach to citizen engagement. 1  Each family reflects different logics of enhancing democracy 
beyond traditional representative forms2 

Administrative democratic innovations embed citizen participation into the workings of public 
administration, often through permanent structures like co-management committees or 

 
 
1 Nets4Dem. D3.1 Democratic Knowledge Database: Accompanying Report. Horizon Europe Project, April 2024. 
https://nets4dem.eu  
2 Graham Smith, Democratic Innovations: Designing Institutions for Citizen Participation (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/runner/ScaleDem_KnowledgeMap
https://nets4dem.eu/
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participatory oversight boards.3 These arrangements allow citizens and stakeholders to collaborate 
with officials in policy implementation and oversight, fostering transparency and accountability 
within bureaucratic systems. 

Deliberative democratic innovations convene diverse or randomly selected citizens to engage in 
structured, informed dialogue about public issues. Known as mini-publics, formats such as citizens’ 
assemblies or deliberative polls emphasize reasoned discussion and collective judgment, often 
producing recommendations to guide policy. 4  They are marked by small-group interactions and 
careful deliberation rather than broad consultation or direct voting. 

Digital & AI democratic innovations use digital platforms and artificial intelligence to facilitate 
participation, gather public input, and support decision-making. From e-petitions to AI-assisted 
moderation, these tools aim to expand access and efficiency, though they also raise concerns about 
digital divides and algorithmic bias. Their defining feature is the technological interface mediating 
civic engagement.5 

Direct democratic innovations give citizens binding decision-making power through tools like 
referenda, citizen initiatives, and recall elections.6 Bypassing or complementing legislatures, these 
mechanisms reinforce sovereignty and allow people to directly influence laws or leaders, though their 
inclusiveness depends on how they are designed. 

Electoral democratic innovations reform how representatives are elected or how elections operate, 
to enhance inclusivity, fairness, and participation.7 Innovations include voting system reforms, gender 
quotas, and open primaries. These changes aim to strengthen the representative link between 
citizens and elected officials within the formal electoral system. 

Participatory democratic innovations involve broad citizen engagement in public decisions, 
particularly at the local level.8 Mechanisms like participatory budgeting and community planning 
forums encourage collaboration between citizens and authorities, aiming to make governance more 
inclusive, empowering, and responsive to community needs. 

 
 
3 Brigitte Geissel, “Introduction: On the Evaluation of Participatory Innovations – A Preliminary Framework,” in 
Participatory Democratic Innovations in Europe: Improving the Quality of Democracy?, ed. Brigitte Geissel and 
Marko Joas (Opladen: Barbara Budrich, 2013), 1–22. 
4 Stephen Elstub and Oliver Escobar, “Defining and Typologising Democratic Innovations,” in Handbook of 
Democratic Innovation and Governance, ed. Stephen Elstub and Oliver Escobar (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 
2019), 11–31. 
5 Hélène Landemore, Open Democracy: Reinventing Popular Rule for the Twenty-First Century (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2020). 
6 Graham Smith, Beyond the Ballot: 57 Democratic Innovations from Around the World (London: The Power 
Inquiry, 2005). 
7 Smith, Beyond the Ballot (2005). 
8 Elstub and Escobar, “Defining and Typologising Democratic Innovations,” 11–31. 
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Figure 1. 
Number of Cases of Democratic Innovations per Country 

 
Source: author. 
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2.4 Geographical Distribution of Democratic Innovations 
 
Purposive sampling was used to ensure that the cases included in the Knowledge Map were 
geographically representative across Europe. Based on the countries coordinating the EU-funded 
projects, we found that 47% were in Western Europe, 25% in Southern Europe, 17% in Northern 
Europe, and 11% in Eastern Europe, according to the EuroVoc classification. 9  To more closely 
represent the distribution of population, we included non-EU-funded projects, resulting in a final 
distribution of the sample as: 

• 45% of cases in Western Europe 

• 28% of cases in Southern Europe 

• 14% of cases in Eastern Europe 

• 13% of cases in Northern Europe 
While this sampling strategy alleviated the problem of geographical distribution encountered in cases 
from EU-funded projects, it still shows a strong skew towards Western, Southern, and Northern 
Europe (cases per population), with Eastern Europe severely underrepresented, especially in EU-
funded projects. Nonetheless, at least one case of democratic innovation was included for each EU 
member state, as shown in Figure 1. 
 
In the next section, the second edition of Scaledem’s Knowledge Map, including 300 cases of 
democratic innovation from EU- and non-EU-funded projects in Europe. They are presented in a 
matrix in which the columns represent the main potential for scaling in four dimensions (out, high, 
deep, and in), and the rows represent the main family of democratic innovations they ascribed to. 
This matrix is also online, and its data is stored in Zenodo. 

 
 
9 European countries are classified as: 

• Northern Europe: Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, and Sweden. 

• Western Europe: Andorra, Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Monaco, 
Netherlands, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. 

• Southern Europe:   Cyprus, Greece, the Holy See, Italy, Malta, Portugal, San Marino, Spain, and Turkey. 

• Eastern Europe (and Central Europe):   Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Czechia, Georgia, Hungary, Kosovo*, Moldova, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, and Ukraine. 

https://scaledem.eu/insights/knowledge-map/
https://zenodo.org/records/19920658
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3. Knowledge Map of Democratic Innovations by Family and Dimension of 
Scaling Potential 
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