What is Democs?
DEMOCS (DEliberative Meetings Of Citizens) is a novel way of enabling lay people to engage with complex current issues, and form opinions about them, in the form of a card game. It is played in small groups of 6-8 people and takes 1½ - 2 hours and is designed for people without prior knowledge of the subject. It was devised in 2002 by Perry Walker of the New Economics Foundation with a group of consultants (of which I was one), sponsored by the Wellcome Trust. The original game was on stem cells but it has since been successfully applied to a wide range of issues from cloning to climate change, and nuclear power to nanotechnology. Many people have found it a stimulating and imaginative way of ‘getting their heads round’ an issue which they were interested in but didn’t have the means or opportunity to explore. 
Although we call it a game, it’s semi-structured groups discussion based around cards. The games are available free and can be played by anyone over about 16 years old. Series of cards are dealt out and discussed in three stages, giving a). imaginary narrative contexts, b). essential information, and c). a range of issues and opinions. The group uses these to discuss and form their own views, which are expressed in the final phase by producing group statements or opinions, based on clusters of selected cards. These can be consensus views or divergent opinions. It’s up to the group how many views they form and on what issues. Finally everyone is invited to vote individually on a range of four policy options. Participants are encouraged to contribute their own ideas and insights, to write their own cards or alternative policy positions.

Many public engagement activities sample representative populations but access relatively few people. Democs starts the other way round, aiming to enable a much wider lay participation. It does so by starting with people in the contexts where they normally get together - friends in a pub, neighbours, a church or community group, a group of students, and so on. Its great advantage is that it can be played by any group of people who care to take part, anywhere, and with much less reliance on expert facilitation and much less cost. Sometimes games are organised by people who also act as facilitators but the idea is that you can do it yourself without calling in anyone else. Typically someone takes the lead and orders the game, reads the instructions and then gets the group together and they play the game. At the end you send the game and your results back, and its analysed by whoever has devised the game. 

Democs has proved adaptable to a wide variety of circumstances, ranging from informal local groups, school and university teaching, to European Commission research projects. In several cases, Democs games have enabled participants to feed their views directly into Government consultations like the big GM Nation GM crops debate of 2003 and the Human Genetics Commission consultation on the use of genetic testing kits. Versions have been made in several European languages in the EC DECIDE project.

It aims to provide enough information for people to discuss meaningfully without prior knowledge. It can provide considered views and comment from a much wider range than are tapped by normal focus group sampling and gets into more depth than opinion polls. Because its first aim is to engage people where they are, it does not seek formally representative samples of the population. The empirical data which the games produce have therefore to be understood accordingly. Diversity is eventually achieved if enough games can be played among different sectors of the community, locations, age-groups, etc. 
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