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Among the most important—and distressing—trends in American politics is how
elected officials and political institutions respond, or fail to respond, to public
preferences. In an age of rising economic inequality, it appears that the preferences of
wealthy citizens are far more influential on elite decision-makers and, ultimately, policy
outcomes than those of the middle class or poor.1 But, in a democracy, disparities of
influence are not merely a problem for representation—the vertical relationship
between ordinary citizens and their elected officials—but also for citizens themselves
as they convene in discussion groups, committees, boards, clubs, associations, town
hall meetings, or other similar gatherings. Settings where citizens get together to talk
and make decisions are ubiquitous parts of American political life and always have
been. Whether in the United States or elsewhere, the discussions and decisions of
groups of citizens comprise the bustling heart of democratic life. For this reason, what
happens in these meetings merits careful study. If such gatherings merely replicate
society’s background inequalities, with those who already have economic or social
power having the consistent advantage, then democracy suffers.2
The (potentially) good news is that group discussion is a dynamic process that might,
under the right circumstances, do more than merely replicate existing power
relationships.3 Authority, defined as the expectation of influence, is not a static
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characteristic: it can be built or undermined, developed or dissolved in the give-andtake of conversation and group decision-making. Thus, what happens in group
meetings matters not just for the substantive decisions that emerge from them (though
who wins and who loses is no doubt important, especially if the same group repeatedly
wins), but also because such meetings are places where citizenship and community
(broadly conceived) are constructed. The key question—and one that deserves
considerable additional attention—is what factors help disadvantaged individuals
participate more actively and achieve greater influence when they talk with their
neighbors, community members, or fellow citizens?

Examining small group dynamics
Answering this question has been the core aim of much of our recent research.4 Our
specific focus has been on gender inequalities in groups, though as we indicate below,
examination of other types of social inequalities is also needed. To explore authority in
group settings, we assembled participants at two different sites in the United States,
then randomly assigned them to five-person groups. We varied the number of women
and men in the group and also varied the decision-rule (majority or unanimity) required
for a group decision. After the participants privately answered some questions about
themselves and their opinions, we brought them together as groups and asked them
to discuss and make a decision about how, if at all, they would redistribute their
earnings from a task they would complete later in the experiment. Some participants
were likely to do very well on the task, we informed them, but some were likely to do
quite poorly. We carefully recorded what happened during the group’s discussion.
Afterwards, we asked the participants to tell us privately about their impressions of
what happened and how they felt about it.
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Our lab experiment allowed us to collect several key measures of authority within the
group setting, including how much each member of the group talked, how often they
interrupted each other, what each person said and whether it matched the views they
reported to us prior to the group discussion, what the group ultimately decided, and
how the participants evaluated each other after the discussion was over, including their
views about who was most influential. We were then able to compare women in their
groups to the men in that same group and to the men and women in other groups.

Inequality in deliberation
The results were striking. In the groups that are most common in political settings—
where women were outnumbered by men and the group made decisions by majority
rule—women faced a dramatic influence deficit. In groups with one woman and four
men, for example, the woman makes up 20 percent of the group, so one metric of
equal participation would be whether women take up 20 percent of the conversation.
But in our lab experiment, women in such groups accounted for only about 12 percent
of the conversation. In other words, women’s talk was barely over half of what it would
have been if they were speaking up in proportion to their presence in the group. Among
women who entered the conversation least confident in their ability to participate, the
numbers were even worse. To be sure that this result wasn’t a function of something
peculiar about the lab setting, we also collected data from school boards around the
country and examined the patterns of participation across boards with different gender
compositions. In the school boards data, the patterns were nearly identical to what we
found in the lab: women who were outnumbered by men spoke up far less often than
we would have expected, even after accounting for their lower presence in the group.

The lab study revealed additional indicators of gender-based power disparities in the
same groups where women were relatively silent. Women were more likely to be
interrupted by men in negative ways—by expressing disapproval with words like “but,”
“no,” “I disagree,” or by changing the subject. These instances showed how the
interrupter expressed skepticism or opposition to what the speaker was saying or took
the floor and changed the subject without any acknowledgement of what the previous
4

speaker had been saying. Women were also less likely to receive positive feedback
and support from men. Such positive feedback—words like “yes,” “uh huh,” “I see,” or
“good point”—is especially important, because it helps to build the authority of the
speaker, letting her know that others are listening and engaging actively with what she
says. In addition, women were less likely to speak about topics of distinct concern to
women, and less likely to advocate on behalf of the disadvantaged.5 Given these facts,
it is perhaps not surprising that the group ultimately made decisions that were less
friendly toward the disadvantaged. In sum, when women were outnumbered by men
in groups deciding by majority rule, women’s lower status was reflected in the microdynamics of the group discussion.
As if that were not deficit enough, these dynamics were also correlated with lower
levels of authority for women, as measured by the other members of the group. In
groups where women were outnumbered, not only did women participate less and
differently, they were also far less likely to be named by the other members of the
group as the “most influential” participant. Again, these disproportionately low stores
of authority and influence were present even after accounting for the fact that there
were more men than women in the group. Nor were these findings a function of gender
disparities in education, age, or income.

Achieving equality in small-group deliberation
Given these rather discouraging findings, where is the evidence that women can build
authority and influence in group discussion? Recall that we randomly assigned
individuals to different types of groups, varying both the gender composition and the
group’s decision rule. These group-level features of the discussion are the key to the
remedy. Nearly all of the negative dynamics we described in majority-rule groups were
cancelled out when the gender composition favored women, though it often took a
supermajority of women before women reached equality of participation and influence.
In these groups, women were more likely to speak up, less likely to experience
negative interruptions, more likely to receive positive feedback, and more likely to talk
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in ways that reflected women’s distinctive concerns. Finally, women were more likely
to be seen as having authority and influence in the group’s discussion. That increased
influence was reflected in the group’s decision, which more closely reflected women’s
preferences regarding income redistribution.
The other feature of the group over which we exercised experimental control—the
group’s decision rule—also mattered. In groups where women were outnumbered by
men but the group was instructed to decide by consensus, the dynamics differed
sharply from what we found under majority rule. The unanimity requirement signals
that every voice and every vote matters, which means that it empowers those who are
outnumbered in the group. (One downside of a consensus rule is that decision-making
may take longer, or benefit those who strongly prefer the status quo over change.) For
women outnumbered by men, this signal had the effect of sharply reducing the gender
disparities of authority and influence we described above. (It also boosted male
participation dramatically in groups where men were outnumbered by women.)
In sum, small-group processes, structures, and institutions matter: they influence the
discussion dynamics and ultimately the group norms through which people build
influence and authority. In other words, the small group settings that represent the
ground-level foundation of modern democracy help to construct empowered citizens,
but only if those settings are structured with disparities of influence in mind. Our results
are thus simultaneously sobering and hopeful. Though gender inequalities continue to
pervade many common political settings, features of the group are themselves a matter
of political decision-making and are often under the direct control of meeting
organizers. We can choose to structure group settings in ways that support and
empower voices that in the past have too often been lost.

Next steps
Of course, ours is but one study, and much more remains to be done to understand
the construction of influence and authority in group discussion settings6 as well as the
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relationship between small-group discussions and the larger system of political
decision-making. Disparities of influence occur in formally empowered settings, too, as
our study of gender and school board deliberation makes clear. But, more remains to
be learned about how the process of building influence and authority unfolds in all parts
of the political system. This may mean paying close attention to how elite messages
about the importance of equal authority and influence can boost disempowered
voices.7 It also means thinking carefully about how building influence in one context
transfers over to other contexts. For example, Karpowitz and Raphael argue that
disadvantaged perspectives might especially benefit from the opportunity to talk in
enclave groups as a first stage before deliberation in more diverse groups.8 Our lab
study provides some evidence that groups comprised entirely of women had unique
beneficial effects, though again, the effects were contingent on other features of the
group, such as the decision rule.9
As we write, the political discussion in the United States is focused on the challenges
of our nation’s history of racial and gender inequality. If progress toward the democratic
promise of equality for all is to be realized, then understanding how equal and lasting
authority is constructed in the discussion groups and public meetings that are the
essence of democratic life ought to be a central concern.

1) Other markers of political and social disadvantage ought to be further studied, such as class,
race, and ethnicity.
2) Different structural factors and decision rules should be considered, aside from the two
discussed in this essay. Every institutional decision has both benefits and drawbacks, and the
effects of different interventions should be examined.
3) Democratic discussion and decision-making often involves small groups that meet repeatedly
over extended periods of time, which create different circumstances and relationships that need
further study.
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