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Abstract

Research Question (RQ): To what extent, and in what ways, can the Viable System Model (VSM),
strengthened by Donella Meadows’ leverage-point perspective, provide actionable and systemic
guidance for transforming digital democratic systems to enhance their resilience, adaptability, and

inclusiveness?

Purpose: The purpose of the study is to develop an analytical and transformative framework for
diagnosing structural weaknesses in digital platforms, while simultaneously identifying leverage
points for intervention. The framework is intended to support a shift from digital participation,
understood as a technical instrument, to digital deliberation, conceived as a viable, recursive, and

learning democratic system.

Method: The study adopts a theoretical approach that combines a qualitative review of the relevant
literature with a structured analysis of seven platform cases. The Viable System Model serves as a
coding matrix for mapping platforms across five subsystems, while Meadows’ leverage points are
employed as a heuristic tool for identifying transformative interventions. Qualitative coding and

synthesis were conducted using NVivo.

Results: The analysis shows that most platforms exhibit asymmetric subsystem development.
Coordination (System 2) frequently emerges as the main bottleneck, strategic intelligence (System 4)
is insufficiently integrated, and normative identity (System 5) often remains at a merely declarative
level. Feedback loops are predominantly one-directional, and recursive structures are rare. Among
the platforms, vTaiwan stands out as a good practice example, having consistently implemented all

VSM functions and developed bidirectional feedback loops.

Organisation: The findings are relevant for platform developers, municipal administrations, and
public institutions seeking to design more resilient and legitimate digital participatory systems. The
study proposes, among other measures, standardised moderation protocols, binding mechanisms
for institutional response, and the integration of strategic analytical tools into governance and

management processes.

Society: The study contributes to understanding how digital deliberative platforms can strengthen
democratic legitimacy, particularly through the inclusion of marginalised groups and the
reinforcement of trust in institutions. It also addresses risks associated with algorithmic bias,
disinformation, and unequal access to information, underlining the need for appropriate regulatory

frameworks at both the EU and national levels.
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Originality: The paper's originality lies in the systematic integration of VSM and Meadows’ leverage
points into a two-step framework for analysing digital deliberative systems. While VSM has previously
been applied to organisational systems, its combination with Meadows’ theory of leverage points in
the specific context of digital democracy offers a novel analytical paradigm.

Limitations / further research: The primary limitation of the study is its theoretical nature, as it does
not empirically test the proposed framework within specific institutional settings. The dynamic
character of digital platforms and the fast pace of technological change also limit the generalisability
of the findings. Future research should empirically validate the framework in real-world digital
deliberative processes, develop longitudinal studies of platforms, and conduct comparative analyses
across diverse cultural and institutional contexts.

Keywords: digital deliberative democracy, viable systemic model, leverage points, cybernetics,
governance, feedback loops, online participatory platforms, digital democratic innovation.

1 Introduction

The digital transformation of European public administration and democracy has intensified
long-standing concerns about legitimacy, responsiveness, and inequality in participatory
governance (European Commission, JRC, 2025; OECD, 2022). Online participation tools
broaden opportunities for citizen involvement in policymaking, yet they also expose democratic
systems to new risks, including disinformation, polarisation, and uneven deliberative quality (Le
Blanc, 2020; Mikhaylovskaya, 2024; European Union, 2024). At the same time, the expansion of
digital public services raises questions about surveillance, privacy, and information security,
underscoring the need for regulatory frameworks that protect fundamental rights while enabling
innovation (European Data Protection Supervisor, 2022; European Union, 2016, 2022).

Despite high expectations, many digital deliberative platforms struggle to translate participation
into effective institutional change. Fragmented coordination, weak feedback loops between
deliberation and implementation, and limited integration of learning mechanisms frequently
undermine their democratic potential (European Commission, Joint Research Centre [JRC],
2025; Le Blanc, 2020). In this article, digital deliberation is therefore not treated as a sequence
of isolated participation events, but as a complex socio-technical system whose performance
depends on how information flows, coordination mechanisms, control structures, strategic
intelligence, and normative commitments are organised and interconnected (Beer, 1985;
Meadows, 2008; van Der Heijden, 2022).

The article is primarily a conceptual and theoretical contribution. It develops an analytical
framework that combines Stafford Beer’s Viable System Model (VSM) with Donella Meadows’
theory of leverage points to diagnose and transform digital deliberative systems. Rather than
presenting a comprehensive empirical evaluation of specific platforms, the study proposes a
structured conceptual model that is illustrated through a comparative analysis of selected
cases.
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The empirical material — including the historical Cybersyn project and contemporary platforms
such as vTaiwan, Decidim, Loomio, EUComMeet, MultiPoD, and Consul Democracy - is used to
demonstrate the applicability and limits of the framework in diverse institutional and
technological contexts, not to derive statistically generalisable findings (Beer, 1985; Espejo,
2022; Decidim, 2026; EUComMeet, 2024; Loomio, n.d.; MultiPoD, 2025).

For the purposes of this study, viability is defined as the capacity of a digital deliberative system
to maintain functional coherence, democratic legitimacy, and adaptive responsiveness over
time under conditions of social, technological, and institutional complexity. Analytically, this
concept refers to five interrelated dimensions: (1) operational performance, (2) coordination, (3)
institutional control and responsiveness, (4) strategic intelligence and learning, and (5)
normative identity. Viability thus serves as an overarching systemic notion that integrates and
organises related properties such as legitimacy, resilience, adaptability, and inclusiveness,
without reducing it to any single one of these dimensions (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008). This
operational definition responds to the risk of conceptual vagueness associated with broad,
unspecific uses of the term and provides a basis for systematic comparison across platforms.

Building on systems thinking and cybernetics, the article employs the VSM as an organisational
diagnostic tool. VSM conceptualises viable organisations as composed of interdependent
subsystems — operations, coordination, control, intelligence, and identity — linked by recursive
feedback loops across multiple levels (Beer, 1985). In the context of digital deliberation, these
subsystems can be mapped onto platform architectures, governance models, and deliberative
processes, enabling a structured analysis of how platforms balance autonomy and cohesion,
and how they manage complexity (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008).

Meadows’ leverage points provide a complementary theory of systemic change by identifying
strategic locations, such as information flows, rules, goals, and paradigms, where relatively
small interventions can generate disproportionate effects (Meadows, 2008; OECD, 2022).
Methodologically, the article combines a systematic review of literature with a structured
document-based case analysis. This diagnosis is then linked to Meadows’ framework to identify
impactful interventions for enhancing resilience, adaptability, and inclusiveness. The approach
is exploratory and interpretive, seeking to provide a theoretically grounded lens for future
empirical research rather than to exhaustively measure platform performance (Braun & Clarke,
2006; Yin, 2018).Guided by this perspective, the research question is: How and to what extent
can the Viable System Model, strengthened by Meadows’ leverage-point perspective, offer
actionable, systematic guidance for transforming digital democratic systems in ways that
enhance their resilience, adaptability, and inclusiveness?

To address this question, Section 2 develops the theoretical framework, integrating deliberative
democracy, cybernetics, VSM, and leverage points, and situates contemporary digital platforms
and Al-supported infrastructures within this perspective. Section 3 outlines the methodological
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design, including case selection, coding procedures, and analytical strategy. Section 4 presents
the results of the VSM-based comparative analysis of digital deliberative platforms, highlighting
recurring patterns and systemic gaps. Section 5 discusses how Meadows’ leverage points can be
combined with VSM to move from diagnosis to transformation and reflects critically on the
limitations of the framework. Section 6 concludes with implications for research and practice in
the design of viable digital deliberative systems.

2 Theoretical framework

Digital democratic innovation increasingly relies on participation and deliberation mediated by
electronic platforms, prompting closer examination of how complex socio-technical systems
sustain legitimacy, inclusiveness, and adaptability under conditions of rapid technological and
political change (European Commission, JCR, 2025; Le Blanc, 2020). Contemporary democratic
governance is shaped not only by formal institutions and electoral mechanisms but also by
digitally mediated communicative environments that structure how information circulates, how
preferences are articulated, and how collective problems are framed and addressed (Nesta,
2022: OECD, 2024). In this context, online deliberative platforms are best understood not as
neutraltools but as organisational and normative arrangements that influence the quality, reach,
and effects of democratic participation.

Systems thinking and cybernetics offer a productive conceptual lens for analysing these
developments. Rather than treating governance as a stable institutional structure, they
conceptualise it as an adaptive process shaped by feedback loops, information flows, learning,
and recursive coordination across multiple levels (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008). This perspective
is particularly useful for understanding digital deliberation, where institutional design,
moderation rules, authentication systems, algorithmic curation, and feedback mechanisms
jointly shape whose voices are heard, how conflicts are processed, and whether deliberation
leads to meaningful institutional response (European Commission, JRC, 2025; van der Heijden,
2022).

This article adopts a primarily conceptual and theoretical perspective. Its aim is not to provide an
exhaustive empirical evaluation of digital democracy platforms, but to develop and refine an
analytical framework for examining their organisational viability and transformative potential.
The empirical cases discussed later in the article serve as structured illustrations of the
framework in use rather than as a basis for statistical generalisation. The contribution of the
article lies above all in conceptual integration: it brings Stafford Beer’s VSM into dialogue with
deliberative democracy theory and Donella Meadows’ leverage-point framework to explain how
digital deliberative systems can be diagnosed and, potentially, redesigned.

Deliberative democracy is conventionally associated with the principle that legitimate collective
decisions must be grounded in public reasoning under conditions that ensure inclusion,
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reciprocity, and mutual justification of positions (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Habermas,
1996). Digital deliberation extends these principles into virtual environments, where citizens and
organised stakeholders engage in structured online communication oriented toward mutual
understanding, preference transformation, and collective problem solving. Its normative
promise lies not only in widening access to participation, but also in improving transparency,
traceability, and responsiveness in public decision-making (Le Blanc, 2020; OECD, 2022).

Digital deliberative environments are marked by substantial tensions. They may reproduce or
intensify inequalities in voice, visibility, and access; they may be vulnerable to manipulation,
disinformation, and low-quality discourse; and they often struggle to connect participatory input
to concrete policy outcomes (Kennedy et al., 2020). These tensions indicate that the democratic
value of digital participation depends not simply on the existence of participatory tools, but on
the organisational architecture through which participation is coordinated, interpreted, and
translated into action (European Commission, JRC, 2025; Jiménez-Pernett et al., 2023).

From a cybernetic perspective, democracy can be conceptualised as a dynamic governance
process in which goals, norms, and problem definitions evolve over time and must be
continuously adjusted in response to new information and changing conditions (Beer, 1985;
Meadows, 2008). Democratic systems, on this view, require mechanisms for perceiving
environmental change, processing distributed signals, coordinating multiple actors, and revising
institutional responses when existing arrangements prove inadequate. Digital deliberation is
therefore not merely a communicative supplement to representative democracy, but a
potentially important site of systemic learning and adaptation.

2.1 Viability as an analytical concept

A central concept in this article is viability. In this study, viability is defined as the capacity of a
digital deliberative system to maintain functional coherence, democratic legitimacy, and
adaptive responsiveness over time under conditions of social, technological, and institutional
complexity. Viability refers neither to mere organisational survival nor to technical efficiency
alone. Rather, it concerns the extent to which a deliberative system can continue to operate,
learn, and retain democratic credibility while facing changing demands, internal tensions, and
external disturbances (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008).

Viability is treated here as an overarching systemic property composed of five interrelated
analytical dimensions: operational performance, coordination, institutional control and
responsiveness, strategic intelligence and learning, and normative identity (Beer, 1985;
Meadows, 2008). Operational performance concerns whether the platform enables actual
deliberative activity (Beer, 1985). Coordination concerns whether interactions, conflicts, and
procedural flows are managed in a coherent manner (Beer, 1985). Control and responsiveness
refer to governance capacity, rule enforcement, and the ability of institutions to respond to
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outputs (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011). Strategic intelligence captures monitoring, analysis,
experimentation, and adaptation (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008). Normative identity concerns the
values, principles, and democratic commitments that orient the system as a whole (Beer, 1985;
Gutmann & Thompson, 1996).

This definition also distinguishes viability from adjacent concepts that appear throughout the
literature, such as resilience, inclusiveness, legitimacy, and sustainability (Beer, 1985;
Meadows, 2008). These concepts are not treated as synonyms. Rather, they are understood as
important dimensions or consequences of viability, depending on the analytical context (Beer,
1985; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; OECD, 2022). Such clarification is necessary in order to
avoid conceptual overstretch and to provide a more precise basis for the comparison of digital
platforms (Espejo & Reyes, 2011; Meadows, 2008).

2.2 Deliberative democracy and cybernetic governance

The theoretical contribution of this article emerges from the intersection of deliberative
democratic theory and cybernetic systems thinking. Deliberative theory emphasises that
legitimacy depends on the quality of public reasoning, the inclusion of diverse perspectives, and
the existence of procedures that allow arguments to be exchanged, challenged, and revised
(Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Habermas, 1996). Cybernetics, by contrast, focuses on how
complex systems regulate themselves through communication, control, and adaptation.
Combining these perspectives makes it possible to ask not only whether participation occurs,
but also how deliberative systems are organised, how they process complexity, and how they
convert communicative input into institutional learning.

This combination is important because digital deliberative systems are not purely normative
spaces, nor merely technical infrastructures (Baxter & Sommerville, 2011; Beer, 1985). They are
socio-technical and political formations in which platform design, rules, actors, and institutional
settings jointly affect deliberative outcomes (Baxter & Sommerville, 2011; European
Commission, JRC, 2025). A cybernetic perspective makes visible the organisational conditions
that support or undermine deliberative quality, including broken feedback loops, weak
coordination, excessive centralisation, poor intelligence functions, and unstable normative
orientation (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011). In this sense, cybernetics does not replace
deliberative democratic theory; it complements it by adding a systems-oriented account of how
democratic communication is sustained, coordinated, and adapted over time (Gutmann &
Thompson, 1996; Habermas, 1996; Beer, 1985).

2.3 Cybernetic architecture of digital deliberation: from Cybersyn to contemporary platforms

Studies show that the intertwined crisis of trust in representative democracy and the increasing
complexity of public problems, ranging from urban infrastructure to youth precarity, reinforce the
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need for governance systems that can learn and adapt continuously rather than relying solely on
multi-year electoral cycles (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2023; Wagenaar, 2022). In such
environments, the responsiveness of democratic institutions depends on their ability to perceive
changes in real time, integrate dispersed information, and adjust decisions accordingly (Beer,
1985; Fung, 2015).

Historically, one of the most ambitious attempts to operationalise such a cybernetic architecture
was the Cybersyn project in Chile (1971-1973), designed by Stafford Beer as an application of
organisational cybernetics to national economic management (Medina, 2011). Cybersyn
combined a nationwide telex network, statistical control software, simulation tools, and a central
operations room into an integrated system that structured information flows across
geographically dispersed production units (Beer, 1979; Medina, 2011). Although often portrayed
as a technocratic command centre, the project was conceived as a decentralised system in
which local operational autonomy was preserved and central coordination functioned primarily
as a supportive mechanism for managing complexity and responding to disturbances (Beer,
1979; Espejo & Reyes, 2011).

The epistemological basis of early cybernetics was often rooted in a “black box” model that
prioritised the observation of input-output relations and the regulation of system behaviour
through external control of information (Beer, 1981). Later developments in second-order
cybernetics substantially shifted this perspective by insisting that observers are themselves part
of the systems they analyse and influence. In this view, cognition is relational, autonomy is
central, and adaptation depends on the system’s internal capacity to respond to environmental
disturbances through structural change rather than direct command (Maturana & Varela, 1987;
Pickering, 2010). This shift is highly relevant for deliberative democracy because it foregrounds
participation, reflexivity, and self-organisation as constitutive features of viable governance.

2.4 The Viable System Model as a framework for digital deliberation

The Viable System Model (VSM), developed by Stafford Beer, conceptualises any viable
organisation as composed of five interdependent functional subsystems: System 1 (operations),
System 2 (coordination), System 3 (control and internal regulation), System 4 (intelligence,
learning, and strategy), and System 5 (policy, identity, and normative orientation) (Beer, 1981,
1985). A defining feature of the VSM is recursion, meaning that the same functional architecture
must be reproduced across organisational levels if local autonomy is to coexist with systemic
coherence. This principle is closely connected to Ashby’s law of requisite variety, according to
which only a system with sufficient internal variety can absorb environmental complexity without
becoming unstable or unresponsive (Ashby, 1958). From this perspective, viability does not
simply mean survival, but the capacity of a system to maintain coherent functioning, adapt to
changing environments, and preserve its identity over time.
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For the purposes of this study, the classical VSM is adapted to the analysis of digital deliberative
platforms. In this interpretation, System 1 refers to concrete deliberative activities and
operational participation units, such as online discussions, proposal submission processes, or
mini publics. System 2 refers to process coordination, including moderation, facilitation, conflict
management, interoperability protocols, and other mechanisms that stabilise interactions
between operational units. System 3 refers to governance structures, institutional oversight, rule
enforcement, compliance procedures, and resource allocation, through which platform activity
is regulated and connected to authoritative decision making. System 3 is interpreted as an audit
function, understood as independent monitoring, verification, evaluation, and quality
assessment of deliberative processes. System 4 refers to strategic intelligence, including
analysis, experimentation, environmental scanning, use of analytics and Al supported synthesis,
and institutional learning. System 5 refers to broader normative and constitutional commitments
that define the platform’s identity and long-term orientation, such as democratic charters,
constitutional principles, ethical frameworks, and visions of participation (Beer, 1985; Espejo &
Reyes, 2011)

Figure 1 presents the adapted VSM framework used in this study. It visualises the vertical
information flows between subsystems, the horizontal links between operational deliberative
units and the external environment, and the feedback loops through which the system monitors,
coordinates, and adjusts its own functioning. By making the audit function explicit, the model
highlights the importance of independent reflexive capacity in digital deliberative environments,
where transparency, accountability, and democratic quality cannot be assumed but must be
continuously assessed (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011). In this way, the model provides an
organisational lens that connects micro level participatory practices with meso level
coordination and macro level strategic and normative orientations.
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Figure 1
Beer's capable system model expanded for digital deliberation
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This framework is particularly relevant for contemporary digital platforms, which can be
interpreted as updated forms of cybernetic governance organised through digitalinfrastructures,
information flows, and institutional feedback mechanisms (Espejo, 2022; Fischli & Muldoon,
2024; Mikhaylovskaya, 2024). Taiwan’s vTaiwan process, for example, combines online tools
such as Pol.is with face-to-face meetings and institutional follow up, using algorithmic mapping
of opinion landscapes to identify bridging statements and support structured consensus
formation connected to policy processes (Cheng & Godel, 2021). Decidim integrates open-
source infrastructure, procedural traceability, and a democratic charter, thereby linking
operational participation modules with coordination mechanisms and explicit normative
commitments within a comparatively coherent participatory architecture. These examples
suggest that digital deliberative systems can be designed as recursive, learning oriented
institutional ecosystems rather than as isolated participatory events, and that their democratic
performance depends on how well the different VSM functions are articulated and balanced.

In the remainder of the article, the adapted VSM is used as a diagnostic framework for analysing
the organisational architecture of selected digital deliberative platforms. The five subsystems
and the audit function are not only treated as theoretical categories but are also translated into
an explicit coding matrix that structures the qualitative document analysis. This alignment
between conceptual model and analytical categories enables comparison at the level of
functional architecture rather than only visible technological features and provides a transparent
basis for the subsequent coding procedure and cross case synthesis (Beer, 1985; Espejo &
Reyes, 2011).
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2.5 Meadows’ leverage points and systemic transformation

While the VSM offers a diagnostic framework for identifying functional strengths and
weaknesses, it says less about where and how change should be initiated once systemic
problems have been identified. This is where Meadows’ theory of leverage points becomes
analytically valuable. Meadows (2008) distinguishes between different locations within a
complex system where interventions can produce effects, ranging from parameters and buffers
to information flows, rules, system goals, and paradigms. These leverage points differ in depth:
interventions at the level of parameters may be easier to implement but tend to generate limited
change, whereas interventions at the level of goals or paradigms are more difficult but potentially
transformative.

In the context of digital deliberative democracy, leverage points help translate systemic
diagnosis into institutional and design-oriented reflection. Information flows concern whether
participants receive timely, understandable, and traceable feedback. Rules concern
moderation, access, participation procedures, and obligations of institutional response. Goals
concern whether platforms are oriented merely toward consultation or toward continuous co-
governance and learning. Paradigms concern the deeper assumptions institutions hold about
democracy itself, including whether citizens are seen as passive consultees or as co-producers
of public problem solving (Meadows, 2008; OECD, 2022). The combination of VSM and leverage
points therefore establishes a two-step analytical logic that is central to this article. First, VSM is
used to diagnose the functional architecture of the system and identify where viability is
compromised. Second, Meadows’ leverage points are used to specify where interventions may
be most effective and how deep those interventions would need to be to improve resilience,
inclusiveness, responsiveness, and learning. This integrated formulation makes the conceptual
contribution of the article more explicit and clarifies the relationship between diagnosis and
transformation.

2.6 Artificial intelligence and digital twins in deliberative systems

Recent developments in artificial intelligence (Al) and data-intensive infrastructures are further
transforming the conditions under which digital deliberation takes place. Al-supported platforms
can process large volumes of citizen input, identify argumentative patterns, cluster positions,
and generate summaries at a scale that would be difficult to manage through human facilitation
alone (Fishkin et al., 2025; Romberg & Escher, 2024). In this sense, Al can extend the intelligence
function of deliberative systems by supporting analysis, pattern recognition, and the
management of informational complexity (Fishkin et al., 2025; Tessler et al., 2024).

At the same time, Al raises substantial normative and regulatory questions. Systems used in
public decision-making must remain transparent, subject to human oversight, and designed so
as not to manipulate participants or conceal the criteria through which inputs are processed
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(European Commission, 2026). Within the European context, the Al Act introduces a risk-based
framework that is directly relevant for deliberative systems supported by algorithmic tools
(European Commission, 2026). From the perspective of the VSM, Al may strengthen System 4
through analytical capacity and System 3 through monitoring and audit, but only if embedded
within clear governance arrangements and normative safeguards (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes,
2011).

Digital twins represent a related development. By simulating policy scenarios and visualising
possible consequences in real time, they create new possibilities for connecting deliberation
with anticipatory governance (Eurocities, 2024; OECD, 2025). However, as recent developments
in Argentina demonstrate, extending this logic to social policy raises profound democratic
concerns. The implementation of a national “Social Digital Twin” by the Argentine governmentin
2026, designed to simulate the socioeconomic impacts of welfare policies by centralising citizen
data, illustrates how predictive state modelling can blur the line between policy anticipation and
mass surveillance (DigWatch, 2026; NextMSC, 2026). From a cybernetic perspective, such
systems may strengthen intelligence functions (System 4), but without robust normative
safeguards (System 5) and democratic control (System 3*), they risk reducing citizens from
deliberative actors to passive, algorithmically profiled variables. In urban policy, environmental
planning, and mobility governance, digital twins can make complex trade-offs visible to citizens
and decision-makers alike, thereby supporting more informed forms of participation (Eurocities,
2024, Living-in.EU, 2024). They also enrich feedback processes by allowing deliberation to
engage not only with past performance but with modelled future consequences, for example
through local digital twins that simulate policy scenarios and visualise potential impacts (Raes
etal., 2025).

2.7 Critical application of the framework

Despite its analytical power, the VSM cannot be applied uncritically to democratic processes. Its
structural elegance may obscure questions of power, inequality, legitimacy, and contestation if
it is treated as a purely technical model of optimisation (Beer, 1985; Jiménez-Pernett et al.,
2023). Digital deliberation is shaped not only by functional design but also by asymmetries in
access, discourse quality, institutional trust, and the broader political context in which
participatory mechanisms operate. These issues are especially significant in online
environments, where inequalities can arise at the stages of recruitment, interaction, visibility,
and uptake of outcomes.

For this reason, the VSM is employed in this article not as a technocratic blueprint for governing
democracy, but as a conceptual framework that must remain anchored in normative deliberative
theory and sensitive to institutional power. This critical qualification is important because the
article does not claim that cybernetic design by itself guarantees democratic legitimacy. Rather,
it argues that cybernetic and systems-theoretical concepts can help diagnose organisational
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conditions under which deliberative democracy is more or less likely to become viable in
practice.

3 Method

This study is primarily designed as a conceptual-theoretical inquiry supported by a structured
comparative analysis of selected digital deliberative platforms. Its purpose is not to produce
statistically generalisable findings, but to develop and apply an analytical framework capable of
diagnosing the organisational and normative conditions of viability in digital deliberative systems.
Methodologically, the study combines document analysis, systems modelling through the Viable
System Model (VSM), and qualitative coding and synthesis in NVivo (Beer, 1985; Bowen, 2009;
Krippendorff, 2004; QSR International, 2020).

The unit of analysis is the digital deliberative platform understood as a socio-technical,
institutional, and normative system. The analysis focuses on platform architectures, governance
arrangements, deliberative procedures, feedback structures, and normative commitments.
Broader political and economic conditions are treated as part of the environment of the platform
rather than as the primary object of analysis. This delimitation allows comparison across cases
that differ substantially in scale, institutional embedding, and technological design while
preserving a shared analytical focus (Baxter & Sommerville, 2011; Meadows, 2008; Yin, 2018)

3.1 Case selection

The study analyses seven cases: Cybersyn, Decidim, Loomio, vTaiwan, EUComMeet, MultiPoD,
and Consul Democracy. Case selection followed purposive comparative sampling. Four criteria
guided inclusion: relevance to digital deliberation or cybernetically informed governance;
sufficient availability of public documentation for qualitative analysis; variation in governance
model, institutional embedding, and technological design; and analytical usefulness for testing
the explanatory value of the VSM across historically and institutionally diverse settings (Bowen,
2009; Yin, 2018).

Cybersyn was included as a historical reference case because it represents an early and
influential experiment in cybernetic coordination and recursive governance. The remaining six
cases were selected because they reflect different combinations of civic participation,
institutionalisation, open-source infrastructure, moderation design, and feedback mechanisms.
Taken together, the cases offer sufficient variation to support a structured comparison of
functional architecture rather than a claim to representativeness in a statistical sense (Beer,
1985; Yin, 2018).
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3.2 Data corpus

The analysis is based on a documentary corpus composed of official platform charters,
governance and moderation documents, technical documentation, evaluation reports,
academic publications, development plans, archived deliberative materials, and participation
metadata. Preference was given to documents that made visible platform architecture, rule
systems, implementation pathways, and evidence of learning or adaptation. Because the study
is document-based, cases with richer and more stable documentary traces were prioritised
(Bowen, 2009).

All documents were imported into NVivo and organised by case and document type. This enabled
traceability in coding decisions and supported systematic cross-case comparison. The corpus is
not intended to provide exhaustive coverage of every local deployment of the platforms
examined, but rather an analytically adequate basis for identifying recurrent functional patterns
and systemic asymmetries (QSR International, 2020; Yin, 2018).

3.3 Operationalisation of the VSM coding matrix

To improve methodological transparency, the adapted VSM framework presented in Figure 1 was
translated into an explicit coding matrix. In practical terms, each subsystem of the model was
treated as a top-level analytical category that structured the document analysis. The coding
matrix therefore corresponded directly to the five classical VSM subsystems, supplemented
where relevant by System 3 as a distinct audit function, so that the analytical procedure followed
the same logic as the conceptual model (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011)

System 1 captured operational deliberative activity. Passages were coded as System 1 when they
referred to concrete participatory practices through which the platform enacted participation,
such as proposal submission, online discussion, voting, agenda formation, mini public
participation, or other direct forms of deliberative interaction (Beer, 1985). System 2 captured
coordination. This category included moderation rules, facilitation procedures, conflict
management, interoperability protocols, process alignment, and other mechanisms used to
reduce fragmentation and maintain coherence between operational units (Beer, 1985; Espejo &
Reyes, 2011).

System 3 captured control and internal regulation. Segments were coded in this category when
they described governance structures, administrative oversight, compliance procedures,
institutional validation, enforcement mechanisms, or resource allocation that connected
platform activity to authoritative decision making (Beer, 1985). System 3 captured audit like
functions and was used where the material explicitly referred to independent monitoring,
verification, evaluation, or quality control of deliberative processes, especially where reflexive
oversight could be analytically distinguished from ordinary governance and administration (Beer,
1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011).
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System 4 captured intelligence, learning, and adaptation. This included strategic analysis,
experimentation, scenario building, environmental scanning, the use of analytics, Al supported
synthesis, and institutional learning, with passages coded as System 4 when they showed how a
platform interpreted changing conditions and adjusted its functioning over time (Beer, 1985;
Meadows, 2008). System 5 captured policy, identity, and normative orientation. This category
included democratic charters, constitutional principles, ethical commitments, visions of
participation, and broader value statements defining the platform’s purpose and identity, with
passages coded as System 5 when they articulated the normative core through which the
platform justified its role in democratic governance (Beer, 1985; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996).

This operationalisation created a one-to-one link between the conceptual model and the coding
procedure. Rather than relying on an implicit or ad hoc set of categories, the analysis proceeded
through system categories derived directly from the adapted VSM, making explicit what counted
as evidence for each subsystem across cases. This structure also prepared the ground for the
next stage of analysis, in which these codes were applied in NVivo and compared across cases
through matrix coding and thematic synthesis.

Table 1 summarises how the conceptual VSM subsystems were translated into analytical coding
categories and specifies the substantive focus of each code in the document analysis (Beer,
1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011; Espinosa et al., 2023).
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Table 1

Mapping of VSM subsystems to analytical coding categories

Vol. 11, no. 3, year 2026

VSM Substantive meaning in this study Codmg focusin document
subsystem analysis
Concrete deliberative activities and Passages describing primary
System 1- participation units (e.g. online discussions,  participatory practices through
Operations proposal submission, voting, mini publics)  which the platform enacts
(Beer, 1985). deliberation.
e oo Pasages escringefonst
System 2 - P ’ reduce fragmentation and

Coordination

facilitation, conflict management,
interoperability, process alignment) (Beer,
1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011).

Governance structures, institutional

maintain coherence between
deliberative activities.

Passages describing how

System 3 - oversight, rule enforcement, compliance, platform activity is governed,
Control and resource allocation connecting regulated, or linked to
operations to authority (Beer, 1985). authoritative decision making.
Independent monitoring, verification, Passages describing reflexive
System 3* - evaluation, and quality control of deliberative oversight that can be
Audit processes (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, distinguished from routine
2011). administration.
Strategic analysis, experimentation, Passages describing how
System 4 - environmental scanning, use of analytics or  platforms interpret changing

Intelligence

Al, and institutional learning (Beer, 1985;
Meadows, 2008).

conditions and adapt their
design or procedures over time.

Normative and constitutional commitments
defining the platform’s democratic role and
long-term orientation (Beer, 1985; Gutmann
& Thompson, 1996).

Passages articulating values,
principles, and visions of
participation that justify the
platform’s existence and role.

System 5 -
Identity

Note: *The coding logic can be illustrated with selected platform examples. In Decidim, documents describing
participatory processes as structured sequences of phases, including proposal creation, debate, results,
evaluation, and monitoring, were coded as System 2 because they referred to mechanisms that coordinate and
stabilise deliberative activity across the platform. In vTaiwan, documents describing the collection of online inputs,
the synthesis of consultation results, and the subsequent refinement of draft regulations were coded as System 4,
because they showed how the system processes information, supports learning, and adapts future action. In
Decidim, references to the Social Contract and to democratic guarantees such as transparency, traceability, and
open collaboration were coded as System 5, because they expressed the normative commitments that define the
platform’s identity and democratic purpose.
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Together, these definitions and the corresponding codes ensured that the qualitative analysis
remained anchored in the VSM framework and made explicit what counted as evidence for each
subsystem across the different platforms (Dhakal, 2022).

The coding procedure was directly derived from the adapted VSM framework presented in Figure
1. The five classical VSM subsystems, supplemented where relevant by System 3 as an audit
function, were first translated into a coding matrix as top-level analytical categories (Systems 1-
5 and 3%*). In the analysis, each passage in the documentary corpus was therefore coded to one
or more of these six system categories rather than to a separate, ad hoc set of themes. In this
way, the coding matrix corresponded one to one to the conceptual model and ensured that the
qualitative coding remained anchored in the VSM framework (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011).

The resulting codebook defined one code for each VSM subsystem and for the audit function
(System 3%*), specifying for every code a short label, an operational definition, and typical
indicators in the documents. Table 1 summarises how each conceptual subsystem was
translated into a coding category and what substantive focus guided its application in the
analysis.

3.4 Coding procedure and analytical synthesis

The analysis proceeded in four iterative stages. To make the logic of the coding process
transparent for readers unfamiliar with qualitative methodology or the Viable System Model, the
procedure is explained in some detail below.

In the first stage, all documents were read case by case to identify passages that shed light on
how digital deliberative platforms function. The reading focused on descriptions of participation,
coordination, governance, feedback, learning, and normative commitments, and served to
delimit the segments of text that were relevant for the subsequent analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006; Krippendorff, 2004).

The second stage applied a theory driven, deductive coding logic. This means that the coding
categories were not developed from the data itself but were predefined based on the VSM
conceptual framework introduced in Section 2. Concretely, six system codes derived directly
from the adapted VSM model were used: System 1 for operational deliberative activity, System 2
for coordination, System 3 for control and internal regulation, System 3 for audit functions,
System 4 for intelligence and learning, and System 5 for policy, identity, and normative
orientation. Each passage in the documentary corpus was assigned to one or more of these
categories, producing a structured functional map of each platform (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes,
2011).

In the third stage, an additional and separate layer of inductive codes was developed. Unlike the
VSM categories introduced in the second stage, these codes were not predefined. Instead, they
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emerged from repeated reading of the material when patterns appeared that were not captured
by the six VSM codes alone. This is an important distinction: the inductive codes do not form a
different coding system but complement the deductive VSM structure by naming cross cutting
empirical patterns that recurred across multiple cases. These patterns included fragmentation
between participation modules, participatory fatigue among citizens, gaps between deliberative
outputs and institutional implementation, algorithmic bias in platform design, and structural
asymmetries between well-resourced and less resourced participants. Together with the
deductive VSM codes, these inductive themes made it possible to describe not only whether a
given function was present, but also what systemic problems accompanied or undermined it
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).

In the fourth stage, matrix coding queries in NVivo were used to examine how the deductive VSM
codes and the inductive themes co-occurred across cases. In practical terms, this meant
examining which platforms combined weak coordination (System 2) with themes of
fragmentation, or which platforms showed limited intelligence capacity (System 4) alongside
persistent implementation gaps. The matrices thus served not to count categories, but to reveal
structural relationships between functional architecture and recurring systemic problems
across platforms (QSR International, 2020).

Finally, Meadows' leverage point framework was introduced only after this combined deductive
and inductive mapping had been completed. It was not used as a coding scheme, but as an
interpretative lens to reflect on where within the mapped systems interventions might produce
only marginal adjustments and where deeper, more transformative change would be required. In
this configuration, the VSM defined the analytical structure, the inductive themes grounded the
analysis in recurring empirical patterns, and Meadows' framework guided interpretation of where
meaningful change might be located (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008).

3.5 Comparative summary of cases

Table 2 summarises the selected cases and the specific aspects of the conceptual framework
they help to illuminate, without claiming to offer definitive performance rankings.

78



Izzivi prihodnosti / Challenges of the Future

Table 2

Comparative summary of the analysed digital deliberative platforms

Vol. 11, no. 3, year 2026

Institutional

Case Type . Analytical relevance
P setting y
Historical Serves as a historical reference
cybernetic State-led point for thinking about cybernetic
Cybersyn o
governance coordination governance, feedback, and
project recursion.
Offers a case for examining how
Open-source - ici [ ;
N p n- Municipal and participatory mfras’qgcture
Decidim participatory L procedural traceability, and
civic-institutional . . :
platform explicit democratic commitments
can be combined in practice.
Provides an example of locally
Collaborative embedded, cooperative decision
Loomio decision Civic/cooperative making and raises questions about
platform coordination beyond small-scale
settings.
Provides a case through which to
Deliberative Hybrid civil explore how participation,
vTaiwan process society- coordination, institutional
ecosystem government response, and iterative learning
can be linked over time.
Illustrates how experimental
Deliberative . designs in a research context can
EUComMeet . EU research settin .
research project g be used to test different formats of
transnational deliberation.
- Offers an exploratory example of
Multilingual s P y‘ P
. . . Research and multilingual and multi-level
MultiPoD deliberation . . . . . .
roiect innovation setting  deliberation across diverse
proj institutional environments.
Provides a case for examining how
Participator - trong institutional em in
Consul articipatory Municipal- S ong Ins .u ° ? E.} bgdd g
governance . . interacts with variation in
Democracy administrative . . .
platform participatory and deliberative

practice across implementations.

Table 2 provides a heuristic overview of how the selected cases contribute to the conceptual
exploration developed in this article. Because the comparative analysis is based on purposive
case selection and documentary material, the formulations in the table should be read as
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analytically orienting rather than evaluatively conclusive. These features of the design also point
directly to several limitations that need to be acknowledged explicitly.

3.6 Limitations of the design

The credibility of the analysis was strengthened through source triangulation, reflective
memoing, and the maintenance of an audit trail in NVivo (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; QSR
International, 2020).

At the same time, the design has clear limitations. First, the study relies on documentary material
and secondary sources, which means that informal practices, internal negotiations, and actual
participant experience cannot be fully captured (Bowen, 2009). Second, platforms such as
Decidim and Consul have multiple local implementations, so the analysis identifies general
patterns rather than all possible institutional variants (Yin, 2018). Third, although the coding
matrix improves transparency, interpretative judgement remains part of the analytical process
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Krippendorff, 2004). Fourth, the selected cases are analytically diverse
but not exhaustive, so the findings should be understood as diagnostic and theory-building rather
than empirically definitive or universally generalisable (Yin, 2018).

4 Results

4.1 Comparative VSM mapping of the analytical platforms

Applying the VSM as an analytical framework made it possible to identify five core functions
across the seven cases: operations, coordination, control, intelligence, and identity. These
functions appeared in different ways across platform documents, governance arrangements,
and institutional settings, allowing comparison beyond immediately visible technical features.
Rather than producing definitive rankings, the analysis highlights varying configurations of the
five subsystems and shows how different platforms place emphasis on different dimensions of
viability.

Table 3 summarises the comparative VSM mapping of the analysed platforms. The entries in the
table are intended as concise functional descriptors derived from the documentary corpus and
should be read as heuristic indicators rather than exhaustive empirical judgements.
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Table 3

Comparative VSM mapping of the analysed platforms

Vol. 11, no. 3, year 2026

S1 S2 S4 .
Platform Operations  Coordination S3 Control Intelligence S5 Identity
Factorl'es as Algedonic Operations . . Political
Cybersyn operational ) Simulations .
. signals room project
units
Moderation Metadecidim
- Participatory and API and Development Democratic
Decidim .
processes based governance community charter
coordination  structures
. Autonomous DeC|.5|on Minimal Community Cooperative
Loomio making . . .
groups supervision learning ethics
processes
Pol.is and Integration
. deliberative  Algorithmic . g Digital Rough
vTaiwan o with . .
process coordination s intelligence consensus
) ministries
design
EUComMeet Minipublics Facilitation Research Experlmental European
governance learning values
MultiPoD Multi-level DlgltaF ‘ Project Experimental Pluralism
groups coordination  management  approach
Global Open-
Consul Budgets and ) Administrative community source
Moderation . S
Democracy  proposals validation and platform  participation
development logic

The table 3 indicates that the platforms distribute VSM functions in different ways rather than

converging on a single model of digital deliberation. In the available documentation, vTaiwan

appears to offer one of the more integrated examples of how operational participation,

coordination, institutional uptake, learning, and normative orientation can be linked over time.

Decidim presents a comparatively well-articulated combination of participatory infrastructure,

governance design, and normative commitments, although the integration of coordination

mechanisms and implementation pathways appears more uneven across contexts.

Other cases illuminate different forms of partial viability. Consul Democracy appears relatively

more institutionally embedded, especially in relation to administrative validation and formal

participation channels, while Loomio is more clearly oriented toward local autonomy,
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cooperative decision making, and community-based identity than toward broader system level
coordination. EUComMeet and MultiPoD are particularly useful for examining experimental and
project-based forms of deliberation, where learning and design innovation are visible but longer-
term institutional stabilisation remains less clear. Cybersyn, finally, functions less as a
democratic benchmark than as a historically important reference point for analysing
coordination, feedback, and recursion in cybernetic terms.

4.2 Systemic asymmetries in platform architecture

At this stage of the analysis, the VSM based comparison is used to identify interpretative
analytical patterns in the documentary material rather than to provide definitive comparative
findings about the real world performance of the platforms. The tendencies described below
should therefore be read as patterns that emerge from the available documents and from the
proposed framework, not as empirically validated rankings or exhaustive descriptions of all
deployments.

A cross case reading of the seven platforms suggests several recurring systemic asymmetries.

First, System 2 appears as a frequent point of tension in the documentary record. Across several
cases, platform documents give substantial attention to participation opportunities at the
operational level, while providing comparatively less detailed descriptions of how interactions
are coordinated over time and across participation spaces. Coordination procedures, conflict
management, and mechanisms for ensuring procedural consistency are often present but
described in a more fragmented or ad hoc manner. Within the logic of the VSM, this suggests that
the coordination function is weaklier formalised than the operational function, especially in
platforms that look participatory in form yet exhibit uneven procedural stability across processes.

Second, System 3 is often only partially specified. Many cases include references to governance
structures, validation procedures, or formal mandates, but these are not always clearly linked to
systematic institutional response capacities. In some instances, documents describe how
inputs are collected, sorted, or reviewed, while providing less information on how such inputs are
taken up in authoritative decision making or policy change. From a diagnostic perspective, this
points to a recurrent gap between deliberative participation and formal implementation, where
the control function is more visible on paper than in its concrete effects on institutional
responses.

Third, System 4 tends to be less developed than other subsystems in the analysed material.
Several platforms refer to forms of strategic reflection, experimentation, data analytics, or
algorithmic support, but these elements are frequently presented as auxiliary features rather
than as clearly embedded components of a broader learning architecture. Descriptions of how
information about past processes feeds into systematic redesign, long term strategy, or adaptive
governance are relatively scarce across the corpus. In VSM terms, this suggests that strategic
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intelligence is present but often in a more episodic or project bound form, with limited evidence
of sustained, institutionalised learning across deliberative cycles. The absence of well
formalised System 4 functions also has implications for how platforms handle external shocks,
technological change, or shifts in institutional context, since adaptive capacity depends
precisely on having mechanisms that can register, interpret, and respond to such changes in a
structured way.

Fourth, System 5 is typically normatively explicit but unevenly operationalised. Many platforms
foreground democratic values and principles through charters, mission statements, or public
codes of conduct. However, the links between such normative commitments and the concrete
design of procedures, feedback obligations, or accountability mechanisms are not always fully
spelled out in the available texts. This produces a recurrent pattern in which the identity function
is strong at the level of declared values, while its translation into systematically organised
practices and institutional constraints remains more partial or indirect.

These asymmetries do not imply that the platforms are unviable or ineffective. Rather, they
illustrate how the VSM helps to make visible specific areas where functional development
appears more advanced alongside areas where institutional arrangements are described in less
detail or with greater internal tension. These observations thus serve as starting points for further
empirical investigation rather than as final judgements on platform performance.

Potential leverage points for systemic transformation

Building on this diagnostic overview, Meadows' leverage point framework can now be applied as
a secondary interpretative lens to reflect on where interventions might produce more than
incremental change. This application is explicitly conceptual in character. The leverage points
are not proposed here as concrete policy recommendations or as evidence-based prescriptions
for specific platforms. Rather, they are offered as a set of analytically grounded prompts for
thinking about where redesign efforts might be directed and what depth of intervention different
kinds of change would require.

The recurring weakness of System 2 across cases points most directly to leverage points at the
level of information flows and rules. In Meadows' terms, improving how feedback circulates
within and between deliberative units, and making procedural rules more explicit and
enforceable, represents an intervention at a relatively accessible level of the system. Such
changes can be introduced without requiring deep institutional transformation and are likely to
improve coordination quality, reduce fragmentation, and make deliberative processes more
legible to participants.

The partial realisation of System 3, and the recurrent gap between deliberative participation and
institutional implementation, points to leverage points at the level of rules and system goals.
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Binding accountability obligations for institutional follow up, mandatory response timelines, and
clearer linkages between deliberative outputs and decision-making authority would all operate
at this level. These interventions are more demanding than information flow adjustments
because they require changes to institutional structures and political will rather than technical
design alone.

The underdevelopment of System 4 suggests that the most relevant leverage points are located
at the level of feedback loops and goals. Embedding systematic evaluation cycles, outcome
monitoring, and structured learning processes into platform governance would create the
conditions for adaptive intelligence to function not episodically but as a constitutive dimension
of the deliberative architecture. This kind of intervention is more difficult to sustain, as it requires
resources, organisational capacity, and a long-term institutional commitment to reflexive
governance rather than isolated procedural reform.

The gap between declared normative values and their operational embedding in System 5 points
to leverage points at the deepest level of Meadows' framework, namely paradigms. Closing this
gap does not simply require better procedures or clearer rules. It requires a shift in how
institutions understand their relationship to citizens, from viewing participation as a consultative
supplement to representative decision making toward treating it as a constitutive feature of
legitimate governance. This is the most difficult kind of change to produce and sustain, but it is
also the kind of change that, if achieved, would alter the conditions under which all other
systemic interventions become meaningful.

Together, this two-step logic, from VSM diagnosis to leverage point reflection, suggests that the
improvement of digital deliberative systems is not primarily a technical challenge. It is an
institutional and normative challenge that operates at multiple levels of depth simultaneously,
and that requires different kinds of intervention depending on where in the system the most
consequential gaps are located.

4.3 Feedback loops, delays, and recursive structures

A central result of the analysis concerns feedback loops. In most cases, deliberation generates
outputs that move toward institutional review, but information does not return to participants in
a timely, transparent, or structured way. This makes feedback largely one-directional and limits
the capacity of the platform to sustain trust, learning, and adaptive legitimacy over time.

Table 4 presents a comparative overview of feedback loops, temporal delays, and recursive
structures across the analysed platforms, highlighting their implications for responsiveness and
systemic learning.
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Table 4

Feedback loops, delays, and recursive structures

Vol. 11, no. 3, year 2026

Platform Feedback loops Delays Recursive Key findings
structures
Partial: vertical
Strong operational - . recursion Cybernetically
Minimalin .
feedback between . between efficient but not
Cybersyn . designed . . .
factories and production units democratically
model
centre and central grounded
control
Partial: feedback frequeht: lelt.ed: some Normatively strong,
institutional multi-level use, )
- on proposals and operationally, and
Decidim responses but not S
processes, but . institutionally
canbeslowor systematically
often uneven . uneven
fragmented recursive
. Strong local
. Locally strong: Low within Minimal beyond learning, but
Loomio groups often close .
. small groups group level fragmentation at
loops internally
system level
Bidirectional: Low: relatively
institutional short cycles High: recursive Best practice for
. responses and between learning across  feedback and
vTaiwan . . . . L
public updates are deliberation issues and recursion in the
centralto the and policy institutions sample
model response
Moderatg: Methodologically
. Moderate: connections
Designed bounded b between local structured, but
EUComMeet feedback within roiect y and constrained by
project cycles p ) . . project temporality
timelines transnational
paper.docx
levels
Experimental Moderate: Promising but not
. feedback between potential for yetinstitutionally
MultiPoD deliberation and Moderate multi-level stabilised
design learning paper.docx
. Frequent: Low: limited Institutionally
Variable: depends . support for
Consul follow-up is . strong,
strongly on local multi-level . .
Democracy . . often delayed ) deliberatively
implementation recursive . .
orunclear . inconsistent
learning
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Recursive functionality is comparatively limited across the examined platforms. Most platforms
do not clearly connect local, organisational, and higher-level decision processes in a way that
would allow learning to circulate across levels. vTaiwan offers the clearest example of recursive
functionality because it links deliberative input, issue mapping, public reasoning, and
institutional uptake more effectively than the other cases. Decidim contains some recursive
potential, particularly through its governance architecture and civic-institutional interface, but
this potential is more uneven in practice.

Institutional responsiveness therefore becomes one of the main differentiating variables across
cases. Platforms with stronger linkages between deliberation and formal decision-making are
better positioned to sustain viability, because they maintain not only participation but also the
feedback conditions through which the system can learn from its own outputs. Where these
linkages are weak, participation risks becoming episodic, symbolic, or procedurally fragmented.

4.4 Cross-case synthesis

Cross the analysed cases, viability appears to depend not simply on the availability of
participatory tools, but on the extent to which participation is integrated into a broader functional
architecture. Platforms become more viable when operational participation is coordinated,
institutionally linked, supported by learning mechanisms, and anchored in a clear normative
orientation. In contrast, platforms become less viable when one subsystem develops inisolation
from the others, especially when participation is not matched by coordination, responsiveness,
or strategic intelligence.

The comparative pattern across cases can therefore be summarised as follows: operational
participation is common, but systemic integration is uneven; coordination is the most frequent
weakness; institutional response remains inconsistent; strategic intelligence is often
underdeveloped; and normative identity is stronger at the level of declaration than
implementation. From this perspective, vTaiwan represents the clearest example of a
comparatively balanced digital deliberative system, while other platforms illustrate different
forms of partial viability, each with specific strengths and structural limitations.

Table 4 summarises the main systemic strengths, weaknesses, and overall diagnostic profiles of
the analysed platforms, condensing the comparative findings into a single overview.
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Table 4

Vol. 11, no. 3, year 2026

Comparative synthesis of systemic strengths and weaknesses across the analysed platforms

Overall diagnostic

Platform Main strengths Main weaknesses .
profile
Strong coordination Weak democratic .
Y Illustrates cybernetic
and control; powerful legitimacy and - .
Cybersyn . . viability without
feedback for managing  participatory S
. . . democratic viability
complexity inclusiveness
Clear normative Coordination
framework; open- bottlenecks; variable Normatively articulated
Decidim source infrastructure; implementation; but operationally
institutional uptake in limited enforcementof  uneven system
many cities deliberative outcomes
Strong local autonomy;  Limited systemic Locally viable
Loomio cooperative ethos; coordination; weak deliberative cells
accessible deliberation institutional linkage; without robust system-
for small groups fragmented learning levelintegration
Balanced VSM
functions; stron Dependence on
’ g political will; not Most viable digital
. feedback loops; ) ) .
vTaiwan S uniformly deliberative ecosystem
effective institutional . . .
. institutionalised across in the sample
responsiveness; robust . .
. policy domains
learning
Car'efully.de5|gned Project-based .
deliberative formats; temporality: limited Methodologically strong
EUComMeet attention to inclusion P y - but institutionally time-
A long-term institutional
and pluralism; ) bounded model
. anchoring
transnational focus
. Lack of stable
Focus on multilingual, o .
multi-level institutional Experimental platform
MultiPoD . . embedding; limited with high potential but
deliberation; . R .
. . scalability beyond low institutionalisation
experimental learning .
projects
Strong administrative Feedback loops and Institutionally resilient
integration; wide deliberative quality vary  participation
Consul e . .
Democrac diffusion; robust across deployments; infrastructure with
y control and compliance identity often partial deliberative
functions declarative viability
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Overall, the comparative analysis indicates that the analysed platforms differ substantially in
how they combine the functional conditions of viability, ranging from relatively integrated
architectures to more partial and uneven configurations. This comparative diagnosis provides
the basis for the subsequent discussion, which interprets these patterns in terms of systemic
constraints, leverage points for transformation, and implications for the design of digital
deliberative systems.

5 Discussion
5.1 VSM as a diagnostic framework for digital deliberative systems

The comparative analysis indicates that the Viable System Model provides a useful diagnostic
framework for identifying how digital deliberative platforms organise, coordinate, and stabilise
participation across institutional and technological settings (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011).
Its main analytical value lies in distinguishing between the presence of participatory activity and
the broader functional conditions required for systemic viability (Beer, 1985). In this respect, the
results suggest that many platforms succeed in enabling participation at the operational level,
but fewer achieve a balanced integration of coordination, control, strategic learning, and
normative orientation.

This finding is particularly important because it clarifies that viability cannot be reduced to
participation volume, technical sophistication, or normative aspiration alone. Rather, viability
depends on how these dimensions are connected through a coherent functional architecture
(Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008). The recurrent weaknesses identified in coordination, institutional
responsiveness, and strategic intelligence indicate that many digital deliberative systems remain
only partially viable: they support engagement, but do not consistently transform engagement
into adaptive and institutionally consequential democratic processes.

The results also reinforce the analytical usefulness of distinguishing among the five VSM
subsystems. System 2 emerged as the most frequent bottleneck, showing that coordination
remains a decisive but underdeveloped condition of deliberative quality. System 3 proved equally
important, because the absence of robust institutional follow-up often leaves deliberative
outputs weakly connected to decision-making. System 4 was present unevenly, suggesting that
many platforms lack sufficient capacity for reflexive learning, environmental scanning, and long-
term adaptation. System 5, finally, was often strongly articulated in normative terms, but more
unevenly realised in practice (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011; Meadows, 2008).

These patterns support the argument that the VSM helps reveal structural constraints that are
not immediately visible through conventional evaluations of participation platforms. Instead of
assessing platforms only by user access, formal openness, or technological novelty, the VSM
makes it possible to examine whether the system can maintain coherence, learn from feedback,
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and sustain democratic purpose under conditions of complexity (Beer, 1985; van Der Heijden,
2022).

5.2 Meadows lever points as an interpretative framework for transformation

If the VSM helps diagnose systemic architecture, Meadows’ leverage points help interpret where
meaningful transformation is most likely to occur (Meadows, 2008). The comparative findings
suggest that many of the identified weaknesses are not merely technical deficiencies, but signs
of deeper problems in information flows, rule structures, institutional goals, and governing
assumptions. From this perspective, digital deliberative platforms do not fail only because they
lack better tools, but because they often operate within weakly alighed institutional logics
(Meadows, 2008; OECD, 2022).

The most immediate leverage point concerns information flows. The results showed that
feedback is frequently one-directional: proposals move upward toward institutional review, but
implementation information often fails to return to participants in a timely and intelligible form.
This weakens trust, undermines learning, and reduces the perceived legitimacy of participation.
Improving information flows would therefore not be a minor procedural adjustment, but a
systemic intervention capable of strengthening both responsiveness and adaptive capacity
(Meadows, 2008; Pentland & Tsai, 2024).

A second leverage point concerns system rules. Where moderation procedures, institutional
response obligations, and implementation pathways remain unclear or inconsistent, platform
viability is weakened even when participation is formally open. The findings suggest that more
explicit procedural rules could improve coherence across operational units and reduce
fragmentation. In this sense, governance rules are not peripheral design details, but core
conditions for maintaining democratic functionality in complex digital settings (Meadows, 2008;
OECD, 2022).

A deeper level of transformation concerns system goals and paradigms. The comparative
analysis suggests that platforms become more viable when participation is treated as an ongoing
learning process rather than a sequence of isolated consultative events. vTaiwan is the clearest
example in the sample because it combines iterative deliberation, institutional uptake, and
visible feedback in a comparatively integrated way. This indicates that the most consequential
reforms may depend less on adding new participation tools than on reorienting the goals of digital
democracy toward recursion, responsiveness, and co-governance (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008;
vTaiwan, n.d.).

5.3 From diagnosis to transformation: leverage points in digital deliberative systems

Building on this diagnostic overview, Meadows' leverage point framework can now be applied as
a secondary interpretative lens to reflect on where interventions might produce more than
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incremental change. This application is explicitly conceptual in character. The leverage points
are not proposed here as concrete policy recommendations or as evidence-based prescriptions
for specific platforms. Rather, they are offered as a set of analytically grounded prompts for
thinking about where redesign efforts might be directed and what depth of intervention different
kinds of change would require.

The recurring weakness of System 2 across cases points most directly to leverage points at the
level of information flows and rules. In Meadows' terms, improving how feedback circulates
within and between deliberative units, and making procedural rules more explicit and
enforceable, represents an intervention at a relatively accessible level of the system. Such
changes can be introduced without requiring deep institutional transformation and are likely to
improve coordination quality, reduce fragmentation, and make deliberative processes more
legible to participants.

The partial realisation of System 3, and the recurrent gap between deliberative participation and
institutional implementation, points to leverage points at the level of rules and system goals.
Binding accountability obligations for institutional follow up, mandatory response timelines, and
clearer linkages between deliberative outputs and decision-making authority would all operate
at this level. These interventions are more demanding than information flow adjustments
because they require changes to institutional structures and political will rather than technical
design alone.

The underdevelopment of System 4 suggests that the most relevant leverage points are located
at the level of feedback loops and goals. Embedding systematic evaluation cycles, outcome
monitoring, and structured learning processes into platform governance would create the
conditions for adaptive intelligence to function not episodically but as a constitutive dimension
of the deliberative architecture. This kind of intervention is more difficult to sustain, as it requires
resources, organisational capacity, and a long-term institutional commitment to reflexive
governance rather thanisolated procedural reform.

The gap between declared normative values and their operational embedding in System 5 points
to leverage points at the deepest level of Meadows' framework, namely paradigms. Closing this
gap does not simply require better procedures or clearer rules. It requires a shift in how
institutions understand their relationship to citizens, from viewing participation as a consultative
supplement to representative decision making toward treating it as a constitutive feature of
legitimate governance. This is the most difficult kind of change to produce and sustain, but it is
also the kind of change that, if achieved, would alter the conditions under which all other
systemic interventions become meaningful.

Together, this twostep logic, from VSM diagnosis to leverage point reflection, suggests that the
improvement of digital deliberative systems is not primarily a technical challenge. It is an
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institutional and normative challenge that operates at multiple levels of depth simultaneously,
and that requires different kinds of intervention depending on where in the system the most
consequential gaps are located.

5.4 Answer to the research question

The research question asked how and to what extent the Viable System Model, strengthened by
Meadows' leverage point perspective, can offer actionable and systematic guidance for
transforming digital democratic systems in ways that enhance resilience, adaptability, and
inclusiveness. The analysis suggests that the combined framework does provide such guidance,
but primarily in a diagnostic and strategic sense rather than as a fixed design template (Beer,
1985; Meadows, 2008). It helps identify where digital deliberative systems are structurally
imbalanced and where interventions are most likely to improve their long-term viability.

More specifically, the VSM clarifies that resilient and inclusive digital deliberation depends on the
integration of operational participation with coordination, institutional control, strategic
intelligence, and normative identity (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011). Meadows' framework
complements this by indicating that the most effective interventions are likely to involve the
redesign of feedback channels, procedural rules, institutional commitments, and the underlying
goals of participation (Meadows, 2008; OECD, 2022).

The two frameworks support a move from descriptive analysis toward a theory of intentional
transformation through a specific two step logic. In the first step, the VSM is used to map the
functional architecture of a platform and identify which subsystems are present, which are weak,
and which are structurally disconnected from each other. This diagnostic step produces a
differentiated picture of where viability is compromised and why. In the second step, Meadows'
leverage point framework is applied to translate this diagnosis into a ranked account of
intervention priorities. Since leverage points differ in depth, from parameter adjustments at the
surface to paradigm shifts at the core, the framework allows practitioners and researchers to
distinguish between changes that are easy to implement but likely to produce limited effects, and
changes that are more demanding but potentially transformative. Applied together, the two
frameworks thus make it possible to move beyond the observation that a platform is "weak in
coordination" or "lacking in strategic intelligence," and to ask instead: at what level of the system
does the problem originate, what kind of intervention would be required to address it, and which
changes are likely to have the most consequential effects on democratic quality over time (Beer,
1985; Meadows, 2008; Espejo & Reyes, 2011).

The contribution of this framework is therefore not that it offers a universal model applicable in
identical form across all settings. Rather, its value lies in providing a structured way to diagnose
variation, compare platform architectures, and identify reform priorities in context sensitive ways
(Yin, 2018). In this sense, the study supports the view that digital deliberation becomes more
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viable not when platforms simply accumulate features, but when they are organised as learning
systems capable of feedback, coordination, adaptation, and democratic justification (Beer,
1985; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Meadows, 2008).

5.5 Critical reflections

At the same time, the discussion points to several cautions in applying the VSM to digital
democracy. The analytical strength of the model lies in its structural clarity, but this same clarity
can also obscure dimensions of power, inequality, and political struggle that are central to
democratic life. A platform may appear functionally coherent while still reproducing exclusion,
unequal influence, or weak public accountability. For this reason, the VSM should not be treated
as a self-sufficient theory of democracy, but as a systems-analytical framework that must remain
connected to deliberative and institutional theory (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Habermas,
1996; Jiménez-Pernett et al., 2023).

A second caution concerns the documentary and interpretative basis of the analysis. The
comparative findings identify recurring functional patterns, but they do not fully capture informal
practices, implementation variation, or participant experience. This is particularly relevant for
widely distributed platforms such as Decidim and Consul Democracy, whose local instantiations
may differ substantially. The conclusions should therefore be understood as theory-building and
diagnostically robust, but not as exhaustive empirical evaluations of all deployments (Bowen,
2009; Yin, 2018).

A third caution concerns temporal change. Digital deliberative systems evolve quickly as
platform features, governance arrangements, and political contexts shift. What appears as a
stable subsystem relation in one period may be altered by later redesign, institutional change, or
technological adaptation. This reinforces the value of the framework as a dynamic diagnostic
instrument but also underlines the need for future longitudinal and implementation-based
research (European Commission, JRC, 2025; Yin, 2018).

6 Conclusion

6.1 Concluding remark

This article has argued that digital deliberative platforms are productively understood not simply
as participatory tools, but as complex socio-technical systems whose viability can be
theoretically associated with the integration of operational participation, coordination, control,
strategic learning, and normative orientation (Beer, 1985; Baxter & Sommerville, 2011; Meadows,
2008). By combining the Viable System Model with Meadows' leverage point perspective, the
study developed a structured analytical framework for identifying interpretative patterns of
systemic weakness and for reflecting on where intervention efforts might be directed in the
design and governance of digital deliberative systems.
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The comparative analysis suggests that many platforms provide meaningful opportunities for
participation, yet fewer appear to display a comparatively balanced configuration across the five
functional dimensions associated with viability in the proposed framework. Coordination
emerged as afrequent point of tension in the documentary material, institutional responsiveness
appeared unevenly developed, strategic intelligence tended to be described in more episodic
than constitutive terms, and normative identity was typically more explicit at the level of declared
values thanin its operational embedding. Among the analysed cases, vTaiwan can be interpreted
as offering one of the more integrated examples of how operational participation, coordination,
institutional uptake, and iterative learning can be connected over time, while the other platforms
illustrated different configurations of partial viability, each with analytically distinct strengths and
less developed areas.

In response to the research question, the analysis indicates that the combination of the VSM and
Meadows' leverage points can offer analytically grounded and systematic guidance for thinking
about the transformation of digital democratic systems, primarily as a diagnostic and strategic
framework rather than as a universal design model (Beer, 1985; Espejo & Reyes, 2011; Meadows,
2008). Its main value lies in providing a theoretically structured way to identify where functional
imbalances appear to arise, how these imbalances may affect democratic performance, and
which kinds of interventions are most likely to strengthen resilience, adaptability, inclusiveness,
and legitimacy across diverse institutional contexts.

6.2 Research limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the study is
conceptually and theoretically oriented and relies on documentary analysis rather than direct
observation of deliberative practice. It therefore does not fully capture informal interactions,
implementation dynamics, or the lived experience of participants within digital deliberative
systems (Bowen, 2009; Yin, 2018).

Second, the analysed platforms differ substantially in institutional setting, scale, and maturity,
and some of them—especially Decidim and Consul Democracy—exist in multiple local
implementations. The analysis therefore identifies broad functional patterns rather than
providing exhaustive empirical evaluation of all platform variants. Third, although the VSM coding
matrix improves analytical transparency, the interpretation of platform functions still depends
partly on theoretical judgement and comparative abstraction (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Espejo &
Reyes, 2011; QSR International, 2020)

A further limitation concerns temporality. Digital platforms evolve rapidly as governance
arrangements, user practices, and technical infrastructures change. Some findings may
therefore lose precision over time, particularly in relation to platform redesign, algorithmic
features, and institutional uptake. For this reason, the study should be read as a theory-building
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contribution with comparative diagnostic value rather than as a final or static assessment of
platform viability (European Commission, JRC, 2025; Yin, 2018).

6.3 Recommendations for practice

The following recommendations are derived from the interpretative and theory building
orientation of the framework rather than from direct empirical evaluation of implementation
outcomes. They are therefore intended as analytically grounded starting points for reflection and
design ratherthan as prescriptions with universal applicability. Their relevance and feasibility will
vary substantially depending on institutional context, available resources, governance culture,
and the degree of political and administrative commitment to participatory governance.

The first priority is to strengthen coordination mechanisms. In the analysed material, System 2
appeared as a frequent point of tension, particularly in platforms operating across multiple
participation spaces or administrative levels. For public administrations and platform designers
working in institutionally fragmented settings, this implies investing in clearer moderation
protocols, more consistent process rules, and stronger alignment between deliberative stages.
In smaller scale or civic cooperative settings, where coordination tends to be more informal, the
priority may instead be to make existing informal practices more legible and transferable (Beer,
1985; OECD, 2022).

A second priority is to institutionalise feedback loops between deliberation and institutional
response. Many platforms in the analysed corpus invite participation but provide limited
structured information about what happens once a deliberative cycle concludes. Where
platforms are embedded in formal public administrations, this points to the need for binding
response timelines, publicly visible implementation tracking, and regular structured reporting
back to participants. Where platforms operate in more project based or experimental contexts,
lighter forms of structured synthesis and follow up communication may be more realistic and
appropriate (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008).

A third priority is to integrate strategic intelligence more effectively into governance
arrangements. Data analytics, experimental modules, and digital feedback tools tend to function
in the analysed cases as peripheral technical features rather than as constitutive elements of
adaptive governance. Making these functions more systematically embedded requires not only
technical capacity but also institutional mandates for evaluation, willingness to act on learning,
and sufficient organisational stability to sustain reflection across deliberative cycles. These
conditions are more readily available in well-resourced national or supranational settings thanin
smaller municipal or project based deployments, which suggests that the depth of this reform
will necessarily vary across governance levels (Meadows, 2008).
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A fourth priority is to translate normative commitments into operational design. Democratic
values such as inclusion, transparency, accountability, and reciprocity are most effective when
embedded not only in charters and mission statements but also in concrete moderation rules,
institutional procedures, and algorithmic design choices. This translation is challenging because
it requires ongoing dialogue between normative principles and technical implementation, and
because it depends on institutional actors being willing to accept constraints on their discretion
in the name of democratic consistency (Beer, 1985; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996).

Finally, platforms are likely to become more democratically effective when they are developed
as recursive infrastructures rather than isolated participation events, with stronger functional
connections across local, organisational, and higher governance levels where such connections
are institutionally feasible. This recommendation is most relevant for platforms embedded in
multi-level governance systems, such as those operating across European, national, and
municipal levels, and less immediately applicable to purely local or project bound deployments.
In all cases, however, the underlying orientation remains the same: deliberation becomes more
viable when it is organised as a continuous learning process rather than as a series of
disconnected consultative episodes (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; OECD, 2022).

6.4 Future research

Future research should extend this framework in several directions. First, longitudinal empirical
studies are needed to examine how platform viability changes over time and how subsystem
relations evolve under shifting political, organisational, and technological conditions. Such work
would help test whether coordination, feedback, and learning capacities can be stabilised in
practice, rather than only identified analytically (Beer, 1985; Meadows, 2008; Yin, 2018).

Second, more implementation-oriented and ethnographic research is needed to investigate
moderation practices, informal power relations, and participant experiences within digital
deliberative settings. This would provide a richer understanding of how democratic norms are
enacted, contested, or undermined in practice, especially under conditions of asymmetry and
institutional inequality (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Habermas, 1996; Jiménez-Pernett et al.,
2023).

Third, future studies should examine recursive and multi-level deliberative architectures more
systematically, particularly in transnational and multilevel governance settings such as the
European Union. Additional research is also needed on the relationship between algorithmic
mediation, deliberative equality, and institutional legitimacy, especially where digital tools shape
visibility, clustering, prioritisation, or consensus formation (European Commission, JRC, 2025;
Pentland & Tsai, 2024). Finally, the proposed framework should be empirically validated across
different political and cultural environments to refine the concept of viability and test its
usefulness as a comparative analytical tool.
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Povzetek
Vzdrzni sistemski model in digitalna deliberativha demokracija:
kibernetski okvir za odpornost, vklju¢enost in prilagodljivost

Raziskovalno vprasanje (RV): Kako in v kolik§ni meri lahko Model viable sistema (VSM), okrepljen s
perspektivo vzvodnih to¢k Donelle Meadows, ponudi uporabna in sistemska priporoCila za
preoblikovanje digitalnih demokrati¢nih sistemov z namenom krepitve njihove odpornosti,
prilagodljivosti in vklju¢enosti?

Namen: Namen raziskave je usmerjen v razvoj analitiChega in transformativnega ogrodja
namenjenega diagnosticiranju strukturnih slabosti digitalnih platform. Hkrati ogrodje zagotavlja tudi
opredelitev intervencijskih tock. Njihova naloga je, da omogocijo prehod od digitalne participacije kot
tehni€nega ogrodja k digitalni deliberacijo kot vzdrznemu, rekurzivnemu in uceCemu se
demokrati¢nemu sistemu.

Metoda: Teoreti€ni pristop, ki vkljucuje vsebinski pregled literature in strukturirano analizo sedmih
primerov platform. Kot kodirna matrika je bil uporabljen VSM. V procesu so bile kartirane platforme
po petih podsistemih. Medtem, ko so bile Meadowsove vzvodne tocke uporabljene kot hevristino
orodje za opredelitev transformativnih intervencij. Kvalitativno kodiranje in sinteza sta bila izvedena z
NVivo.

Rezultati: Iz analize je razvidno, da vecina platform trpi za asimetri¢nim razvojem podsistemov. Tako
koordinacija (S2) predstavlja najveckrat ozko grlo. Razvidno je tudi, da je strateSka inteligenca (S4)
premalo integrirana, medtem ko normativna identiteta (S5) pogosto ostaja na deklarativni ravni.
Povratne zanke so ve¢inoma enosmerne in rekurzivne strukture redke. Med platformami izstopa
vTaiwan. Gre za dober primer iz prakse, ki je dosledno implementiral vse VSM funkcije in ima razvito
bidireksijske povratne zanke.

Organizacija: Ugotovitve raziskave so uporabne za razvijalce platform, obcCinske uprave in javne
institucije v okviru razvoja bolj odpornih in legitimnih digitalnih participativnih sistemov. V okviru
priporoCil so podani standardizirani moderacijski protokoli, vzpostavljeni so zavezujoci se mehanizmi
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institucionalnega odziva. Vkljucena je tudi integracija strateSkih analitiCnih orodij v upravljavske
procese.

Druzba: Rezultati raziskave prispevajo k razumevanju moznosti krepitve demokrati¢ne legitimnosti s
strani digitalnih deliberativnih platform. Predvsem je potrebno izpostaviti vklju¢enost marginalnih
skupin in pomen zaupanja v institucije. V okviru Studije so obravnavana tudi tveganja algoritmicnih
pristranskosti, dezinformacij in neenakosti dostopa do informacij. Za vse te izzive pa je potremo
oblikovati regulativne okvirje na rani EU in posameznih drZav.

Originalnost: Originalnost prispevka je v sistemati¢cnem povezovanju VSM in Meadowsovih vzvodnih
toCk kot integriranega dvostopenjskega ogrodja za analizo digitalnih deliberativnih sistemov. VSM je
Ze bil apliciran na organizacijske sisteme, medtem ko kombinacija le tega z Meadowsovo teorijo
intervencijskih tock v okvir digitalne demokracije predstavlja novo analiticno paradigmo.
Omejitve/nadaljnje raziskovanje: Primarna omejitev Studije lezi v teoreticni naravi raziskave, ki ne
vklju€uje empiri€nega testiranja ogrodja v okviru institucionalnih okolij. Sama dinamicnost digitalnih
platform in vse hitrejSi tehnoloSki razvoj omejujeta posploSevanje ugotovitev. Potrebno bi bilo
empiricno validirati ogrodje v realnih digitalnih deliberativnih procesih. Potrebno je pripraviti
longitudinalne Studije platform in komparativno analizo v okviru razli¢nih kulturnih in institucionalnih
okoljih.

Kljuéne besede: digitalna deliberativna demokracija, vzdrzni sistemski model, vzvodne tocke,
kibernetika, upravljanje, povratne zanke, spletne participativne platforme, digitalna demokrati¢na
inovacija.
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