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Diverse Discussion in Public Deliberation on Cancer Drug 
Funding
Daniel Steel*, Naseeb Bolduc*, Reena Titoria*, Michael Burgess*, Julia Abelson† and Stuart 
Peacock‡

Structured deliberations among members of the public are increasingly viewed as useful inputs to health 
policy decisions that also rely on scientific evidence and expertise. Such deliberations typically aim for 
discussions that explore a diversity of ideas and perspectives. However, the concept of a diverse discussion 
has not been thoroughly examined and methods for measuring the extent to which a discussion actually 
was diverse are lacking. In this article, we develop a theoretical account of diverse discussion and propose 
a method for operationalizing it, which we illustrate by means of an analysis of transcripts from public 
deliberations on cancer drug funding in Canada. 
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1. Introduction
Policy makers tasked with difficult decisions have 
increasingly turned to deliberative mini-publics, which 
recruit members of the public to be informed and 
deliberate on a topic, as a source of advice or legitimacy 
(Brown 2006; Fishkin 2018; Fung 2007; O’Doherty & 
Burgess 2013; Rowe & Frewer 2000; Smith 2009). This 
is especially true for issues related to health policy and 
biomedical research, such as funding for cancer drugs and 
human tissue biobanking (Abelson et al. 2003; Degeling 
et al. 2017). Diversity is frequently noted as a desired 
quality of public deliberations (Burgess et al. 2016; 
Carman et al. 2015; Degeling et al. 2015; Longstaff & 
Burgess 2010). Usually, diversity is understood in reference 
to who is there: a deliberation is thought to be diverse 
if its participants are sufficiently varied in their social, 
professional, or attitudinal profiles. But diversity can also 
be viewed as a quality of the discussion itself. One group 
of participants might only discuss a few isolated issues, 
while another raises a wide range of issues and explores 
the interconnections among them. The latter discussion is 
naturally judged more diverse than the former. However, 
while the concept of diversity as it pertains to groups 
of people has been examined (Harrison & Klein 2007; 
McDonald & Dimmick 2003; Solanas et al. 2012; Steel et 
al. 2018), the concept of diverse discussion has received 
little attention. 

In this article, we develop a theoretical account of diverse 
discussion and propose a method for operationalizing it, 
which we illustrate by means of an analysis of transcripts 
from public deliberations on cancer drug funding in 
Canada. A diverse discussion, as we propose to understand 
it, explores a variety of relevant information, perspectives, 
or heuristics and integrates them in addressing the task 
at hand. We explain how diverse discussion plays an 
important, although often implicit, role in theoretical 
discussions of ideal deliberation (Anderson 2006; 
Habermas 1990; Longino 1990, 2002). These proposals 
typically specify conditions that are, to all appearances, 
designed to foster diverse discussion, which in turn 
is thought to enhance, or be constitutive of, quality 
deliberation. Indeed, diverse discussions are often argued 
to produce superior results in science and elsewhere 
(Anderson 2006; Bohman 2006; Longino 1990, 2002; 
Muldoon 2016; Page 2017). 

Our approach to operationalizing the notion of diverse 
discussion relies on a theoretical construct known as 
information elaboration, for which instruments have 
been developed for experimental contexts. Information 
elaboration refers to the process by which varied 
perspectives, knowledge, experiences, or other cognitive 
resources dispersed in a group are elicited and integrated in 
the process of discussion (Homan et al. 2007; Kooij-de Bode 
et al. 2008; Meyer et al. 2011). There is a straightforward 
correspondence between information elaboration and 
the intuitive notion of diverse discussion. Like diverse 
discussion, information elaboration is enhanced when a 
larger number of perspectives, items of information, and 
so on are expressed, explored, and brought in contact 
with one another. Our approach, therefore, is to adapt 
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instruments developed for measuring information 
elaboration within an experimental context, wherein 
information elaboration is studied as an important causal 
mediator between demographic diversity and group 
performance (Homan et al. 2007; Kooij-de Bode et al. 
2008; Meyer et al. 2011), to the analysis of transcripts 
from public deliberations. 

We develop our proposal in connection with an analysis 
of transcripts from a series of deliberative mini-publics, 
or ‘citizen panels,’ conducted in 2016 under the title 
Making Fair and Sustainable Decisions about Funding for 
Cancer Drugs in Canada and sponsored by the Canadian 
Partnership Against Cancer (Bentely et al. 2017; Bentley et 
al. 2018; cf. Bentley et al. 2019; Costa et al. 2019). In these 
events, participants recruited from the general public 
were informed about challenging trade-offs confronted 
by policy makers in the arena of funding for cancer 
drugs and were invited to discuss and to ultimately make 
recommendations about the considerations that should 
guide decisions on this matter. 

The organization of this paper is as follows. Section 2 
provides a theoretical grounding for the concept of diverse 
discussion, links it to literature on public deliberation, 
and explains its connection to information elaboration. 
Section 3 describes the transcripts we analyze and the 
deliberations they came from, while section 4 describes 
how we adapted the information elaboration instrument 
to the transcripts on cancer drug funding in Canada alluded 
to above. Section 5 explains how data generated by the 
method we describe can be used to operationalize diverse 
discussion and gives examples of research questions that 
could be studied using our method. Section 6 summarizes 
the positive features of our proposal and considers its 
limitations. 

2. Conceptualizing Diverse Discussion
Diversity is usually seen as a function of who is present, 
in which case individuals are the units of analysis and 
are diverse if there is sufficient variety among them 
along demographic or cognitive lines. However, diversity 
can also be a function of what is said, in which case the 
units of analysis are transcripts and the speech acts they 
contain. Just as a collection of people might or might 
not be diverse, a discussion might explore a more or less 
diverse array of ideas.

One hallmark of a diverse discussion is that a variety 
of relevant ideas are raised. However, diverse discussion 
as we understand it also involves substantive interaction 
among those ideas. Thus, a discussion in which each 
participant expresses a distinct perspective but in 
which no one engages with anyone else’s views would 
not be very diverse. Our concept of diverse discussion, 
then, embodies what Medina (2013: 7) calls ‘epistemic 
interaction,’ wherein ‘resources are pooled and 
experiences and imaginations are shared, compared, and 
contrasted.’ Medina proposes that epistemic interaction 
is closely linked to integration, in which people of varied 
social backgrounds are not merely present in society but 
regularly interact with one another on an equal basis in 
educational, professional, and other contexts. Anderson 

(2013) makes the case that integration is essential for well-
functioning democracies, and Medina (2013) proposes 
that openness to equal epistemic interactions with 
people who hold differing views is a crucial democratic 
sensibility.

We suggest that integration and epistemic interaction 
are also relevant to the concept of diversity. A stylized 
example and analogy may be helpful to motivate this 
idea. Imagine two universities. In University A, two 
ethnic groups are represented in the student body, but 
there are no interactions among them. At University 
B, the same two ethnic groups are represented in the 
same proportions, but there are frequent interactions 
among them as peers in a variety of contexts (e.g., 
classes, social events, etc.). In other words, University B 
is more integrated than University A, so that students at 
University B are more likely than those at University A 
to encounter students whose ethnicities differ from their 
own. That provides a straightforward reason to judge 
University B more ethnically diverse than University A. 
Bringing differing people in contact with one another 
is an important aspect of diversity, and this happens 
at University B but not A, at least with regard to ethnic 
differences.

Epistemic interaction is the analogue to integration 
when the diversity of a discussion, rather than the 
diversity of a collection of people, is in question. Note that 
integration alone does not ensure epistemic interaction. 
People in frequent contact on equal terms might, for 
instance, politely avoid objecting to views they disagree 
with out of a desire to maintain positive relationships. In 
parallel to the previous example, then, consider Discussion 
A, wherein two ideas are proposed but are never brought 
in contact with one another, and Discussion B, in which 
the same two ideas are broached and their relative merits 
thoroughly debated. Just as the student body of University 
B is more diverse than that of University A, Discussion 
B is more diverse than Discussion A. Of course, other 
discussions could be more diverse than Discussion B, for 
instance, by raising and integrating further ideas. The 
takeaway point here, however, is that both the number of 
ideas raised and the interaction among them matter for 
diverse discussion.

While the term diverse discussion is not frequently 
encountered in literature on public deliberation, the 
underlying idea is nevertheless quite common. Consider 
the following minimal criteria for public deliberations 
(Blacksher et al. 2012):

(1) the provision of balanced, factual information 
that improves participants’ knowledge of the issue; 
(2) the inclusion of diverse perspectives to counter 
the well-documented tendency of better educated 
and wealthier citizens to participate disproportion-
ately in deliberative opportunities and to identify 
points of view and conflicting interests that might 
otherwise go untapped; and (3) the opportunity 
to reflect on and discuss freely a wide spectrum of 
viewpoints and to challenge and test competing 
moral claims. 
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All three criteria mentioned in this passage are linked to 
diversity of discussion. The first criterion demands that 
participants be presented with balanced information 
that does focus attention on a single point of view, 
while the second insists that a variety of perspectives be 
present among the participants themselves. And the third 
criterion describes epistemic interaction, as when the 
merits of different viewpoints are compared.

Theoretical analyses of ideal deliberation also describe 
conditions apparently intended to promote diverse 
discussion. These typically emphasize an equitable setting 
wherein obstacles to the free expression and discussion 
of ideas, such as sexism or racial discrimination, are 
expunged (Anderson 2006; Habermas 1984; Longino 
1990, 2002). For example, Anderson (2006) proposes 
universal inclusion and the expression of dissent as 
conditions needed for democracy to generate discussions 
that generate epistemic benefits from diversity. One of 
the aims of such models is apparently to foster diverse 
discussion in the way we have described it: they describe 
conditions in which a variety of potentially conflicting 
ideas can be raised and rationally debated. This requires 
not only that a number of different beliefs, values, and 
perspectives be aired, but also that they be brought into 
contact with one another so that epistemic interaction 
occurs. Of course, models of ideal deliberation typically 
have concerns besides diverse discussion. They often 
embody moral principles, such as equality and respect 
for human rights; provide a philosophical account of 
rationality or objectivity; and seek to promote more 
effective democratic decision-making. Nevertheless, 
we suggest that the concept of diverse discussion plays 
an important yet implicit mediating role in theoretical 
accounts of ideal deliberation, wherein equity and a diverse 
array of participants enhances the diversity of discussion, 
which in turn improves the quality of deliberation.

Diverse discussion, understood as the expression of 
a broad variety of contrasting or differing views that 
are jointly explored in relation to the task, is similar to 
information elaboration, which refers to ‘the degree to 
which information is shared, processed, and integrated 
in group interaction’ (Homan et al. 2007: 1193). Note 
that the term ‘integration’ is being used in this quoted 
passage to mean something similar to Medina’s epistemic 
interaction (i.e., the engagement of differing ideas or 
information) rather than integration in the sense of 
racial integration of public schools. We will use the term 
integration in the epistemic sense in what follows. The 
more items of relevant information that are shared and 
the more they are processed and integrated in relation to 
carrying out the task, the greater the extent of information 
elaboration. Information elaboration is motivated by the 
observation that diverse perspectives and information 
might be possessed by participants of a discussion but not 
be expressed, explored, or integrated with one another 
(van Knippenberg et al. 2004). Moreover, information 
elaboration is often studied as a mediator between 
group diversity and improved performance (Homan 
et al. 2007), paralleling the implicit role of diverse 
discussion in theoretical accounts of ideal deliberation. 

These similarities suggest that information elaboration 
could serve as a basis for operationalizing the theoretical 
construct of diverse discussion, an idea we pursue in 
below in sections 4 and 5.

Finally, diversity of discussion is a distinct theoretical 
construct from quality of deliberation. For example, a 
discussion might raise and integrate a wide variety of 
issues, but also it might involve numerous false premises 
and fallacious inferences and thus be diverse but low 
quality. One might reasonably suppose that diverse 
discussions are more likely to be of higher quality, but 
we regard this as a hypothesis to be studied empirically 
rather than as an a priori principle. To illustrate these 
points, consider the Discourse Quality Index (DQI), 
which is intended to measure deliberation quality from 
a Habermasian perspective (Steenbergen et al. 2003; cf. 
Edwards et al. 2008; De Vries et al. 2011; Himmelroos 
2017; Rowe et al. 2004; Steiner et al. 2004). DQI includes 
five coding categories: (1) Participation, which measures 
whether participants interrupt one another, (2) Level 
of Justification, which assesses the extent to which 
participants give complete reasons for positions they 
advocate, (3) Content of Justification, which assesses 
whether participant’s reasons are based on individual 
interest or the common good, (4) Respect, which includes 
three sub-indicators: respect for other groups, respect for 
demands of others, and respect for counterarguments, 
and finally (5) Constructive Politics, which assesses whether 
participants suggest mediating or compromise positions 
(Steenbergen et al. 2003). Because DQI does not include 
a coding category relating to the variety of ideas or issues 
discussed, it is not a measure of diverse discussion. Some 
of the coding categories, such as Participation and Respect, 
may measure factors that foster diverse discussion, and 
others like Level and Content of Justification, may be 
effects of it. However, the Constructive Politics category 
of DQI does involve a particular type of integration 
(namely, compromise) and thus is more directly related 
to diverse discussion. But even here, DQI would not 
be a good measure for diverse discussion, because this 
requires tracking themes raised in the discussion and 
their integrations with other themes. Consequently, we 
regard DQI and our approach to measuring diversity of 
discussion as largely complementary. 

3. The CPAC Transcripts
The transcripts we analyze derive from six two-day 
deliberative events sponsored by the Canadian Partnership 
Against Cancer (CPAC) in 2016 (Bentley et al. 2017; Bentley 
et al. 2019). Our analysis of these transcripts for this 
research project was approved by the Behavioural Research 
Ethics Board at the University of British Columbia (H19-
02928). The deliberations examined funding decisions 
regarding cancer drugs whose effects had already been 
studied and which had received regulatory approval. The 
deliberation focused on how to decide which of these 
drugs to place on formularies—so that their cost would be 
covered for patients through publicly funded healthcare 
systems—given that it is not financially possible to fund 
every drug. The deliberations aimed to provide policy-
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makers with public input about the value judgments that 
should guide trade-offs inherent in these decisions.

The six CPAC deliberations occurred in Saskatchewan, 
Ontario, Quebec (separate events in English and in 
French), and Nova Scotia, along with a final pan-
Canadian event. Each event consisted of approximately 
20–25 citizens who were recruited to reflect a diversity of 
experiences and perspectives based on the demographics 
of each respective province. Participants were recruited 
through both random and purposeful selection. Email 
invitations were randomly distributed, and interested 
recipients were asked to complete a survey to collect 
demographic and experiential information. Participants 
were then selected to create balanced groups for 
deliberation. 

The structure of these events was based on deliberative 
methods from Burgess & O’Doherty (2009) and the 
McMaster Health Forum (https://www.mcmasterforum.
org/spark-action/citizen-panels). Each deliberative event 
occurred over one weekend (two full days) and consisted of 
both small and large group sessions. Prior to deliberation, 
participants were provided with background information 
through a plain-language booklet introducing the topic, an 
informational video, and presentations by a local patient 
representative and an oncologist. In each event, the 20–25 
participants were divided into three smaller breakout 
groups consisting of 6–8 individuals. Each of these small 
groups had concurrent discussions, where participants 
were provided with a question and were prompted to 
deliberate by a facilitator. After approximately one hour 
of small group exchange, participants reconvened in 
a large group, and one member from each small group 
was tasked with summarizing their discussion through a 
report back. After the report backs, all 20–25 members of 
the large group engaged in facilitated conversation, with 
the aim of developing a set of recommendations. All the 
small and large group discussions at all six events were 
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Results of the 
deliberation were analyzed in a published article (Bentley 
et al. 2019) and summarized in an online report (Bentley 
et al. 2017). 

For the purposes of this study, we only examined the 
transcripts for the events in Halifax, Nova Scotia, Montreal, 
Quebec (English), and Hamilton, Ontario. And for each of 
these, we looked only at the first set of three concurrent 
small group sessions and the subsequent large group 
session. We limited attention in this way because our 
purpose was to assess the validity of our proposed method 
for operationalizing diverse discussion rather than to 
provide an overall evaluation of any of the deliberations. 
The sub-discussions we examined all focused on the same 
question: ‘What should guide decisions about whether to 
fund new cancer drugs, or change the funding provided 
for existing cancer drugs?’ (Bentley et al. 2018). As a result, 
we could use the same codebook for all of the transcripts 
we examined. 

4. The Information Elaboration Instrument
This section describes instruments developed for 
measuring information elaboration in the context of 

experiments and how we repurposed them for a new role 
of analyzing transcripts from public deliberations.

Instruments for measuring information elaboration 
have been created for experimental contexts in which 
research participants are presented with a task and items 
of information needed to complete the task are distributed 
among them (Homan et al. 2007; Meyer et al. 2011). The 
instrument then records whether the information items 
are raised in the discussion and the extent to which they 
are elaborated. The earliest variant of this instrument we 
know of uses a coding scale of 0 to 5, where 0 indicates 
that an item of information is not raised at all, 1 indicates 
that the item was raised, 2 indicates that the item was 
raised and acknowledged by another person, 3 indicates 
that another person asked a question about the item, 4 
indicates that another person drew an inference from 
the item, and 5 indicates that another person integrated 
that item of information with another item (Homan et al. 
2007: 1193). Other authors have reported using a 0 to 3 
scale, which resembles the coding scheme just described 
except that coding categories 3 through 5 are collapsed 
(Meyer et al. 2011: 267).

In our transcripts, the distinction between mentioning 
and acknowledging an item mentioned was not very useful 
as nearly every contribution to the discussion was at least 
acknowledged by the facilitator if not by other discussants. 
In addition, we found the difference between asking a 
question about an item and drawing an inference from it 
often difficult to distinguish clearly, because people may 
express ideas using rhetorical questions. The distinction 
between asking questions and making inferences was, 
moreover, not especially important for our purposes. 
Finally, we use the term theme rather than item because 
participants were typically suggesting considerations that 
should guide decisions about cancer drug funding rather 
than putting forward items of information.

Consequently, we decided upon the following 3-point IE 
coding scheme: 0 indicates that theme is not mentioned 
in the discussion, 1 that the theme is mentioned and 
possibly acknowledged by another person, 2 that the 
theme is mentioned and a question is asked about it or 
an inference is drawn from it by another person, and 3 
that the theme is mentioned and integrated with at least 
one other theme by another person. The following are 
examples to illustrate codes 1 through 3 (note that both 
Cost and Number Treated are themes in our codebook, see 
Table 1).

•	 Example of Code 1: A: So, yeah, I think cost is impor-
tant. B: Uh huh, can’t overlook that. 

•	 Example of Code 2: A: So, yeah, I think cost is impor-
tant. B: Do you mean, for the government or for the 
patients? For both maybe? 

•	 Example of Code 3: A: So, yeah, I think cost is impor-
tant. B: I think that connects to the number of peo-
ple it can help. Maybe if it works for a lot of people, 
you get more bang for your buck.

We found integration to be the most challenging aspect of 
coding and consequently discuss this in detail. Integration 
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occurs when (a) two or more themes are mentioned or 
referred to in a speaking turn directly or implicitly (e.g., 
if the speaking turn occurs in a thread where theme X is 
the topic of conversation and the speaker is responding 
to X by drawing a connection with Y) and (b) some 
relationship between those themes is asserted. Thus, 
simply mentioning two or more themes in a speaking 
turn without asserting a relationship between them (i.e., 
merely listing) is not integration. We found that these 

relationships fell into one of three categories: comparisons, 
interacting considerations, and one impacts the other. In 
the first case, one theme is claimed to be more important 
or justified than another. Examples in the transcripts 
included the claim that quality of life matters more than 
length of life (integrating Quality of Life and Length or 
Life) and the claim that effectiveness of a drug should 
matter but not the age of those who would be treated 
with it (integrating Effectiveness and Patient Traits). 

Table 1: Codebook for Day 1 of the CPAC Transcripts.

Theme Explanation, Subthemes, Examples Non-Examples

Quality of Life Well-being associated with a health or disease state
‘Feeling like crap’
Pain
Independence
‘able to function’
Mobility
Relations with family, friends

Throwing up, hair falling out, etc.—these should 
be coded as side-effects; quality of life should be 
about the well-being associated with a health/
disease state, not just adverse physiological effects.

Oral Pills over IV Ease of access of oral pills
Taking medicine at home vs travelling to hospital
Oral easier for rural people

Treatment should be accessible to everybody no 
matter where they live; this is equity

Cost Cost to the patient
Cost to government of drug
Cost effectiveness
Ancillary cost to system (e.g., paying nurses to 
administer drug)
Total cost

Financial status of patient—this is a patient trait 
(e.g., rich people should pay out of pocket)

Effectiveness Percentage who benefit (among those treated)
Extent of benefit (e.g., cure or not?)

Drug helps for a common type of cancer; this is 
number treated

Target specific 
need

Treatment targeted to specific cancer
Genetically tailored

Genetic predisposition to cancer; this code also 
requires a treatment targeted to the disorder

Length of life Survival rate Should prefer treatments that prevent harm

Prevention Public health interventions to encourage healthy 
behaviour, or reduce cancer risk exposure, generally

Note: technically not relevant as answer to the question, 
but often raised

Merely mentioning individual behaviors that may 
cause susceptibility to cancer, such as smoking. 
Prevention code requires PH intervention

Side effects Discussed as adverse physiological effects of the drug ‘Feeling miserable’—this is quality of life because it 
is about the affective state

Equity Fairness; everybody should get the same no matter … Health care is a human right

Number treated Prevalence of the cancer(s) treated by the drug
Multiple uses—drug treats many types of cancer or 
possibly other non-cancer diseases

Treatment produces more benefits; this is about 
effectiveness

Patient traits Who would be treated by this drug?
Old vs young, males vs females, rich vs poor
Smokers, obese (people ‘responsible’ for their cancer)
Early vs late stage
Severity of the cancer the patient has

Patient values; e.g., decisions should take values of 
public into account; this is not something to code 
because it is uninformative; the question is which 
values?

Trustworthiness Evidence from independent sources or industry only?
Transparency
Strength of evidence

Simply mentioning evidence without any concern 
about whether the evidence is strong enough or 
should be trusted

Alternative 
treatments

‘do we need this drug if we’ve already got a treatment 
for it?’
Delisting when (or only when) there is an alternative—
sometimes linked to grandfathering
May or may not be a drug

Merely mentioning a decision about whether to 
fund drug A or drug B; this is the basic scenario 
participants are asked to address, not something to 
code. This code is for treatment already available vs 
new drug for the same cancer.



Daniel et al. Diverse Discussion in Public Deliberation on Cancer Drug Funding22

Interacting considerations arise when it is suggested 
that two or more themes need to be considered together 
when deciding whether to fund or delist a drug. Examples 
include claiming that drugs that extend life are good only 
if they give a decent quality of life (integrating Quality of 
Life and Length of Life) or suggesting that a drug should 
be delisted if a cheaper and more effective drug becomes 
available (integrating Alternative Treatments, Cost, and 
Effectiveness). The third type of integration occurs when 
one theme is said to have implications for or effects on 
another. Examples here include claims such as side effects 
matter for quality of life (integrating Quality of Life and 
Side Effects) and the code 3 example above (integrating 
Cost and Number Treated). 

Normally, integration is symmetrical, that is, if theme X 
is integrated with theme Y, then Y is also integrated with X. 
However, an exception can occur when one or more of the 
themes being integrated is first raised in the discussion by 
the person doing the integration. For example, suppose 
quality of life has already been raised by Sue, and Joe then 
suggests that quality of life is related to side effects, which 
had not previously been raised. Then we have Side Effects 
as an integration partner of Quality of Life, but not vice 
versa. However, if a Quality of Life-Side Effects relationship 
is subsequently asserted by anyone else, then Quality of 
Life also becomes an integration partner of Side Effects. 
This asymmetry is a consequence of the information 
elaboration instrument, wherein any code higher than 
1 requires an item or theme be posed by one discussant 
and responded to by another. The rationale here is that 
information elaboration involves people engaging with 
ideas raised by others, not merely individuals explaining 
their views.

Our information elaboration instrument can be applied 
only given a codebook of relevant themes. Because 
public deliberations frequently seek to elicit perspectives 
that may not have been considered by experts or policy 
makers, our codebook could not be predetermined and 
instead was constructed from the transcripts themselves. 
Our approach was to develop a codebook of themes from 
the Halifax transcripts and then to use this codebook for 
the transcripts from Hamilton and Montreal. Thematic 
analysis (cf. Braun & Clarke 2008; Nowell et al. 2017) was 
conducted by three members of the research team (DS, 
NB, and RT), hereafter referred to as the thematic analysis 
team. To start off, the thematic analysis team read the final 
report of the CPAC deliberations (Bentley et al. 2017) and 
then focused specifically on transcripts from the Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, deliberation, beginning with the transcript of 
the introductory large group session, in which participants 
were provided with background information about the 
deliberation topic. Next, the small group 1 transcript was 
separately examined by members of the thematic analysis 
team to inductively identify recurrent themes and sub-
themes occurring in answers to the deliberation question 
(‘What should guide decisions about whether to fund new 
cancer drugs, or change the funding provided for existing 
cancer drugs?’). The thematic analysis team met weekly 
to compare and discuss identified themes, using diagrams 
to represent connections among themes, until an initial 

consensus was reached on which themes to include and 
on how to define and delineate the themes. This process 
was then sequentially repeated with the transcripts of the 
two remaining Halifax small groups and the subsequent 
large group session. 

Clear distinctions between separate themes were 
preferred to facilitate consistent theme identification. 
Sometimes this led to consolidating themes. For example, 
initial themes Cost to Patient, Cost to Government, 
and Cost Effectiveness were combined into one theme, 
Cost, with more specific cost-related issues retained as 
sub-themes. Iterative refinements ultimately resulted 
in the production of the list of themes and sub-themes 
that comprised our codebook (see Table 1). With the 
exception of Prevention, we limited themes to answers to 
the question participants were asked to deliberate upon. 
We made an exception for Prevention because it was a 
focus of sustained discussion in small group 2 and the 
subject of a recommendation in the large group session.

Given the codebook, the thematic analysis team 
proceeded to code the transcripts from the three small 
groups and the subsequent large group of the Halifax 
transcripts using the 0 to 3 point information elaboration 
coding instrument described above. The transcripts were 
coded in the same order as in the thematic analysis (i.e., 
the three small groups in numerical order followed 
by the large group). For each theme, the code on the 
information elaboration instrument and its integration 
partners (i.e., the other themes integrated with it) were 
recorded. For example, in the Halifax small group 1 
transcript, the theme Cost received a code of 3 on the 
information elaboration instrument and had a single 
integration partner, Pills versus IV. After each Halifax 
transcript was coded, the three members of the thematic 
analysis team met to compare their results and to come 
to consensus in all cases of disagreeing codes. After the 
coding of the Halifax transcripts was completed, NB and 
RT independently coded transcripts from the Hamilton 
and Montreal deliberations. 

Coding results of the Hamilton and Montreal transcripts 
were used to assess inter-rater reliability. We assessed 
inter-rater reliability for the information elaboration 
instrument and for integration partners. Because our 
information elaboration instrument uses a 0 to 3 coding 
scale, we used the weighted Cohen’s kappa, which takes 
into account degrees of disagreement, for instance, by 
making the difference between 0 and 3 count for more 
than 1 versus 2. Rounding to two significant digits, 
the weighted Cohen’s kappa for the pooled Hamilton 
and Montreal transcripts was 0.69, which falls in the 
‘substantial agreement’ category and comfortably above 
the conventional 0.41 threshold of adequacy. 

We used the ordinary (unweighted) Cohen’s kappa for 
the assessment of inter-rater reliability of integration 
partners, because this is a yes or no judgment (theme X is 
coded as integrated with theme Y or it is not). For the pooled 
Hamilton and Montreal transcripts, the rate of agreement 
was 91% and Cohen’s kappa was 0.49, both above the 
conventional thresholds. However, the distribution of 
Cohen’s kappa was not uniform across the transcripts. 
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For the first two Hamilton small group transcripts, the 
pooled Cohen’s kappa was only 0.16. In response to these 
low inter-rater reliability scores, the research team leader 
(DS) developed a document providing detailed guidance 
on when, and when not, to code two themes as integrated. 
Inter-rater reliability improved markedly in the subsequent 
transcripts, where the pooled Cohen’s kappa was 0.57. 
These inter-rater reliability results show that consistent 
coding of deliberation transcripts can be achieved with 
the approach we propose here, although consistency in 
coding integration partners requires careful guidance.

5. Operationalizing Diverse Discussion
In this section, we explain how data generated as described 
in the previous section can be used to operationalize 
the concept of diverse discussion. A diverse discussion 
raises and integrates a number of different ideas. In our 
transcript analyses, the relevant ideas are represented 
by the 13 themes in the codebook that we developed. 
Themes raised in a sub-discussion are 

indicated in our data by a score on the information 
elaboration instrument of 1 or greater. Our data also 
indicate integrations among different themes in two 
ways. A score of 3 on the IE instrument indicates that 
the theme was integrated with at least one other 
theme. In addition, we recorded which other themes 
each theme was integrated with. These data allow for 
relatively straightforward assessments of the diversity of 
a discussion. 

Consider the three concurrent small group sessions 
from the Halifax deliberation. In the first small group, 8 
out of the 13 themes were mentioned in the discussion, 
5 of these were integrated with another theme. Among 
themes that were raised, the average number of 
integration partners was one and no theme had more 
than three. By contrast, in the second small group, all 
13 themes were raised and each was integrated with at 
least 1 other theme. The average number of integration 
partners was approximately 3.31, with the maximum 
being 8. In the third small group, 10 out of the 13 
themes were raised, 9 were integrated with at least 1 
other topic. Among those themes that were raised, the 
average number of integration partners was 3.4, and the 
maximum was 7. 

Given these numbers, the discussions in the second and 
third small groups appear clearly more diverse than that in 
the first small group. In the second and third discussions, 
more themes were raised, more were integrated with 
other themes, and the average number of integration 
partners was higher. A plausible case can also be made 
for ranking the discussion in the second small group as 
more diverse than that of the third, as the second raised 
more themes. However, the third group had a slightly 
higher average number of integration partners among 
themes that were raised. This illustrates that evaluations 
of diverse discussion can involve a tradeoff when one 
discussion raises fewer themes than another but more 
thoroughly integrates them. Resolving such tradeoffs 
requires deciding upon a measure for ranking the diversity 
of discussion. 

To reflect the underlying theoretical construct of diverse 
discussion as one in which many themes are raised and 
integrated, such a measure should increase when (a) the 
information elaboration score of a theme increases and 
(b) a theme adds an integration partner. The sum of the 
information elaboration scores and integration partners 
is a simple measure that possesses these two properties. 
For the three small group discussions in the Halifax 
deliberation, this sum is 16, 56, and 44, respectively, 
affirming the judgment that the first discussion was 
clearly less diverse than the others, while suggesting that 
the second small group discussion was somewhat more 
diverse than the third.1 In addition, one would expect 
large group sessions to be more diverse than the separate 
parallel small group discussions that feed into them, as 
the large group would be likely to consider ideas raised 
in the several small groups. This expectation is borne out 
in the Halifax transcripts, wherein the diversity score for 
the large group session following the 3 small groups we 
analyzed was 57 in comparison to an average score of 
approximately 38 for the 3 small groups. 

Most measures of diversity increase with the number 
of categories present and the extent to which they 
are represented in equal proportions (McDonald & 
Dimmick 2003; Solanas et al. 2012). The measure of 
diverse discussion described above has the first of these 
features but not the second. That is raising more themes 
in a discussion (ceteris paribus) increases the sum of 
information elaboration scores and integration partners, 
but no measure of their proportions is incorporated. It 
is, moreover, somewhat unclear what proportions would 
be relevant to the underlying theoretical construct of 
diverse discussion. One might consider the proportions 
of speaking turns, so that a discussion is more diverse 
when each theme is raised in an equal proportion of 
turns. Alternatively, the thought might be that in a 
diverse discussion themes should be integrated in roughly 
equal depth. In this case, the proportion for each theme 
might be its number of integration partners out of the 
total number of integrations. However, the connection 
between the underlying theoretical construct of diverse 
discussion and equality of proportions in either speaking 
turns or numbers of integration partners is questionable. 
Specifically, equality of either of these proportions is 
possible, and in fact even likely, in discussions that are 
intuitively not very diverse. For example, consider the 
first small group from the Halifax deliberations, in which 
the discussion was not very diverse. In this case, there 
was very little difference in the number of integration 
partners among themes raised for the simple reason that 
the average number of integration partners was 1 and 
none had more than 3. In general, non-diverse discussions 
are likely to involve a leveling down wherein themes 
are addressed and integrated at minimal, and therefore 
nearly equal, levels. Consequently, we do not suggest a 
measure of diverse discussion that considers equality of 
proportions.

However, we do not insist upon the sum of information 
elaboration scores and integration partners as the 
uniquely best approach to measuring diversity discussion. 
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One alternative would be to take the sum of information 
elaboration scores alone to measure the diversity of 
discussion, and to not include the counts of integration 
partners. Another option would be to place less emphasis 
on a quantitative measure of diverse discussion and focus 
instead on a thematic analysis of the various perspectives 
that emerge, where perspectives are understood as 
constellations of themes linked together in a specific way. 
For example, in small group 2 of the Halifax deliberation, 
the themes Oral Pills over IV, Quality of Life, Cost, and 
Equity were integrated with the rationale that pills patients 
can take at home can enhance quality of life by reducing 
the need for frequent travel to a medical center, which is 
costly and difficult for people living in rural areas. One 
could then assess whether different perspectives arose in 
separate small groups and how these were transmitted to 
subsequent large group sessions.

A number of fruitful research questions can be 
explored using operationalization of diverse discussion 
we propose. Because diverse discussions are desirable 
in public deliberations, it would be good to know more 
about causes that promote them. For example, studies 
could ask whether more demographically diverse groups 
tend to have more diverse discussions, and if factors such 
as equality of speaking turns and facilitator style impact 
the diversity of discussion. Additionally, one could ask 
whether diverse discussions tend to be of higher quality as 
measured, for instance, by DQI. It might also be of interest 
to examine the relationship between diverse discussion 
and some sub-components of DQI, such as level of 
justification. Such an inquiry would be of considerable 
theoretical interest given that philosophical accounts of 
ideal deliberation often implicitly suppose that diverse 
discussions are more rational or objective.

6. Concluding Discussion
In this article, we have developed the theoretical 
construct of diverse discussion and proposed a method 
for operationalizing it, which we illustrate by means 
of transcripts from public deliberations on cancer 
drug funding in Canada. While the concept of diverse 
discussion plays an important implicit role in literature on 
ideal deliberation, it has previously received little explicit 
attention from a theoretical or empirical perspective. 

New theoretical constructs and measures should be 
introduced with care. In their paper on DQI, Steenbergen 
et al. (2003: 23) suggest the following criteria for an 
adequate measure: ‘(1) it should be theoretically grounded, 
(2) it should tap into observable phenomena, (3) it should 
be general, and (4) it should be reliable.’ The method of 
measuring diverse discussion we propose satisfies these 
four criteria. The theoretical grounding is explained in 
section 2, and sections 3 through 5 document its link to 
observable phenomena in the form of transcripts from 
public deliberations. The measure is general in so far as 
it could be applied to many public deliberations besides 
the ones we discuss here. Indeed, the method could be 
applied to almost any discourse for which transcripts are 
available. Finally, we showed that satisfactory inter-rater 
reliability can be achieved with our method.

There are some limitations to the method we propose. 
Our measure of diverse discussion does not include 
an assessment of how in-depth each integration was, 
neither does it track perspectives involving several themes 
interconnected in a specific way. Thus, our approach to 
measuring diverse discussion might be supplemented with 
an assessment of the depth to which themes are integrated 
(cf. Kooij-de Bode et al. 2008: 312) or with a qualitative 
analysis of persistent constellations of themes that 
correspond to important perspectives in the discussion. 
Our approach to measuring diverse discussion also 
does not attempt to identify psychological mechanisms 
that underlie integrating ideas or resistance to doing 
so. Nevertheless, by explicating the concept of diverse 
discussion and providing a method for operationalizing it, 
we hope to further research that promotes understanding 
and ultimately implementation of public deliberations in 
health policy contexts and elsewhere.

Note
	 1	 However, our measure of diverse discussion does not 

identify a qualitative threshold between diverse and 
non-diverse discussions. We also caution that our 
measure is best viewed as providing an ordinal ranking 
rather than a cardinal measure.
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