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THE HANDBOOK OF DEMOCRATIC ENCOUNTERS

Summary

Democracy must be continuously defended, strengthened, and renewed. This
handbook is for people who wish to strengthen democracy through their actions

or work. It focuses on democratic encounters — the moments and situations when
democratic values are made concrete in the various spheres of daily life and society.

The handbook draws on the material originated in the Democracy Defence Dia-
logues held in spring 2022. The material outlined a key field of social action in which
the majority of people living in Finland encounter the democratic state, namely the
extensive public services of our society.

This handbook is primarily aimed at professionals working in public services. The
democratic nature of the encounters that arise in their work, supports the achieve-
ment of the intended impact of services. The perception of one's own work as
something that enhances people’s democratic experience of society can also give
meaning to the professionals.

The first part of the handbook introduces the reader to the two ‘cornerstones’
of democracy: equality and freedom. These core values of democracy are linked to
everyday encounters, citing both the classic works as well as the participants in the
Democracy Defence Dialogues.

The second part discusses the four 'lifelines’ identified in the Democracy De-
fence Dialogues. These lifelines refer to themes that broadly affect different areas
of our society and which were characterised by the dialogue participants as impor-
tant for the functioning of democracy and whose vitality they are concerned about.
The lifelines identified are inclusion, trust, knowledge, and justice. The handbook
describes why these lifelines are crucial for the vitality of democracy, how they link
people's lives with state institutions, and the role that public services can play in
strengthening them.

The third part presents six ‘steps’ for democratic encounters. These are prac-
tical approaches that can be applied to strengthen the lifelines of democracy in
various contexts where members of the public and professionals come together.
They also address how we can sustain democratic encounters as services be-
come increasingly digitalised. The steps are based on the suggestions made by the
participants in the Democracy Defence Dialogues on how to strengthen democracy,
and we have refined the suggested practices to apply them to encounters in public
services.

Finally, we consider the future of democracy. We can see challenging questions
ahead. How do we deal with the growing gaps between different societies? How
do we steer democracy and enable democratic encounters amidst the uncertainty
created by global crises? What might democratic encounters mean in relation to the
other living beings on our shared planet?




1. Introduction

This handbook is written to you who want to
strengthen democracy in your own life and work.
The past years have made it clear that democracy
cannot be taken for granted. Instead, it requires
continuous defending, strengthening, and renew-
ing. One way to reinforce democracy are demo-
cratic encounters. These refer to those moments
and situations in our everyday life that concretise
democratic values in different fields of society.

We focus specifically on the encounters in var-
ious public services. These encounters can either
strengthen or degenerate democracy because
they play a crucial role in shaping the citizens' im-
mediate experience of a society. We believe that
these encounters taking place in public services
include a significant, yet dormant, possibility of
strengthening democracy in our societies.

Democratic encounters make services more
effective because they enable flexible and crea-
tive ways of combining the knowledge and skills
of professionals and ordinary citizens. These kinds
of encounters also strengthen trust. At its best,
the trust in a single public authority or in public
services can grow into a general trust towards the
entire society. Democratic encounters therefore
initiate and maintain circles of trust, that radiate
everywhere in people’s lives.

The launching event for this handbook was
Russia's attack in Ukraine in February 2022.

The start of a massive war in Europe forced us

to re-evaluate many aspects of our societies. It
seemed obvious that we had underestimated the
growth of powers that undermine democracy,

as well as their efforts to expand across our own
continent. The ruthless acts of war by the au-
thoritarian Russia and the heroic defence of the
democracy-oriented Ukraine demonstrates clearly

— at least momentarily — two different societal
systems with different values.

This rare moment of clarity sheds light on the
condition of democracy in other places in Europe.
In their activities within our European societies,
Russia and other authoritarian countries have suc-
ceeded in planting here money acquired through
corruption and used to perpetuating it, spreading
propaganda that is based on lies and spreads
cynicism, as well as bolstering actors that threaten
democracy both on the far-right and the far-left.

Awakening into the situation forced us in
Finland and other places in Europe to look into the
mirror and ask ourselves difficult questions: Why
have our societies submitted to undemocratic
developments? What truly is the state of our de-
mocracy? How could we strengthen and defend
democracy in Finland, Europe, and other places
in the world? If Ukrainians were ready to give up
their lives for their country and its democratic
future, what should we do on our own front?

Awakened by these questions and concerns,
we launched in a wide collaboration the Democ-
racy Defence Dialogues. This was a series of dia-
logical conversations open for everyone, to which
people of all backgrounds were invited to discuss
the state of democracy in the Finnish society. Any
organization, group or individual citizen could join
in.

During the Spring of 2022, we organized 71
dialogues, where over 500 people from various
backgrounds discussed their relationship to de-
mocracy. Based on these dialogues and the notes
provided by the dialogue organizers, we published
a public summary. This summary gathered the
central contents and point of views of the conver-
sations. However, for this handbook, we decided
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to take a deep dive into the dialogue materials
specifically from the point of view of democratic
encounters.

We wanted to examine further what De-
mocracy Defence Dialogues taught us about
the connections between a democratic form of
government and a democratic way of life in the
contemporary Finland. The first one of these (form
of government) includes the institutions and prac-
tices of a democratically ruled country, whereas
the latter (way of life) indicates people's everyday
coexistence that sustains equality and freedom on
all levels of society.

These two manifestations of democracy inter-
twine. The democratic form of government cannot
function well without people who support democ-
racy through their daily way of life. It has become
equally clear that a democratic way of life is nearly
impossible to realise in families, workplaces,
schools, neighbourhoods, or past-time activities if
it is not sheltered and supported by a democratic
form of government.

Therefore, we aimed to find out how the
participants of the dialogues described their
relationship with democracy as a form of govern-
ment as well as a way of life, and what kinds of
connections seemed to be prevailing — or missing
— between the two.

Democracy Defence Dialogues reinforced the
conception that the people living in Finland felt
that they are living in a genuine democracy and
that many citizens trust the governmental actors.
Alongside this picture, also another kind of story
emerged. It brought out the citizens' increasing
experiences of inequality, the cracks in trust in
different areas of society, the uncertainty of the
significance of knowledge in democracy, as well
as the issue that a large group of people do not
feel like they properly belong in the society.

We can fairly assume that these layers in peo-
ple's experiences can be found in other democrat-
ic countries, as well. Under surface of the rela-
tively well-operating democracies, powers vital
to democracy are on the decline. We know from
the events of many countries that these kinds of

factors make democracy vulnerable to attacks
both from inside and outside.

Furthermore, when we analysed and com-
pared the lived experiences of democracy that
people described in the dialogues, we were able
to identify an important field of societal action
where democratic form of government and dem-
ocratic way of life joined in a significant way. This
field is the public services of our society.

In Finland, the majority of people “encounter
the state” precisely through the public services.
Kindergartens, schools, health-care centres,
social welfare offices, libraries, and the offices of
the municipal and state agencies operate primarily
through public funding and their activity is guid-
ed by legislation. People come to these places
to learn, seek guidance and support as well as
receive help and care in diverse everyday life situ-
ations. In the services, citizens typically encounter
educated professionals who bring jointly created
and combined intellectual, skilled, and material
resources at their disposal.

Based on our analysis, people's experiences of
these encounters varied significantly. A school, a
social welfare office or, for example, an employ-
ment agency could provide the citizen an expe-
rience of a society where everyone's case is im-
portant, and where situations are solved together
respecting and listening to every party. At the
same time, people also reported facing disdain,
inequality, distrust, and obscurity of knowledge in
those very same public services.

In the light of this observation, it seemed obvi-
ous that the public services shaped many peo-
ple's experiences of society in a fundamental way.
It also seemed that most professionals — teachers,
doctors, nurses, social workers, bureau officials
or, for example, police officers — working in these
services do not identify themselves as democratic
actors affecting these kinds of societal experienc-
es. The realisation of a democratic way of life in
public services and its attachment to the vitality of
a democratic state thus remains coincidental.

Society’s public services, however, include
massive opportunities to strengthen democracy.



https://www.sitra.fi/en/publications/democracy-defence-dialogues/
https://www.sitra.fi/en/publications/democracy-defence-dialogues/
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This point of view is also supported by our earlier
work and experiences in developing services,
practices, and interaction in the Finnish public
sector. Over 600 000 people in Finland work in the
public sector. A significant part of them works pre-
cisely in the places where citizens encounter the
state and their experiences of society are formed.

Many of these professionals encounter
particularly those citizens who currently are in
difficult life situations and in risk of being margin-
alised from the society. We can only imagine what
kind of effects it would have if more and more
encounters in the field of public services would
strengthen each parties' positive experiences of a
democratic society.

"In welfare counties it is the services
where the residents create their experi-
ence of whether the system is working
democratically and whether they feel

involvement.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Thus, in this handbook, we want primarily to
address public service professionals in kinder-
gartens, schools, health-care centres, hospitals,
social welfare offices, libraries, museums, and
numerous bureaus. We acknowledge that in many
of these services, professionals work with scarce
resources and public service employees are often
strained in their work. Therefore, we want to em-
phasize that democratic encounters are yet not
another new demand applied on top of already
full work schedule. Instead, it is rather an attitude
of thinking and approaching the primary task of
one's own work.

The more democratic encounters we have, the
better the services are able to deliver the impacts
that are expected from them: pupils learn bet-
ter, patients get proper treatment and the social
welfare offices can help people in difficult life
situations to move forward. This is achieved when
people encounter each other and can combine

their experiences, knowledge and skills guided by
the ideals of a democratic way of life. To perceive
one's own work as enabling experiences of demo-
cratic society can also give meaningful deepness
to the work of various groups of public sector
professionals.

"Strengthening the internal democracy
as a big organization. Participation and
dialogue are important altogether as
well as customer participation in the
development of the services. We now
have a somewhat weak connection

to the core operations, and we could
develop understanding and connection
between core work and development

and communication.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence

Dialogues

In addition to professionals in the public sec-
tor, our message is also aimed at the actors in
the third sector as well as various work commu-
nities who have similar opportunities to realise
democracy in the everyday life. The handbook
can also be utilized in many other contexts
where people encounter each other in different
life situations and roles, face to face and online.
The thoughts we present apply also to the digital
development of public services into functions
widely serving various citizens.

“Even though things happen online, if

a public authority could be present and

encounter the person, it is nevertheless
an interactive channel, a different thing

than a letter.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

The special strength of democracy, as a form
of government as well as a way of life, is that it en-
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ables creative co-operation and learning together,
enhanced by equality and freedom. If we learn a
better way of acting together in those numerous
situations where the citizens encounter the state
and the state encounters the citizens, our soci-
eties grow stronger. In addition, new possibilities
may emerge, even entirely unpredictable ones.

The handbook is divided into three parts. In the
first part, we introduce the two “cornerstones” of
democracy: equality and freedom. In the second
part, we describe the four "lifelines”" of democra-
cy we have identified in the Democracy Defence
Dialogues. These lifelines — participation, trust,
knowledge, and justice — are issues that the par-
ticipants described as meaningful for the function-
ing of democracy and the vitality of which they
were concerned about.

In the third part of the handbook, we present
six “steps” to democratic encounters. These
steps are practical ways of acting which, when
appropriately applied, can strengthen the lifelines
of democracy in different contexts where ordinary
citizens and professionals encounter each other.

Lastly, we turn our gaze towards the future
horizons of democracy and the challenges that
we see arising there. How do we cope with the
growing gaps between different societies? How
do we steer democracy and enable democrat-

ic encounters in the uncertainty created by the
global crises?

We deliberately use the word citizen in the
text in the contexts where we usually talk about
clients, service users, pupils, or, for example,
patients. By citizen we mean all members of
society regardless of their background, origin,
or official citizenship status. Sometimes, simply
thinking about one’s own clients, pupils, patients,
or colleagues as citizens can change the everyday
situation at hand into a democratic encounter.

“Citizenship comes from the experience

that you belong in a community.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

The quotes we picked from the Democracy De-
fence Dialogues bring the voices of ordinary citi-
zens and professionals working in public services
into the narrative of this book. We bring these
voices in a dialogue with quotes from the clas-
sics of democracy, which link our contemporary
challenges into our long and valuable democratic
heritage.

Steps

Lifel

Participation

Challenging Deliberating

ines

Knowledge

Cornerstones

Figure 1. Cornerstones, lifelines and steps to strengthening democracy
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2. Cornerstones

Democracy is based on the strive to treat all people
equally and to maximize the freedom of each
individual. What do equality and freedom ultimately
mean? How are they realised in public services?

We start from the two pillars of democracy: equal-
ity and freedom. These are the most important
values of democratic communities, and they can
be pursued in all areas of society. Yet, we rarely
halt to consider why equality and freedom are

so inalienable to us, and which forces foster or
hinder them in our lives. The ideals of equality and
freedom should also ultimately guide our public
services. It is therefore important to clarify how
they can be put into practice in the encounters
within services.
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Equality

“It is true that we are called a democ-
racy, for the administration is in the
hands of the many and not of the few.
But while there exists equal justice to
all and alike in their private disputes,
the claim of excellence is also rec-
ognized; and when a citizen is in any
way distinguished, he is preferred to
the public service, not as a matter of
privilege, but as the reward of merit.
Neither is poverty an obstacle, but a
man may benefit his country whatever

the obscurity of his condition.”
- Thucydides: The History of
the Peloponnesian War, c. 400 BC

“The first thought is that the quintes-
sential idea of the very democracy is
equality. Without it, we cannot talk about

democracy. How do we nurture it?”
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

We humans differ from each other in our abilities,
backgrounds, and life situations. This can put us in
unequal positions in the society. Therefore, treat-
ing each other as equals is always a value-based
choice, that is often forgotten. If we want equality,
we must choose it and continue to renew this
choice every day.

Why have some people wanted — and still want
—equality? There are many reasons to this. For
some, equality is a shelter against the attempts
of the more powerful to control and benefit from
them. For others, equality is something intrinsically
valuable. The kind of life that feels like the best
option is one where you can look others in the eye
without anyone having to bow or yield. Some peo-
ple think that human skills and creativity flourish
best in a society where individuals are free to learn

from each other's differences without differences
in gender, age, occupation, social class, or ethnic
background coming between them.

Democracy can be seen as an attempt to cre-
ate institutions and a way of life that make it easier
for people to make choices that support equality,
while protecting all citizens from attacks on their
equality. These attacks come from within the soci-
eties as well as from the outside. Various econom-
ic, political, and ideological groups have always
found and will continue to find ways to increase
their power at the expense of others.

Many forces within individuals, groups, and
the society as a whole drive people to suppress
each other, treat others instrumentally and create
hierarchies. The developmental psychology of the
human individual can be seen as a long struggle
from the efforts of a helpless little child to domi-
nate others to the gradually developing ability to
accept the equality of others. The acceptance
of and respect for other people’s independence
can be seen as a developmental psychological
achievement of individuals. For these kinds of
achievements, there is a huge significance wheth-
er the surrounding society, including political
institutions and local communities, supports the
growth and continued efforts of each individual
towards an equal coexistence.

Broadly construed, the history of humankind
seems to be an endless continuum of various
forms of suppression and hierarchies. As one hier-
archy has fallen, another one has usually emerged
to replace it. In the big picture of world history, the
progression of equality is an exception, and the
achievement of it is sort of a momentary triumph.

10

The recent years have shown that democracy
seeking equality can begin to collapse even in
countries where it has been strong for the longest
time.

A democracy that seeks equality for all its
citizens is always an ideal. It is hardly ever fully
achievable. It can, however, be achieved in parts
and gradually. This matters because every step
towards a greater equality can bring other good
things along. At the same time, the ideal of full
equality is a yardstick by which we can critically
examine our society and its practices.
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Furthermore, the ideal can serve as a magni-
fying glass for each of our own lives. Will we keep
pushing ourselves up again and again, even if we
often stumble in our steps toward equality? Are
we prepared to take up the fight when we see our
own — and perhaps above all others' — equality
being threatened and violated? Are we striving to
ensure that the structures, practices, and services
of our society treat everyone equally? What does
this require of us as individuals, professionals, and
communities?

n



Freedom

"Article | - Men are born and remain free
and equal in rights. Social distinctions
may be founded only upon the general
good.

Article Il - The goal of any political asso-
ciation is the conservation of the natural
and imprescriptible rights of man. These
rights are liberty, property, safety and
resistance against oppression.

(..)

Article IV - Liberty consists of doing
anything which does not harm others:
thus, the exercise of the natural rights of
each man has only those borders which
assure other members of the society
the fruition of these same rights. These
borders can be determined only by the

law.”
- The Declaration of the Rights of Man
and of the Citizen, 17789

“The value base of democracy, freedom,
justice, and equality are big matters."

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Since the early days of democracy, equality has
been associated with freedom. The citizens of the
ancient Athens, a relatively small group of men,
considered it a condition of their freedom that no
one permanently ruled over another citizen. Equal-
ity was the guarantee and safeguard of freedom.
Equal freedoms were also the main content of
equality. To be equal with other citizens was to
have the same freedoms as others.

The democratic form of government was born
as a solution to the problem concerning how
citizens who considered each other as equals
could maintain their equal freedoms. The greatest
threat to these freedoms came from those who
were at the moment in power. Thus, the power of
the rulers had to be limited: first by drawing lots
for decision-makers on a case-by-case basis, and
later by electing decision-makers to limited terms
of office.

By this arrangement, the citizens temporarily
took back the power so that they could again
hand it over to the people they elected. When
casting their votes, the citizens were at the same
time equals (one citizen, one vote) and free (vote
as you wish). Did this kind of democracy work
perfectly? Hardly. Did it help to protect citizens'
freedoms? Amazingly often and for a surprisingly
long time.

12
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The extension of equality to new groups of
people — workers, women, minorities, children —
has usually meant precisely granting them equal
freedoms, or at least extending them. At the core
of the development of freedom has been individu-
al freedom: each person has the right to decide as
far as possible on their own issues and to lead a
life of their own choosing.

This type of freedom is closely connected to
the opportunity to make one’s life valuable and
humane. To achieve these freedoms, workers
went on strikes, women marched, residents of
colonies revolted, and minorities rose in resist-
ance. These are still the main battles of democra-
cy, and the turn towards authoritarianism is often
first noticed in the narrowing of the freedom of
women and minorities.

Freedom is always a somewhat vague con-
cept, and it is sometimes difficult to know whether
certain groups and individuals are truly free, even
if no one forcibly or otherwise restrains them. In
democratic societies, freedoms are written into
the law as rights. The first universal statement of
these rights was the French Revolution’s Decla-
ration of Human and Civil Rights, which asserted
that all people were born free and equal in rights.
Although a more comprehensive list of rights than
this declaration was approved by the UN after the
Second World War, the vast majority of people in
the world, and many individuals in even the most
democratic countries, do not enjoy the full free-
doms of their rights. The work is still in progress.

Most people have the most concrete expe-
rience of freedom and equality in their everyday
lives. There are daily situations in families, neigh-
bourhoods, schools, workplaces, and hobbies,
which measure the individuals' rights to decide on
their own life.

The encounters in public services are also
concrete test situations of individual freedom. Am
| being asked to express my own opinions and
views? Are my needs and wishes taken seriously?
If decisions are made against my wishes and wills,
are they justified? Am | given new opportunities
to make a difference in my life and to be a mean-

ingful member of the society? Will | be able to
combine my knowledge and skills creatively with
other people?

One of the major challenges of democracy,
that apparently seems to cause a paradoy, is the
tension between freedom and equality. In the light
of numerous historical precedents, but also of
many everyday situations, it seems that maximiz-
ing the freedom of individuals often leads to the
decline of equality. Powerful individuals use their
own freedom to rise above others and pursue
their own interests. Maximised equality, on the
other hand, seems to lead to a reduction of alll
freedoms, as every difference in freedoms is seen
as a sign of inequality.

Just this very impossibility of perfectly fitting
together the two of the most important values
of democracy means that democracy will never
be complete. However, it does not mean that we
cannot constantly become better at finding new
ways of promoting equality and freedom side by
side and working through the tensions that arise
between them.

13
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3. Lifelines

Democracy is based on participation, trust,
knowledge, and justice. Many people feel that
these four lifelines of democracy are currently
under threat. However, we can all strengthen the
vitality of democracy through our daily actions.

Sustaining democracy in our lives requires a wide
range of efforts. In the following, we describe the
lifelines of democracy. In the Democracy Defence
Dialogues, we identified certain vital forces that
run through the society, maintaining and renewing
democracy in all areas of life. The four lifelines we
highlight — participation, trust, knowledge, and
justice — are significant because they have an
impact specifically in the situations where citizens
encounter the state.

These lifelines also deserve our special at-
tention because many people feel that they are
currently under threat. We all must therefore play
our parts in strengthening the threads of demo-
cratic lifelines.

“Democracy cannot live without the
influence of the people. We cannot
discuss democracy in isolation from
ourselves.

We create democracy, we are part of
that democracy. It is precisely what
we do for that democracy that makes
it live.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

15
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Participation

“Men have unrealized potential for
self-cultivation, self-direction, self-un-
derstanding, and creativity. It is this
potential that we regard as crucial and
to which we appeal, not to the human
potentiality for violence, unreason, and
submission to authority. The goal of
man and society should be human inde-
pendence: a concern not with image of
popularity but with finding a meaning in
life that is personally authentic.”

- The Port Huron Statement, 1962

“Participation is an important force of
change of democracy, everyone should
have access to it. There is now a risk
that democracy will be weakened by
the fact that experiences of exclusion

will be reinforced in people’s minds.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

"Influence and belonging are the
two main threads of the lifeline
of participation. | want to have
animpactin places where | feel |
belong. I feel that | belong when |
can have aninfluence.”

Everyone usually wants to be able to influence
matters concerning their own lives. Only in very
exceptional circumstances — usually when our
own capacity to act is significantly reduced — are
we prepared to put the power over our own lives
in the hands of others. However, the experience of
participation is not limited to having an impact on
our own lives. Participation involves the experi-
ence of belonging to a group of people, a commu-
nity, or a wider societal entity.

Influence and belonging are the two main
threads of the lifeline of participation. | want to
have an impact in places where | feel | belong. |
feel that | belong when | can have an influence.
Participation means having a place in the world.

The experiences of participation are
unevenly distributed even in the most democratic
countries. Some citizens receive affirmation from
their early childhood on that they are a valued per-
sons in their own community. These experiences
make it easier to express ones concerns also later
in life, both in one's immediate circle and in the
society at large.

However, many people learn in childhood,
at home or in the school, that nobody really cares
about their views. This experience often continues
in their working lives, or it might start there, and
it reflects upon many other situations, shaping
the person'’s relationship with the surrounding
society. For some, exclusion might become a
permanent state, resulting in emotional loneliness,
indifference, and cynicism. These in turn provide a
breeding ground for populism and radicalization.

Particularly relevant are those situa-
tions where people are dealing with personally
important issues, such as their own life choices,
conflicts, and crises. Precisely moments like these
provide individuals with the most tangible experi-
ences of their place in the world and their signifi-
cance to other people.

16

Many public services in our society are built to
help and support people in precisely these kinds
of situations. Yet, the action within these services
frequently fails to strengthen people’s participa-
tion. This can be due to scarce resources, lack of
skilled workers, rush, difficulties in professional
interaction, poor management, as well as general
lack of trust. As a result, the patient’s interaction
with the health-care professional is reduced to
one-way questioning and routine instructions,
children and young people have no meaningful
influence at school, and the client of the social
welfare office is unable follow the guidelines they
receive because they do not feel that the instruc-
tions take their daily challenges into account.

“They do not hear what kind of help
you want, but you are just offered to
take these medicines. You get the
feeling that there is not enough help.
They should also ask what you want
and remember that every person is an
individual.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

In such circumstances and situations, it might
seem like people get what they need — education,
care, and support — but something essential is
missing. When the activities and encounters fail
to support participation and the person’s own
agency, the learning, care, and support may be
misdirected, or the person might be unwilling to
receive it. This has a significant impact on whether
the services will be able to achieve their intended
goals. If a person is not an active participant, their
learning remains superficial, their health stays on
shaky grounds, and their grip on their own chal-
lenges remains vague.

“As a youth worker, | believe that young
people’s participation should be pro-
gressed in every possible way and to
be quite sensitive, to listen and to take
things forward. We need to change and
develop the whole entity. It is not just
the methods, but the way of thinking
and acting that needs to change. We
need to change our culture.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Many of our daily encounters involve the
possibility to enhance other people’s experienc-
es of participation, and thereby to create new
opportunities to carry out the democratic way of
life together. The central lifeline of democracy,
participation, can be cherished in all encounters
by placing oneself on the other person's side as a
partner and making a real effort to listen, to take
their perspective seriously, and to support their
agency, in other words their ability to influence
their own life. It is often through other people that
we find our own direction in life and our voice in
the society.

Furthermore, participation can be strength-
ened not only in the encounters between pro-
fessionals and ordinary citizens, but also in the
interaction between professionals and in the
practices of work communities. Working together,
organizing one’s work in a meaningful way, and
experiencing participation strengthens democracy
in work communities and is reflected as affirma-
tive professional agency into client encounters, as
well.
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Trust

“Trust embedded in personal relations
that are strong, frequent, and nested

in wider networks is sometimes called
‘thick trust’. On the other hand, a thinner
trust in ‘the generalized other’ like your
new acquittance from the coffee shop,
also rests implicitly on some background
of shared social networks and expec-
tations of reciprocity. Thin trust is even
more useful than thick trust, because it
extends the radius of trust beyond the
roster of people whom we can know

personally.”
- Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone,
2000

“The entire democratic system is based

on building trust.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

"Trust is invisible. We only

pay attention to it when it
disappears. Lack of trust, onthe
other hand, is visible. It manifests
itself in the prohibition signs on
the wallls, locked doors, gates
and fences, suspicious looks,
and visibly armed guards in the
public places.”

Trust is invisible. We only pay attention to it when
it disappears. Lack of trust, on the other hand, is
visible. It manifests itself in the prohibition signs on
the walls, locked doors, gates and fences, suspi-
cious looks, and visibly armed guards in the public
places.

Democratic societies operate on a widespread
but invisible web of trust. This network of trust is
built and strengthened every day in all areas of so-
ciety. Each time a person perceives others acting
in consideration of their needs, one more thread is
created in the interwoven web of trust. Stopping
the car at a crosswalk, giving space in the crowd-
ed public transport, opening the door for another
person, and kind words at the checkout are all
acts of trust.

Equally, trust can be undermined by daily
encounters. When a person finds that their fellow
humans do not care about their existence, do not
listen to their views, and do not provide help even
when asked for it, trust begins to erode. The loss
of trust in others can also easily lead to a lack of
interest in earning their trust in oneself. This sets
off a negative cycle of mistrust which, in the worst
case, can destroy the network of societal trust.

In a democracy, trust is needed between the
citizens, but also between the citizens and the
administration. Ultimately, public authorities and
political decision-makers always act on the basis
of the trust that citizens place in them. Respec-
tively, it is impossible for the administration to
handle its tasks properly if it cannot rely on the
citizens acting together in agreed ways. We trust
that people will behave properly in public spaces,
that library books will be returned, that parents will
tend their children to school in the morning, and
that police instructions will be followed during a
demonstration.
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“We are organized in a very hierarchical
way and we have strong power struc-
tures and that power is largely based on
expertise and decision-making. It should
be adjusted that power in official struc-
tures is on an equal footing with the cit-
izens. So that there would be a balance
and a genuinely common ground. This
is achieved through openness, that is
where the trust comes from."

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Democratic trust is most visibly measured in
elections, but on a day-to-day level, it is built and
renewed in encounters between representatives
of public power and ordinary citizens. Parents
leave their children in the care of professionals in
nurseries and schools. In the event of illness or
crisis, we turn to social and health-care profes-
sionals. At all times, people also trust that the tax
authority will act correctly, that the collected taxes
will be used responsibly, that justice will prevall,
and that the authorities will be there when need-
ed.

Public services can therefore be thought of
as nodes in the trust network of a democratic
society. They create and maintain trust between
citizens and administrations, but they can also
build trust between individual citizens as well as
different groups. In libraries, swimming pools, and
youth centres people get a sense of whom they
share their local environment with. Playgrounds
and family programmes in child health-care
centres bring families in similar life situation closer
together.

In schooals, pupils from different backgrounds
learn to work together. A similar experience can
be created for the parents if they are encouraged
to work alongside the school as a supportive ed-
ucational community. Without the context of such
trusted public places and institutions, it is difficult
for the citizens to build trusting relationships with
each other, especially with strangers.

"Public services can
therefore be thought of as
nhodes in the trust network of
a democratic society”

The widespread and everyday “thin trust” that
is vital to society can be described as general rec-
iprocity. When general reciprocity prevails, citizens
are prepared to help each other without knowing
each other personally and without expecting im-
mediate benefit from their help. A neighbour’s car
is pulled out of the snow together. In playgrounds,
we also look a little bit after others’ children. A
wallet forgotten in the library eventually finds its
owner. A lost stranger is helped to find their way
home. In the atmosphere of general reciprocity,
societies operate more flexibly, efficiently, and
creatively than in a climate of mistrust.

Unfortunately, public service professionals can
also, often quite unconsciously, undermine public
trust and untie the knots in the invisible web of
trust. In particular, the most vulnerable citizens,
minorities, and special groups report that they
have difficulties in accessing services belonging
to them, receive seemingly arbitrary and badly
reasoned decisions on permits and aids, and ex-
perience lack of transparency. This will erode trust
in the society and its fairness.
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Knowledge

“The temptation to believe what feels
right assails us at all times from all direc-
tions. Authoritarianism begins when we
can no longer tell the difference be-

tween the true and the appealing.”
- Timothy Snyder, The Road to
Unfreedom, 2018

“The better we use knowledge, the bet-
ter we are able to discuss, the better we
are able to make decisions, the better

the parts of civil society work.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

When people want to work together, they
need a shared understanding of reality. In authori-
tarian communities, people act in accordance with
the beliefs about the world held by the group in
power. Sometimes these beliefs may be based on
knowledge, but this knowledge is distorted by the
influence of the ambitions of those in power and
the absence of criticism brings it to a standstill.

When knowledge is not constantly creat-
ed, cherished, and corrected together, those in
power must either force or manipulate people into
acting in compliance with their own beliefs. Often
distorted beliefs and the lack of research-based
knowledge result in bad decisions and disastrous
consequences for the entire community.

In a democracy, we try act otherwise. In the
ideal situation, the first step is to use knowledge
to find out the true nature of things, whether it is
a dispute between pupils in a classroom or the
means to balance state finances. After this, the
relevance of the knowledge for collective action is
discussed.

The purpose of the discussion is to clarify the
knowledge from many different angles, correct
any possible distortions, and point out areas that
have so far remained inaccessible. Based on this,

the aim is to make the best decisions, guided by
knowledge. We trust that the jointly understood
knowledge will sufficiently guide all individuals into
the same direction, without the need for coercion
or manipulation. Thus, we can ensure that the
knowledge that guides people’s collective lives
can be corrected and refined to better reflect the
ever-changing reality.

However, democracy does not always guaran-
tee that people will try to base their coexistence
on valid knowledge. Democracy also includes the
freedom to act contrary to the recommendations
given, for example, by experts and researchers.
This is what happens when knowledge is used
for political purposes, and only those sources
of knowledge favouring one's own values and
views are extracted from the broader base of
available information. The role of knowledge in
the society must therefore be constantly clarified
because - like participation and trust — the lifeline
of knowledge runs through all the different areas
of life in democratic societies. Reliable knowledge
is needed in the education of children, production
of food, manufacturing of goods, building of cities,
treatment of illnesses, and management of the
state.

Furthermore, if the citizens do not get a con-
crete experience of the role of knowledge in man-
aging their daily lives, it is also difficult for them
to understand the role of knowledge in societal
decision-making. In this context too, public servic-
es form a thread that binds the everyday lives of
citizens together with the state institutions.

When people feel that the schools, bureaus,
health-care centres, and the local government are
guided by the best available knowledge, it is easi-
er for them to trust in the relevance of knowledge
for wider societal decision-making. On the other
hand, trust in decision-making, even in the big
picture, is eroded if decisions affecting one's life
are based on incomplete or incorrect knowledge.
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Keeping knowledge at the core of a democrat-
ic society also gives citizens the tools to criti-
cize the grievances they perceive, question the
decisions of those in power, and expose miscon-
ducts. This applies to the power of the teachers
in schools, actions of the doctors in hospitals as
well as the reforms pushed by politicians. In a
well-functioning democracy, such criticism is seen
as relevant, even if it is not always easy to receive.
Instead of confrontation, it is seen as an opening
for discussion.

At the moment, there are many threats to the
exploitation of knowledge in democratic societies.
Some of these threats stem from the changes in
the way people search for and process informa-
tion, brought about by the internet and social me-
dia. It is easy for citizens to search for knowledge
online, but it is not as easy to distinguish informa-
tion from mis- or disinformation. As a result, the
attempts of many commercial and political actors
to manipulate people through misinformation or
ignorance are undermining trust and creating
divisions between people.

Another threat to the exploitation of knowl-
edge arises from the fact that many of the
activities of our society have become increasingly
technical and distant from the lives of the citizens.
This has weakened our ability to process people’s
"experiential” knowledge and combine it with
expert knowledge in a meaningful way.

The main threats to knowledge can be sum-
marized in three beliefs: “I know best”, “Only
the word of authority is knowledge”, and “Truth
does not exist”. These beliefs often feed off each
other. Many people end up uncritically relying
on their own beliefs, or on the teachings of an
authority (individual, group, or institution) impor-
tant to them, rather than on reliable sources of
knowledge. Some may find it best to abandon
the pursuit of truth altogether. If such attitudes
towards the role of knowledge in human life and
society become widespread, democracy that is
based on knowledge-based decision-making will
be in grave danger.

Professionals working in public services are in-
creasingly confronted with such threats to knowl-
edge in their work, for example, when the views of
experts are disputed, research data is dismissed,
and official recommendations are questioned. At
the same time, many services are struggling to
make meaningful use of people’s own expertise or
empirical knowledge, in other words, their person-
al understanding of their own life situation and the
issues affecting it.

There is no reason to be immobilized in the
face of these threats. At their best, public services
can serve as guides to the use of knowledge in
people’s coexistence in various contexts. Knowl-
edge is rarely adopted unilaterally. Learning new
things and questioning old assumptions requires
encountering, being heard, and building trust.

This often requires service professionals to
take people’s own experiential knowledge se-
riously and thus listening to how the individual
perceives their life situation. When you start to feel
heard about your own experiences, it is easier to
receive the professional’s insights and guidance.
In the best case, the knowledge required in the
situation is formed through a dialogue between
experiential and expert knowledge.

“As an organization or as a govern-
ment official, how do you want to reach
people who do not trust the knowledge
provided by researchers or the govern-
ment? How do you create a dialogical
discussion with them? A big question,
because | believe that when people
genuinely discuss and meet, it breaks
down boundaries and buffs out the
hardest edges and creates trust and
mutual receptivity towards views and

knowledge.”
- Participant of Democracy Defence

Dialogues
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Justice

“Justice is the first virtue of social institu-
tions, as truth is of systems of thought.”
- John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 1971

Justice is one of the most important goals
of the democratic communities. It is intrinsically
linked to equality, i.e., the desire to treat every
person equally, regardless of gender, age, back-
ground, wealth, or social status. In a democracy,
justice is also linked to freedom. The attempt is to
create equal treatment by maximizing the free-
doms of all, not by forcing everyone into the same
mould. However, such an ideal of justice combin-
ing equality and freedom is a demanding goal.
The pursuit of this goal is the noblest endeavour
of both the democratic state and the democratic
way of life.

“For me, the really important thing about
democracy is the human rights aspect.
You could say that everyone can be
themselves and be heard, even if they
belong to a minority, in whatever way they
belong to a minority. However, so that you
can safely be yourself and live your own
kind of life.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Justice can be thought of not only as an

end, but also as a means to help individuals and
communities to flourish. The historical develop-
ment of democracy shows that increased fairness
—for example, for women, workers, children, and
minorities — expands opportunities to utilize the
capabilities of different individuals for the benefit
of the entire society. In this context, too, authori-
tarian societies demonstrate the opposite of these
ideals by showing what happens to the welfare,
economy, sciences, and arts, for example, when

the rights of certain groups of people are op-
pressed or some individuals are exploited for the
benefit of others.

For a long time, it seemed like the democrat-
ic societies were becoming increasingly just. Of
course, this development is still taking place in
many areas of the society. At the same time, peo-
ple's experiences of injustice and inequality are
growing. In particular, the experience of economic
inequality causes a feeling of exclusion. It does
not fit into the majority’s sense of justice that the
wealth of the richest people is increasing to the
maximum while others are struggling to make a
sufficient living. The discrepancy is particularly
striking on a global level, but it also affects wealthy
democracies from within.

Experiences of injustice are not limited to
wealth. In many people’s lives, they are primarily
related to the opportunities to pursue a good life.
This includes the opportunity to have adequate
conditions for living, be educated, do meaningful
work, spend invigorating leisure time, enjoy culture
and nature, raise a family, stay healthy as well as
receive help and support in difficult situations.

It is precisely to enhance these issues that the
democratic welfare states have developed their
many public services, from child health-care cen-
tres, nurseries and schools to libraries, hospitals,
and social welfare offices. Therefore, many of the
most fundamental everyday experiences of the
societal justice or injustice stem from the encoun-
ters with public services. Justice is also intimately
intertwined with the other lifelines of democracy:
it strengthens participation, builds trust, and is
based on reliable knowledge.

The experiences of just treatment are typically
condensed into two issues: Am | getting the things
| am entitled to? Am | being treated equally with
others?

In this respect, encounters in the public
services can strengthen the experience of a just
society when people are clearly told what they are
entitled to and how the services ensure that this
right is fulfilled. Equally, the experience of justice
is strengthened when people realize that every-
one else is treated in the same way. Conversely,
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experiences of injustice arise in situations where
the rights are not fulfilled or are arbitrarily different
for different individuals.

Questions of justice are present everywhere
in the democratic societies. Kindergartens and
school classrooms' everyday life is full of situ-
ations where teachers have to practice justice
among children and young people. Similarly,
justice is tested when we go to the health-care
centre to seek treatment, ask the tax office for
advice on tax matters, or must report a crime to
the police.

The most extreme cases concerning justice
are often resolved in the courts. Political decisions
should also be considered from the perspective
of justice. These and numerous other situations
measure the presence or absence of justice in our
lives.

From the perspective of justice, the most
significant situations are those in which people
experience injustice. Many citizens have experi-
enced injustice in the very services and functions
of society that should have the progress and pres-
ervation of justice as one of their main functions.
The experience of a just society is injured if a
person feels that they have not been heard in their
case, or if, for example, they or their loved ones
are denied an important form of support, permis-
sion, or medicine on inadequate grounds.

These situations are the touchstones of dem-
ocratic encounters. They require both sensitivity
and courage from the public service professionals.
Sensitivity is needed to hear the injustice expe-
rienced by people and the consequences of this
injustice. This is particularly demanding when it
comes to abuses committed by someone of one's
own professional group, and most difficult when
it comes to harm caused by one's own actions.

It also requires the courage to act, to find out

the real nature of the problem and, if the truth so
requires, to fight alongside the citizens to right the
wrongs.

“We should apologize more often when
we fail. Why can we not openly talk about
our screw-ups and what we are doing?
Internally, failure is not desirable. Could
we open up our culture and talk about our
failures?”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

At its best, righting the wrongs people have expe-
rienced and restoring justice will strengthen the
faith of all parties in the functioning of a demo-
cratic society. Often the mere fact that someone
stands up to defend the injured party is mean-
ingful. We cannot avoid making mistakes, and
injustice can hardly ever be completely eradicated
from our society. However, we can choose not to
close our eyes to injustice but rather strive toward
the justice in all situations and encounters.
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4. Steps Towards
Democratic Encounters

In a democratic way of life, we encounter each
other together, listening, learning, challenging,
deliberating, and imagining. Democratic
encounters strengthen the role of public service
professionals as actors of democracy and increase
the agency of both the professionals and citizens
who use services.
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"Allin all, democratic encounters
can be anything from small,
fleeting moments to profound
pauses to reflect onlife's big
questions”

Above we have described the two cornerstones
of democracy, freedom, and equality, as well as
characterized the four lifelines we identified from
the Democracy Defence Dialogues: participation,
trust, knowledge, and justice. Next, we ask how
we can practically increase the democratic nature
of everyday encounters in our interactions with
each other and in the public services where peo-
ple's experience of society is shaped.

In response to this question, we present six
steps to democratic encounters. The steps are
based on the experiences of the participants
in the Democracy Defence Dialogues in differ-
ent service situations and their suggestions for
strengthening participation in the society. At the
same time, they build on the solid cornerstones of
democracy — equality and freedom — and contrib-
ute to strengthening the lifelines of participation,
trust, knowledge, and justice. By applying these
practical steps, we can strengthen democracy in
various encounters.

The steps we describe — together, listening,
learning, challenging, deliberating, and imagining —
are not new actions or procedures that add extra
work for already overburdened professionals. In-
stead, they portray a way or style of doing some-
thing. As such, they are relatively minor changes
to one's own professional practices which still can
have major effects. All in all, democratic encoun-
ters can be anything from small, fleeting moments
to profound pauses to reflect on life's big ques-
tions. They all have their own impact on the vitality
of our democratic society.

Additionally, the six steps we describe can be
seen as different stages of democratic encoun-
ters. Not all of them will necessarily take place in
every single situation or encounter. The order of
the steps may also vary. They are like more dance
moves, inviting us to create together the choreog-
raphy and roles that are appropriate to each sit-
uation. As such, they are invitations to a dialogue
between equal partners.

Ultimately, public services of a democratic
society are about one citizen helping another. We
should remember that the parts can also change.
In another moment, a person working in public
services may be a citizen facing challenges in their
own life and needing the support of professionals
from different fields.

By strengthening the role of public service
professionals as actors of democracy and provid-
ers of societal experience, we can increase the
agency of both the professionals and citizens who
use services. The thought of mutual democratic
citizenship clarifies the ethos and relevance of
public sector work. As participation and trust are
strengthened both in client encounters and within
working communities, the effectiveness of work is
also enhanced.

In a digitalising world and services, democratic
encounters can take new forms, but in online con-
text, too, we can encounter each other together,
listening, learning, challenging, deliberating, and
imagining.
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Together

“By encouraging everyone to take part
in that collective discussion, we can
make better decisions than any one of
us alone.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

In democratic encounters, situations or prob-
lems that arise in people’s lives are solved togeth-
er. It could be a pupil's problem with schoolwork,
a situation at the health-care centre, a difficulty

Deliberating

Challenging Together

Learning

Figure 2. Steps towards democratic encounters

filling in a tax return form or a life crisis that re-
quires support from the social welfare office. The
first steps to working together are often taken by
opening up the situation, for example by asking:
"Tell me what is on your mind and let us see what
we can do about it together?”

Doing things together signifies an equal en-
counter, without distorting people’s different roles.
A professional is still a professional, whose role is
to use the knowledge, skills, and resources that
their education, experience, and position provide
for helping and supporting the citizen coming to
them. The citizen who comes in contact with ser-
vices is present in the situation through their own
experience, life situation, and skills. A democratic

Imagining

Listening
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encounter shows respect to their freedom to
express themselves as they wish, to choose the
most appropriate means of resolving their situa-
tion and to proceed at their own pace.

“The value of experiential expertise, of
young people and their families as ex-
periential experts, should be raised. The
starting point should be that experimental
expertise is respected and that residents
and officials are partners.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

The ethos of working together does not need to
be limited to the interactions and direct encoun-
ters between the people present in each moment.
Together we can also think about other people
who are involved, how they are affected, and who
else should be invited to join in the conversation.
Many encounters in nurseries, schools, health-
care centres, and social welfare offices can also
be opportunities to strengthen citizens' relation-
ships with each other. At its best, a personin a
challenging situation will have access to flexible
support, combining different resources, both from
professionals and from their own private network.
This supports long-term problem-solving in the
individual's own daily activities and in the wider
context of their life.

Listening

“Hearing everyone'’s voice makes deci-
sions more deliberate and increases trust
in the society.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

The experience of being heard is an essen-
tial thread in all the lifelines of democracy. Being
heard strengthens participation because it creates
the experience of being taken seriously. It also
builds trust between the professional and the citi-
zen using the service. Listening helps to base our
common activities on knowledge. It also reflects
the aspiration to treat each person equally and
justly.

In democratic encounters we seek to listen and
understand how a person sees and experiences
their situation. Listening is therefore a key part
of the professional skills of many professionals.

By listening we aim at understanding how this
particular person sees the world and their place in
it. At the same time, it gives space for the profes-
sional to listen to themselves. They can take time
to reflect on the meaning of what the person is
telling them and how their own knowledge and
skills can help them in the situation. In addition

to the actual service situation, one can stop for
listening to the other person at the entrance of a
day-care centre, in a hospital corridor, or when a
police patrol visits a shopping centre.

Listening carefully is particularly important
when we encounter someone with whom we do
not share a common language, who for some rea-
son has difficulties communicating, or simply has
a different way of expressing themselves from the
majority of the population. This may be the case,
for example, with many immigrants or people with
disabilities. In these situations, it is particularly
important to ensure that listening also leads to an
understanding of the specific life situation of the
person in question. Key sentences or questions on
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this path often include: "How could | understand

you better?”, “Tell me more, so that | can be sure
| understand,” and “Let me check if | have under-
stood correctly.”

“There are an infinite variety of linguistic
challenges, for example questionnaires
from the government, which are in the
official language - difficult to answer if
you don't have the language skills.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Learning

Democratic encounters are shared learning
situations for both the citizens using the services
and the professionals providing them. Naturally, in
many situations we make use of established prac-
tices and professional routines, but every situation
also provides an opportunity to learn something
new about life, other people, and oneself. At its
best, learning can become a general atmosphere
that sets the tone for public services, drawing
from the pool of knowledge and skills that stems
from the encounters of equal people who trust
each other.

Cherishing learning means accepting that we
may not figure out all the essentials right away.
This leads us to consider what we should under-
stand better or in a wider perspective in order to
act meaningfully or to solve the problem at hand.
The way forward is to ask questions appropriate
to the situation.

Furthermore, it is often good to make space for
things that may not have been said yet: “Is there
anything else you have in mind?” Similarly, it may
be necessary to include other people and parties
in the reflection: “Who else should we consult
to get a better understanding of this?" Learning
can also mean acquiring new knowledge: “What
should we understand more?”

Professionals working in the services are also
constantly learning about their own activities and
their impact on the citizens who use their servic-
es. Therefore, a joint discussion can sometimes
focus on the encounter at hand, pausing to reflect
on how the encounter has gone so far: “What is
it like to talk about these things in this situation?”,
"Have you had the experience of being heard and
understood?”, and “Have you received the help
you need?”

“It is really important to pay attention, but
then you can think about how you can
help create different ways of democracy,
so that people with different personalities,
different backgrounds, different skills can
find their own way of doing things.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Challenging

Democratic encounters, when necessary, are also
critical and reflective. Democratic societies do

not want to advocate uncritical faith in authority,
nor are they satisfied with doing things the same
way they have always been done. Thus, critical
perspectives on the issues addressed and prevail-
ing practices are welcomed within the services.
These perspectives are considered as a means of
learning together and improving working practic-
es.

“Participation and dialogue are important
in general, as is the involvement of cus-
tomers in the development of operations.
- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

"
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Challenging can be encouraged on both sides.
Professionals can use their expertise to challenge
the citizens who have come to the services to
take a broader view from different perspectives:
"Have you thought that you could see the situa-
tion in this way, too?" Equally, the service users
can be encouraged to be critical of the profes-
sionals, their views, and their actions: “Tell me
as directly as possible if you feel that the views |
have expressed or the actions | have taken seem
surprising or wrong."

Especially in difficult and complex situations,
it is good to proceed with a subtle yet honest re-
flection: "Has all the essentials been brought up?
Have we considered the different points of view?
What do we not understand yet?"”

Deliberating

Citizens often turn to public services when they
feel they need the skills and resources of a pro-
fessional in their lives. In many situations, there
are many alternative ways forward and there

are various means to achieve the desired goals.
However, few people want to outsource their own
life solutions to other people. This requires joint
deliberation.

“You can get help from the service | go
to (...) It requires that you have to go
there yourself, and you get help and
support and figure out together what
you could do.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

The professional is in many ways able to help
the citizen to assess and deliberate upon the
options that affect their life: “In my experience and
expertise, this choice often results in these things.
Which of these options would best correspond
to your needs and values? Which effects do you
think this would have on your life? How do you
think it would affect your close ones?”

Deliberating together is not just about going
through the options for a particular situation and
calculating their effects. It is also a way of empow-
ering people to take agency, that is, the ability to
take responsibility of their own lives. It is a crucial
element of the vitality of democracy, because
in democratic societies we rely on the ability of
citizens to make decisions on their own. However,
this is not an innate quality, but one that needs to
be exercised and supported throughout our lives.
Democratic encounters in services strengthen this
ability.
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Imagining

“Let us imagine a perfect wellbeing
services county where youth participa-
tion and democracy would work per-
fectly. Everyone can close their eyes and
imagine what it would look like. Let us
imagine that everything has gone perfect-
ly and that in 2030 the wellbeing services
county is functioning ideally. What would
the county be like? What does it look like?
What services would it have? How could
young people influence services and the
area as a whole?”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

We aim present being fully here and now in the
democratic encounters, but their impact also
radiates beyond the immediate situation. Encoun-
ters take on a deeper meaning when we keep in
mind their small and large effects on people’s lives
over different time scales. Perceiving these effects
requires imagination.

"A meaningful encounterin
services radiates its impact
into the home, workplace,
free time activities, and even

casual moments with otherwise

unknown people of the person
who received support and help”

A child health-care nurse, school assistant, so-
cial worker, police officer, or employment adviser
can sometimes see the impact that even a single
encounter with a single person can have on the
lives of many other people. A meaningful encoun-
ter in services radiates its impact into the home,
workplace, free time activities, and even casual
moments with otherwise unknown people of the
person who received support and help. At the
same time, the lifelines of democracy are passed
on from one place to another, from one situation
to the next. Thus, new democratic encounters are
created.

With every encounter, we are also building the
future of our society. So, we can ask ourselves,
"What kind of world do | want to be a part of by
my words and actions?" and “What contribution
can | make in this encounter to our collective
future?” Achieving the core democratic values
of equality and freedom in the future can only be
possible for us and our descendants if we make
choices for them now.
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5. Democracy’s Horizons

Practicing democratic encounters will also prepare
us for future social and ecological challenges. We
must anticipate how to safeguard our democratic
values during crises and beyond. We must also
ask whether democracy can ultimately be limited
to human beings or whether it should extend to all
living creatures.

“Essentially, all development comes from
conflict, but democracy is the system
that allows this wildly complex structure
of modern society to create some forces
that allow conflict to become construc-
tive, rather than destructive starting
points.”

- Participant of Democracy Defence
Dialogues

Finally, it is also worth taking a moment to
look ahead at the challenges that democracy has
ahead, many of which are already at our doorstep.
Some of these challenges will require whole new
skill sets, wisdom, and effort from us, which in
turn demonstrate the importance of capacity for
democratic encounters. Ultimately, these new

®
resources must come from ordinary citizens and
cannot only be outsourced to experts. We want
to believe that practicing democratic encounters
will prepare us to meet the future challenges and
difficulties of democracy and to seize the oppor-

tunities hidden in them.
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Developments in the recent decades have
shown that the world as a whole is not becoming
more democratic, as was imagined some time
ago. Authoritarian regimes have tightened their
grip, and many previously strong democratic so-
cieties are facing threatening developments that
fuel polarization, pessimism, and populism. If the
forces of authoritarianism and hierarchy take glob-
al developments under their sway, the prospects
for all democracies become endangered.

For this reason, we need dialogue between
professionals in different environments. Many
public service professionals interact with col-
leagues from other countries. We believe that
these situations can also be democratic encoun-
ters which foster sharing experiences and creat-
ing understanding of the democratic dimensions
of their professional roles and tasks. Equally, in
the spirit of true democracy, we are constantly
learning from others. Sometimes the experiences
that best illuminate democracy come precisely
from those people who cannot take democra-
cy, freedom, or equality for granted in their own
environments.

"At the same time, we

heed to anticipate how

to safeguard democratic
practices during and beyond
the crises of the future.”

Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic awak-
ened us to realize in how unpredictable ways
global crises can unravel our societies. Sudden
crises also challenge democratic institutions and
practices. During the pandemic, Finland also re-
sorted to the emergency powers legislation, which
allowed for temporary restrictions on citizens'
fundamental rights. In this respect, it was also a
crisis for democracy.

As the world becomes more unstable, we
cannot be lulled into assuming that similar or even
worse crises will not happen in the future. We
must therefore be vigilant and prepare for the fact
that future crises may pose unpredictable threats
to our democratic values. In the aftermath of the
Covid-19 pandemic, almost all public services
should assess how crises and states of emergen-
cy affect the democratic nature of services. At the
same time, we need to anticipate how to safe-
guard democratic practices during and beyond
the crises of the future.

Perhaps the most significant crises we are
currently facing are the ecological crises, such as
climate change, biodiversity loss, and environ-
mental pollution. They are forcing us to rethink
our position on the planet, which we share with
other living creatures. Thus, we need to reflect on
what democracy means in humanity’s relation to
the rest of living nature. These questions are also
becoming increasingly pressing in public services,
from nurseries to the government.

We are beginning to understand ever so clearly
that almost everything we do affects the natural
world around us and that natural environments
affect us. We must therefore ask, can democracy
in the future only apply to people? Or should we
extend our concept of democracy to other living
beings on whom our life's hecessities in many
ways depend? What would the cornerstones of
dmocracy - freedom and equality — then mean?
In the future, democratic encounters may in-
deed point us towards entirely new ways of living
together in our shared world in an ecologically
sustainable and diverse way.
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