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Executive Summary
Over time, various challenges to 
democracy have surfaced including 
partisan polarization, suppression of 
free speech, diminished trust in the 
legitimacy of media, the increasing 
influence of money and special interests 
in politics, and more. On September 
16-18, 2018, senior journalists, 
international business leaders, policy 
makers, students, and delegates 
from around the world attended the 
New York Times Athens Democracy 
Forum to address these issues and 
explore opportunities for strengthening 
democracy. 

During the Forum, expert panels 
confronted the challenges facing 
democracy across four broad themes 
including:
• Upholding the Rule of Law
• Preserving Identity, Diversity, and 

Inclusion
• The Role of Technology in Citizenship
• The Responsibility of Business

Speakers engaged a wide range of 
ideas related to the above topics, and 
conference delegates were asked 
to incorporate what they’d heard 
throughout the Forum presentations to 
inform the solutions they considered for 
how to strengthen democracy. 

Following these presentations, 
attendees participated in four 
workshops corresponding to the 
Forum’s four themes.

In partnership with the Times, the 
Jefferson Center, a nonpartisan civic 
engagement organization, adapted 
the Citizens Jury model of deliberation 
to ask delegates “What new ideas, 
insights, or solutions do you have for 
strengthening or advancing democracy 
based on what you’ve learnt at the 
Athens Democracy Forum?”

Charged with identifying contemporary 
and future challenges pertaining to 
democracy, members of the Times 
editorial board and columnists joined 
delegates in these workshops to 
collaboratively identified concrete 
actions that businesses, citizens, 
governments, and NGOs can take to 
strengthen democracy. 

These recommendations subsequently 
informed the “Talk with the Times” 
session where senior Times journalists 
and editors assessed the findings and 
provided their own outlook on the state 
of democracy. 

This report contains the 
recommendations and solutions 
generated by delegates through these 
deliberative workshops during the 
2018 Athens Democracy Forum. We 
hope that they inspire creative and 
collaborative efforts to strengthen and 
advance democracy locally, nationally, 
and globally.



Workshop Process
During registration, delegates expressed 
personal preference about their workshop 
topic and were assigned to their respective 
workshop spaces. After a brief introduction to 
the deliberative process that would be used 
to structure their discussions, delegates were 
prompted: 

“What new ideas, insights, 
or solutions do you have for 
strengthening or advancing 
democracy based on what 
you’ve learnt at the Athens 
Democracy Forum?”

Delegates individually recorded their initial 
ideas on notecards and shared back their 
identified challenge and solutions in small 
groups. Delegates were discussed common 
themes that emerged amongst their groups 
as well as any divergence or differences that 
they observed. Tables then collectively delib-
erated about, determined, and re-worked the 
top solutions that they believed were the most 
promising ideas. Tables then shared 2-3 of 
their chosen solutions with the entire room.

Group summary statements and themes 
identified during session were collected 
and recorded for analysis. A portion of the 
workshops’ “top” solution statements were 
provided to the New York Times senior 
journalist staff. Delegates’ solution seeds 
served as an initial framework for their 
discussion at the Talk with Times panel the 
following day. 
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Key Takeaways
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Topic: the Rule of Law

A number of Forum speakers referenced the surge and appeal of populism across a range of global 
contexts and political environments. Delegates encountered different explanations regarding this trend, 
including economic stagnation, mass migration, and the rise (and possible abuses of) technology. 
In order to maintain the Rule of Law and protect 
human rights against dangerous populist movements, 
attendees in the interactive workshops advocated for 
better civic education about citizenship, civil rights, and 
the rule of law. 

Access to information plays a significant role in both 
protecting human and legal rights and understanding 
how individuals can be meaningfully involved in the 
institutions and activities that sustain them. Technology 
was identified as a key tool for providing both civic 
education on mass scale and overcoming the barriers 
to accessing legal and political information necessary 
to actively engage in these matters. Delegates 
recommended that obstacles to civic and political 
participation should be eliminated or reduced by 
making laws and the justice system more transparent 
and accessible. While acknowledging the complexity 
of legal systems and the concurrent professional of 
political institutions, delegates articulated that the 
structure of these systems dissuade the general public 
from getting involved in legal and political affairs. 
Delegates emphasized that more comprehensive civic 
education at the local, state, and national levels would help address the loss of faith in political and 
legal institutions and encourage meaningful opportunities for engagement in each of these arenas.

During the interactive workshops, attendees were asked to consider challenges to democracy and 
develop solutions based on what they heard from presentations, panels, and other attendees. This 
information guided the interactive workshop discussion, in addition to their individual experiences. 
Their ideas were then used to guide the Talk with the Times panel the next day, and allow for more 
interaction between delegates, hosts, and speakers about solutions to democracy. 

Below you’ll find key takeaways from attendees based on the speakers, interactions with other 
delegates, and the workshop session.



Challenge: Constitutional values are taken for granted 
in the international community.

Solution: We should develop an education plan that 
understands cultural differences and build values over 
how important civil and human rights are. 

Challenge: Many governments change the law 
to legitimate their power; such is the case in Latin 
America. People do not understand how important it 
is to reject the law they may only care about leader’s 
ideas.

Solution: The International Community could be more 
emphatic over how laws change and even if they do 
they have to respect Human Rights and Civil Rights.

Challenge: Complexity of laws leads to an absence of 
knowledge by the citizens. They are simply very often 
not implemented or understand, particularly in rural 
areas.

Solution: Promote political education and use the 
power of the internet to raise awareness in rural areas 
for a political canon in order to safeguard democratic 
structures (role of urbanization).

Challenge: Misinformation or lack of public 
awareness of laws

Solution 1: Increased fact-checking amongst media 
sources on campaign laws

Solution 2: Education at school level in order to 
enhance legal understanding

Solution 3: Restriction of entitlement programs

Challenge: Lack of consensus on the meaning of rule 
of law and broad public constituency for it

Solution: Public/civic education promoting universal 
laws implicit in rule of law

Challenge: Erosion of respect on human rights and 
weakened mechanisms for their protection

Solution: We should strengthen normative and 
legislative protection of human rights, including 
economic and social rights, and mechanisms for 
oversight and accountability.

Challenge: Legal system controlled by elites from 
creation of laws to selection of judges, elimination of 
procedural barriers to the courtroom. 

Solution: The weak need tools to stand on an equal 
footing. Unimpeded rights to organize including 
labour union, rights to pursue class actions in courts. 
For example, the election of judges takes it out of the 
backroom / power elite and mandatory voting by all 
citizens!
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Topic: Identity, Diversity, and Inclusion 

Challenge: Shifting media narratives to stop 
characterizing migration as a crisis.

Solution: Use credible data from research (maybe 
government-funded) and communicate it through 
media to shift narratives.

Challenge: Including people of low socioeconomic 
status in political discourse/action

Solution: Offer more access to internet and cell 
phones, especially in schools so people who can’t 
afford it at home can at least access news/discourse 
at school

Challenge: Increasing representation in media 
narratives.

Solution: Increase number of people representing 
marginalised communities among journalists, 
reporters, etc + provide training/professional 
development

Challenge: Government and businesses are not 
adequately diverse and do not represent the 
community members in which they govern or operate.

Solution 1: Diversity quotas for businesses and 
schools

Solution 2: Publicising data reports of demographic 
information of government positions, organisations, 
universities, etc., as a means to encourage companies 
to have more equitable hiring practices across gender, 
race, etc.

Challenge: Lack of cultural competency and 
awareness of shared values creates mistrust, 
suspicion, and amplifies difference in communities 
and societies.

Solution 1: Community based conversations to build 
relationships across identities, as well as a means to 
have grassroots solutions context-based issues e.g. 
racial justice, xenophobia and migrant issues, gender 
representation, etc.

Solution 2: Using art and media to build relationships 
across identities, specifically with youth, e.g. video 
conferencing across ‘sister/friendship cities’, media 
representation in mass media.

Challenge: People are not aware of why people 
are forced to migrate or flee as refugees, increasing 
volatility and tension in areas where new residents 
settle or are resettled.

Solution 1: Education promoting diversity and 
acceptance among native citizenry from a young age, 
accompanied by education of newcomers so that they 
can be more easily integrated into the economy

Solution 2: Making distinctions between migrants 
and refugees at the border and strengthening the 
border so government can launch an advocacy 
campaign promoting controlled levels of immigration

Speakers explored the current global displacement of refugees and the widespread backlash that 
has followed resettlement. Artist Ai Weiwei remarked that it is time for all countries to recognize the 
immediacy of displaced people as it is not a temporary issue and will likely worsen due to natural 
disasters, famine, and population growth. Others such as Professor Kishore Mahbubani suggested a 
different approach, specifically that Europe should consider a pause on immigration so that extreme 
political backlash to migration might move towards a more measured and moderate position.

Delegates agreed on the need for societies to broadly recognize the benefits of immigration and some 
groups indicated governments need to more actively address the fear of refugees held by residents 
and citizens where refugees settle. Identity, diversity, and inclusion delegates highlighted the unique 
value that different perspectives and representation, especially youth, can bring to decision-making 
processes. Group deliberations also emphasized the importance of people of color and Indigenous 
people in media and subsequently called upon media institutions to attract and recruit more a body of 
racially and ethnically diverse talent.



Topic: the Role of Technology

Challenge: Balancing freedom of expression with the 
need to prevent hateful and harmful and speech

Solution 1: Make social media accountable and abide 
by their terms of service

Solution 2: Media literacy programmes to teach 
people to think critically and consume media

Challenge: Elections around Africa are riddled with 
suspicion of fraud and/or rigging, which reduces 
confidence with the legitimacy of the election process. 
This suspicion is increased by the fact that votes are 
counted by hand in countries like Zimbabwe.

Solution: Technology can help reduce the risk of 
fraud and rigging and could increase the confidence 
in the election process.

Challenge: Monopolies in social media platform space

Solution: Apply anti-trust legislation rules to 
Facebook as no company should have control over 
more than 1/3 of the people of the planet a 2/3 of all 
those online.

Challenge: There are not enough ways for people to 
communicate with the government.

Solution: Use technology to enable fair referendums, 
to create fair voting systems when corruption is 
technologically not feasible  (i.e. fair vote counting); 
technology will enable more nuanced voting e.g. 
negative votes to allow more specific outcomes.

As broadband and cellular networks improve and access to mobile devices expands, the barriers to 
digital technologies have been dramatically reduced. Increased access to digital technologies has 
subsequently allowed more people to utilize in digital platforms to make connections with one another 
and create positive change, remarked speaker 
Richard Allen, Vice President of Policy Solutions at 
Facebook. However, this low barrier to entry also 
concerned many attendees, as social media can 
be used to manipulate what people see, reduce 
exposure to alternative viewpoints, and influence 
the outcomes of elections. Many wondered how to 
encourage people to be more critical online before 
sharing. 

Role of Technology workshop delegates expressed 
concern about data protection and advocated 
for increased media literacy. These delegates 
emphasized that general apathy or ignorance 
regarding data protection requires that users have 
access to, and tools to better protect personal 
information and data. While delegates acknowledged 
that technology can be a boon for civic engagement 
(such as promoting voter education), they expressed 
the need for a social contract or governmental 
regulations to manage and anticipate technological 
changes that may compromise personal data.  

2018 New York Times Athens Democracy Forum Interactive Workshop Sessions Report 07



Challenge: Technology is affecting jobs and everyday 
life. 

Solution: Re-educate people by giving them new 
skills that adapt to technology, how to use technology, 
media literacy programs, governmental campaigns, 
etc. Involve the government and individuals.

Challenge: Lack of interaction between citizens and 
the government.

Solution 1: Use technologies to enable fair 
referendum.

Solution 2: Create fair voting systems where 
corruption is not feasible

Solution 3: Create more nuanced procedure of voting 
(with time)

Challenge: How are we going to control the giant 
firms storing, processing and collecting personal data, 
so as to avoid procedures and tactics employed by 
Cambridge Analytica? Need to involve political actors 
and civic society. 

Solution: We should create a mentality of consent 
which will demand for every further use of data the 
explicit consent of the individual. In this way we 
could, perhaps, make more difficult the data use for 
elections.

Challenge: Governments have lost their legitimacy in 
the eyes of most citizens due to corruption.  How can 
we restore trust and repair the citizen-state relations?  

Solution: Blockchain technology provides a new way 
to combat corruption by providing unmanipulated 
transparency.
more nuanced voting e.g. negative votes to allow 
more specific outcomes.
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Topic: the Responsibility of Business

Much of the conference discussion around 
business, both on panels and amongst 
delegates in deliberative sessions. Many 
participants focused on the ability of 
companies to be socially conscious and “part 
of the solution.” Royston Braganza, CEO of 
Grameen
Capital India, discussed how business could 
become more meaningful and inclusive by 
integrating goals, such as zero poverty, zero 
inequality, and zero unemployment into 
business objectives. 

Delegates repeatedly emphasized the need 
to build trust between business, people, and 
the government. They desired increased 
transparency in corporate governance and 
highlighted opportunities to communicate the social and public benefits of private enterprise, especially 
in promoting and evaluating the effectiveness of corporate social impact efforts and investments. 
Delegates also acknowledged the potential role that private enterprise and corporate investments can 
play in undertaking the significant research and development needed to achieve the United Nations 
sustainable development goals. While the role of business had its own workshop session, business 
was consistently engaged in each interactive session, illustrating the contemporary attention to for-
profit enterprises as they affect and inform democracies.



Challenge: Exclusion of youth (in particular minority 
youth) through career development for sustainable 
business development and enhancement of 
democracy in company

Solution: Quotas (gender, race or ethnicity, age) 
create a gender/age/ethnicity balance in board 
membership, anonymous suggestions in a company 
to reduce gap of generations regarding decisions 
making.

Challenge: There is a lack of awareness and 
transparency of how social impact investing and 
programming takes place.

Solution: Comprehensive Social Impact Reporting 
conducted on an annual basis and this information 
used to measure the overall environmental and social 
impact of these activities and investments

Challenge: Lack of self-regulatory audits of business 
practices

Solution: Voluntarily disclose financial statements 
and reports to foster transparency and accountability 
of businesses in their socially responsible efforts.

Challenge: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
are weakly enforced and do not have strong 
incentives to generate activity and investment in 
achieving goals.

Solution: Policy enforcements with a strong 
regulatory framework with the SDGs should be at the 
core. Governments and institutions should be actively 
involved in the National Action Plans of the country to 
achieve SDGs goals and the 2030 Agenda.

Challenge: Party structures and participatory 
structures do not allow people to actively engage 
in the political system due to time and resource 
constraints.

Solution: Companies of a certain size (possibly of 
market share or employee number) could appoint 
representatives in all political parties and thus have 
representation in the parliament.
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Conclusion
This interactive workshop process produced 
a set of representative and diverse, if at times 
contrasting, solutions based on the experiences 
and ideas of delegates. Infused with a wide 
range of personal, political, and professional 
backgrounds, the delegate deliberations 
resulted in a series of rich and imaginative 
discussions about current and future challenges 
to democratic life. 

As New York Times op-ed columnist Roger 
Cohen stated, representative democracy 
“depends on the recognition [of], not the 
trampling, of disparate views.” ADF delegates 
engaged one another and demonstrated that 
even in a relatively short period of time, mindful 
and purposeful deliberation can create dynamic 
solutions to complex problems.

The incorporation of deliberation into the 
Athens Democracy Forum marks a key 
opportunity for contemporary democracy and 
reflects a necessary component of enlivened 
civic life - the invitation to collectively negotiate 
a variety of perspectives and possibilities as we 
navigate some of the most complex challenges 
of our time. Making a space for delegate 
deliberation highlights Athens Democracy 
Forum’s recognition of knowledge and expertise 
not only among panelists, but within the 
broader audience of ADF attendees.

By channeling the knowledge, skills, and 
experience present within the conference 
body and feeding those recommendations 
back to NYT panelists, delegates enriched 
the discussion and added depth to the 
conversation. By surfacing solutions that both 
resonated with and, in some cases, challenged 
the ideas of expert panelists, Forum delegates 
sought to be more representative of those who 
were not in attendance and ambitious in their 
undertakings.

Despite the myriad challenges and consistent 
distractions we face in our daily lives, pur-
poseful and thoughtful deliberation at the ADF 
provided a space for delegates to reflect upon 
their own efforts to meaningfully engage with 
one another and positively shape their society 
beyond the Forum.

Deliberation, a cornerstone of democracy and 
democratic life, enables people to participate 
and shape the future they wish to inhabit by 
encountering and thoughtfully considering 
alternative points of view while aiming to iden-
tify shared values and common ground. The 
partnership between the Times and Jefferson 
Center enabled the ADF to incorporate a more 
deliberate approach to conference interactions 
and to create a space where delegates could 
purposefully engage with what they’d heard 
in discussion to determine a set of possible 
solutions that could be pursued to strengthen 
democracy.

Such work is required, more than ever, during a 
time when it may feel like democracy is under 
siege. Through these deliberative workshops, 
delegates and panelists found a launching point 
for strengthening modern democracy, following 
Cohen’s refrain that a healthy, living democracy 
requires we continue to “...try again. Fail again. 
Fail better.”
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Why Deliberation through Citizens Juries?

The Citizens Jury was invented by Ned Crosby, founder of the nonpartisan nonprofit the Jefferson 
Center, in 1971. A Citizens Jury provides people with the opportunity to learn about an issue, deliberate 
with a diverse group of peers, and develop credible policy decisions. Citizens Juries provide the public 
and decision makers with insights about complex issues and demonstrate that when delegates have the 
opportunity to study an issue closely, they are fully capable of making informed recommendations on 
complex problems. 

The Citizens Jury process is most adequately suited to navigate issues that are complex, technical, 
and divisive. Today, Citizens Juries are utilized globally to address issues as diverse as climate change 
adaptation and mitigation, involvement in the nuclear fuel cycle, media coverage of public policy and 
politics, and infrastructure and development planning. 

The process provides a framework for people to become actively and meaningfully involved in 
policy development and decision-making. Though citizens juries typically last for multiple days, the 
process was condensed significantly for the Forum, with the goal of giving attendees the chance 
to collaboratively generate concrete, creative, and actionable solutions to strengthen and advance 
democracy. 
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The Jefferson Center is a nonpartisan nonprofit that 
partners with citizens, communities, and institutions 
to design and implement informed, innovative, and 
democratic solutions to today’s toughest challenges.
Their public consultation and civic engagement 
programs restore legitimacy, hope, and trust in 
collective decision-making and democracy.

The New York Times Athens Forum on Democracy 
is an annual conference bringing together senior 
journalists with international business leaders, policy 
makers, and a broad variety of experts to debate and 
discuss the current state of democracy with a focus on 
new solutions.

“Athens Democracy Forum 2018 - Solutions for Strengthening Democracy” 
New York Times & Jefferson Center © 2018


