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Abstract

As deliberative and participatory practices play a greater role in political decision-
making of democratic political systems in many parts of the world, political par-
ties must adapt to demands of an increasingly more cognitively mobilized citizenry.
While there is a growing body of literature about the functioning of such procedures
in different social and political contexts, little is known about politicians’ reasons
behind introducing them. Based on qualitative data collected among Hungarian
politicians, this paper brings evidence to empirically assess why local politicians
introduced Participatory Budgeting in Budapest, Hungary. Our findings suggest that
politicians accept theoretical arguments for promoting citizens’ participation, newly
elected local politicians expect to increase their party’s local embeddedness by cre-
ating new contact opportunities and emphasize that the introduction of Participatory
Budgeting is a ground for experimentation. The article ends with a discussion about
arguments that are put forth in the literature on European Participatory Budgeting
but missing from the views of politicians, and concludes by highlighting the risks of
institutionalizing Participatory Budgeting.
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Introduction

There is a growing body of literature on the spread (Dias 2020) and internal func-
tioning of deliberative and participatory procedures (Béchtiger et al. 2018; Elstub
and Escobar 2019; Caluwaerts-Reuchamps 2015; Fishkin and Luskin 2005).
An increasing number of critiques challenge representative regimes, presenting
deliberative and participatory practices that involve citizens in public affairs as
an antidote to cure democratic malaise (Dryzek et al. 2019; Smith 2009; Geissel
and Newton 2012; Geissel and Joass 2013). This article contributes to the litera-
ture on reconnecting deliberation and political parties (Johnson 2006, p. 49), and
to the emerging body of literature on the attitudes of political leaders toward the
involvement of citizens in political decision-making.

Earlier research has provided arguments for public participation in general
(Caluwaerts and Reuchamps 2018; Fung 2007; Geissel-Joas 2013; Smith 2009)
and there is an account of purposes and values associated with participatory gov-
ernance (Elstub and Escobar 2019; Sintomer et al. 2016; Wampler 2012). How-
ever, in order to highlight why political leaders may or may not prefer sharing
power with ordinary people, there is a need for shifting attention from citizens’
and experts’ attitudes on participatory decision-making toward the attitudes of
political leaders. Analyzing the extent to which MPs actually endorse differ-
ent variants of ‘sortition’, a recent article (Jacquet et al. 2020) found that most
MPs do not support democratic reform. Instead, potential reform patterns would
consist of a minority of politicians advocating a reform that enjoys enough sup-
port from civil society groups to be imposed on the political agenda. Macq and
Jacquet (2020) suggested that political leaders had interest in the creation of the
Permanenter Biirgerdialog (PBD), a unique deliberative institution set up by the
German-speaking Community of Belgium for two main reasons: building of a
territory’s political identity and the salvation of representative democracy. Recent
empirical evidence on politicians’ support for deliberation (Gherghina et al.
2020) highlighted reasons such as education of the party members and stake-
holders, increased efficacy of the policy-making process, enhanced legitimacy
of party decisions and strategic advantages in the electoral competition. But do
these arguments also hold true for participatory processes? Joining the scientific
debate on politicians’ motives to set up deliberative and participatory procedures,
we aim to highlight reasons behind politicians’ support for the emergence of Par-
ticipatory Budgeting.

This article contributes to answering the question why local politicians intro-
duced Participatory Budgeting in Budapest, Hungary, by empirically analyzing
the arguments of Hungarian politicians for establishing Participatory Budget-
ing in Budapest via documentary analysis of public records, electoral programs
of Hungarian mayors and qualitative data taken from 27 semi-structured inter-
views with Hungarian politicians between March and August 2020. Hungary is
the appropriate setting to answer this question because its party system includes
political parties with different degrees of institutionalization. In Hungary, par-
ticipatory decision-making does not look back on a rich past. However, one of
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the most striking changes since the 2019 municipal elections is the appearance of
Participatory Budgeting, a process that allows non-elected citizens to take part in
prioritizing or allocating public funds (Sintomer et al. 2016, p. 20). As the first
systematic analysis on the case under scrutiny, our results indicate that among
politicians there is a widespread acceptance of what we call ‘theoretical argu-
ments for promoting citizens’ participation (increasing trust of citizens in democ-
racy; increasing legitimacy of decisions; enhancing knowledge and improving
understanding and community building). Based on the argument for increasing
local embeddedness by creating new contact opportunities, politicians expect that
Participatory Budgeting can convince citizens that politicians are responsive to
their demands. Additionally, politicians in Hungary emphasize the introduction of
Participatory Budgeting as a means of experimentation and new terrain for newly
elected local politicians.

The article is structured as follows. The first section offers a review of the litera-
ture on the relation between political leaders and participatory budgeting and on the
reason why politicians support the process. The second presents the methodology
and the data we analyzed. The following section presents the ongoing institutionali-
zation of Participatory Budgeting in Budapest. Then, findings are presented in the
fifth section Followed by a discussion about missing arguments and a conclusion.

Why do politicians support external participatory tools?

Literature on arguments for public participation in general has provided us with a
set of arguments about the benefits of participatory decision-making (Laird 1993;
Wilcox 1994; Habermas 1996; Kiraly et al. 2016; Kiss 2014). These arguments are
different on the basis of who benefits from the participatory process: the local com-
munity, the decision-makers or the whole society (Kiraly et al. 2016). With regard
to the whole society, the literature emphasized that through participation people’s
interests and perspectives can be changed during the process, and social learning can
occur (Laird 1993; Habermas 1996). More specifically, participation can have an
educative function: people can learn democracy through decision-making processes
and increase their knowledge on the given topic (Talpin 2011; Kiss 2014). From the
perspective of the decision-makers, the quality of the decisions can be enhanced as
different stakeholder’s knowledge and experience can be taken into account. Con-
flicts can be prevented or resolved with a well-organized participatory process (King
et al. 1998), and commitment on decisions can increase. From the community point
of view, participation has a community-building element as community members
can connect to each other and become more motivated to acquire information and
discuss these questions within the community (Kiraly et al. 2016). Last but not least,
people have a psychological need for defining their own living conditions (Ariely
2010; Iyengar 2010).

Connecting lessons drawn on participation theory and policy documents,
Dean (2017) came up with four archetypal modes of public participation in
policy decisions: (1) knowledge transfer; (2) collective decision-making; (3)
choice and voice; and (4) arbitration and oversight. Empirical research about
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participatory governance foregrounded normative imperatives behind participa-
tion categorizing consumerist, technocratic and democratic rationales (Hickman
2006; Martin 2009). An in-depth account of purposes and values associated with
participatory governance challenged that categorization and identified participa-
tion preferences of key actors along three categories: (1) participation as col-
lective decision-making; (2) participation as knowledge transfer; and (3) par-
ticipation as agonism and that different actors support different arguments (Dean
2019).

While there is a predominant attention to citizens’ and experts’ attitudes
toward participatory decision-making, an important dimension is left aside:
the attitudes of political leaders toward different participatory tools. There is
some evidence on the expectations of political leaders toward public participa-
tion (Hendriks and Lees-Marshment 2019; Schiffino et al. 2019). According to
Hendriks and Lees Marshment (2019), political leaders prefer informal chan-
nels to formal participatory instruments and the main reasons of political lead-
ers to support public participation are related to collecting information, con-
necting with real people, checking the feasibility of new policies, and aiding
policy implementation. Mostly consultation and co-governance initiatives are
likely to find favor with local politicians (Mckenna 2012) and the main argument
for using participatory devices is that they reinforce political leaders’ role as
the central decision-makers (Schiffino et al. 2019). Yet little attention is paid to
the fact that the involvement of lay citizens in the decision-making process can
potentially restrict the autonomy of political leaders (Macq and Jacquet 2020).
In order to highlight why political leaders do or do not seem to prefer sharing
power with ordinary people, more attention is necessary to the supportive and
opposing arguments of politicians.

In our paper, we focus on a specific form of participatory decision-making:
we selected Participatory Budgeting because of its flexibility as it has been
imported into and adapted for very different places (Hernandez-Medina 2010;
Patsias et al. 2013; Nez 2016; Kempa and Kozlowski 2020). Although schol-
arship has mainly focused on the particular political and social context where
the Participatory Budgeting got established, reasons for which politicians would
favor this approach were not yet explained by comparative studies. As for its
benefits for politicians, it is important to note that Participatory Budgeting
started in Porto Alegre to foster community participation in the making of pub-
lic decisions (Abers 2000; Wampler 2012). One possible explanation for politi-
cians’ preference for this participatory tool is their parties’ need for tighter con-
nections with the electorate. Although organizational communication requires
more resources and time than direct communication initiated by party leaders,
its coverage can be wider. We assume that through its personal approach it
enhances long-term bonds between voters and parties. We selected an influential
case (Seawritght and Gerring 2008) from Central Eastern Europe where parties
lack stable connections with local associations (Gherghina 2014, p. 40) to test
if politicians support to PB stems mainly from local politicians’ need for incen-
tives to complement party leaders’ communication with the electorate.
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Research method

In this exploratory research, we used a combination of document analysis and
interviews to answer the research question why politicians decided to introduce
Participatory Budgeting in Budapest. We analyzed manifestos of candidates
who have explicitly mentioned Participatory Budgeting before or during the
2019 local electoral campaign, treating selected documents like a respondent or
informant that provides the researcher with relevant information (O’Leary 2014).
We conducted 27 semi-structured interviews with Hungarian politicians in Buda-
pest between March and August 2020. In order to cover the three faces of party
organization (Katz and Mair 1993, p. 594) and to understand how organizational
communication through PB complements leaders’ communication with the elec-
torate, elected representatives of party in public office (e.g., presidents of each
party, heads of the Parliamentary Groups, selected Members of the European Par-
liament), in the central office (e.g., operative director) and on the ground (Party
leaders at local level, Mayors, local councillors in Budapest) were invited to take
part in the research. In order to reveal parties’ links to society, party experts were
also invited.

In order to gain information about the topic, purposive sampling was required
to focus on politicians with some experience (e.g., elected in municipalities
where PB was introduced) with Participatory Budgeting. As left-wing parties are
generally more active in initiating such processes, members in left-wing parties
are overrepresented in our sample. The interview guide included 12 questions
about party membership, representatives’ activities, the meaning of participa-
tory democracy, various decisions reached within the party, online activities and
democratic innovations such as Participatory Budgeting. The average duration of
the interview was 50 min. The interviewees belong to 10 Hungarian parties (see
Appendix 2).

Interviews were transcribed and analyzed using the NVivo software. To iden-
tify common themes (arguments) within the interviews, we used a data-driven
thematic analysis, a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns
(themes) within data, because of its flexibility and advantage in highlighting
similarities and differences across the data set (Braun and Clarke 2006, p. 97).
The coding was inductive: we read all interviews and identified potential themes
based on the literature. The procedures consisted of three phases. The research-
ers read independently all interviews, identified the main arguments and grouped
the interviews according to them in phase one. During phase two an inter-coder
reliability test was applied in which arguments provided earlier were compared
and contrasted, including the interviews associated with those themes. In phase
three, authors came up with a final list of arguments and interviews associated
with them.
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The story of participatory budgeting in Budapest

Hungary is a representative democracy with some limited experience with direct
democracy (Pallinger 2016). There are no provisions in the legislation that explic-
itly refer to the concept of participatory budgeting and local participatory budg-
eting is a relatively new phenomenon. Compared to the five kinds of actors that
have contributed to the spread of Participatory Budgeting in Europe (Sintomer
et al. 2016, pp. 39, 40), it was introduced in Hungary by the green movement and
supported mostly by newly elected local MPs of different NGOs (see Table 1).

Inspired by the message ‘Another World is Possible’, Hungarian green activ-
ists organized a series of events that resulted in founding the ‘Green Party Politics
Can be Different’” movement in 2009. In 2010 the party entered the Parliament, but
the Orban regime’s shift toward an illiberal direction (Bozdoki and Hegedfis 2018;
Buzogany 2017) had a fairly negative effect on democratic innovation and few pri-
orities of green politics were implemented at a national level.

The institution of ‘community budget’ was introduced in Hungary by the local
government of the XIX. district of Budapest (Kispest), which was fulfilling an
electoral pledge of the incumbent socialist mayor inspired by the coalition partner
green party. In 2016, the municipality enabled citizens to choose from 16 develop-
ment projects while in 2018, items to be put to the ballot were selected from locals’
suggestions refuting earlier critics who claimed that the process reduced citizens’
capacity. The mayor’s manifesto for the 2019 local elections promised to continue
the process in each budget year and to allocate budget resources based on the votes
of the neighborhoods. In 2019, the XXII. district of Budapest led by the mayor of
Fidesz-KDNP also decided to introduce Participatory Budgeting.

Those early birds of Participatory Budgeting inspired the candidates of the
opposition running for the position of the mayor of Budapest during the 2019 local
elections (Annex 1 highlights the profile and relative ‘size’ of Hungarian parties).
Following two rounds of primaries, the winner, a former Green Party MP, has
successfully forged unity among the fractured opposition parties and gained their

Table 1 The main actors of promoting Participatory Budgeting in Budapest

Comparative angles Budapest

1. Left wing political parties  Little interest in introducing PB (one local organization of MSZP)

2. Social movements The green movement took part in Social Forums and they have put the
topic on the agenda of Hungarian politics

3. Civil society organizations In several municipalities members of different NGOs run independently
during the municipal elections in 2019. After being elected as local
representatives they became promoters of PB

4. International organizations International organizations had little impact on the process in Hungary
5. Participation professionals  Participation professionals benefited from different programs of the
European Union and those professionals play an ever increasingly

important role in providing knowledge and analytical skills to local
government employees recently

Source: Sintomer et al. (2016, pp. 39, 40) and own estimation
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support for his program. His manifesto promised that in case of major investments
and developments, he would use the tools of community planning and experiment
with Participatory Budgeting that has successfully been introduced in several Euro-
pean cities (for example, Paris, Lisbon) and in the XIX. district of Budapest. The
candidate of the liberal party Momentum (who later became the Deputy Mayor of
Budapest in charge of smart city projects) promised in his manifesto to involve the
widest possible range of society in urban decision-making as much as possible and
named community budgets as means to facilitate that promise. Opposition parties
managed to turn municipal elections into ‘a referendum against the government’ and
gained a majority both in the General Assembly of Budapest and in the majority of
the twenty-three districts of the Hungarian capital city. Following the 2019 munici-
pal elections in addition to the Budapest Municipality, several local governments of
Budapest (1st, 3rd, 8th, and 9th districts) separated a small sum (about 1%) for local
Participatory Budgeting as part of their annual budget of 2020 ( see Fig. 1).

In sum, Participatory Budgeting (PB) has no legal background in Hungarian leg-
islation and its implementation is in a preliminary phase in most districts of Buda-
pest. At this stage of our research, it is too early to write about details of the PB
processes (how the selection committees have been created, how promotional and
educational campaigns have been organized etc.) as it has been formulating annu-
ally. In particular parts of the city, different models are initiated and the processes
are in various phases, which is the reason for the focus of this research. What can
be said in general is that the PB is created through decisions as part of the annual
budget and the implementation of the process is controlled by the Mayor or a des-
ignated Deputy Mayor of the municipalities with different levels of commitment to
seize its recommendations. Budapest has a dual self-government system, there are
different models of participatory budgeting in the districts and in the City Council of
Budapest. PB in Budapest mostly resembles the participatory modernization model

Overview of Participatory Budgets in Budapest

.
TERRITORY ‘ AMOUNT OF PB

YEAR (EUR)

XIX. DISTRICT | 2016 | 117 000

XXII. DISTRICT | 2019 | 833 000

Fig. 1 Overview of Participatory Budgets in Budapest
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of Sintomer et al. typology (2016, p. 47) that offers consultation on public finances
for citizens and gives local people a say in planning a small percentage of the total
budget.

The main arguments for participatory budgeting

After getting to know the conditions of PB in Budapest and exploring the most
important actors, we present the results of our analysis in this chapter. From the
interviews with politicians, the arguments that led decision-makers to introduce PB
are clearly outlined. In this findings section, we explore the arguments that political
leaders associated with the creation of PB at the local level.

These arguments emerged from the analysis of the transcribed interviews using
data-driven thematic analysis (see Sect. 3). The interviews included two questions
about the meaning of (1) participatory democracy and (2) Participatory Budgeting.
After coding and analyzing the answers of interviewees, we identified three main
arguments.

The three main thematic arguments that were emphasized by the interviewed
politicians were (1) PB promotes public participation, (2) PB is an effective com-
munication tool that connects politicians with citizens, and (3) PB serves as a social
experiment. In the following, Table 2 summarizes the key features of the arguments
and they will be presented in detail in the next section.

Promoting public participation

As the realization of participatory democracy in Hungary is a new field, politicians
give credit to theoretical arguments for promoting public participation. The argu-
ment for public participation in general was mentioned by the interviewees on the
one hand when talking about mistrust in political decisions at the local level and on
the other hand in building trust in democracy and democratic institutions. In support
of the latter case, empowerment makes democratic institutions stronger and builds
trust in citizens among them. Within that thematic argument was that people can
have the power to influence the decisions that affect their lives directly.

There is a kind of mistrust in the world, in Hungary as well, even local gov-
ernments are moving away from people and the needs of everyday life. For
successful Participatory Budgeting, a process can make people aware of their
ability to influence decisions in some way. (Interview 21)

People should feel that the decision is not being made over their heads, not
with politicians, but with citizens. (Interview 10)

I see this very positively, and not because we give money to someone, but
because people really have a say in what changes they make from the tax they
pay, where they live, that’s really fundamental. (Interview 6)

Similar to earlier findings on politicians’ support for participation, an important
argument from politicians was based on the educative function of participatory
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processes. Through participation people can learn democracy, learn from each other
and about decision-making processes. Therefore, PB improves knowledge about
the topic and improves commitment to local issues. Within that theme, community
building and collective consciousness were also highlighted.

It strengthens the collective democratic consciousness and collective participa-
tion. All this is good because it educates society, citizens see its advantages
and disadvantages. (Interview 15)

One of our invited politicians indicated support for public participation as a means
to improve the legitimacy of decisions. If citizens are involved in the process of PB
they feel the decision is their own and it makes them committed to the outcome as
well.

The involvement of local residents increases the support of policies because
people living there feel that the decisions are theirs. (Interview 9)

To understand the whole picture, it is also worth considering the arguments to the
contrary. Representatives of the established parties also contradict some of the state-
ments in support of promoting PB in theory, while on the other hand claim to have
a positive view of participatory decision-making. The main message is that citizens
are not able to understand the logic of budgetary decisions. Their knowledge is not
valid for these kinds of decision-making:

The point is that people cannot comprehend everything. It can be said that the
budget of the municipality is like your own household, but a multitude of peo-
ple cannot control their own household budget either. There are elected leaders
because, at the end of the day, decisions have to be made. (Interview 15)

But I'm skeptical about that. I think the budget is so complicated that an aver-
age citizen doesn’t understand it. He doesn’t understand because he doesn’t
even know how much a municipality does. The context of this is not seen by a
citizen. (Interview 5)

Given these examples, we have to acknowledge the difference between the expressed
values and the followed values. While the interviewees argued for PB in theory,
when talking about citizens in practice, these politicians were not committed to real
empowerment by questioning the capabilities and knowledge of citizens. In this,
we can observe that theoretical arguments resonate among politicians who promote
public participation, but on the other hand, the image of citizens and the relationship
with citizens do not underpin their theoretical reasoning. This contradiction raises
the need for further research on this topic.

Establishing personal contact with citizens

Personal meetings could be part of participatory processes—especially in PB pro-
cesses. In that case, deliberation could be an important element of PB as well, and
deliberative platforms such as forums can build a bridge between citizens and deci-
sion-makers. Concerning participatory democracy, there is a need for these platforms
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to connect citizens with decision-makers. These platforms can channel the needs of the
public sphere to the political sphere and link them with each other through discourse
or just by submitting written ideas. These thoughts appear in the interpretations of the
interviewees. Some of them emphasize the need for different kinds of connections with
their voters. They see PB as an opportunity to build relationships through discourse,
forums and debates. “I think that this tool can greatly increase the support of the mayor
and the representative body can increase social embeddedness.” (Interview 3).

Mainly in new parties, there is a need for new platforms to meet citizens and make
connections with voters. Participatory tools such as PB can offer such a platform. “So
it is helpful to see if new platforms also emerge when communicating with voters.”
(Interview 8).

In line with that argument, forums are the main elements of the process. It is articu-
lated that these ‘forums’ or ‘platforms’ can be built by the process of PB and the delib-
erative notion of these processes was emphasized here. “You definitely need forums
where you need to meet. (...) Subjective conversations are not without passion, but it
can lead to connections.” (Interview 21).

The argument for why PB is needed was the establishment of connections and
increasing local embeddedness. This argument included that officials wanted to know
more about the territory and their represented area. Specifically, they want to “know
what the problem is with that district.” (Interview 18) Suggesting that when they have a
greater understanding of the problems in a district, “they can be fixed very quickly and
in a very correct way.” (Interview 18).

On the other hand, not all of the politicians are in favor of this kind of connec-
tion. Talking about the attitudes of local MPs of established parties, our interviewee
explained that most of the politicians did not show up in the process, and they did not
take the opportunity to deepen their relationship with their constituents. Although the
original idea of PB was built on deliberative forums where citizens could present their
ideas and discuss them with the local representatives, most of those representatives
did not show up. The interviewee added that personal meetings were not successfully
organized.

I was hoping that MPs are involved in this. Now compared to that, this personal
part, it didn’t go well. Because of different reasons. (Interview 10)

Concluding this argument, newly elected parties need new forms of connections to citi-
zens. They need stronger embeddedness in their local area of representation therefore
emphasize the benefits of a participatory budget in this direction. These newly elected
representatives are looking for new platforms. On the other hand, the old parties do not
use these arguments and platforms either. It raises the question of whether these plat-
forms could be institutionalized in a deliberative form in the long run.

New experiment
Many politicians explained that there is a need for innovation, especially in new

local municipalities. According to the interviewees’, voters have high expectations
from new parties.
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So here now there is a new leadership in municipalities, this is now a new
opportunity. (Interview 14)

And as a result, you can start experimenting with this. I think where we are
in this is a good level. (Interview 1)

One of the invited politicians added that if participatory institutions are estab-
lished, and mayors and local governments start to innovate in these kinds of
decision-making processes, it can be a good starting point, and citizens may get
used to it. These participatory tools, especially PB, are only the first steps, but it
is the beginning of an expansion of the participatory processes. As part of that
explanation, politician claimed that citizens get used to participating in decisions
and want more participation after the initial experiences of these processes. If
these processes are successful, there will be a demand for broader applications.
According to one interviewee, these institutions are in the test phase in Buda-
pest—decision-makers would be careful with innovations and improve these
institutions step by step.

When you open a door, people come in through it, and they don’t want to go
out anymore. That is why it can only always be expanded, which is why I think
we need to proceed in stages, with careful steps. If we could do it in the capi-
tal, we could probably do it nationally. (Interview 22)

Other politicians are more skeptical about these experiments. One interviewee from
an established party articulated that participatory decision-making processes are
only local initiatives. They are only experiments at the local level and personal ini-
tiatives of a given mayor or other decision-makers. In that opinion, these processes
were based on the engagement of the local politicians and the interviewee ques-
tioned the applicability at national level.

I think this is also in an experimental phase, but I see the reality of that (...)
Clearly, individual experiments, whether this can become common, obviously
depend on the personality of the given politician. (Interview 15)

A newly elected local representative was much more cautious about innovation as
well. Although he was admittedly not informed on the topic of PB, he raised a rel-
evant question that may arise in the case of today’s newly elected local governments
in Hungary, namely that most of the newly elected representatives have not seen a
local budget before and budget planning is a novelty in itself for them.

I haven’t seen real Participatory Budgeting in the country, I don’t think we’re
there yet. Since this is the first budget, many for the first time MPs, we should
not experiment with this now. (Interview 4)

Inexperience and lack of knowledge can have negative effects. The emptying of
processes and the inappropriate use of concepts in this context can have a negative
effect both on the decision-makers and on the citizens. The settlement of ostensible
participation or ‘tokenism’ (Arnstein 1969), in the long run, could result in a loss
of public confidence, with which politicians could achieve the exact opposite result
than expected with PB.
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Discussion

Beyond presenting the three main arguments, it is important to reflect on arguments
that are often discussed in the literature, for example, the ‘Porto Alegre Effect’
(Sintomer et al. 2016, p. 163), the role of the Brazilian experience and the alter-
globalization movement on European participatory budgeting processes. It was spe-
cific to two interviewees, mainly the representatives of new parties who brought in
three further arguments: social justice, green ambitions and transparency.

Similar to the European panorama of participatory processes, the issue of
social justice and the impact of PB on social questions were rarely mentioned.
The argument on improving social justice was brought up only by an elected rep-
resentative of the Momentum Party in public office (Interview 9) and an elected
representative of the Green Party in the central office (Interview 27). Therefore,
it was not an emphasized element of reasons behind introducing participatory
budgeting in Budapest. It was one of the leaders of the Green Party (Interview
27) who emphasized the emergence of minorities’ interests vis-a-vis the majority.
For example, on the issues of homelessness and future generations whose inter-
ests are not adequately represented in decision-making. Although these issues
are addressed in the literature on participatory decision-making and participatory
democracy (Eckersley 1999; Brulle 2002; Arias-Maldonado 2007), they were not
emphasized by our interviewees.

The discourse on environmental issues was mentioned by only one elected rep-
resentative in the Green Party in the central office (Interview 2). He added that
“such green topics” are raised by both civil initiatives and in participatory budg-
eting as well. He argued that participatory budgeting could be a forum for these
topics. He also mentioned the role of the future generation in such discussions.
He emphasized the discourse between generations in different topics that is affect-
ing the future of the youngsters and participatory budgeting could give space to
these discussions. Although environmental democracy is a relevant topic related
to participatory decision-making (Eckersley 1999; Brulle 2002; Arias-Maldonado
2007), most of the politicians did not highlight this point in our interviews.

Interestingly, the topic of transparency was mentioned by only one interviewee.

It is extremely important that in modern terms, the implementation is trans-
parent. (...) This is extremely important and is part of the methodology of
the Participatory Budgeting. (Interview 11)

The level of transparency of local budgets is especially low in Hungarian local
governments, which has been raised by NGOs in recent years (Merényi 2020).
Although PB can be a tool to improve the transparency of planning and financial
issues at the local level, this argument is rare even among the newly elected rep-
resentatives. Although PB can be an appropriate tool for raising public awareness
of public finances, politicians in our research did not mention these arguments.
Regarding the limitations of our research, the selection of our interviewees is
biased toward politicians who had some experience and knowledge on the topic.
We have good reasons to believe that another sampling strategy focused on a more
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diverse set of politicians would have brought more negative arguments than from
those who have little knowledge about participation and even the essence of PB; how-
ever, generalization was not our aim in this research. Instead, we wanted to explore
the argumentation of affected politicians and understand the reasons behind why pol-
iticians decide to apply Participatory Budgeting.

Conclusion

In this article, we explored the main arguments politicians use to answer why Par-
ticipatory Budgeting was implemented in Budapest. The three main arguments that
we found were: (1) promoting public participation; (2) PB is an effective commu-
nication tool that connects politicians with citizens; and (3) PB is a new experi-
ment. In addition to the theoretical argument of promoting public participation of
the scholarly sources on civic participation that turned out to be well known among
politicians, we identified the possibility of contact with the electorate and the inten-
tion of the newly elected representatives to experiment with democratic innovations.
Previous research resonates with the main findings to the extent that political leaders
prefer informal channels to formal participatory instruments and the main reasons of
political leaders to support public participation are related to collecting information
and connecting with real people (Hendriks and Lees-Marshment 2019). The con-
tradiction that politicians emphasize theoretical arguments, but yet view citizens as
incapable of reaching logical budget decisions, raises the need for further research
on this topic—especially in the Central and Eastern European context.

The new findings of this research can add to the explanation of the Participatory
Budgeting as an innovation or new experiment. We concluded that one of the most
emphasized arguments for why politicians decided to use participatory budgeting is
the intention innovate by using democratic platforms to contact citizens. This also
anticipates the dangers that need to be considered. Implementation of new participa-
tory tools in practice of local governments means the introduction of new concepts
and terms. If the institutionalization of these processes is failed, these terms can be
misunderstood and inexperience can lead to failure as we could see in other cases
(Boc 2019; Schiffbeck 2018). In general, the risks of institutionalization of new insti-
tutions such as Participatory Budgeting can be reduced if various actors that have
contributed to the spread of Participatory Budgeting in Europe (Sintomer et al. 2016)
are involved in the innovation and stabilization of these new tools of decision-mak-
ing. Additionally, future research can reveal if this argument of politicians is related
to the acceptance of co-production (Escobar 2020), the process through which par-
ticipatory budgeting can involve knowledge of citizens, civil society organizations,
and international organizations to improve the level of public policies in a longer run.

Appendix 1

See Table 3.
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