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Abstract

This article addresses the increasing use of participatory approaches in the development of artificial intelligence
(AI), examining their democratic potential and associated risks. While participatory Al promises to democratize
technological design and enhance inclusive governance, it often falls short due to power imbalances, vague
definitions, and superficial implementation — leading to what as been defined as participatory washing [1, 2] .
Drawing from studies on participation in political science, public policy, and technology, the paper proposes a
conceptual framework to critically assess participatory practices along four dimensions: power, goals, actors, and
arenas. The goal is to support practitioners in avoiding instrumental uses of participation and to foster genuinely
empowering and accountable Al development processes.
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1. Introduction

The rapid advancement of artificial intelligence (AI) has presented new societal opportunities and
challenges. Participatory approaches have emerged to align Al with ethical values and societal needs.
The need for increased inclusiveness in relation in AI development process stems from the significant
impact that Al-based technologies have in numerous fields, even critical ones, such as healthcare, safety,
education and employment in the labor market. Alongside, as highlighted by the European Commission
itself, there is a growing demand of participation from non-governmental and non-technical societal
actors, with the goal of creating effective and socially responsible systems [3].

One of the major strengths of the call for participatory Al relies on its double promise to democratize
the design and development of Al-driven technologies and services, while being integrated as well in
democratic processes which involve participatory practices. However, despite these claimed advantages,
participatory Al and connected approaches are not free of risks, and the definitional vagueness makes
it prone to misunderstanding and misuse, the more significant one being defined as the phenomenon
of participatory-washing, where the effort to include and collaborate with externals results more in a
virtuous simulation than an actual power-sharing and genuine empowerment.

In particular, this work aims to: (1) contribute to a theoretical understanding of participatory Al
implications, especially concerning power asymmetries and related issues; and (2) support practitioners
and developers seeking to adopt participatory approaches by helping them avoid instrumental or
superficial uses of participation. In doing so, we refer to the tradition of the analysis of public policy in
political science and political sociology, with a specific focus on participation e.g., [4, 5] and related
critical studies [6, 7, 8, 9], as well as existing literature on participatory Al more technology centered,
e.g., [10, 11, 12]. By integrating these contributions, this article offers an initial development of a
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theoretical framework for understanding Al-related participatory practices. Rather than focusing on
empirical case studies, it adopts a more conceptual perspective aimed at clarifying the phenomenon
itself and offering insights into how to avoid participatory washing [1, 2].

2. The call for participation: from public policy to artificial
intelligence

2.1. Participation in public policy: does participating make me more powerful?

Participation is a key concept in social sciences and socio-political research addressing democracy and
the relationship between citizens and institutions [13, 14]. Academic discourse has long examined
the reasons behind the diffusion of participatory forms [15, 16], their diversity [4], as well as the
potential and risks associated with their use and role [17]. It is far from a univocal notion, as it
encompasses multiple dimensions. As noted, participation must be problematized and historicized to be
fully understood [18]. On one hand, it refers to the capacity of individuals to shape political decision-
making actively and influence the quality and outcomes of public policies. In this sense, Segatori [19]
defines political participation as a set of attitudes and behaviors through which individuals seek to steer
political decisions. On the other hand, participation also serves as a normative foundation for democratic
systems, strengthening the legitimacy of both inputs and internal processes of policy-making [20, 21, 22].
Since the 1990s, Western democracies experienced a “deliberative turn” [20], fostering participatory
mechanisms supplementing traditional representative channels and promoting direct interactions in
policy-making between institutions and civil society beyond conventional interest mediation.

The inclusion of civil society is seen as enhancing democracy through principles like inclusiveness,
transparency, and accountability [23, 24]. In this context, participatory governance is viewed as a
form of deliberative democracy, aimed at expanding the public sphere and making decision-making
processes more open and accountable, as the publication of the European Governance White Paper in
the EU formally recognized [25]. At the same time, “new” participatory forms have emerged, following
an isomorphic trend and spreading across various sectors — from social policies and welfare to the
environment, urban planning, such as Participatory Budgeting, Citizen Juries, and Public Debates[18].
These top-down participatory processes, led by institutional actors in local contexts, differ from the
participation processes of the 1960s and 1970s in that they are barely characterized by ideological aims
and are more focused on problem-solving for specific policy issues [8, 9, 18].

This shift has been driven by assumptions that participation effectively addresses the challenges of
consensus-building, social cohesion, and collaboration [26]. These practices rely on direct engagement
between institutions and citizens, beyond traditional channels of interest representation, ideally expand-
ing the access to decision-making [27]. Such informed and reasoned dialogue is expected to enhance
the efficiency, legitimacy, and cooperation in public decision-making processes, particularly at the local
level [8]. This idea has also been fueled by a normative convergence in both academic literature and
among governance actors, where participation is often viewed as inherently positive and capable of
producing beneficial effects on decision-making processes and the quality of democracy [8].

But is it always the case? The simple fact of participating in a process will lead to effective em-
powerment for all of us? Several criticisms have been pointed out concerning participatory practices
and they are worth noticing before focusing on the technological domain. First of all, in most cases,
these mechanisms are top-down [28], which means that stakeholders are involved mainly for providing
feedback and have zero or little influence on the actual content of decisions [8, 6]. Then, it has been
pointed out that there is considerable uncertainty about the representative capacity of participatory
practices, particularly regarding how well they reflect diverse interests within society, with legitimacy
issues and a lack of accountability of the actors involved, if compared with the elected [29, 21]. Another
relevant issue is related to the lack of social learning within participatory practices, which strive to
affect policy paradigms or guiding ideas in the policy-making [30, 31]. Furthermore, power asymmetry
among stakeholders, stemming from unequal resources, often leads to uneven influence in participatory



processes [32, 33, 34]. Moreover, these processes frequently prioritize corporate objectives, aligning
interests toward business rather than societal needs [35].

As recognized by Edmundus and Wollenberg [36] these unequal capacities to influence decisions
perpetuate inequalities in the policymaking process. Ultimately, participatory practices risk to be aimed
at avoiding conflicts and fostering an appeasement that advantages those in power [7, 37], producing a
depoliticization of collective interests’ issues [9], thus resulting in a democratic illusion [38].

2.2. From e-democracy to democratizing Al: the double promise of Participatory Al

Contemporary governance innovations, such as deliberative assemblies and citizen panels, have sought
to shift towards more horizontal structures, where citizens contribute substantive input to policy
formation to advocate for openness in decision-making processes [22, 39]. It has been argued that the
principles underlying participatory Al closely mirror those pertaining to democratic governance [1],
particularly in participatory decision-making processes within political systems [40]. Just as co-design
and participatory governance mechanisms in politics aim to involve citizens in public decision-making,
participatory Al seeks to democratize technological development by incorporating, e.g., user inputs in
technological development [41]. However, participatory Al encompasses much more than this.

A key dimension of the relationship between participation and Al lies in the emergence of new forms
of engagement mediated by digital platforms and networking tools, sparking discussions regarding the
functioning and application of e-participation or digital participation [42]. Digital plataforms, virtual
networks and social media are increasingly recognized as facilitating civic participation by fostering
direct communication between citizens and administrations, thus enhancing democratic interactions
[43]. Al systems have the transformative potential to stimulate democratic participation by significantly
reducing informational and cognitive burdens on citizens, thereby fostering more informed and reflective
political engagement [44, 45]. Al systems can influence democratic processes through the aid in electoral
processes, public consultation, mass online deliberation, or participatory decision-making process
[46], facilitating also agenda-setting, opinion synthesis, and consensus-building, thereby enhancing
transparency and responsiveness of democratic institutions [47]. Through adversarial machine learning,
Al can protect citizens’ privacy from invasive political profiling, enabling individuals to deliberate
freely and independently, preserving the authenticity of their political choices [48]. Nevertheless, the
deployment of Al in democratic processes poses serious risks, including the potential of reinforcing
biases and power asymmetries inherent in algorithmic governance [49], threats to freedom of speech
and media pluralism, access to public information, truth, and essential services [50, 51, 52]. Recent
Al developments reflect a “participatory turn” [10], shifting from top-down technical designs toward
inclusive practices actively involving diverse stakeholders — developers, end-users, domain experts,
and marginalized communities [53].

Such participatory methods aim to achieve continuous alignment between technological solutions
and the diverse needs, values, and preferences of those whom these technologies are designed to support
[10]. This recalls how participatory design was initially applied in technological development in the
90s, with the recognition that every societal actor can be a legitimate source of knowledge production
[54]. The need of including different stakeholders is recognized as a way to mitigate risks and harms, as
argued by the Global Partnership on Al: “products that are not created with an inclusive approach do not
serve all users of technology equally and in some cases they can actively harm communities, especially
those who have been historically excluded or marginalized” [55]. This aspect has gained attention
and is starting to be considered as a driver of technological innovation [56]. Engaging stakeholders
throughout the entire development lifecycle can ensure that systems reflect the lived experiences and
expectations of those who interact with them. The engagement of citizens and participatory impact
assessments are recognized as viable way to prevent risks in our datafied societies and enhance the
self-determination in the digital realm [57]. This is because the call for these participatory practices is
rooted in the idea of defending the values of democracy, human rights, and autonomy from the risks of
being eroded by the concentration of power and unaccountable AI development [58]. The founding
goal of this approach is embodied in the pursuit of democratizing Al development by ensuring that



those affected by their adoption have a stake in their shaping, even if they are non-experts [59].

However, participation is not a one-size-fits-all solution and it could assume several different mean-
ings and describe totally different practices. As the contribution by the Ada Lovelace Institute [60]
highlighted, participatory mechanisms can be integrated according to five different levels, from inform,
consult, involve, collaborate, to empower - shaping a spectrum of involvement practices ranging from
engagement to deep, systemic co-creation. Other studies, e.g. the one in [61] conceptualize four levels
of participatory Al: consultation, contribution, collaboration, and co-creation. Sloane et al.[2] elucidate
an epistemological distinction of the concept, distinguishing between participation as a work, as a
consultation, and as social justice. The work by Birhane et al. [1] focuses on the aims, identifying three
objectives of participatory Al: for algorithmic performance improvements, process improvements, and
collective exploration, which should be more centered on stakeholders’ needs. The existing body of
work provides valuable frameworks for understanding the diverse range of participatory practices in
Al development, but there is still difficulty in operationalizing these frameworks effectively in practice
[10, 62, 63, 64].

3. Challenges and pitfalls of participatory practices and the spook of
ethicswashing

3.1. Challenges and pitfalls of participation practices Al related

Much like in public policy, the state of participatory approaches to Al development is largely consul-
tative in nature, which means that while stakeholders provide input on Al system modules, they are
often not integrated as active decision-makers in the broader lifecycle of Al development [10]. Using
Arnstein’s“Ladder of Citizen Participation” [65], Corbett et al. [41] note participatory Al mostly remains
at consultative levels, often merely legitimizing decisions already made.

Additionally, there is a real risk of reifying or amplifying existing power dynamics through participa-
tory Al processes. As the work by Delgado et al. [10] highlights, while participatory mechanisms in AI
aim to include marginalized voices, there is always the danger that these efforts reinforce rather than
challenge the status quo, especially when the underlying power structures are not addressed early in
the design process.

Birhane et al. [1] address another key challenge in the inclusion debate. They emphasize that while
being included in participatory processes might have practical consequences on engagement, inclusion
alone is not equivalent to participation. As they note, an individual can be part of a group but still not
actively participate, for example by not voting, writing, or acting [1]. This distinction between inclusion
and true participation is crucial when discussing participatory Al, as it underlines the difference between
being invited to the table and having actual influence over decisions.

Main challenges in achieving meaningful participation in Al arise from the inherent complexity
of data processing and the technical issues of Al systems. The massive amounts of data and com-
putational demands involved in developing Al systems, particularly Large Language Models (LLMs),
raise concerns regarding the feasibility of meaningful human participation at the scales at which these
systems operate. As Ananny and Crawford[66] discuss, the ideal of transparency applied to algorithmic
accountability may not be realistic due to the inherent complexities and black-box nature of Al systems.
These challenges complicate the notion of inclusion, as they directly impact the interpretability and
comprehensibility of Al development process and implementation.

Moreover, scaling of Al systems poses a significant issue for defining useful forms of participation.
As noted, meaningful human participation may not even be feasible on the large scales at which many
Al systems operate, whether in terms of data collection across vast geographies or system deployment
in diverse contexts [66]. The operation of Al at these scales often results in “fossilized preference
models”, which may create a substantive gap between the preferences of human agents and algorithmic
decision-making, thus functioning as a technology of depoliticization [10]. Proxies, such as aggregated
data or simulations, are increasingly used in participatory Al contexts but carry significant risks. They



can inadequately represent marginalized voices, exacerbate power imbalances, and reduce the agency
of affected communities, thereby distorting democratic processes and sidelining authentic stakeholder
engagement [1, 10].

Moreover, focusing on a social side effect of machine learning approaches which are defined as
participatory, Sloane et al. [2] coined the term “participatory washing” by referring to an extractive
and exploitative approaches of community involvement - that is specifically called ethicswashing when
it addresses ethical concerns.

3.2. Participation as a branding device for digital products?

In fact, amid growing recognition of the widespread influence of socio-technical systems and the mount-
ing risks they entail, companies and developers have increasingly turned to ethics-based initiatives as a
means of signaling trustworthiness and strengthening brand legitimacy [67]. The notion of ethicswash-
ing — adapted from the environmental domain where it denoted superficial displays of sustainability
[68] — has become a critical lens through which these practices are analyzed. It describes the strategic
invocation of ethical discourse by private or public actors in ways that are largely performative or
semantic. A salient example is the intervention of Thomas Metzinger, a philosopher and former member
of the EU’s Al Ethics Guidelines drafting panel, who condemned the process of as “ethicswashing” and
referred to the industry’s approach as an “ethicswashing machine” [69].

This form of merely rhetorical ethics is best understood as a communicative strategy — intended
not to reform practices, but to shape perception. As Freiman argues, ethicswashing functions as a
deliberate branding technique aimed at cultivating consumer confidence through the illusion of ethical
integrity [70]. Floridi terms this phenomenon ethics bluewashing, echoing its environmental counterpart
- the green - and defines it as the “malpractice of making unsubstantiated or misleading claims about,
or implementing superficial measures in favor of, the ethical values and benefits of digital processes,
products, services, or other solutions in order to appear more digitally ethical than one is” [71].

Further challenges in operationalizing the ethics of socio-technical and Al systems contribute to what
is now recognized as digital ethicswashing [72]. These include the unchecked proliferation of ethical
codes and guidelines, their opportunistic use to delay or deter legislation, and the outsourcing of ethically
dubious research to jurisdictions with weaker oversight [71]. Another form of digital ethicswashing is
known as ethics-bashing: this refers to the dismissal or trivialization of ethical discourse, reducing it to
modular tools — ethics boards, self-governance frameworks, or stakeholder assemblies —stripped of their
normative force and treated instead as bureaucratic formalities [73]. At the user level, ethicswashing
erodes trust when a dissonance emerges between corporate rhetoric and practice — the proverbial gap
between the “talk” and the “walk” [74]. Importantly, ethicswashing is not confined to the private sector.
It pervades other institutional domains, including academia, the public sector, and policymaking [72].
Viewing the growing interest in inclusive and participatory methods of designing Al systems [56], it
could be used to gain a more “ethical” appeal, if we consider also the limits of current participatory
practices, it is well sounding to claim that participation in the digital realm could be a form of digital
ethicswashing.

4. Assessing participation: Power, Goals, Actors, Arenas and Formats
as analytical dimensions

In this section, we turn to propose an initial theoretical framework which aim to help the conceptual
understanding of participatory Al implications, and support practitioners to avoid instrumental uses
of it. We do so by drawing on theories from public policy [4, 17, 65, 75, 76, 77, 78, 79], and Al-related
domain [10, 41, 62].

For this contribution, the idea is to select a series of elements that have raised reflections on our part
about perspectives and attentions to be added to the existing analyzed landscape. According to the aim
of the present work and based on the works discussed along the paper, we propose 4 critical analytical



dimensions of participation which must be encompassed in order to avoid participatory washing.
These are the following: power, goals, actors, arenas. Two fundamental considerations have guided
our decision to focus on these four specific dimensions of participation as central to our framework.
First, Al development is inherently political [80, 81], making it crucial to critically examine power
relations embedded in participatory processes, including who decides, how influence is distributed,
and whose interests are ultimately served. Second, while many of the frameworks discussed in the
literature provide valuable tools for understanding participation, they often adress certain aspects —
especially those related to power, actors’ agency, and the deeper goals of participation — in a limited
or overly formalized way [1]. These elements are either insufficiently explored or treated in ways
that do not fully acknowledge their broader societal implications. For instance, there is a tendency to
treat participation as a procedural matter, rather than recognizing the socio-political dynamics at play,
such as the risk of reinforcing existing inequalities or enabling washing practices by dominant actors,
including tech companies - instead of working for the social good [81, 82].

For this reason, we propose these four dimensions which are still under-theorized in relation to
their political substance and practical consequences, especially within the Al domain, as represented in
Figure 1. Additionally, Tablel provides a concise synthesis of these dimensions, offering an overview
of critical reflections and key analytical questions practitioners should consider to ensure genuine
participatory practices.

EMPOWERMENT

Ideally, communities and impacted groups co-
own, co-design, and co-govern technology at every
stage of the Al-lifecycle.

Goal Act Arenas +
oais clors
Formats

Power is a continuum Degree of involvement
(from consultation to Authority levels Subjects

ownership) Methods of interaction
and an intersectional Problem structuring Recruitment ] ]

category Rhythms of interaction
Process outcomes Roles

Spaces of interaction

PARTICIPATORY Stakeholders are enga_g_ed_ onlyina instrum_er)tal
WASHING way, and are used to legitimize pre-made decisions,
not to shape them.

Figure 1. Visual representation of the framework proposed to assess participation in Al-related practices.

Power. A crucial aspect concerns power and has extensively being studied in relation to participation,
e.g., [65, 4]. Delgado et al. [10] discuss power as a scale that ranges from consult (minimun level) to own
(full participation form), distinguishing between four varying degrees of decision-making authority
investing stakeholders. Participation ranges from consultative feedback without decision authority, to
ownership where stakeholders actively shape the entire Al lifecycle, a level never observed in current
practices [10]. A crucial example of limited power redistribution can be found in a project involving
predictive Al for child welfare risk assessment [83]. In this case, community members such as caregivers
and child protection workers were invited to share their perspectives, but were ultimately excluded
from any decision-making about the design or deployment of the Al model. The assumption that Al
would be implemented was never questioned, and participation remained restricted to consultation on
pre-defined aspects. This underscores how stakeholders, although present, may remain marginal to
critical decisions when the power structure is not fundamentally rebalanced [10]. Besides how many
levels of wield power and authority one should claim, in our perspective, this power dimension must be



intended as a continuum, and as a relational issue which will be reflected also in other dimensions, from
the selection of stakeholders [84], to the roles of interaction, recruitment techniques, possibilities of
social learning - for example redefining problems besides mere solutions [4, 75].

Goals. Participation has always a goal, there is always a why to be answered. It is possible to
conceptualize this by distinguishing the level of authority exercised by the participants, ranging from
the improvement of user experience, to alignment with values or preferences of people engaged, to
deliberation on specific features, and finally to engagement across the entire life cycle[10]. The study in
[75] allows the conceptualization of two further elements to define the aim of a participatory process.
Drawing on the classical study in [76], they argue that determining the appropriate level of participation
depends also on how structured the problem at hand is — whether it is fully structured, moderately
structured, or unstructured. Clearly, a more open problem to be solved could lead to social learning and
much more power redistribution among stakeholders, if compared to e.g., a simple request of expressing
a preference among two options. Furthermore, the outcomes of the participatory process contribute
to define its purpose [75]. Drawing on the study by [78], it becomes clear that analyzing both the
immediate results and the longer-term substantive outputs and outcomes of the participatory process
is essential to understanding how participation is intended to be enacted. A relevant example is the
WeBuildAlI project [85], in which researchers engaged Pittsburgh residents in the co-construction of
preferences to be used in a public resource allocation algorithm. While the project was supposed to go
beyond an instrumental goal of performance optimization by encouraging reflection on civic values and
collective priorities, the scope of citizen influence remained limited. Participants were constrained to
selecting among predefined options, without the opportunity to shape the design of the algorithm itself.
As Delgado et al. observe, even advanced participatory frameworks like this often remain anchored
in preference elicitation rather than effective co-decision-making - even if it can be recognized as a
valuable starting point in the involvement of impacted stakeholders to express preferences towards the
goal [10]. Participation, as pointed out and recognized by many;, is also an “end in itself” [77, 10, 65],
and technology could even allow new forms of participation [46].

Actors. Asthe work by Birhane et al. [1] points out, inclusion does not necessarily imply participation,
as individuals may be included in a process but lack the agency to make meaningful contributions.
In the study in [75] the authors further divide this concept into three aspects, namely subjects, roles
and recruitment. Firstly, subjects are classified into civil society, government, and business sector,
with varying degrees of institutionalization. Civil society actors often represent marginalized or
disadvantaged communities, while government and business actors are typically more institutionalized
and have greater influence over the process - often representing a reflection of existing power imbalances.
This is why the selection phase is a critical component of the participatory process, and it is not just
about who is included, but how those actors are empowered within the process (roles). About the
recruitment issue, Kallina and Singh [62] discuss how stakeholder recruitment strategies must be
inclusive, ensuring that impacted groups especially those who are harder to reach — are not excluded.
The role of knowledge is also crucial, as the level of expertise and experience directly influences
the extent to which stakeholders can shape the outcome of Al projects. The work in [86] further
clarifies that stakeholders selection often occurs based on the knowledge and experience they possess
— that is, whether they have more or less specialized cognitive resources in the domain of interest.
A case that exemplifies the risks of tokenistic recruitment involves the participatory process in the
educational research context of human-robots interaction patterns for children, as highlighted by
Delgado et al. [10]. In this project, only educators were consulted, with the assumption that they could
effectively represent children’s needs through role-playing. This kind of proxy-based participation
raises concerns about extractivism [63], where the knowledge and lived experience of the target group
are interpreted and filtered by institutional actors, potentially misrepresenting their interests [10]. A
way to prevent misrepresentation is to promote digital literacy [87], with attention also to the rhythm
of the participatory practices.

Arenas and formats. Delgado et al. [10] distinguishes participatory approaches based on the degree
of involvement: some processes allow stakeholders to provide input and feedback, others facilitate
group discussions, while still others go even further, involving stakeholders in decision-making or



even allowing them to reflexively choose how to participate. Participation formats further shape
these dynamics by defining the methods and modes of interaction. As Fung [4] and Gaventa[79]
explain, formats include traditional methods such as public hearings, deliberative forums, participatory
budgeting and online engagement. Accordingly, the work in [75] distinguishes between invited, created,
or closed spaces, based on their level of institutionality and the degree of access provided to stakeholders
within the arena. These types of arenas shape how collaborative and participative spaces are both
socially and physically constructed. The dynamics of participation within these spaces — that is, the
interpersonal interactions and, especially, the social performance of participants, are as well elements
worth considering. In this regard, the roles of mediators within participatory processes, an element
which is often underdeveloped in current frameworks, could be further investigated. As highlighted by
Delgado et al.[10], this level often involves professionals with expertise in user experience (UX) and
human-computer interaction (HCI), who act as mediators between the stakeholders and designers. Their
role is to ensure that input is translated into practical outcomes, bridging the gap between technical
knowledge and stakeholder needs — which is more a mediation towards the aim. However, we think
that another level of mediation should be addressed and introduced, namely a specific mediation for
the process, to ensure that all participants’ perspectives are equally valued, especially in complex
participatory processes like Al design. In our view, this level of mediation requires professionals with
expertise in sociology, psychology, anthropology, conflict resolution, and facilitation, who are trained to
manage the complex social dynamics that arise in participatory settings. An example of a more inclusive
and effective participatory arena is found in a project co-designing social robots with a small community
of adults with depression [88]. The process was structured across multiple phases: initial interviews
to gather narratives, collaborative workshops for idea generation, and final sessions for validation.
While ultimate control remained with the designers, the iterative nature and openness of the format
allowed stakeholders to deeply engage and refine their input over time. This example demonstrates how
well-designed formats can promote social learning and build proper legitimacy. Accordingly, another
crucial aspects defining arenas of interaction is time. As the study in [75] recognizes, participation
practices has rhythms - whether one-off events, longer-term engagements, or ongoing processes —
which influence the depth and quality of involvement. In Al projects, this issue is particularly critical, as
short-term consultations may not provide stakeholders with enough time to understand the complexity
of Al systems and influence their design. In our view, the long-term involvement of stakeholders not
only deepens their understanding of the technology, but also enables them to observe and react to its
integration into real-world contexts.

Table 1 aims to provide practitioners and researchers with concrete analytical criteria to critically
assess and structure participatory Al processes, explicitly addressing common vulnerabilities linked to
participatory washing. For instance, the Power dimension urges clarification about stakeholders’ actual
influence on decision-making across the Al lifecycle, emphasizing transparency and genuine power
redistribution. The Goals dimension encourages explicitly defining participation objectives, cautioning
against vaguely stated purposes and superficial engagement. It underscores how different problem
structures, ranging from highly structured to open-ended issues, directly influence the nature of partici-
pation required. Concerning Actors, the table highlights the importance of thoughtful recruitment and
representation, addressing the pitfalls of tokenism and proxy participation, thus ensuring participants’
genuine empowerment and contribution. Finally, the Arenas and Formats dimension stresses the
necessity of carefully designed participatory environments, recognizing how spatial, temporal, and
methodological configurations profoundly impact the legitimacy, depth, and effectiveness of stakeholder
engagement.

Overall, the table operationalizes theoretical insights into practical guidance, promoting deeper,
reflective, and genuinely democratic participatory practices in Al development. It emphasizes that
participatory quality hinges not only on who is included, but on how power is distributed, what goals
are set, how actors are recruited and supported, and in which settings and formats deliberation unfolds.
Participation in Al should be an ongoing process of acceptance and feedback, that cannot be captured
in short-term consultations, as stakeholders’ perspectives on Al may shift as they witness its effects,
both positive and negative, over time. As acknowledged in the broader discourse, achieving genuine



Dimension

Critical Reflections

Key Analytical Questions

cruitment (representation, diversity); Avoid assuming
the views of a few reflect all stakeholders; Ensure
participants have capacity and support to engage (Al
literacy, social performance); Include social mediators
(not just technical ones) to foster equity and manage
interactional dynamics

Power Clarify how and where participants influence deci- | Who holds decision-making authority? How is power
sions across the Al lifecycle (design, deployment, feed- | distributed and exercised? What power dynamics are
back); Risk of limited stakeholder agency; Need for | challenged through the participatory process? To
genuine redistribution of power and transparency | what extent can stakeholders shape outcomes across
about intent the lifecycle of Al systems?

Goals Clearly articulate the objectives of participation and | What are explicit and implicit goals of participation?
link them to the type of problem addressed (struc- | Are participants co-defining objectives or selecting
tured vs. open-ended); Avoid vague or general goals | predefined options? How does the structure of the
(e.g., Zimproving inclusivity”) without structure; Ac- | problem influence the type of participation required?
knowledge that participation is not inherently posi-
tive and must be critically assessed

Actors Clarify who is involved and the rationale behind re- | Who is included/excluded? What roles do actors as-

sume? How are participants recruited? Are mediators
included to balance participation and guide process
dynamics?

Arenas and For-

Describe arenas in practical terms (physical/digital,

In what spaces does participation occur (invited, cre-

mats open/invited); Consider participation rhythm: one- | ated, closed)? What interaction formats are em-
off vs. long-term engagment; Ensure clarity on what | ployed? Are arenas anchored in realistic and under-
participants can expect to do and influence; Recog- | standable terms for participants? How do time and
nize that effectiveness depends on continuous en- | rhythms shape participation depth and legitimacy?
gagement
Table 1

Framework to avoid participatory washing

empowerment in the context of Al development is a significant challenge. One of the primary barriers
to this is the knowledge gap. This is why a fundamental requirement for empowerment is Al literacy
[87], which facilitates informed decision-making and ensures the integration of diverse perspectives
throughout the entire design process.

5. Conclusions and future work

Participatory approaches in Al offer a double promise: democratizing both technology development
and decision-making. However, without clear frameworks and genuine power-sharing, such practices
risk becoming symbolic — falling into a specific form of digital ethicswashing: participatory wash-
ing. To avoid this, drawing in the public policies study on participation and existing literature on
participatory processes in Al development, we proposed to conceptually articulate participation in
four key dimensions (power, goals, actors, and arenas) highlighting salient aspect in each dimension to
allow practitioners and developers to avoid ethicswashing. This structured framework allows a more
rigorous and politically-aware assessment of participatory practices, explicitly targeting vulnerabilities
associated with participatory washing. It serves both as an analytical tool for researchers and a practical
guide for practitioners.

Future works requires a deeper and more exhaustive analysis of the current evolving landscape of
participatory Al processes based on case studies. Further research could empirically test the proposed
analytical framework across Al projects, explore the role of mediators in participatory processes, and
investigate long-term stakeholder engagement combining interviews with diverse stakeholders with a
more robust analysis of existing literature in the field. In this regard, future work would also benefit
from the development of more actionable and practice-oriented tools for participatory design which
could support practitioners in structuring and operationalizing participation in concrete Al development
workflows.
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