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Abstract 
Democracy remains a dominant governance framework, shaping political participation, 
leadership selection, and public policy formulation worldwide. Despite its normative appeal, 
democratic governance continues to face persistent challenges in producing ethical, inclusive, 
and sustainable public policies, particularly in pluralistic and rapidly evolving societies. This 
study conducts a narrative review of scholarly literature on democracy and sustainable policy 
to examine how democratic principles such as participation, representation, deliberation, and 
accountability facilitate or constrain sustainability-oriented governance. Guided by an 
interpretivist paradigm and a qualitative design, the review analyses books and peer-
reviewed journal articles identified through thematic keyword searches and snowball 
sampling. The findings indicate that while democracy enhances legitimacy, transparency, and 
citizen engagement in policymaking, it is often undermined by short-term electoral 
incentives, majoritarian dominance, policy volatility, and ethical deficits within leadership and 
institutions. The review further highlights deliberative democracy as a promising pathway to 
strengthen democratic capacity for sustainable policymaking through inclusive dialogue, 
evidence-based decision-making, and institutional continuity. This study contributes by 
synthesising theoretical and empirical insights and proposing directions for rethinking 
democratic governance toward more sustainable policy paradigms. 
Keywords: Deliberative Democracy, Sustainable, Policy, Governance, Narrative Review 
 
Introduction 
Democracy has long been regarded as a foundational system of governance that enables 
citizen participation, political representation, and accountability in public administration 
(Huertas-Hernández, 2022). Through elections, representative institutions, and legislative 
processes, democratic systems provide mechanisms for collective decision-making and for 
formulating public policies that reflect societal preferences (Tauchnitz & Ahmed., 2024). 
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Importantly, democracy remains the primary institutional framework for negotiating public 
values, allocating resources, and tackling collective challenges. Its effectiveness is therefore a 
key concern for both the public and policymakers. 
 

However, in recent decades, scholars and policymakers have increasingly questioned 
democracy’s capacity to respond effectively to complex, long-term challenges such as 
environmental degradation, social inequality, economic instability, and intergenerational 
justice, all key dimensions of sustainable development. In many democratic contexts, policy 
decisions are strongly influenced by electoral cycles, partisan competition, and short-term 
political considerations. These dynamics often lead to policy inconsistency, limited strategic 
foresight, and governance fragmentation, undermining sustainability objectives that require 
long-term commitment, ethical reasoning, and institutional continuity. This tension highlights 
a critical need to examine whether existing democratic practices are institutionally equipped 
to support sustainable policy outcomes that extend beyond immediate political gains.  

 
While democratic governance emphasises popular sovereignty and majority rule, 

these mechanisms may marginalise minority interests, future generations, and ecological 
concerns that lack immediate political salience. As global sustainability challenges grow more 
severe, it has become crucial for scholars and practitioners to explore ways to recalibrate 
democracy so it better integrates long-term, ethical, and inclusive considerations. In countries 
such as Malaysia and other plural societies, democratic governance operates within complex 
social, cultural, and institutional environments. Parliamentary systems inherited from colonial 
models coexist with local governance practices and evolving expectations of ethics, 
accountability, and sustainable development. As public trust in political institutions fluctuates 
and governance challenges intensify, there is a growing need to reassess how democratic 
systems can be strengthened to better support sustainable policy outcomes. Studying 
democracy in such plural and transitional contexts is particularly important, as these settings 
often face compounded governance pressures while pursuing sustainable development 
agendas. 

 
Re-evaluating democracy through the perspective of sustainability is both timely and 

essential. Instead of questioning the legitimacy of democracy as a governance framework, 
this study sees it as a vital institutional base that needs strengthening and adaptation to 
modern policy challenges. In diverse, developing countries like Malaysia and similar 
governance settings, democratic institutions function within intricate socio-cultural and 
administrative contexts where sustainability issues are especially significant. It is crucial to 
understand how democratic principles, leadership styles, and policy-making can be improved 
to foster sustainable results, thereby enhancing governance quality and increasing public 
trust. 

 
In this context, deliberative democracy has emerged as a promising approach to 

overcoming the limitations of conventional, vote-centred democratic models. By emphasising 
inclusive dialogue, informed reasoning, and collective reflection, deliberative mechanisms 
provide practical tools for integrating scientific knowledge, ethical considerations, and diverse 
stakeholder perspectives into policymaking. Exploring the effectiveness and utility of 
deliberative democracy is therefore crucial for identifying pathways through which 
democratic governance can better support sustainability-oriented policies. 
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Against this backdrop, this study undertakes a narrative review of the literature on 
democracy and sustainable policy. Rather than comparing democracy with alternative 
governance systems, this review focuses exclusively on democracy itself. It examines its 
conceptual foundations, institutional mechanisms, leadership dynamics, and policy 
processes, and evaluates how these elements interact with sustainability goals. The main 
objective is to synthesise scholarly insights and identify pathways to reinvigorate democratic 
governance towards more ethical, inclusive, and sustainable policy paradigms. 
 
Significance of the Study 
This study is significant for its theoretical contribution, synthesising fragmented literature on 
democracy, governance, and sustainable policy into a coherent conceptual narrative that 
clarifies how democratic principles interact with sustainability objectives. It also offers 
practical utility for policymakers and public administrators by highlighting deliberative 
democratic mechanisms as actionable tools to enhance policy legitimacy, inclusiveness, and 
long-term effectiveness. The study benefits democratic institutions and civil society actors by 
demonstrating how structured participation and ethical leadership can strengthen trust and 
accountability in governance processes. Finally, the findings provide value to academic 
researchers by identifying conceptual gaps and future research directions for empirically 
examining deliberative democracy in sustainability governance. By focusing on the 
effectiveness and applicability of deliberative democratic practices, this study directly 
addresses contemporary governance challenges and supports the development of more 
resilient, ethical, and sustainable policy paradigms within democratic systems. 
 
Methodology 
This study adopts a qualitative narrative review methodology, grounded in an interpretivist 
research paradigm. A narrative review is particularly suitable for this research because it 
enables a comprehensive and critical synthesis of diverse theoretical, conceptual, and policy-
oriented literature, rather than restricting analysis to narrowly defined empirical criteria, as 
in systematic reviews. Data sources include academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, 
and selected policy-oriented publications on democracy, governance, deliberative 
democracy, and sustainable policy. The literature was identified through keyword searches 
for terms such as “democracy,” “sustainable policy,” “governance,” “deliberative democracy,” 
and “public participation” across academic databases and search engines. A snowball 
sampling technique was employed to identify influential works cited in key publications. The 
selected literature was analysed thematically using content analysis.  
 
Findings and Discussion 
Accordingly, this narrative review synthesises existing scholarship on democracy and 
sustainable policy through a thematic lens. Drawing on the literature, the analysis is organised 
around core themes that were identified, compared, and synthesised to examine how 
democratic principles and institutional practices shape sustainability outcomes. The review 
focuses on the conceptual foundations of democracy and sustainable policy, core democratic 
principles, including participation and policy legitimacy; legislative processes and 
sustainability challenges; leadership, ethics and governance quality; and the role of 
deliberative democratic mechanisms in strengthening sustainable policymaking. 
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Figure 1.0 Theme of Deliberative Democracy and Sustainable Policy 

 
Conceptual Foundations of Democracy and Sustainable Policy 
Democracy is conceptually grounded in the protection of individual rights and in citizens' 
capacity to shape their collective future through participatory mechanisms such as elections, 
deliberation, and civic engagement (Heidenreich, 2018). At its core, democracy rests on 
confidence in human intelligence, collective learning, and society's ability to govern itself 
through reasoned judgment and shared experience (Isaac, 2013). The quality and resilience 
of democratic systems are closely linked to the extent of popular participation and the active 
exercise of citizenship, which function as both indicators and drivers of democratic 
development (Silva et al., 2021).  
 

Democracy is therefore not a static institutional arrangement but a dynamic and 
evolving process that depends on continuous citizen involvement to remain responsive, 
inclusive, and legitimate (Isaac, 2013; Silva et al., 2021). In addition, democratic governance 
is underpinned by the rule of law and the protection of civil liberties, which safeguard political 
equality, constrain the abuse of power, and ensure that public authority is exercised justly 
and accountably (Heidenreich, 2018).  
 

Sustainable policy is rooted in the recognition that contemporary governance must 
address long-term social, economic, and environmental challenges through inclusive, 
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participatory, and forward-looking decision-making processes (Jakab, 2021; Gajavelli 
Venkateshwara, 2025). It emphasises intergenerational justice by balancing present needs 
with the rights and well-being of future generations, while promoting equity, social inclusion, 
and environmental integrity (Grubba et al., 2022). The integration of sustainability into public 
policy requires a holistic, systemic approach that accounts for the interdependence among 
socio-economic determinants, institutional capacity, and policy coherence across sectors and 
governance levels (Pieńkowski, 2020; Pickering, 2023).  

 
Although sustainable development has often been framed within Western policy 

discourse, its normative foundations equity, participation, and collective responsibility are 
universally relevant, particularly in developing and transitional contexts facing structural 
inequalities and governance constraints (Afolabi, 2018; Afolabi, 2020). Effective sustainable 
policies further depend on the meaningful involvement of civil society actors, policy 
entrepreneurs, and local communities to enhance legitimacy, accountability, and justice in 
sustainability transitions (von Malmborg, 2024; McCauley, 2008). Together, these elements 
position sustainable policy as an inherently democratic endeavour that aligns long-term 
development goals with inclusive governance and ethical responsibility. 
 
Democracy, Participation, and Policy Legitimacy 
Core democratic principles, including participation, representation, accountability, equality, 
and freedom of expression, constitute the normative foundation of democratic legitimacy 
and are central to sustaining public trust in governance institutions. Participation refers to the 
active involvement of citizens in decision-making processes, enabling their voices to shape 
public actions and policies (Sandoval, 2012). Enlightened participation, in particular, enables 
citizens to access reliable information and engage in informed deliberation, thereby 
strengthening problem-solving capacities and reinforcing the public good (Clark & Rowe, 
2015). Representation ensures that elected officials act on behalf of citizens by reflecting their 
interests, preferences, and values in political decision-making (Han, 2008). However, effective 
representation requires a careful balance among autonomy, accountability, and equality, as 
illustrated by debates within the European Union, where differentiated integration may 
challenge the coherence and accountability of representative institutions (Heermann & 
Leuffen, 2020).  
 

Accountability is a core mechanism underpinning democratic governance, requiring 
public officials and institutions to justify their actions and be subject to oversight and 
sanctions (Ndou, 2024). Transparent procedures, responsiveness, and institutional checks are 
essential to ensuring that power is exercised ethically and in the public interest, particularly 
in developing governance contexts (Stubbergaard & Uhlin, 2018). Equality underpins 
democracy by affirming that all citizens possess equal political rights and opportunities to 
participate in and influence decision-making processes (Parkinson, 2016). Democratic 
systems must therefore address social and structural inequalities to strengthen citizenship, 
representation, and social justice (Sandoval, 2012; Selassie, 2011).  

 
Finally, freedom of expression is a critical enabler of democratic life, allowing 

individuals to articulate ideas, contest policies, and access information without fear of 
repression, thereby enhancing transparency and public deliberation (Fatimah et al., 2024). 
Collectively, these principles provide the normative justification for democratic legitimacy by 
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ensuring that governance is inclusive, transparent, and responsive, even amid diverse social 
and cultural contexts (Ventriss & Candler, 2025; Beetham, 2009). When effectively 
institutionalised and mutually reinforced, participation, representation, accountability, 
equality, and freedom of expression form the ethical and procedural backbone of democratic 
governance and public trust. 
 
Legislative Processes and Sustainability Challenges 
Legislative processes play a critical role in advancing sustainability by establishing binding 
governance frameworks that integrate environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 
considerations into public and corporate decision-making. Recent European Union initiatives 
on corporate sustainability due diligence demonstrate a clear legislative shift from voluntary 
compliance to enforceable legal obligations, aimed at strengthening accountability and 
protecting labour, environmental, and human rights across global value chains (Hiessl, 2023).  
 

At the global level, the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
reveals persistent governance challenges related to collective action, equitable trade-offs, 
and accountability, underscoring the need for inclusive legislative processes and institutional 
mechanisms to coordinate diverse actors across scales (Bowen et al., 2017). From a corporate 
governance perspective, sustainability outcomes are strongly influenced by legal frameworks 
that promote transparency, require mandatory sustainability disclosure, and encourage 
corporate social responsibility, thereby enabling a balance between economic objectives and 
environmental and social impacts (Alazzam et al., 2025). Similarly, effective public governance 
is widely recognised as a prerequisite for sustainable development, particularly in addressing 
systemic issues such as bureaucratic inefficiencies, limited transparency, and restricted citizen 
participation through principles of good governance, including accountability and inclusivity 
(Dorasamy, 2025). 
 

However, legislative efforts to promote sustainability are frequently constrained by 
regulatory complexity and implementation barriers, as evidenced by fragmented and 
overlapping policy frameworks that hinder the adoption of sustainable practices such as 
integrated multi-trophic aquaculture in Europe (Alexander et al., 2015). Additional challenges 
arise from fragmented knowledge systems, heterogeneous stakeholders, and institutional 
diversity, which complicate coordination and adaptive decision-making in areas such as 
sustainable land management and water reuse (Nölting & Mann, 2018). Political resistance, 
limited institutional capacity, and social opposition further undermine the effectiveness of 
environmental legislation, highlighting the need for adaptive, technology-enabled, and 
participatory policymaking approaches (Ogwu et al., 2025). In response to these constraints, 
adaptive governance models that emphasise multi-level collaboration, stakeholder 
engagement, and institutional flexibility have been identified as critical for advancing 
sustainability, particularly in politically and socially unstable contexts (Alibašić, 2024).  

 
Moreover, digital governance and e-governance frameworks offer significant 

opportunities to enhance transparency, optimise resource use, and reduce environmental 
footprints, although their effectiveness depends on addressing challenges related to digital 
inequality, data security, and institutional readiness (Singh & Singh, 2024). Finally, sustaining 
collaborative governance arrangements requires long-term commitment, adequate 
resourcing, and continuous stakeholder engagement to ensure that legislative and policy 
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initiatives remain effective and resilient over time (Holley, 2009). Overall, achieving 
sustainability through legislative processes demands robust, adaptive, and inclusive legal 
frameworks capable of navigating political, institutional, and socio-technical complexities. 
 
Leadership, Ethics, and Governance Quality 
The quality of governance is closely intertwined with leadership and ethics, forming a 
mutually reinforcing relationship that shapes organisational performance, institutional 
integrity, and public trust. Scholars argue that effective organisations are sustained through 
a virtuous triangle of leadership, ethics, and governance, although leadership is frequently 
identified as the weakest link in maintaining ethical coherence and accountability (Bloomfield, 
2022). Leadership is increasingly understood not merely as a positional authority but as a 
moral and relational practice grounded in trust, responsibility, and a shared conception of the 
public good (Springer, 2014).  
 

Within this ethical framework, leadership plays a decisive role in shaping 
organisational decisions and behaviours by promoting values such as justice, equality, 
honesty, and integrity (Yardibi, 2014). Governance functions as a critical mediating 
mechanism that translates ethical leadership into institutional practice, particularly through 
systems of audit, internal control, and accountability that reinforce transparency and ethical 
conduct (Shatila et al., 2025). Empirical evidence further demonstrates that robust 
governance structures are essential for supporting ethical decision-making and sustaining 
organisational effectiveness across both public and private sectors (Sao, 2025; Chahine & 
Damaj, 2020).  

 
Ethical leadership has also been shown to positively influence employees’ awareness 

of ethical codes, participation in ethical decision-making, and the overall ethical climate of 
organisations, thereby strengthening professionalism and service quality (Beeri et al., 2013). 
In public administration contexts, the institutionalisation of ethical leadership and 
governance is critical for fostering integrity and restoring public confidence, as demonstrated 
in studies on civil service reform and local government performance (Khamzina et al., 2025; 
Muswaka, 2017). Furthermore, leadership models, particularly transformational and 
transitional leadership, exhibit significant correlations with quality management principles, 
underscoring leadership’s role in aligning organisational culture, governance systems, and 
performance outcomes (Barbosa et al., 2017).  

 
Recent studies also indicate that effective leadership mediates the relationship 

between organisational culture, governance, integrity, and employee performance by 
embedding ethical and transparent practices into daily operations (Kusnadi et al., 2024). 
Despite these insights, inconsistent enforcement of ethical standards and weak regulatory 
oversight continue to undermine governance quality in many institutional settings, 
highlighting the need for stronger oversight mechanisms, systematic ethics training, and 
modernised administrative processes to cultivate sustainable cultures of integrity (Khamzina 
et al., 2025). 
 
Deliberative Democracy as a Pathway to Sustainable Policy 
An emerging theme in the literature is the role of deliberative democracy in addressing the 
shortcomings of conventional democratic models. Deliberative democracy emphasises 
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reasoned dialogue, inclusive consultation, expert knowledge, and reflective decision-making 
rather than merely aggregating preferences through voting. Deliberative mechanisms such as 
citizen assemblies, policy forums, stakeholder dialogues, and expert panels offer 
opportunities to integrate scientific evidence, ethical considerations, and diverse 
perspectives into policymaking. These approaches enhance the capacity of democratic 
systems to address complex sustainability challenges by fostering informed consensus and 
long-term thinking. 
 

Deliberative democracy is increasingly recognised as a viable pathway to sustainable 
policy, particularly for addressing complex, long-term challenges such as climate change, 
environmental governance, and urban sustainability. Unlike aggregative democratic models 
that prioritise voting outcomes, deliberative democracy emphasises informed dialogue, 
reason-giving, and collective reflection, enabling citizens to engage meaningfully with policy 
trade-offs and long-term consequences (Hartz-Karp & Marinova, 2011). Empirical studies 
demonstrate that deliberative processes enhance public participation by creating structured 
spaces for learning, preference transformation, and consensus-building, as evidenced by 
participatory methods such as the World Café, which has been shown to foster green 
consensus and environmental awareness at the community level (Lavorata, 2025). Similarly, 
deliberative experiments in urban India reveal that high-quality, independently facilitated 
public deliberations create inclusive spaces for participation, mutual learning, and balanced 
policy outcomes, highlighting their potential to address urban sustainability challenges 
(Menon & Hartz-Karp, 2023; Menon et al., 2021). 

 
Deliberative democracy also helps building trust and legitimacy in democratic 

institutions by ensuring that decision-making processes are transparent, voluntary, and 
procedurally fair, thereby enhancing public acceptance of policy outcomes (Volodin, 2019). In 
environmental governance contexts such as watershed management, deliberative 
approaches embedded within proactive administrative frameworks have been found to 
produce more effective, adaptive, and sustainable outcomes through sustained citizen 
involvement (King & Guehlstorf, 2022) [5]. Furthermore, deliberative processes play a critical 
role in managing conflicts arising from the unequal distribution of environmental risks, costs, 
and benefits by accommodating diverse perspectives and fostering collaborative problem-
solving (Hartz-Karp & Marinova, 2011; Lehner, 2022). 

 
However, the literature cautions that deliberative forums may inadvertently reinforce 

expert dominance or narrow policy options if inclusivity and power asymmetries are not 
carefully managed, thereby limiting broader public engagement (Blue, 2015). Recent 
applications of deliberative mini-publics in climate policymaking further demonstrate that 
deliberation is most effective when embedded within existing policy institutions rather than 
operating in isolation, as seen in public engagement initiatives on home energy 
decarbonisation (Ainscough & Willis, 2024). Overall, deliberative democracy enhances the 
legitimacy, effectiveness, and sustainability of public policy by integrating citizen participation 
with ethical reasoning, social learning, and long-term environmental considerations, 
positioning it as a critical democratic innovation for sustainable development governance. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
This narrative review demonstrates that democracy remains an indispensable governance 
system for ensuring participation, legitimacy, and accountability in public policy. However, 
democracy in its conventional form faces structural and ethical challenges that limit its 
effectiveness in producing sustainable policy outcomes. Short-term electoral incentives, 
majoritarian dominance, policy instability, and deficits in leadership ethics undermine the 
capacity of democratic institutions to address long-term sustainability concerns. To 
reinvigorate democracy toward a sustainable policy paradigm, this study recommends 
strengthening deliberative democratic mechanisms, enhancing ethical governance 
frameworks, and institutionalising long-term policy planning beyond electoral cycles. 
Policymakers should integrate participatory deliberation, expert knowledge, and 
sustainability impact assessments into democratic decision-making processes. Future 
research may explore empirical evaluations of deliberative democratic models in 
sustainability governance and examine how democratic institutions can better align public 
participation with ethical and long-term policy objectives. 
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