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Consul’s history goes back to 2015 when the city of Madrid funded efforts to create
a citizen participation platform. Open-source by design, the platform was quickly
adopted by other local government organizations, with more than 150 clients using 
the platform today.

In 2019, the Consul Democracy Foundation was set up in the Netherlands with
the dual aim of continuing the development of the software and serving as a central
resource for the community of users, many of whom either administer their instance
of the platform in-house or receive support from Consul’s network of Certified Tech
Partners.

While the Foundation only maintains a small staff of four employees, Consul 
collaborates with a network of regional partners that focus on creating visibility for 
the platform.

Overview

CONSUL 
https://www.consuldemocracy.org/
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E L I G O  D A T A

Name: Consul Democracy 
Type of Organization: Foundation 
Director: Simon Strohmenger

Year founded:

2019
Number of Clients:

150+
HQ Country:

Netherlands 

L E G E N D

Grading Category

Points

80%

1) High 
2) Low

60%

40%

20%

Total amount of 
points shown in 
percentages (%) 

Vendor Remit Score 81 (%)
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Participatory 
Budgeting

Decision 
Making

Idea 
Generation

Debate &  
Deliberation

Public 
Consultation

Scope of Offering 

Consul’s citizen participation platform covers a number of interconnected modules, including: Debates, 

Citizen Proposals, Voting Polls, Participatory Budgeting and Collaborative Legislation. 

The Debate module tends to focus on free-form, feedback-gathering discussions, in which citizens are 

invited to comment on a topic and can also reply to each other in the discussion. Citizen Proposals 

create space for users to submit their own ideas for measures. This module can be configured to push 

a proposal that obtains a pre-set level of support into the voting module, meaning that an initiative can 

move seamlessly and transparently from a citizen’s idea to open voting. Collaborative Legislation focuses 

on ideating and refining draft texts, including a follow-up phase that can be used by administrators to 

publish information around implementation. The Participatory Budgeting module spans the process of 

setting up and conducting participatory budgeting from the first phase (publicizing general information 

about the process), through submitting proposals, reviewing and evaluating the feasibility of those 

proposals, to voting and publishing the final results. In practice, Citizen Proposals and Participatory 

Budgeting are the functionally strongest modules, with Participatory Budgeting representing Consul’s most 

used module.

Consul has also developed a feature (the ‘special SDG feature’) that allows measures to be visually tagged 

when they contribute to one or more of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (e.g. ‘Climate Action’ 

or ‘Zero Hunger’).

The wide-spectrum functionality gives Consul a remarkable degree of flexibility that has found a 

following among many continental European municipalities, including some very large-scale applications 

involving hundreds of thousands of users. While Consul’s open-source model lends itself to flexibility, 

prospective clients should be aware that taking full advantage of this aspect requires some in-house or 

hired technical capacity. In addition, perhaps too much thought has gone into designing the various 

processes, which can at times feel slightly over-engineered, with features somewhat inconsistently 

available across the different modules.

Organizations with some internal technical capacity who 
want a free, flexible option

Organizations with a focus on participatory budgeting

Who should 
use this?

01

02
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Democratic Potential 

Consul has its roots in the Ahora Madrid and Mas Madrid political movements that grew out 

of the 2007/2008 financial collapse in Spain. This influence is still visible in a commitment 

to open-source decentralization, but also a persistent orientation of the community towards 

progressive politics that could be off-putting to some potential users and clients.

The grant-funding model, not only of the Consul Foundation, but also its various partners, also 

leaves the enterprise vulnerable to grantmaker wishes and funding priorities - an arena that has 

become increasingly politicized in recent years. These issues are emblematic of the struggles and 

trade-offs in something that would, under a renewed concept of democracy, be a piece of public 

infrastructure.

©2025-SDI-All rights reserved
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References

Due to Consul’s particular structure, some aspects of what could be regarded as ‘customer service’ were not 
relevant to this model. However, references we spoke to were particularly pleased with Consul’s security and 
and transparency with some having even conducted their own penetration tests on the code.

Administrators also appreciated that they could use Consul without upfront costs and customize it to their 
own needs.

Expectation Setting 

Advice & Guidance 

Project Success 
100% 

Customer Service 
100% 

Feedback Loop 

50% 

Recommendation 

50% 

Not Applicable 

Not Applicable 



Ability to Execute

For an organization that has remained true to its principles of open-sourced, 

decentralized civic coding, Consul has developed a fairly impressive ability to 

execute. It is a testament to its durability that the basic technology has survived 

several changes in government in the city of Madrid more or less intact.

The concept behind Consul - open-source code maintained by freelancers and 

applied by certified technology partners - differs from that of most vendors, and 

makes retaining full-time employees less relevant to its survival. Additionally, 

scores of developers have contributed to the source code over the years, and this 

developer involvement could give it an edge in responding to the shift to AI.

Its long experience with the Public Sector has also ensured that Consul fulfills 

requirements around accessibility, privacy, etc.

Security

Consul achieves vote and voter separation by storing voter date, voter validation 

and actual votes in separate database tables and impedes a reverse lookup to 

identify which user voted for which option by omitting foreign keys which could 

link the tables.

Clients can choose between hosting the platform on their own servers (as 90% 

of clients do) or a hosting provider like AWS.

As Consul is often implemented by third party technology partners, security 

compliance such as ISO 27001 has to be met by the partner, rather than by the 

foundation itself, but the Ruby on Rails application framework Consul employs 

simplifies this process by delivering certain components out-of-the-box, such as 

protection against SQL injection and cross-site scripting.

Vote/Voter 
Separation 

User Data 
Protection

Storage 
Location

Accessibility

Compliant with  
WCAG 2.1 or above

Active Customers

Customer Studies

Experience

Workforce

Sales channels

Transport 
Encryption 
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Our analysis is based on a combination of self-reported and independently researched data points 
across a variety of criteria. Where possible we have taken advantage of the vendors’ offer to analyse 
a test environment of their software. At a high level we have scored vendors on the following:

A. Functionality 
B. Democratic Potential 
C. Ability to Execute 
D. Security

A. Functionality

We have assessed all vendor solutions against all functionality areas they are active in:

In the above example, the vendor does not provide ideation or public consultation functionality, 
meaning that their Remit Score (see below for definition) is not affected by lack of functionality in 
these areas.

Methodology

Participatory 
Budgeting

Decision 
Making

Idea 
Generation

Debate &  
Deliberation

Public 
Consultation
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B. Democratic Potential

For each vendor, we have assessed the democratic potential of their platforms against the Fuller De-
mocracy framework. While a summary is provided below, for more details refer to Principles of Digital 
Democracy: Theory and Case Studies (De Gruyter, 2023).

1) Control of Power 

Measures whether the software effectively channels the expressed will of its participants into outcomes or 

whether the process is guided and/or confined to a limited number of pre-set outcomes. This criterion asks 

how manipulable the process is.

2) Legal Personality of Participants 

Processes and software that allow for the participation of legal entities (such as NGOs, companies, etc.) 

rather than just natural entities (people) de facto inflate the influence of some people (who can utilize orga-

nizations to scale their influence), thus subverting the principle of ‘one person, one vote’.  This criterion asks 

whether the software can ensure that only those entitled to participate democratically can make use of it.

3) Delegation of Power 

Applications that allow or encourage vote delegation (e.g. forms of liquid democracy) enable a form of 

representation with little scrutiny or accountability, and they encourage passivity on the part of participants. 

Applications that allow such delegation are thus seen as less democratic than those that demand that partici-

pants directly choose to vote or abstain on an issue.

Methodology
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4) Party-based vs. Issue-Based 

Software that allows for issue-based voting, where one decision is taken at a time, rather than voting for an 

entire package or platform of proposals helps to counteract groupthink as well as enabling issues and areas 

of disagreement to be identified with greater precision. It also makes it harder for organizers to manipulate 

participants into consenting to policy they disagree with in order to get some other desired policy. 

5) Over-Alignment 

Software that attempts to force alignment, e.g. pre-agreement on certain issues, discouraging forthright 

debate, arbitrarily limiting the parameters of a discussion, or funnelling contributions into consensus, is less 

democratic than software that facilitates the expression of honest debate and disagreement. 

6) Accepting Wins and Losses 

Tools that communicate clear outcomes based on the agreed-upon rules without forcing consensus, changing 

goal posts, or making participants re-evaluate decisions that have been made, allow voters to move on con-

structively rather than descending into interminable argument. This criterion thus asks whether the software 

allows participants to reach a conclusion and move on or whether decisions can be vetoed or impeded by the 

organizers or minorities. 

7) Constructively Leveraging Bad Actors 

This criterion asks whether the application makes provision to deal with bad actors - those intentionally or 

by reason of mental illness disrupting the process. This could be done in a number of ways, such as ensuring 

ID verification to prevent bad actors who are not entitled to participate flooding a local process. However, 

the process itself can also be constructed in such a way that bad actors are not able to derail a process or 

unduly harass others. Software that can achieve this while not or only minimally invading the rights of bad 

actors themselves is preferred over heavy-handed interventions. 

8) Follow-Through on Outcomes 

Software platforms that include the ability to track whether decisions were implemented are preferred to 

those that simply ask for engagement without follow-through.

Methodology
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9) One-off vs. Iterative Process 

Most decision-making processes are by their nature directional; not all future issues can be foreseen. Plat-

forms that allow for an iterative decision-making process, where participants are asked to fine-tune their 

decisions based on changing real-world circumstances are therefore preferred to isolated processes.

10) Overreliance on NGO or Large Donor Funding 

A greater reliance on funding from NGOs or large donors makes it more likely that the vendor is focussed 

on achieving certain policy outcomes rather than on the democratic process itself.

C. Ability to Execute

This category assesses how well the vendor is able to translate their vision into reality. Factors that we exam-

ined here were:

	◆ Number of active customers: A greater number of active customers generates more revenue 

as well as increased feedback from users, which in turn can be used to improve the product. 

Additionally, the number of active users can serve as a proxy for the financial stability and 

expected future growth of the company.

	◆ Concurrent Users: Assesses the number of users that can use the platform simultaneously and 

thus the ability of the vendor to scale.

	◆ Testimonials / Case Studies: In conjunction with the number of active customers, case studies 

are a good indicator of successful customer projects. We give stronger weighting to case studies 

where customers confirm the success of the project.

	◆ Workforce: The number of full-time employees working for the vendor. We use this as a proxy 

to determine how established the vendor is, which will affect their ability to execute.

	◆ Experience: The number of years this vendor has been active. Generally, how long an 

organization has been active is an indicator of their ability to maintain a positive cash flow and 

the level of professionalisation (i.e. business vs. hobby).

Methodology
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	◆ Policy Impact: Assesses whether use of the vendor’s platform has resulted in political change, 

for example, a change in national law or local government procedure, and whether the software 

has proven that it can be an effective vehicle for what it promises to do.

	◆ Sales Channels: Assesses the vendor’s go-to-market strategy. Generally a multi-channel sales 

approach is a stronger indicator of the ability to execute than e.g. only a self-serve option.

Accessibility

For any technology solution to have a truly inclusive impact,  

everyone needs to be able to access it, including people living 

with disability.  We asked all vendors to provide evidence 

(and sought out publicly available information where we did 

not receive it) on how vendors have considered accessibility 

in the design of their platforms.

The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) are the most common measurement of accessibility, but 

we have also considered similar standards in a number of countries to fairly assess vendors.

Customer References

We asked vendors to nominate reference clients we could speak to about the functionality and usage of their 

platform. Reference clients were asked to score vendors on certain criteria as well as provide general feed-

back. The following rating criteria were used and visualised.

Methodology

Not implemented or no 
information available.

Considered as part of 
software design.

Follows WCAG or  
similar standard.

Expectation Setting 

Advice & Guidance 

Project Success 

Customer Service 

Feedback Loop 

Recommendation 
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D. Security

We have assessed a number of different aspects to determine how secure a vendor solution is, such as en-

cryption, data storage and - particularly for vendors involved in political voting - how securely a vote is 

protected against subsequent changes from the administrators or external parties. Please note that for the 

purposes of this review we are relying on information provided by the vendor and publicly available infor-

mation about the solution. We have not performed our own penetration tests.

	◆ SSL (HTTPS) Encryption: Does the website use standard SSL encryption to prevent the data 

being intercepted or changed between the user device and the server?

	◆ Protection of User Data: Does the vendor take measures to protect login data (including pass-

words) against leaks or hackers (e.g. salting passwords, multi-factor authentication, etc.)?

	◆ Storage Location of User Data: Where is user data stored (e.g. own server, hosted with mass 

providers such as Microsoft Azure, Amazon AWS, etc., smaller providers, on Blockchain, etc.)?

	◆ Blockchain Anonymity: If the solution uses Blockchain to store voting data and prevent modi-

fication, how does the solution ensure that voters cannot be linked to their vote?

Where appropriate, we also consider ISO certification and evidence of external penetration testing. 

E. Combined Assessment

After scoring Functionality, Democratic Potential, Ability to Execute and Security, we then assign an overall 

Remit Score.

The Remit Score is calculated by dividing the overall score 

of the vendor by the maximum available points for the 

functionality areas the vendor is active in, as well as their score 

for Democratic Potential , Ability to Execute and Security.

 

The assessment for each category is displayed as a detailed data 

visualisation chart.

Methodology
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Grading Category

Points

80%

1) High 
2) Low

60%

40%

20%

Total amount of 
points shown in 
percentages (%) 

Vendor Remit Score 94 (%)


