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INTRODUCTION TO
DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY
What is deliberative democracy?
It is a citizen-centred and citizen-led approach to policy making. Deliberative democracy
platforms have been established to address a wide range of policies and issues at all
levels of government. Essentially, policies are determined following deliberation by a
group of citizens who are randomly selected but represent a microcosm of society.
Why is it needed?

What are the benefits?

This is a response to demands for more open government
and opportunities for citizens to discuss and debate issues,
and make recommendations to tackle complex policy
problems, particularly those that affect their daily lives, wellbeing and aspirations.

The Organisation of Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) tracks deliberative democracy
movements globally, and has noted an acceleration of new
such platforms since 2010, a testament to their increasing
popularity over the last decade.

Citizens’ assemblies are offered as an alternative when
elected representatives are not trusted to deliver results
or to propose a radical but badly needed departure from
the status quo. Politicians have also demonstrated time
and again that they are likely to prioritise their own parties’
interests and their re-election over the greater good or
national interests. As such they have faltered when faced
with major structural issues requiring tough choices which
may affect their popularity.
For example, in Iceland, a national financial crisis in 2008
which involved the collapse of all three major state banks
which had earlier been privatised in sweetheart deals
involving politically connected persons was one of the
triggers for the formation of a citizen-led movement to
rewrite the country’s constitution. In Chile, citizens took part
in a multi-stage process in 2015-2016 to replace the nation’s
constitution which had been enacted under the Pinochet
dictatorship.
Additionally In plural societies, issues are often painted
over with a populist brush to cast racial overtones. To instil
fear, benign issues are also presented as a “zero sum”
game in which one is either a winner or a loser, thereby
pitting segments of society against one another. Citizens’
assemblies aim to analyse the issues, discuss them openly
and strip them of a political slant.

The deliberative wave has accelerated since 2009,
with over 70% of platforms emerging
from 2010 till 2021
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Public authorities at all levels of government increasingly
convene groups of citizens representing a wide crosssection of society to learn, deliberate and develop
collective recommendations. The OECD has studied
citizens’ assemblies, juries, panels and other representative
deliberative processes and has found that when citizens
come together in this manner,
•

they are proud of the opportunity to contribute towards
policy making, and are likely to make an effort to provide
valuable input

•

despite holding opposing views, they go beyond “right
or wrong” labels and look for common ground and
solutions

•

hearing from a diverse group of people allows the
conversation to draw upon a broader collective
experience and backgrounds. As such fresh perspectives,
new approaches and creative solutions may follow,
regardless of whether they are familiar with issues or not

•

even when faced with hard choices and significant tradeoffs, citizens nevertheless provided the policy direction
that they considered most appropriate

•

beyond the direct participation of the selected citizens,
members of the public are able to benefit from the
process if stakeholder presentations and learning
materials as well as summaries of the debates and
discussions are made available to them.

•

the deliberative process can help build mutual trust
between governments and citizens by extending the
privilege of decision-making to citizens

Participants demonstrated a strong increase in trust
in government by the end of a deliberative process
on transit and traffic issues. After the exercise, the
number of people who disagreed strongly with the
statement that “public officials care a lot about what
people like me think” had fallen to 20%, compared to
60% at the start of the process.
La Plata, Argentina - 2008

Citizen participation occurs at all levels
An example of deliberative democracy in action at the
national level is the Irish Citizens’ Assembly which was
convened in 2016 to deliberate on several policy issues,
notably the constitutional prohibition on abortion. In 2020,
the French Citizens’ Convention on Climate was formed to
recommend a range of measures to combat climate change
in a socially just and equitable manner. Deliberative forums
were also convened to draft national constitutions in Iceland
and Chile.
In Latin American countries such as Brazil, Peru, Mexico,
Argentina and Colombia, deliberative democracy initiatives
often centre around the involvement of citizens in determining
public budgets of local governments - namely “participative
budgeting”. In India, village assemblies (“gram sabha”) are
part of local governments and have been enshrined in the
Indian constitution since 1992. The gram sabha has enabled
those who traditionally face social exclusion, namely women
and lower-caste groups, to provide ideas and participate in
decision-making at the local government level.
Within the European Union, there are now transnational
efforts to involve citizens across national borders. An
example is the 2019 Citizens’ Dialogue at The Hague which
was convened to discuss European affairs.

Deliberative platforms across all levels of government
(1979 – 2019)
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FEATURES AND BEST PRACTICES
How is a citizens’ assembly typically formed and what
is its authority?
For greater impact, a citizens’ assembly which is
commissioned by a public authority is preferred over one
which is a private initiative. Typically, a citizens’ assembly is
formed by the government on with terms of reference which
are clear as to what questions the assembly is expected
to consider, and how their recommendations will translate
into policy or impact decision-making by the government
authority. Usually, citizens’ assemblies are tasked with
making recommendations to the executive or legislative
arms of government as part of policy making. It is far less
common for the assembly to actually formulate policy, unless
a specific delegation of authority is made in that respect by
the government.

How are the members of the assembly selected?
Ideally, the members of the assembly fulfil two criteria –
random selection and stratification – to assemble a group of
independent persons who resemble the greater community
that they are representing. For the purposes of this section,
we will focus on an assembly representing a nation.

“… organisations say they are worried that no one will
register to get involved in such an in-depth process.
… it is astounding how many people, who you would
never otherwise have heard from, register their
interest.”
newDemocracy Foundation, Australia

Once the stratification framework is agreed upon, a random
selection is conducted through a two-stage ballot. First,
invitations are sent to randomly to citizens using a large pool
of addresses such as the electoral roll. Following that, from
those who respond indicating their willingness to participate,
a second invitation is sent randomly but based on the
stratification criteria. It is also best practice for the organiser
of the assembly to determine the criteria but to outsource
the selection process so that it is seen to be independent
and transparent.
In some exercises, such as the Constitutional Convention
of Ireland (2012-2014), in addition to selecting 66 random
citizens, a further 33 seats in the assembly were reserved for
elected lawmakers representing a bi-partisan cross section
of the elected representatives across parties. This preagreed formula was to ensure the widest representation of
views and ideas to consider important constitutional issues.

Random selection
ensures every person has
a equal chance of being
selected

Stratification
ensures the assembly
reflects the composition of
the wider population

Once the total number of members is determined, there
will be further steps to ensure that the composition of
the assembly allows all citizens an equal opportunity to
participate.
A stratification exercise is the next step to determine how
the assembly is representative of the nation’s demographics,
for example in terms of gender, age, location and socioeconomic considerations. In essence the assembly should
represent all facets of the nation so that a broad range of
ideas and views can help to determine national policy. Even
if it is not exactly statistically representative, there should
not be an obvious concentration, for example, of persons
of a certain socio-economic status or age group or gender.

In stark contrast, in Ireland’s recent Citizens’ Assembly on
Gender Equality (2019), a decision was made to exclude
certain categories of citizens, such as certain categories
of politicians and political party members, journalists and
others working in the media and campaigners on aspects of
gender equality.
In addition, some governments appoint the chairperson of
the assembly. For example, the latest Irish Citizens’ Assembly
was chaired by a government appointee, Dr Catherine Day,
former Secretary General of the European Commission. The
Chairperson is also typically assisted by a secretariat, subject
matter experts, facilitators and other administrative staff.

“It was a great privilege to get to listen to the stories
of lots of other people and to have the opportunity to
debate some really important issues.”
Member of Irish Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality

How will it operate?
Generally, there are several stages. Once the assembly is
formed and the questions for consideration framed and put
before the members, their work begins.

Learning
It is important for the members to receive the necessary
support and have access to accurate and relevant information
to enhance their ability to make meaningful contributions.
A key aspect is the opportunity to learn about the issues
from a broad range of sources such as technical experts
and stakeholders. Members of the public and interested
parties may also make submissions for consideration by
the assembly. These materials will provide a large part of
the knowledge base to facilitate a meaningful debate and
discussion as well as policy formulation by the assembly.

Deliberation
Discussions take place behind closed doors to guarantee
privacy and ensure that everyone can speak freely. These can
be organised as large meetings of the entire assembly or
in smaller break-out discussion groups which are facilitated.
Where feasible, members of the assembly convene at a
particular location over some weekends so that formal
discussion sessions may be complemented by informal
discussions amongst themselves. However, in the wake of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the frequency of face-to-face large
meetings may have to be minimised.
Summaries of the discussions ought to be made available to
the public so that they are able to follow the proceedings,
adding to transparency and accountability.

The role of technology
By deploying technology, some learning sessions and
discussions may be moved online, which may result in a
higher rate of attendance among members especially in the
light of COVID-19. Training may be needed for the members

to be comfortable with online sessions, while internet access
may be an issue in more remote areas. Digital technology
may also enable more citizens to put forward their views for
consideration in the policy making process as they may be
able to submit their input remotely.

Payment
Assembly members are paid a nominal amount to cover
costs such as travel and childcare, to reduce socio-economic
barriers to getting the widest participation. If assembly
proceedings are conducted online, it may be necessary to set
aside funds to upgrade the IT equipment of the members.

How will decisions be made?
Depending on the terms of reference of the assembly, it
then develops a long list of recommendations for each of
the issues. Voting among the members helps to whittle the
numbers down and prioritise the recommendations into
a shortlist that is then presented for action. Ideally, each
member of the assembly has an equal voice and say in the
voting process.

How do those decisions translate into national policy
or laws?
Assuming the assembly only has the power to make
recommendations to the government, there is a concern
that the recommendations might be disregarded or left in
limbo. Nevertheless, these recommendations have great
persuasive value as they represent the views of citizens
after many hours of deliberation. In addition to being a
response to a government mandate, they are based on facts,
evidence, consideration of stakeholders’ views and many
months of discussion between a group of dedicated and
committed citizens. Therefore, if certain recommendations
are not translated into national policy, the government
should provide a clear explanation as to why they have been
rejected.

In around two-thirds of cases, at least half of participants’ recommendations are accepted by public authorities
None of the recommendations implemented
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Implementation of a few recommendations (less than 50%)

13%

Implementation of some recommendations (around 50%)

9%

Implementation of most recommendations (over 50%)

39%
28%

Implementation of all recommendations
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

Source: OECD

DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY IN
ACTION

Ireland

Chile

Ireland has had a series of citizens’ assemblies to tackle
national issues. A civil group that promoted deliberative
democracy, We the Citizens, organised a test case citizens’
assembly, and successfully lobbied the Irish parliament to
use citizens’ assemblies as a means of including the public in
formulating public policy.

The Chilean pre-constituent process was intended to open
constitutional deliberation to citizens in 2015-2016. It was
initiated by civil society organisations and backed by the
government, aiming to replace the 1980 constitution, which
was drafted and enacted under the Pinochet dictatorship.

Citizens’ assemblies have been set up to consider important
issues which were highly charged and polarising. Most
notably, a citizens’ assembly overcame the deadlock on
abortion, with an overwhelming majority of the Assembly
members agreeing that the provision in the Irish constitution
prohibiting abortion was unfit for purpose and it should
no longer be retained in full (87% of members agreed).
Ultimately, the constitutional prohibition on abortions was
replaced with provisions allowing the Irish Parliament to
pass laws allowing abortions under certain circumstances.
Laws allowing same-sex marriage were also promulgated
following recommendations of a Citizens’ Assembly.

In October 2015, the Chilean President initiated Citizen
Bases as a first step towards drafting a new constitution. The
Citizens Bases involved dialogues at the local, intermediate
and national levels. The process involved an online
questionnaire, small local-level meetings as well as provincial
and regional townhalls to gather the peoples’ views and
discuss opposing viewpoints. A parallel consultation was also
conducted with Chile’s indigenous population. Government
figures estimate that 204,000 people participated in local
meetings and 17,000 in the parallel indigenous consultation.
The consultation mechanism sought to reach conclusions
and achieve convergence through collaboration. Although
the conclusions were not binding on the government
nevertheless the provided valuable insights to inform the
constitutional discussion.
The initial commitment of the Government was to send to
Congress a new draft constitution, based on the Citizen
Bases and then ratified through a plebiscite. However,
due to political and institutional reasons, the constitution
was not amended as proposed by the President, but the
process made citizen participation a key part of the nation’s
constitution-writing process.

Iceland
Amidst the failure of all three state banks and allegations
of financial mismanagement and corruption in the 2008
financial crisis, the Icelandic government was overthrown in
2009. The new government decided that Iceland’s citizens
should be involved in creating a new constitution. A national
forum of 1,500 participants from across the country was
organised in 2009 in Reykjavík, paving the way for the
2011 Constitutional Assembly tasked with drafting the new
constitution.
The following year, Iceland passed a Constitutional Act,
which established a Constitutional Council of twenty-five
elected members in charge of drafting a bill for submission
to parliament. A National Forum was established by
Parliament with 950 randomly selected citizens to deliberate
and establish the priorities of the public regarding the new
constitution. This was meant to represent the aspirations of
the people for consideration by the Constitutional Council.
The draft constitution secured a two-thirds approval at a
referendum. Unfortunately, the constitution was buried
by parliament before the legislative elections of 2013.
Nevertheless, the inclusion of citizens in formulating
constitution remains a significant step in deliberative
democracy in Iceland.

