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Democracy without citizens

In recent decades, public dissatisfaction with 
representative democracy has been evident. Voter 
turnout has been declining even in well-developed 
democracies with fewer citizens trying to make 
an impact through the official instruments of 
representative democracy. The citizens felt like 
they have limited access to institutions and a small 
impact on the articulation of public policies. They 
felt that despite voting, they are not represented or 
heard. This led to apathy, passivization and an even 
wider gap between the citizens and representative 
institutions. 

In addition, traditional policy-making that was 
usually implemented within the institutions of 
representative democracy relied on routine 
decisions and automated copying of the previously 
applied solutions. That is why it has come to 
suffer from inhibition and a lack of bureaucratic 
engagement with citizens over time. Policy-makers 
tended to be affected by “over-optimism” that 
derived from misunderstanding the stakeholders 
(citizens for example), lack of information and 
accountability by the decision-makers.  With the 
lack of accountability came the lack of transparency 
where citizens did not have an overview of the state 
of the art of certain public policies, all as a result of 
politicians’ aversion to power-sharing.

That is why many started calling for more bottom-
up approaches. Many pointed out the necessity 
of having a decision-making process as a “joint 
deliberation of vertically and horizontally located 
actors” (ie. ordinary citizens and public officials).
Thus, deliberative decision-making, where citizen 
assemblies have a key role, and citizens have a 
meaningful impact on the articulation of public 
policies, started gaining momentum. 

Deliberative policy-making

Under the process of deliberation, we mean 
a process where “decision-makers exchange 
reasonable arguments in the spirit of equality, 
critical reflection and refinement of their esteemed 
position with the intention of monitoring and 
deepening the notion of the public good…they seek 
a decision based on the widest possible inclusion 
and overlapping consensus of different opinions 
which will therefore be reasonable and accepted by 
all reasonable participants in deliberation”.To put 
it more simply, deliberation in the public policy 
process means discussion between citizens and 
decision-makers in order to articulate, shape and 
choose adequate public policy. Citizens are selected 
through representational random sampling in order 
to engage in policy-making through discussion with 
other fellow citizens. The used definition presents 
this process as an inclusive and egalitarian one, 
where each participant is treated with respect and 
has an equal chance of speaking up. It is argued 
that such a process bears many remedies to 
chronic illnesses of traditional top-bottom policy-
making. One benefit is increased accountability of
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important as not every citizen has the same 
level of social capital (skills, knowledge, self-
confidence etc.) which prevents them from 
engaging on an equal term with others. Hand in 
hand with equality goes respect towards every 
participant manifested in uninterrupted delivery 
of their speech. The transparent flow of relevant 
information provided by all stakeholders (citizens, 
NGOs and government) is a key element of quality 
deliberation. Without quality and truthful pieces of 
information, there can be no effective and adequate 
policy-making, as deliberators wouldn’t be able to 
do a proper cost-benefit analysis of a variety of 
policy options, or structure adequately the issue 
at stake. Finally, coordination and support from 
the decision-makers to the process of deliberation 
can be crucial sometimes in getting quality output.
Sponsoring citizen assemblies, and coordination 
through trained bureaucracy are just some of the 
ways in which public institutions can foster public 
deliberation and restore the trust of the public.

Citizen assemblies: what are they and how do 
they work

Citizen assemblies represent “a form of deliberative 
democracy: a process through which citizens 
can engage in open, respectful and informed 
discussion and debate with their peers on a given 
issue”. It represents an institution and a venue 
where deliberation happens. The aim of most 
citizen assemblies is to produce collective policy 
recommendations through citizen deliberation, but 
some other forms of deliberative bodies such as 
deliberative polls look to catch the informed opinions 
by tracking changes in participants’ preferences 
during the deliberative process. The findings from 
deliberative polls can then be used as a framework 
for policy-making and policy prioritization.

There are many forms of citizen assemblies: 
citizen juries and panels, focus groups, consensus 
conferences deliberative polling deliberative 
forums etc. Despite some differences (for example, 
the number of participants) various types of citizen 
assemblies (or deliberative mini-publics) have lots 
of common features. For example, they usually have 
three typical phases:

• Learning phase: where participants learn how 
assemblies work and get acquainted with the 
topic through information materials.

the decision-makers who deliberate with citizens 
and make some sort of promise to at least take 
the output of deliberation into consideration. So, 
even consultative deliberation creates some sort 
of obligation. In addition, deliberation leads to 
more quality regarding the output because of its 
inclusion of a variety of inputs, making the policy 
more representative. On top of that, deliberation 
leads to more informed citizens and decisions.  
By reasoning and listening to the arguments of 
each other, citizens gain new perspectives, new 
pieces of information and tend to change their pre-
deliberative preferences. This reflects then on the 
process of creating a deliberative output, i.e. public 
policy proposal.

OECD’s report on innovative citizen participation 
views the deliberative mechanism as an instrument:

• for making better policies and learning;
• for achieving greater legitimacy;
• of enhancing public trust in government;
• of empowering the citizens;
• of making the government more inclusive;
• of strengthening integrity and preventing 

corruption.

Similar benefits were named in some other lists 
of advantages of using deliberative policy-making 
such as:

• informing and educating the public;
• incorporating public values and preferences; 
• increasing the quality of decisions;
• reducing the conflict among the stakeholders;
• having cost-effective decision-making.

In short, the deliberative process serves as a tool 
for learning and increasing the knowledge and 
skills of the citizens for public engagement, and 
this is, of course, tightly connected with citizen 
empowerment through an increase in their social 
capital. By engaging the decision-makers, citizens 
start to put more trust in public institutions as they 
feel like their voice is been heard. This also makes the 
public institutions more inclusive and accessible, at 
least during the deliberation, creating a direct link 
between the public officials and the citizens. 

But for all this to happen as a product of the 
deliberative process, some basic requirements 
need to be met. To name a few, equality is a starting 
point, as deliberation must give voices to the under-
represented citizens and social groups, making sure 
that everyone is treated equally. This is especially 
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• Consultation phase: participants get to 
interact with relevant experts and stakeholders 
or campaigners in case of referendums and ask 
them questions regarding the topic in order to 
get more informed.  

• Deliberation phase: participants discuss with 
each other different policy options and make 
recommendations to the decision-makers.

The idea is for participants to reach an informed 
decision through public deliberation and 
engagement with relevant stakeholders. In addition, 
participants in citizen assemblies are selected 
through random, but representative sampling so 
that bias structure of the deliberative body could be 
avoided. In the case of marginalized social groups, 
they could be over-sampled so that they can engage 
on more equal terms with other participants in order 
to get more just policy recommendations especially 
if they are heavily impacted by the policy under the 
deliberation. The optimal number of participants in 
citizen assembly is argued to range from 50-100, but 
that, of course, varies from case to case.

Some other common features include:

• Remuneration: since participation in citizen 
assemblies requires some time, effort and 
energy from every participant, some sort of 
compensation can go a long way in motivating 
citizens to join the deliberation and fully engage. 

• Facilitation: citizen assemblies represent 
both venue and process in which deliberation 
happens. Besides having an adequate space 
where deliberation can happen, it is important 
to have a neutralmoderator who makes sure 
that every participant has a chance to speak up, 
and stirs the deliberation in order to increase 
the quality of deliberation and get the optimal 
results. Moderators need to create a warm and 
welcoming atmosphere and build trust among the 
participants.Not to mention that they should not 
have a stake in the matter that’s being discussed. 

• Expert consultations: experts play a viable 
role during the consultation phase as they 
help citizens get more acquainted with 
the context of the public issue that’s been 
discussed, but also the benefits and costs 
of every policy option, making a cost-benefit 
analysis for every participant much easier.

It is important to have in mind that, while a longer 
time period dedicated to deliberation can lead to 
better results, citizen assemblies should not be 
too long as the saturation point could be reached (a 
point where all involved get tired of deliberation due 
to its longevity and intensity). Finally, since often 
decision-makers are not prone too much to power-
sharing, citizen assemblies can have a consultative 
character. That does not mean that citizen 
assemblies are powerless as they can be valuable 
input to the decision-makers regarding citizens’ 
policy preferences and new pieces of information 
that could impact the policy-making process. 

Implementing citizen assemblies:
step-by-step

When implementing a deliberation within the 
citizen assemblies there are 8 steps to think about.
The outline of the step-by-step model should look 
like this:

1. Formation of academic, organizational, PR and 
stakeholder councils in order to get started with all 
sorts of planning and preparation for implementing 
the assembly. 
2. Preparing the info material that should getthe 
participants acquainted with the issue at stake and 
all of the relevant perspectives.
3. Designing the participant inquiries based on the 
info material.
4. Testing these inquiries and drafting the final 
version.
5. Conducting interviews and recruiting 
participants.
6. Media promotion of the event.
7. Confirmation of the participants and relevant 
stakeholders; preparing the moderator.
8. Implementation of the event; keeping up with the 
logistics; observing media reports about the event 
and collecting the final inquiries. 

Citizen assemblies in practice

In November 2020, two citizen assemblies were 
held in Belgrade and Valjevo. The Valjevo assembly 
dealt with the issue of air pollution. Citizens were 
sampled to be representative of the general 
population and from various socio-demographic 
groups. First, participants were briefed and 
provided with balanced info material. In the next 
phase, they were divided into small groups where 
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they could discuss, and ask experts and decision-
makers. After that, participants worked further on 
policy development, took a group vote and decided 
on a number of policy recommendations regarding 
the issue of air pollution. 

Final inquiries showed that around 80% of 
participants said that this process of deliberation 
deepened their understanding of the issue; 85% 
said that experts helped them understand the issue 
better; 77% claimed to have understood those with 
whom they disagreed better as an outcome of the 
deliberation.  On the other hand, just 50% of the 
participants confirmed that their interaction with 
decision-makers was useful and helpful, which 
brings us back to the beginning of the policy paper 
where inadequacy of traditional policy-making and 
decision-makers’ inhibition. 

Challenges of citizen assemblies

Deliberation within the citizen assemblies is not 
without its challenges, one being the strategic 
behavior of participants during the deliberation. 
There are empirical pieces of evidence that relevant 
stakeholders (citizens, decision-makers and NGO 
representatives) often engage in strategic behavior 
by conceiving relevant pieces of information or 
presenting unsupported arguments when the 
costs of fact-checking are high, in order to tilt the 
discussion in their favor.

Another problem citizen assemblies face is 
the shifting of responsibility by sponsoring 
organizations and decision-makers. So, even 
when decision-makers decide to power-share 
they can still use citizen assemblies to avoid the 
responsibility for badly implemented public policy 
that yielded inadequate results. On the other hand, 
we mentioned the lack of will for power-sharing is 
often present with decision-makers, and that can 
have a negative impact as well. By ignoring the 
output and policy recommendations formulated 
through citizen assemblies, citizens will feel 
discouraged from further participation and their 
distrust in public institutions could go even further.

Policy recommendations

Some authors claimed the need for citizen 
assemblies to be viewed not just as a legitimate 
source of social action, but also as a legitimate 
element of the bureaucratic system. This means 
the institutionalization of citizen assemblies and 
the process of deliberation. One way to go is by 
using the Ostbelgien model that was implemented 
in cooperation between the regional Parliament 
of Ostebelgien and G1000, a non-governmental 
organization, in 2017. After successful deliberation 
in the citizen assembly on childcare policy, 
one of the final outputs of that process was 
institutionalization. Within the regional Parliament, 
two citizen bodies were established: Citizens’ 
Council, consisting of 24 former participants, and 
Citizens’ panel, a citizen assembly convened for 
each new policy discussion. Council was an agenda 
setter based on proposals by the citizens, 100 or 
more signatures, while the panel was the venue 
where the process of deliberation happened. The 
recommendations were then presented to the 
members of the parliament.

This example shows how representative and 
participatory institutions can be mixed and 
complimented. The institutionalization of citizen 
assemblies could be supported by extensive 
training of public bureaucrats in implementing 
and fostering the process of deliberation, but also 
through continued practice of public deliberation 
which increases the social capital of the citizens and 
empowers them to participate in policy processes.
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