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INTRODUCTION
Citizens’ assemblies have been the subject of high praise and intense criticisms. Advocates portray these forums as a
‘defibrillator’ that can jolt democracies back to life (Wilson and Mellier 2021). They are a ‘transformative experience’
that demonstrate the power of ordinary citizens coming together to collectively discuss their differences of opinion in
a respectful and open-minded manner (The Financial Times 2019). Many, however, are not persuaded. What gives
a randomly selected group of ordinary people the power to make recommendations to policymakers on complex
political issues? Why should the public trust or even give attention to citizens who have no authority to deliberate on
their behalf (see Lafont 2015)?
In this paper, we argue that the praises of and criticisms against citizens’ assemblies can be bridged by emphasizing the
connection between deliberations taking place in these assemblies to deliberations taking place in the public sphere.
We characterize citizens’ assemblies’ relationship with the wider public as an iterative one, such that the perspectives
and prejudices participants bring into these forums are shaped by on-going conversations in the public sphere, while
the reasons, considerations, and recommendations that emerge from these assemblies can, in turn, reshape wider
public conversations. Viewed this way, citizens’ assemblies can be characterised as conduits of public deliberation
instead of authoritative forums that ‘shortcut’ democratic decision-making (Lafont 2015).
We begin by revisiting the normative basis for situating the legitimacy of deliberative minipublics such as citizens’
assemblies in the wider deliberative system. We argue that these forums’ legitimacy rests on their connection to the public
sphere. Based on a literature review of deliberative minipublics, we find that citizens’ assemblies can be linked to the wider
citizenry by (1) contributing to public deliberation; (2) inviting public deliberation; and (3) triggering a meta-deliberation
on the value of these assemblies in public life. We conclude by identifying open questions for scholars, advocates, and
critics of citizens’ assemblies, and suggest how the field of deliberative democracy can address these gaps.

NORMATIVE REASONS FOR CONNECTING CITIZENS’ ASSEMBLIES TO THE
PUBLIC SPHERE
Citizens’ assemblies, by design or circumstance, are not isolated spaces of deliberation. While these forums are
specifically designed to overcome the pathologies of contemporary democracies, they are not insulated from on-going
public debate. From this perspective, the legitimacy of minipublics should not only be judged based on its ‘internal
quality,’ or the extent to which the process upholds norms of inclusive and reasonable deliberation. The legitimacy
of minipublics should also be judged based on its ‘external quality,’ or how they enhance deliberations in the wider
deliberative system (Curato and Böker 2016: 174).
What then are the functions of minipublics in the deliberative system? For Curato and Böker (2016), these functions
are deliberation-making, legitimacy-seeking, and capacity building.
1. Deliberation-making refers to the role of minipublics as knowledge brokers to the wider public (see Niemeyer
2014). The outcomes of minipublics, as well as the reasons that support these outcomes, should be communicated
to those who were not part of the forum as another input to on-going public deliberations. In theory, minipublics
can provide a distilled and nuanced position on a complex issue as a result of the learning, deliberation, and
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reflection that unfolded in the forum. This, however, is not to say that outcomes of minipublics are necessarily
superior to the discourses already articulated in the public sphere. Julien Talpin (2015), for example, warns
that democratic innovations (like citizens’ assemblies) can be atomized, individualistic, and have depoliticizing
effects. This is why we emphasise deliberation-making as a core feature of external validity, for we think that
minipublics should extend and deepen ongoing public deliberations, instead of asserting epistemic superiority
and democratic authority which could undermine other views.
2. Legitimacy-seeking underscores the imperative for minipublics to seek ‘public authorisation and accountability’
(Olsen and Trenz 2014: 118). Regardless of the popularity of minipublics, particularly citizens’ assemblies, their
legitimacy is not predetermined but constituted by (1) demonstrating that the reasons circulating in the public
sphere have been seriously considered in their deliberations and (2) justifying the outcomes of deliberation
to people who did not take part in the minipublic. This, for Curato and Böker, addresses the criticism that
minipublics are a form of ‘participatory elitism’ (Chambers 2009). Inviting scrutiny to the process and outcomes
of minipublics builds their legitimacy through deliberative accountability.
3. Capacity building stresses the purpose of minipublics beyond the forum, which is to build the deliberative
system’s capacity to facilitate inclusive, authentic, and consequential deliberation (Stevenson and Dryzek
2014). One could argue that as minipublics become institutionalised, more people get to experience what
it means to engage in careful deliberation (see Suiter 2021). This, in turn, builds citizens’ capacities to model
deliberative behaviour even outside the forum. This vision, however, still warrants empirical evidence. The
scholarship on deliberative democracy has yet to understand the long-lasting effects of deliberative minipublics
on participants because the evidence base is still small (van der Does and Jacquet 2021; but also see Boulianne,
Chen and Kahane 2020). Another possibility is for minipublics to serve as ‘circuit breakers’ in highly-charged
issues (Sondha 2019). The Irish Citizens’ Assemblies on abortion and same sex marriage are often used as the
paradigmatic example of this claim, although again, the systemic effects of iconic minipublics warrants further
investigation.
Focusing on minipublics’ external quality allows us to characterise them as conduits to public deliberation, instead
of narrowly focusing on their potential to be an authoritative forum where political decisions are made. As conduits,
deliberative minipublics can serve to deepen existing conversations through their deliberation-making function,
facilitate and distil the flow of discourses through their legitimacy-seeking function, and strengthen the deliberative
system through their capacity-building function. We argue that portraying minipublics as conduits to public deliberation
is a more normatively defensible position, for it recognises the many ways in which deliberative democracy can be
enriched beyond structured forums.
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EMPIRICAL EXAMPLES OF CONNECTING CITIZENS’ ASSEMBLIES TO THE
PUBLIC SPHERE
Now that we have discussed the normative basis for linking minipublics to deliberative systems, the next question is
how exactly can they be linked, especially to the public sphere where public opinion formation takes place? The next
sections present three examples of how citizens’ assemblies have been linked to wider public conversations.
Contributing to public deliberation
Citizens’ assemblies contribute to public deliberation by helping initiate and frame the discussion over specific policies.
This appears to be the model that most citizens’ assemblies rely on. An engaged public hears about the assembly and
its recommendations. As a result, the assembly starts a public debate about a specific policy, or it reframes an existing
public debate.
Hypothetically, the policies favoured by an assembly would have some recommending force for non-participating
citizens. In one model of influence, a public audience would trust the judgment of a representative group of fellow
citizens who went through an extensive deliberative process. Ferejohn (2008) endorses this division of labour where
onlooking citizens do not have to deliberate on the policy proposal directly but instead weigh the competence and
representativeness of assembly members. For example, the public can evaluate the expertise of assembly members
through observations of their proceedings. In the case of the British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly, Ferejohn concludes
that public deliberation following the assembly was indeed indirect. He found that ‘rather than direct deliberation on
the merits of the alternative proposals, the CA process itself acquired a trustworthy reputation that gave voters a
reason to support its recommendation’ (Ferejohn 2008: 202). This act of deference and trust need not be limited to
the public.
As McNamara (2019) argues, the Irish government used the 2018 Irish Citizens’ Assembly to sidestep revising its
controversial abortion law directly and instead defer to the will of the assembly. While the Irish example may present an
‘abdication of responsibility’ by the government, it points to a broader capacity for assemblies to help elected officials
navigate highly polarized issues by conferring legitimacy on a citizen deliberation process (Setälä, 2017).
Following our normative discussion in the earlier section, this model of influence could be critiqued as anti-democratic.
It promotes deference to an assembly and does not empower the public to directly engage in deliberation on important
policy issues (Lafont, 2015). The recommendation of an assembly could alternatively require serious consideration
rather than deference, and public debate would centre on the merits of policy proposals rather than the recommending
power of the assembly. This route, we argue, is more appealing, as it could empower citizens for further deliberation
in the public sphere. In other words, an assembly could provide the public with the raw materials for public debate,
including a solid information base, key values at stake, an array of policy options, and the benefits and drawbacks of
each approach (Gastil & Black, 2007). Especially when connected to mechanisms of direct democracy, such as a
referendum, citizens’ assemblies can improve the deliberative qualities of existing democratic processes (Gastil &
Richards, 2013).
What remains unclear is the avenue by which the public would become aware of the citizens’ assembly in the first place.
Three different routes can be considered: (1) members of the public may watch the deliberations unfold live or through
recordings of the proceedings, (2) learn about the deliberations through the media, or (3) review the final report from
the assembly.
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The first option would position members of the public as direct consumers of citizens’ assembly deliberations who then
respond to the proceedings, e.g., through discussions on social media platforms or current affairs talk shows. However,
it is unrealistic to expect a large segment of a population to follow along with an assembly’s proceedings. Assembly
proceedings are long and demand a lot from audiences. Besides, the purpose of deliberative minipublics is to create
a functional division of labour that lays some of the cognitive and temporal demands of deliberation on participants
(Warren & Gastil, 2015). If the public was willing and able to spend hours each week following the proceedings closely,
then there would be less need for such a division of labour. It is therefore unsurprising that the views on YouTube videos
for citizens’ assemblies seem to be generally low (e.g., Cahillane, 2020).
The second option is for the public to learn second-hand about an assembly through the media. This is a much more
promising way for an assembly to reach the public. If the media covered an assembly, the recommendations from
the process, and the reasoning of an assembly, then the coverage could spark a public conversation and develop
political will to move a policy forward. The BBC and ARTE France, for example, produced documentaries on the
citizens’ assemblies on climate in the UK and France, respectively. The public may also develop interest in the process
from media coverage and seek to learn more (Goodin & Dryzek, 2006). Hartz-Karp & Carson (2013) conclude that
media coverage is essential to the success of minipublics, reflecting that minipublics ‘may not be capable of achieving
transformational change without extensive and impartial media coverage, together with new forms of collaborative
governance’ (Hartz-Karp and Carson 2013: 32).
Unfortunately, research on the media uptake of citizens’ assemblies is still scarce, so it is difficult to reach general
conclusions about how often citizens’ assemblies receive extensive coverage in actual cases. While one could reasonably
anticipate that the novelty of a citizens’ assembly process would attract some media attention, scholarship in this area
has shown that the mere existence of an assembly does not by itself lead to much media coverage and subsequent
impact on public debate. In fact, in most cases where researchers have studied the media uptake of citizens’ assemblies,
they have shown a considerable lack of media visibility and public awareness of an assembly’s policy recommendations
(LeDuc, 2011; Rinke et al, 2013; Warren & Pearse, 2008; for an exception, see McNamara, 2019). Fournier et al (2011)
have suggested that citizens’ assemblies lack core elements that attract media attention: conflict, polarization, and a
clear spokesperson vying for attention.
The Australian Citizens’ Parliament, for example, involved a process that engaged in lengthy online and offline
deliberations to generate policy recommendations to the national government. The Citizens’ Parliament received
some positive media coverage on the value of the event for democratic engagement, but the vast majority of this
coverage happened prior to the deliberations actually taking place. Coverage of the final recommendations of the
Citizens’ Parliament were scant, thus the event may have stimulated interest in deliberation but did not raise awareness
of its outcomes (Rinke et al, 2013).
Scholarship on citizens’ assemblies suggests that some conditions of the assembly design would likely increase its media
visibility. A few scholars have suggested that assemblies need to allocate significant resources for a media and public
information strategy to improve the visibility of their findings (LeDuc, 2011; Ratner, 2008). Additionally, compared with
citizens’ assemblies that are formed from civil society, assemblies that are commissioned by a government seem to be
more likely to gain attention from the media for their perceived policy impact and for the involvement of political figures.
As we will discuss in section 3.3, this visibility can be a double-edged sword: the involvement of a prominent political
leader in the advocacy for or planning of an assembly can make the assembly appear to be a partisan tactic rather than
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a true attempt at collaborative governance (Boswell, Niemeyer, & Hendriks, 2013; Carson, 2013; McNamara, 2019).
The third option is for the public to read an assembly report. Citizens’ assembly reports could be condensed to a page
or two and disseminated to every residence. Indeed, some citizens’ assembly processes have distributed copies of
their findings to residents, but there is not currently research on the reception or use of these recommendation reports.
Research on the Oregon Citizens’ Initiative Review (CIR) may offer some hope for positive impacts from disseminated
reports. While not a citizens’ assembly, it shares many of its features. Some assemblies are tied to a referendum
process, and the CIR is attached to a ballot initiative process. The CIR relies on a citizens’ jury model of deliberation
with a stratified randomly selected group of 20-24 participants. After four to five full days of hearing from experts
and advocates on a ballot initiative, the CIR writes a one-page report outlining key findings, arguments in favor, and
arguments against a particular measure. The subsequent ‘Citizens’ Statement’ is mailed to every voting household
prior to the election to help inform voters’ choices. While the CIR has not significantly filtered into public debate in
the media, awareness of the process and the CIR findings are relatively high and may influence informal channels of
political conversation (Gastil, Richards, & Knobloch, 2014; Gastil & Knobloch, 2020).
Inviting public deliberation
While not ubiquitous, some citizens’ assemblies have included a public consultation phase as part of the deliberative
process. Public consultation involves providing mechanisms for any member of the broader public, beyond the
restricted membership of the minipublic, to offer input for an assembly to consider. This shows that participants in
citizens’ assemblies do not only hear from experts but also from lay citizens or the wider public. Assemblies are capable
of inviting or staging public deliberation through public hearings and soliciting written public input. This can create
incentives for the public to participate in debate because that input can feed directly into assembly deliberations,
and it does not require the public to stay tuned in throughout the assembly proceedings. Furthermore, engagement
between the public and assembly members could draw focus away from conflict-driven public discourse. Grant (2014),
for example, argues that assembly members meeting with other citizens have the potential to supplant ‘the plebiscitary
rhetoric of argument winning’ with ‘the deliberative rhetoric of reason giving’ (Grant 2014: 544).
One key difference between an assembly process inviting public debate rather than merely influencing public debate
is that the assembly can use public input to create a feedback mechanism between the public and assembly members.
This, as we discussed earlier, forms a critical part of the minipublic’s legitimacy-seeking function. The potential to
offer feedback can create a virtuous cycle where participants are more motivated to engage productively because
an assembly has responded to their ideas and concerns. The consultation could also increase public perceptions of
an assembly’s legitimacy if interested groups who are not randomly selected can still have influence over the process.
Three notable citizens’ assemblies have combined public hearings and written submissions in a broad and robust public
consultation phase. The British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly had 50 public hearings with 1600 written submissions;
the Ontario Citizens’ Assembly ran 41 public hearings with 1000 written submissions; and the Netherlands’ Electoral
System Civic Forum (Burgerforum) held 18 hearings with 1400 written submissions (Fournier et al, 2011, p. 6). Public
hearings in these cases were advertised to the public and open for any interested parties to attend. They provided
a brief overview of the assembly and its mission to the public, and they gave open slots to interested stakeholders
to give short presentations and answer questions from those assembly members in attendance (Ratner, 2005). In
addition, the Australian Citizens’ Parliament created an ad hoc online deliberation for participants to jointly create
proposals for the Parliament to consider (Sullivan & Hartz-Karp, 2013), and the Irish Citizens’ Assembly included only
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a written submission process (Devaney et al, 2020). While the public meetings seem to be the most obvious case of
public discourse, Ward (2008) observes that online submitters in the British Columbia case would reply to each other,
creating a type of public dialogue across submissions.
Much more research should be done on the intersection of public input and citizens’ assemblies. Notably, the British
Columbia Citizens’ Assembly’s consultation process has received some scholarly attention. Ratner characterizes the
public hearings as attracting useful public engagement to inform the Assembly: ‘Rooms were crowded at times, but
that added to an aura of intense involvement [...] the mood at the hearings was one of genuine engagement’ (2005:
25-26). According to Ratner, the public consultations revealed that the Assembly and public sentiment were aligned
in their distaste for the first-past-the-post electoral system.
Despite the potential for a positive feedback loop between an assembly and the public, we should be cautious about
concluding that public consultations will influence a citizens’ assembly in practice. It is possible that assembly members
will pay lip service to the importance of public consultations or cherry-pick elements of the consultations to reinforce
their own decisions. At the three assemblies on electoral reform, assembly members rated the public hearings as
‘helpful,’ ‘informative,’ and ‘interesting,’ and reported that the consultations reinforced assembly members’ confidence
in their own efficacy and legitimacy (Fournier et al, 2011, pg. 42, 108). However, scholars also observed that ‘the
consultations did influence the members but did not substantially affect the final outcomes’ (Fournier et al 2011: 107).
It could be that public consultation did not appear to influence the final outcome because the public input favoured
the direction the Assembly was already going. At least in the British Columbia Assembly, this is not the case. The vast
majority of participants at the public meetings advocated for a Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) voting system,
whereas the Assembly ultimately recommended a Single-Transferable Vote (STV) system. It could also be that the
public input was useful but the Assembly still exercised its own independent judgment in advocating for STV. Yet, this
does not seem likely either, as only 10 of the 364 registered presentations delivered at the public meetings were brought
to the attention of the full assembly. Ward (2008) explains that many of the presentations at the public meetings were
off-topic or provided misinformation, while other public meetings were subjected to professional lobbying campaigns,
leaving some assembly members dissatisfied.
There is also a risk in this process that, rightly or wrongly, assembly members will perceive public input as less legitimate
than the Assembly’s own deliberations and thus not give it careful consideration. When compared with an assembly,
the members of the public who show up to these consultations are less representative of the population and likely less
knowledgeable about the issue at hand (Fournier et al, 2011: 41).
The problem may partially reside with the format these public consultation forums have taken. It is ironic that participants
in a citizens’ assembly would rely on traditional public consultation formats, such as inviting a series of presentations or
speeches rather than facilitating interactive group discussion. Such formats invite monologic, professional lobbying or
an airing of grievances rather than dialogic weighing of relevant issues. More innovative consultation designs, in line with
the spirit of a citizens’ assembly, could result in more helpful public discussion that informs the assembly deliberations.
For example, public consultations could take inspiration from 21st Century Town Meetings, which combine facilitated
small group deliberations with a “theming” process to capture main ideas or concerns that come up in different groups
(Lukensmeyer, Goldman, & Brigham, 2005).
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Triggering meta-deliberation
As multiple scholars have shown, citizens’ assemblies themselves often become the subject of public debate. Rather
than debate the policies under consideration at the assembly, commentators may debate the assembly model as a
process for public engagement. Rinke et al (2013) term this outcome ‘mediated meta-deliberation’ when media outlets
foster public deliberation about deliberation. It is unsurprising that when citizens’ assemblies receive media coverage,
much of the coverage focuses on the uniqueness of the form. Most of the public will not be familiar with a citizens’
assembly or how it operates, so the ‘news’ in a citizens’ assembly is simultaneously the findings of the assembly and the
process itself.
Mediated meta-deliberation can have positive impacts on public discourse. Rinke et al (2013) identify four important
functions that it may serve. First, it can raise awareness about the outcomes from a deliberative event, such as a list of
recommendations or an advisory report. Second, it can foster interest in issues that were under deliberation. Third, it
can persuade people that deliberation is a valuable political process. Finally, it can put forward public deliberation as a
standard against which other public engagement processes are evaluated.
On the other hand, focused criticism of the citizens’ assembly can threaten the perceived legitimacy of a citizens’
assembly and even derail citizens’ assemblies from ever forming. One prominent example is the failed 2010 proposal for
an Australian citizens’ assembly on climate change. During the 2010 election campaign, Australian Prime Minister Julia
Gillard proposed a citizens’ assembly to form recommendations on climate change, but the proposal received harsh
criticism from media commentators and political opposition. Some perceived it as a delaying tactic on climate change,
while others speculated that assembly members would be manipulated towards specific policy recommendations.
Eventually, the proposal was discarded in favour of an expert panel (Boswell, Niemeyer & Hendriks, 2013; Carson,
2013). LeDuc observes similar media criticism of the Ontario Citizens’ Assembly, where the Assembly process was
characterized as ‘populist pandering’ while ‘papers in Ontario saw Assembly members as largely invisible or often
maligned them, sometimes referring to them as government appointees or political pawns’ (LeDuc 2009: 34-36).
The negative reactions to citizens’ assemblies in these cases may arise from genuine scepticism of the legitimacy of
citizens’ assemblies as a form. Nevertheless, there is the danger that politicians or lobbying groups, distrustful that an
assembly will serve their interests or dissatisfied with the assembly’s recommendations, will attempt to de-legitimize
the process (Setälä, 2017; Dryzek, 2015). It will not always be clear whether genuine concern or strategic interest leads
groups to criticize assembly processes, but practitioners should be concerned that attacking the assembly process
rather than its recommendations is a common rhetorical tactic for dissatisfied interest groups. For example, when
the Irish Citizens’ Assembly deliberated over abortion, some pro-life groups attacked the legitimacy of the assembly
process itself, claiming that it had a predetermined outcome and was comprised of biased members (McNamara,
2019).
In another case described by Magnusson (2020), a local citizens’ assembly in Vancouver motivated the creation of an
oppositional organization. The Grandview-Woodland Citizens’ Assembly was formed in 2014 by the Vancouver city
government in response to public uproar at their initial community plan for the city. Considering the city had already
gone through a public consultation process, the citizens’ assembly was met with extreme scepticism by members of the
community. The group Our Community, Our Plan (OCOP) formed in opposition to the assembly, claiming that the
assembly was exclusionary. They repeatedly attempted to delegitimize the assembly online and in the media.
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While public criticisms of the citizens’ assembly could derail its implementation or threaten its legitimacy, it can also
lead assembly organizers and participants to be more reflexive about their own process. This, after all, is the value
of meta-deliberation – to examine the way we deliberate on our shared concerns (Holdo 2019). In the GrandviewWoodland Citizens’ Assembly case, the opposition from OCOP goaded participants to be reflexive and even selfcritical about who was represented within the assembly and more diligent about soliciting public input (Magnusson,
2020). Even harsh criticism can be a useful feedback mechanism for deliberative processes. It contributes to both the
legitimacy-seeking function of minipublics and builds the deliberative system’s overall capacity to critically examine the
democratic quality of democratic innovations.

CONCLUSION
This paper provided an overview of the normative justifications for connecting deliberative minipublics, particularly
citizens’ assemblies, to the public sphere. We discussed three ways in which these forums can be linked to the system and
provided a measured empirical narration of how these connections unfolded in some of the most well-known citizens’
assemblies. Spotlighting some of the criticisms of these assemblies was driven by our hope that future assemblies can
build on both the successes and shortcomings of those that come before them. We were also careful not to over-assert
our claims, for one key takeaway from this paper is that there is still much we do not know about citizens’ assemblies
– from understanding their long-term impact on participants and the public to learning about ethical and practical
ways in which they can be connected to the deliberative system. There are growing reflections from both scholars
and practitioners on how citizens’ assemblies can be better connected to the system, and it is worth monitoring how
these reflections translate into practice (see Courant 2021; Suiter 2021; Mellier and Wilson 2020). May these open
questions serve as an invitation for scholars and practitioners, advocates, and critics of citizens’ assemblies to continue
experimenting, observing, and scrutinizing the role of these democratic innovations in shaping public deliberation.
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