


















































































 Citizens’ Assemblies:
  Backed by evidence, powered by people



A citizens’ assembly is a representative body of ordinary citizens, 
gathered to deliberate on an important policy issue. 

Citizens' assemblies are based on evidence that when given the 
knowledge, resources and time, citizens can find solutions to 
complex and controversial issues.

What is a Citizens’ Assembly?



● A “mini public”. 
● Citizens selected by sortition (a civic 

lottery, like a jury) 
● Demographically representative of 

the population
● Remove obstacles to participation 

(members compensated for expenses 
and/or time)

Who is on a Citizens’ Assembly?



Scottish Climate Assembly



What happens at a 
Citizens’ Assembly?

Participants move through the following stages:

● learn from experts and evidence
● consult the public
● hear from stakeholders
● discuss the evidence and carefully weigh the 

options (deliberation)
● Come to a consensus recommendation (not 

necessarily unanimity).



A citizens’ assembly may be 
commissioned by the 
government but it is run by an 
independent, non-partisan 
body that specializes in 
deliberative processes.  

Who runs a Citizens’ Assembly?



In Canada, most processes like 
this are run by MassLBP, which 
has run hundreds of processes 
for various levels of government 
and other organizations. 

On a federal level, they ran the 
Citizen’s Reference Panel on 
Pharmacare in 2017.

Who runs a Citizens’ Assembly?

Photo credit: Citizens’ Dialogues on Canada’s Energy Future

https://www.masslbp.com/work-panels


Role of the government

● Fully fund the assembly
● Publicize it so the public knows the 

process is happening, that it’s made 
up of “people just like me”, and they 
can engage in the consultations and 
follow the Assembly’s work closely if 
they choose.



● Ireland - many issues including 
abortion, climate change, drug policy, 
gender equality

● France and UK - climate change
● EU - Conference on the future of 

Europe
● Scotland - future of Scotland and 

climate change
● Belgium and Paris - permanent 

assemblies, topics chosen by citizens

Spreading around the World



Spreading around the World



Citizens’ processes in the OECD



Research: Benefits of Citizens’ 
Assemblies

OECD study of 279 deliberative processes around the world



Benefits of Citizens’ Assemblies 
for governments and public 

Better policy recommendations arise from informed citizen 
judgments based on quality information and deliberation

Greater legitimacy for hard choices because the 
recommendations come from the people themselves

Enhanced public trust when citizens see ‘folks just like us’ 
having an effective role in decision-making



Benefits of Citizens’ Assemblies 
for governments and public
Independence - no “special interests” means a focus on the 
common good (remove undue influence of money or power)

Diversity of views leads to better policy making

Evidence-based process helps counteract polarization and 
misinformation.



Why a Citizens’ Assembly 
on Electoral Reform?

From OECD study of 279 deliberative processes around the world



Support for a National Citizens’
Assembly on Electoral Reform 

National poll by Leger 
September 2020 
commissioned by 
Fair Vote Canada



Support for a National Citizens’
Assembly on Electoral Reform 

By voters for different parties

   Lib               CPC             NDP              Bloc             Green



PEI Citizens’ Assembly on PR



Citizens’ Assembly on 
Democratic Expression

Over three years, more than 120 
randomly selected Canadians served on 
one of three national Citizens’ 
Assemblies on Democratic Expression.



Referendum vs Citizens’ Assembly

● Decision-making based on low 
information or misinformation

● Self-selected participants
● Partisan motivations can be strong
● People with different opinions spend 

months yelling past each other
● Process ends with a “winner” and a 

“loser”
● Decision slams the door on the 

conversation for a long time

● Thoughtful decision-making by fully 
informed citizens

● Citizens representative of Yukon
● Partisan motivations taken out
● People with different opinions spend 

months listening to each other
● Process ends with a consensus 

based on the common good
● Recommendations are a step to 

more conversation, progress

Referendum Citizens’ Assembly





Our recommendations

Recognize that process matters—a lot. Follow best practices to 
generate informed, evidence-based input from citizens.

Avoid choosing a path that leads to a referendum. Research 
shows that they are inappropriate for complex policy decisions. 
Their use reveals a preference for maintaining the status quo.

Our process recommendations

Establish an arms-length, sortition-based process to create a 
legitimate, representative “mini-Yukon” to lean about the options, 
deliberate, and find consensus on reforms to be implemented.


