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SUMMARY NOTE: HEYWOOD PRIZE ROUNDTABLE – 

CITIZENS’ ASSEMBLIES 

 

A group of experts were convened at the Blavatnik School on 21 October to discuss 

the prize-winning proposal from Andrew Beale that Citizens’ Assemblies should be 

more routinely used in UK governance. Participants took part on an informal basis, 

and this summary note is deliberately unattributed. No consensus was sought; this is 

a record of points made not of points of agreement. 

Summary note 

 

1. There were a number of reasons for using Citizens’ Assemblies. At the heart 

of Andrew’s proposal had been a sense of disconnect between the governed and 

the government. In discussion, it was noted that CAs could serve a function in: 
providing valuable input to policy deliberation; helping the participants appreciate 
the complexity of some issues and the challenge of finding consensual approaches; 

allowing a representative group of citizens to provide an insight to the views of the 
public between election cycles. Andrew had envisaged that, for CAs to become a 

formal part of the UK’s governing structure, it would be necessary for government to 
accept the validity and helpfulness of CAs in general.  

 

2. The group discussed the types of topic that were best suited to consideration 

by a Citizens’ Assembly. There was no single type but features identified in discussion 

that could make a topic suitable included those: which had a strong societal 
dimension; which had proved stubbornly intractable; on which the position of 
individual political parties were not settled and there was therefore receptiveness to 

the output. Reference was made to Iain Walker – of the newDemocracy 
Foundation, Australia – who had said the motto of CAs should be “give us your 

hardest problems”. It was suggested that one thing CAs could do was to help 
governments in taking tough decisions, if they could point to CA support to buttress 

a policy proposal. 

 

3. The discussion highlighted that the authorising environment for a Citizens’ 

Assembly was critical. The point was made that there is limited point in creating a 
CA if it had no pathway to impact with decision-makers. The example was cited of 
the CA on social care that had been jointly sponsored by two select committees of 

the House of Commons but which has not received any government response to its 
recommendations three years after reporting. In contrast, the Irish Eighth 

Amendment CA had had a direct and significant impact. It was noted that the Irish 
CA had a pathway to the legislative and policy-making process in the way it was 

established. 

 

4. In discussion, it was proposed that the participants in any Citizens’ Assembly 

should be carefully selected and then respected for their contribution. There was 
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debate over whether or not candidates should be asked for their views about the 
topic under consideration so as to try to ensure the group was broadly 
representative. Advocates thought this was critical if the CA was to be credible on 

contentious topics. Critics worried that this ran the risk of solidifying opinions before 
the CA process began. It was argued that participants should be thoughtfully and 

openly recruited and that the time commitment of participants should be 
recognised through appropriate remuneration. Many group members agreed with 

the statement that CAs should be respected in the same way as a Royal 
Commission and the participants treated like Commissioners. 

 

5. The governance of any Citizens’ Assembly matters. The group recognised 

that considerable work has been done in this area by a number of experts and 
researchers. Nevertheless, a few key points were highlighted. A CA requires high 

quality preparation, inputs and facilitation and this rests on an excellent secretariat. 
It was not necessary to have a named chairperson but if one was selected, it was 

critical that s/he was clearly independent on the topic and focused on facilitating 
the discussion of the group. The same was true of members of any expert group: the 

opinions of the group should be balanced on the core policy question facing the 
CA. Transparency was also critical to the credibility of the process: the information 
shared with the participants and as much as possible of their deliberations (possibly 

excluding only break-out groups and informal discussions) should be recorded and 
shared. Further technical questions around the size of a CA, the format of 

engagement (e.g. the degree of online participation) and the reliability of the 
output were acknowledged as areas of ongoing work by a number of researchers. 

 

6. It was observed that Citizens’ Assemblies were part of a wider suite of forms 

of participatory and deliberative democracy, and that there were ways to engage 

the public in policymaking that stopped short of a full CA. Examples given included 

smaller citizens’ juries and participatory budgeting. The view was advanced that all 
these forms faced a tension in policy making: there was often enthusiasm for public 

engagement but the time taken to conduct these processes well contrasted with 
an alternative wish to be agile and fleet-of-foot in policymaking. Some members of 

the group argued that the costs of CAs were actually quite low relative to the 
perception of them while others noted that the recommendations of CAs could 
save governments money. Moreover, some contended that governments (national 

and local) used “consultation” extensively but often very ineffectively: many 
consultations engaged only well-resource and -informed vested interests. A case 

was made to streamline more of these types of consultations and use the resources 
saved to focus on a smaller number of well-designed participatory processes. When 

it came to CAs, a suggestion was made that these might be rationed in some way 
to encourage policymakers in any given government to think of them as a scarce 
resource that needed to be bid for: the analogy made in UK national policymaking 

was with departments bidding for time on the legislative agenda. 

 

7. The group considered next steps if CAs were to be more widely used in UK 

policymaking. Three strands of activity were identified: (A) a deepening of work to 

support local authorities in using CAs to support their work; (B) the sponsorship of 
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further CAs by Parliament; (C) the commissioning of a CA by ministers. Views were 

advanced as to why the last had not taken place yet at UK level, given that the 

engagement of the Government with the output of a CA was critical. A key issue 

was that policy recommendations which came with a financial cost would need to 

be considered through the usual fiscal channels. In discussion, the question was 

asked whether this possibility might make the Treasury more cautious about 

endorsing or authorising any CA. It was noted that there had been an inclination to 

use CAs for very broad constitutional questions but this often embraced topics (e.g. 

constitutional or electoral reform) on which the views of key parties were settled 

and unlikely to be changed by a CA. 

 

8. The view was put that ministers might be most likely to see the benefits of a  
CA as outweighing potential costs on a specific, contained topic, particularly one 

where there is a strong sense that something needs to be done and where ministers 
are open to a wide spectrum of answers. Some members of the group pointed out 
that a significant benefit to Ministers of a CA is to provide legitimacy for taking some 

tough decisions: both knowing that members of the public who have participated 
in a CA support them, and that the output of a CA can be cited in support of the 

approach. Topics cited as possible examples were: euthanasia, the regulation of 
social media companies and of online behaviour, or the future taxation and 

funding of transport in the context of climate change. 

 

Calum Miller | 23 November 2021 
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