
 

 

Leibfried Prozessbegleitung  •  www.leibfried-prozessbegleitung.de       AllWeDo e.V.  •  www.allwedo.eu       The ECI Campaign  •  www.citizens-initiative.eu 

 

1 

 

Citizens’ Assemblies PLUS   
No Transformation Without 
Implementation 
 

Maximizing Impact of Citizens’ Assemblies’ Recommendations 

Marina Leibfried, Dr. Carsten Berg, Dr. Peter Behrendt 

 

Translation of the original paper: “Der Bürgerrat PLUS – ein Bürgerrat mit 
Umsetzungsbegleitung,“ published in 2023 by the Berlin Institut für Partizi-
pation | bipar (ISBN: 978-3942466-62-2). Translated by Benjamin Morris. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fostering Citizens' Assemblies Collaboratively 

Democracy is in global competition with other political systems, and the 
question remains open as to how it can continue to survive and thrive. To 
achieve this, we start from the premise that a vibrant democracy must en-
sure democratic dialogue, decision-making and collective agency, all of 
which must go hand-in-hand with democratic learning. Democracy needs 
democratic innovation in order to stay lively. Stratified randomly selected 
Citizens' Assemblies represent a key democratic innovation that currently 
fuels intense debate around the world (cf. OECD 2020). Using the example 
of this increasingly frequently used approach, we show that classic Citizens' 
Assemblies still are inadequate for fostering a vibrant democracy; in order to 
strengthen democratic capacity to act in the face of critical societal chal-
lenges, it is necessary to specifically design and support not only the decla-
ration of Citizens’ Assemblies’ recommendations but also their implementa-
tion and to incorporate actors from all major levels (politics and 
administration, civil society, economy etc.) from the start.  

Here, we present a model that serves to adequately design participation pro-
cesses such that all key players are engaged and connected. How can the 
different pillars of democracy (electoral, deliberative and direct) be better 
interconnected and combined? Which processes are best suitable for which 
societal challenges? Within those processes, what opportunities do which 
players have to make an impact? And how do we get into action? With struc-
tural and conceptual considerations as well as practiced examples, the 
model "Citizens’ Assemblies PLUS" provides preliminary answers to these 
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questions. We invite all those interested in participation and experts to fur-
ther advance and vitalize this model with us.  

Making Citizens’ Assemblies Effective 

Societal challenges require societal negotiation processes. Citizens' Assem-
blies (CA) are an exceptional way of developing socially accepted solutions. 
The lottery procedure provides the most diverse composition possible, one 
that reflects the breadth and diversity of society better than other public 
participation procedures or in classic electoral democratic bodies (cf. OECD 
2020, Berg, Chwallisz, Nicolaidis, Sintomer 2023). In a moderated process, 
participants receive well-founded information, partake in constructive dis-
cussions and develop jointly supported solutions.  

The lottery procedure is a proven one and builds on the original democratic 
principle of Ancient Greece complemented with modern deliberation tech-
niques (cf. Sintomer 2023). In Ireland, highly controversial issues such as 
abortion law and marriage for all have been successfully resolved by Citizens’ 
Assemblies over the last decade (cf. Courant 2021). Since then, numerous 
CAs have been conducted throughout Europe. The format continues to ex-
perience a significant upsurge. In Germany, seven national CAs have taken 
place since 2019 (cf. Bürgerrat 2023), and in 2023, the German Parliament 
started to apply randomly selected Citizens’ Assemblies on a regular base (cf. 
Deutscher Bundestag 2023). 

However, CAs concerning complex challenges (especially climate Citizens' 
Assemblies) have yet to usher in major breakthroughs (cf. Tyers, Huckins, 

Boswell 2020). Because of this, CAs are now being criticized more frequently, 
or to put it differently: it is becoming very clear that it is necessary to pay 
more attention to and systematically approach the follow-up and implemen-
tation of citizen-assembly recommendations (cf. Langkjær & Smith 2023, 
Wilson & Mellier 2023).  

We are at a crossroads: if the impression arises that CAs "don't make a dif-
ference," participation as a whole might be discredited. Therefore, we need 
to further cultivate and develop CAs if they are to contribute to strengthen-
ing the democratic capacity to act and to bolster our vibrant democracy in 
the global systems competition. 

The Type of the Challenge Determines the Choice of 
Design 

How can we strengthen the democratic capacity to act? Theories of individ-
ual and collective action differentiate three significant phases of successful 
action (vgl. Behrendt, Matz, Göritz 2017) following the initiation of the pro-
cess: deepening the understanding of the situation and of available options 
for change; weighing, selecting and deciding on specific goals; and imple-
menting these goals in the planning and action phase. In short, we must (1) 
initiate a process, (2) collectively deepen our understanding, (3) decide and 
(4) implement. 

Of course, different societal challenges come with different qualities. The 
characteristics of the challenge are critically relevant for the process needed 
to solve it.  
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• Does the challenge present an understanding problem, i.e., is there 
merely a lack of knowledge, social dialogue, understanding of differ-
ent perspectives and exchange? Then a well conducted dialogue pro-
cess is needed (2). 

• Does it present primarily a decision problem, e.g., a yes or no ques-
tion that can be signed into law or implemented simply? Then a de-
liberation and negotiation process and the ensuing democratically 
made decision are needed (3). 

• Or does it present an implementation problem, such as the case 
with the current, monumental issue of climate action? Then demo-
cratic negotiations and decisions are not sufficient: a collective im-
plementation process must follow (4).  

If process sequences and procedures are chosen that do not suit the chal-
lenges, the ability to act cannot be strengthened and the lack of success leads 
to frustration for all parties involved. This can happen if, for example, a ran-
domly selected CA actually addresses decision-making or implementation is-
sues but the democratic decision and implementation fail to take place. 
Therefore, during the initiation phase of a participation process, it is essential 
to ensure (i) the willingness to adequately address all necessary phases and 
(ii) to follow through until the end. When complex implementation problems 
are concerned, the decision-making and implementation phases should be 
designed and appropriately budgeted from the outset. In order to design 
these phases, a clear understanding of who the key players are is necessary. 

Incorporating all Actor Levels to Solve Complex Im-
plementation Problems 
The assumption that complex societal challenges can be resolved solely 
through majoritarian political-institutional decisions is as flawed as the no-
tion that implementation will naturally proceed without further effort fol-
lowing dialogue or decision-making. 

The theory of transformatics (cf. Müller 2023) distinguishes four essential 
mechanisms of action for far-reaching social innovation and transformation. 
These run parallel and mutually reinforce one another: (A) establishing legit-
imation through new laws and rules, in particular by political actors, (B) em-
powerment, in particular of pioneers in the population, the so-called inno-
vative "early adopters," (C) raising awareness about the challenge, its 
meaning, possible solutions and about individuals’ potential for concrete 
change in behavior and (D) designing new products and services, in particular 
by social actors in business and science.  

In order to effectively strengthen the democratic capacity to act in the face 
of complex societal challenges, all four essential actor levels should be ad-
dressed and engaged as much as possible: (A) politics and administration, (B) 
pioneers and "early adopters" in the population, (C) as many citizens as pos-
sible and (D) key social actors (business, science, civil society, media…). At 
every step in the process, all levels of actors have different means to make 
an impact. The only way to successfully achieve transformation is by inter-
connecting and integrating all actor levels. 
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Accompanying Implementation (Interim Conclusion) 

Currently, classic CA models do not provide guidance for accompanying im-
plementation. Despite generating thoughtful, broadly supported proposals, 
Citizens' Assemblies lack the means to ensure their recommendations are 
enacted. Citizens' Assemblies addressing complex societal issues only fulfill 
their democratic potential when their recommendations are implemented 
through clearly legitimized democratic processes.  

Previous Citizens' Assemblies have often suffered from a design flaw: the de-
cision-making and implementation phases are not sufficiently conceptual-
ized from the outset. Additionally, the results of previous Citizens' Assem-
blies have been primarily addressed to political bodies, neglecting the unique 
and meaningful opportunity to engage and involve all levels of social actors. 
Good ideas that cannot be realized by formal political decisions fall by the 
wayside because key players are not addressed. Countless real-life examples 
have shown that complex societal challenges require a multi-layered ap-
proach.  

We've developed "Citizens’ Assemblies PLUS - No Transformation Without 
Implementation" specifically to better tap the potential of randomly selected 
Citizens’ Assemblies. Our model builds on established approaches, such as 
the "Citizens' Council" model of Vorarlberg (Vorarlberg 2023). It is currently 
being piloted in the Freiburg region in Southwestern Germany (Freiburg Cit-
izens' Assembly). A detailed description of the Freiburg Citizens’ Assembly 
Model can be found on the website https://www.buergerrat-plus.eu/en. 

Citizens' Assemblies PLUS focuses on collective support for implementation 
across several levels. 

Essential elements of Citizens' Assemblies PLUS are: 

1. Implementation support ensures that the results of the CA are pur-
sued in a democratic and transparent fashion. 

2. There is a far-reaching involvement of different levels of actors for 
collective implementation: politics, administration, citizenship, busi-
ness, science, organized civil society and other institutions cooper-
ate together. 

After all, complex societal challenges require societal negotiation pro-
cesses—and the democratically legitimized, collective implementation of 
jointly supported solutions. 
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Introducing the Model: Weaving Together the Three 
Pillars of Democracy 

In their forthcoming 2023 publication “A Wholistic Approach to Citizens’ As-
semblies: Combining Electoral, Direct and Deliberative Democracy,” Berg 
and Nicolaidis (2023) propose a model in which CAs are embedded in various 
real or possible courses of action and in which the three pillars of democracy 
play equally important roles (Figure 1): 

 

 
Figure 1: Typology of Citizens' Assemblies (cf. Berg, Nicolaidis 2023) 

 

 

For future Citizens' Assemblies, we recommend that: 

1. The process should not end with the citizens' recommenda-
tions: the decision and implementation must be conceptually 
planned, actively supported and financed from the outset. To 
this end, new formats should be developed and tested. 

2. CA recommendations should be addressed to a more diverse 
audience than simply political bodies: all levels of society 
should be involved in the implementation of transformative 
processes.  
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Classic democratic decision-making processes contain three phases: (1) initi-
ation, (2) deliberating and authoring and (3) decision. These three phases 
can be connected with all three pillars of democracy: (A) electoral democ-
racy, (B) deliberative democracy and (C) direct democracy. The model pro-
vides a quick overview and a deeper understanding of contribution opportu-
nities and power relations in political decision-making processes. 

The following are some examples of possible process sequences, with a focus 
on randomly selected Citizens' Assemblies (Figure 2, non-exhaustive selec-
tion): 

A1-A2-A3 (red arrows): the classic and dominant decision-making procedure 
in today's parliamentary-representative democracies without Citizens’ As-
semblies. Political representatives initiate, negotiate and decide on parlia-
mentary resolutions. 

A1-B2-A3 (light green arrows): model of "classic" randomly selected CAs 
(e.g., the nationwide CAs in Germany): the CA is initiated and defined the-
matically by political actors top-down; deliberation is carried out and recom-
mendations are formed in the CA. Decisions regarding the adoption of the 
recommendations are made by parliament, as is the case, for example, in 
Germany (cf. Deutscher Bundestag 2023) or by the government/cabinet, as 
in France (cf. Giraudet 2021).  

 

 
Figure 2 Possible process sequences (selection) 
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A1-B2-A2-(A3) (orange arrows): On closer inspection, it becomes apparent 
that most of the recommendations of Citizens' Assemblies are not in fact 
directly decided on by public decision makers (stage 3) but go back to the 
deliberation and consultation phase (stage 2) if at all. The content of the rec-
ommendations is merely given to and discussed by actors on the political 
level. In some cases, the process stops here and there is no explicit decision 
by the legislative body on the adoption of the CA recommendations, as ex-
emplified by the CA of the EU (cf. Berg 2022). 

A1-B2-C3 (yellow arrows): the Irish CA model. Elected authorities decide on 
the initiation; deliberation and negotiation take place in a CA. The recom-
mendations are then submitted to the people in a binding referendum (cf. 
Farrell, Suiter 2019). 

B1-B2-A3 (blue arrows): the East Belgium model. One Citizens' Assembly ex-
clusively decides on the topic (B1), while another Assembly deliberates on 
the respective topic (B2). The ultimate decisions concerning the recommen-
dations are made by the elected representatives (cf. Nissen, Min 2019). 

B1-B2-C3 (pink arrows): the Neo-Athenian model. The initiation and prepa-
ration of a CA are the responsibilities of an independent CA (B1), while the 
recommendations are discussed and formed in a separate CA (B2). The deci-
sion on whether or not to adopt the recommendations lies with the entire 
citizenry in a referendum. As of now, this model has not yet been used (cf. 
Berg, Nicolaidis 2023). 

C1-B2-A3 (purple arrows): the Austrian model. CAs can be initiated by the 
citizenry, i.e., by a citizens' initiative. Decisions on the recommendations are 
made by the elected representatives (cf. Vorarlberg 2023). 

C1-B2-B3: (dark green arrows) the Gdańsk model: CAs can be initiated by the 
citizenry, i.e., by a citizens' initiative. The decision on whether or not to adopt 
the recommendations lies with the members of the CA themselves. Recom-
mendations are adopted by the government if they are supported by 80% of 
the CA members (cf. Carson, Gerwin 2019). 

 
For dialogue or decision-making problems, the CA typology presented here 
is very suitable for making conscious decisions about where which procedure 
and which form of democracy should be used and interlinked. In order to 
engage and empower the population, it is worth thinking outside the model 
box of "classic randomly selected Citizens’ Assemblies" and incorporating 
further deliberative and direct democratic elements (Berg, Nicolaidis 2023). 

However, the model has its limitations when confronted with matters of im-
plementation. Therefore, we propose a twofold expansion of the model 
(Figure 3). 
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Model Expansion: Including all Levels of Actors and 
Implementation 
 

 
Figure 3: Model expansion with actor levels and implementation phase 

In order to fully exploit the democratic capacity to act on complex 
challenges, the model must be supplemented by (D) major social actors and 

(4) the implementation phase (Figure 3). In addition to politics and admin-
istration (focus on electoral democracy, A), randomly selected CAs or similar 
formats of deliberative democracy (B) and all citizens (addressed by direct 
democracy, C), other social actors must also have a seat at the table—in par-
ticular business, science, organized civil society (D). These actors can also in-
itiate a negotiation process, play a significant role in providing sound advice 
and (co-)decide on possible solutions. Just like the other actor levels, they 
play a crucial role in implementation.  

In terms of the transformatic theory, the role of the different actor levels 
during implementation can be described as follows: In the implementation 
phase, implementation is made binding by the political body and administra-
tion through rules, laws, etc. (A4). The process of a CA can win over CA par-
ticipants as early adopters, and newly acquired knowledge as well as oppor-
tunities for effective action can encourage and empower them to change 
their behavior (B4). Raising awareness among the population is crucial for 
implementation in order to ensure that the implementation is well anchored 
and broadly supported by as many people as possible. All citizens can partic-
ipate in implementation within their own capacity (C4). Other social actors 
from business, science and civil society play a significant role for sustainable 
implementation, e.g. through the development of new products and services 
that transform markets and create new opportunities (D4) (cf. Müller 2023). 

Implementation support provides (participatory) formats to each actor level. 
These formats are embedded in a holistic process, presented below with CAs 
as a central building block (CA PLUS, Figure 4). 
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Citizens' Assemblies PLUS: From Start to Implementation  

 

 
Figure 4 Diagram of a prototypical process sequence of Citizens' Assemblies PLUS. The main phases (rectangles) are supplemented by intermediate steps (hexagons). 
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The diagram (Figure 4) shows a prototypical process flow of Citizens' Assem-
blies PLUS. It illustrates clearly that the results of the deliberative or negoti-
ation process—the citizens' report of the CA—are not the end of the process; 
they are an important milestone along the way. The process must be contin-
uously evaluated and adjusted as necessary. Two essential elements for suc-
cess are (i) the transparent presentation of developments and (ii) the joint 
celebration of successes and achievements.  

Collaboratively Developing a Diverse Range of Partic-
ipation Formats 
Citizens' Assemblies PLUS provides the theoretical framework for conceptu-
alizing and reflecting on a process design. The concept can then be realized 
by the concrete implementation of a variety of formats. Running Citizens' 
Assemblies PLUS means developing and using formats for all levels of actors 
in every phase. The Freiburg Citizens’ Assembly exemplifies one comprehen-
sive design variant. It was originally piloted in 2022-2023. The specific format 
descriptions can be found at https://www.buergerrat-plus.eu/en. 

We invite and encourage all those interested to further cultivate and vitalize 
CA PLUS and to contribute examples of successful formats for all levels and 
phases. Our vision: a collaborative online platform with best-practice ex-
amples of implementation concerning the phases of dialogue, decision-
making and action, a platform that can serve as a source of inspiration for 

society and as a design tool for effective participation processes, open for 
everyone. We envision a future in which Citizens' Assemblies are no longer 
standalone deliberative processes, but are systematically coupled with im-
plementation support—where initiators and implementers jointly commit, 
from the very beginning, to designing and planning the democratically legit-
imate implementation of the outcomes. 

Beyond Citizens’ Assemblies: Participation PLUS 
The model presented here was developed on the basis of a randomly se-
lected Citizens’ Assembly. It applies analogously to all other types of partici-
pation processes. Whenever more complex implementation issues are at 
hand, implementation should be taken into account from the start. Partici-
pation is important. We need more Participation PLUS: participation with im-
plementation support. Europe has gained significant expertise and experi-
ence facilitating democratic dialogue and decision-making. Now, we need 
new approaches that strengthen our democratic collective agency and dem-
ocratic learning so that we can jointly tackle societal challenges and thus 
strengthen, cultivate and shape a vibrant democracy capable of action for 
the next generations. 

 

More inspiration and specific examples of the approach presented here can 
be found at https://www.buergerrat-plus.eu/en.

 



 

 

Leibfried Prozessbegleitung  •  www.leibfried-prozessbegleitung.de       AllWeDo e.V.  •  www.allwedo.eu       The ECI Campaign  •  www.citizens-initiative.eu 

 

11 

 

Bibliography 

Behrendt, Peter., Matz, S., Göritz, A. S. (2017). An integrative model of leadership behavior. Leadership Quarterly, 28(1), 229-244. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2016.08.002  

Berg, Carsten (2022): Citizens' Panels Show the Way Ahead for Transnational Democracy, Berggruen Institute, https://cdn.sanity.io/files/9xbysn2u/produc-
tion/b596568b396bf84122248cea6197581dcb423cc0.pdf  

Berg, Carsten, Nicolaidis, Kalypso (2023): A Wholistic Approach to Citizens’ Assemblies: Combining Electoral, Direct and Deliberative Democracy (forthcoming) 

Berg, Carsten, Claudia Chwalisz, Kalypso Nicolaidis, and Yves Sintomer (2023), The European Citizens’ Assembly: Designing the missing branch of the EU, Euro-
pean University Institute and DemocracyNext, https://www.demnext.org/uploads/The-EUCA-Paper_040923-FINAL.pdf 
 
Bürgerrat (2023): Bundesweite Bürgerräte, Informationsseite von Mehr Demokratie, e.V., https://www.buergerrat.de/buergerraete/bundesweite-buerger-
raete/ 

Carson, Lyn, Gerwin, Marcin (2018): Embedding Deliberative Democracy in Poland, newDemocracy Research and Development Note, 
https://newdemocracy.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/docs_research-
notes_2018_May_nDF_RN_20180508_EmbeddingDeliberativeDemocracyInPoland.pdf 
 
Courant, Dimitri (2021): Citizens' Assemblies for Referendums and Constitutional Reforms: Is There an “Irish Model” for Deliberative Democracy?, Frontiers in 
Political Science, 08 January 2021 Sec. Elections and Representation, https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpos.2020.591983/full 

Deutscher Bundestag (2023): Bürgerräte, https://www.bundestag.de/buergerraete 



 

 

Leibfried Prozessbegleitung  •  www.leibfried-prozessbegleitung.de       AllWeDo e.V.  •  www.allwedo.eu       The ECI Campaign  •  www.citizens-initiative.eu 

 

12 

 

Giraudet, Louis-Gaëtan, Apouey, Bénédicte, Arab, Hazem, Baeckelandt, Simon, Begout, Philippe, et al. (2021): Deliberating on Climate Action: Insights from the 
French Citizens’ Convention for Climate. 2021. hal-03119539, https://enpc.hal.science/hal-03119539v1 

Farrell, David, Suiter, Jane (2019): Reimagining Democracy: Lessons in Deliberative Democracy from the Irish Front Line, Cornell University Press, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctv310vk1k 

Langkjær, Frederik, Smith, Graham (2023): Designing the Follow-up to Climate Assemblies: Embedding Recommendations within the Public Administration. 
KNOCA Briefing No.8, September 2023, https://knoca.eu/app/uploads/2023/09/KNOCA-Briefing-8-Designing-the-Follow-up-version-1.9.23.pdf 

OECD (2020), Innovative Citizen Participation and New Democratic Institutions: Catching the Deliberative Wave, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
https://doi.org/10.1787/339306da-en. https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm 

Müller, Björn (2023). Systems Innovation through Practice-based Design. Insights from working with the DEAL model of practice transformation. (forthcoming) 

Niessen, Christoph; Reuchamps, Min (2019): “Designing a Permanent Deliberative Citizens Assembly: The Ostbelgien Modell in Belgium”, Centre for Delibera-
tive Democracy & Global Governance working paper series, Vol. 6, pp. 1-19, http://hdl.handle.net/2078/229726. 

Sintomer, Yves (2023): The Government of Chance - Sortition and Democracy from Athens to the Present, published by Cambridge University Press. 

Tyers, Roger, Huckins, Joshuam, Boswell, John (2020) Assessing the #DelibWave in the UK: A report on the impact of Citizens’ Assemblies in British Govern-
ment, Public Policy at Southampton 14pp, https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/445542/ 

Wilson, Rich, Mellier, Clair (2023): Getting Real About Citizens’ Assemblies: A New Theory of Change for Citizens’ Assemblies, https://europeandemocra-
cyhub.epd.eu/getting-real-about-citizens-assemblies-a-new-theory-of-change-for-citizens-assemblies/ 

Vorarlberg (2023): Bürger*innenräte in Vorarlberg, https://vorarlberg.at/-/buergerraete-in-vorarlberg 

 


