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Deliberative democracy and Parliament: The German Bundestag’s Citizens’ Assemblies

We all see signs of crisis in our democratic systems. The trust in institutions has been declining, and this
unfortunately includes political parties, politicians — and Parliaments. So democratic innovation is
needed to restore confidence in the most important representative institution we have. But how can we

translate this into practice? There are many concepts, with a lot of differences regarding their aims.

The German Bundestag has decided to give deliberative democracy a try, and will establish up to
three Citizens’ Assemblies in the current electoral term. The idea of doing so was introduced by a
conservative President, and our current social-democratic President has made this a key project of her
term. The Bundestag will test this instrument - and see how it works, for participants of the Citizens’
Assembly, for Members of the Bundestag and for society at large. We are learning - and trying to get even

better.

The first Citizens’ Assembly on “Nutrition in Transition: Between Private Concerns and Governmental
Responsibilities” has started at the end of September. So far, we are happy to see very engaged citizens

and many interested MPs.

What exactly are Citizens’ Assemblies and what does deliberative democracy mean? We believe it is
better than direct democracy, with its black and white choices that do not allow for compromises, and

better than participatory instruments, that bring in more of the already overrepresented voices.

Citizens’ Assemblies are defined by a few basic principles: participants are chosen by lot out of the
whole population. This sortition process produces a body that is more diverse than the group of actual
voters in most Parliamentary elections. The 160 participants then discuss - fact-based, fairly and at eye
level - the topic given to them by the German Bundestag, with the aim to reach the biggest consensus
possible. This is called deliberation. They are supported by neutral facilitators who run plenary
sessions and smaller working groups, and they get input by experts covering the full range of scientific

and political positions.

How are we organizing this at the Bundestag? The remit of a Citizens’ Assembly is proposed by the
political groups and then decided upon by the plenary. This assures political ownership of Parliament as
a whole. The process is accompanied by a rapporteur group of the Council of Elders, Parliament’s

internal board, to take management decisions. Within our administration, a special unit, the citizens’



assemblies project team, is steering the process, while implementing organizations specialized in

participatory and deliberative methods are putting it into practice.

In our first Citizens’ Assembly, participants are deliberating for three weekends in presence and six
online sessions. Then, the citizens deliver recommendations for Parliament and hand in a citizens’
report that will be tabled in the plenary of the German Bundestag. The end of deliberations marks the
beginning of a Parliamentary process. Our Citizens’ Assemblies are advisory bodies. Thus, it is up to the
elected Parliamentarians to decide which recommendations they want to take up. Responsibility and
accountability solely lie with the MPs. At the same time, transparency of the process is a top priority:
Before the start, a stakeholder hearing has been organized to involve society at large, there is a special
website continuously reporting on the Citizens’ Assembly, and all expert inputs are made public. A

scientific board advises on the design of the assembly and on the appropriate experts to give input.

What is the added value for Parliament? Citizens’ Assemblies produce a new form of input for MPs,
showing where society really stands on specific topics and including often unheard voices of
marginalized groups, but also of the publicly often silent majority. They give information on the real
“sticking points” in difficult debates, indicating at which point people do not accept proposed policies
anymore, and how deep their resistance goes. At the same time, Citizens’ Assemblies come up with
answers to specific questions that can hope for broad public support. Finally: they demonstrate that
convergence instead of fragmentation and polarization is possible. They can help pacify conflicts and

bring about a gain of acceptance for the political system at large.

By establishing Citizens’ Assemblies for the German Bundestag, we hope to set an example for better
citizen participation - one that generates better outcomes, serves MPs in their work and helps to
stabilize our representative parliamentary system. As I said at the beginning: There are other ideas being
discussed. And every country, every Parliament needs a tailor-made solution that really fits its political
system. Let us see what works best in the end. We all and our Parliamentary systems only can take profit
from a healthy competition for the best democratic innovation. We at the Bundestag are happy to share

our experiences with Parliamentary Citizens’ Assemblies.



