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DemocracyNext is a global platform for democratic innovation.  

 Our mission is to shift who has power and how we take decisions in government and other 
organisations of daily life. We work towards a more just, joyful, and collaborative future where 
everyone has meaningful power to shape their societies. 

Grounded in rigorous research and extensive practice in the field, we’re both a knowledge hub and 
action lab on Citizens’ Assemblies, deliberation, and sortition - the practice of selecting decision 
makers by lottery. We connect networks who share a goal of innovating democratic governance.  

Our three focus areas are democratic infrastructure, institutions, and innovations.
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“There is something going on 
in the world right now. 
There is a hunger across the 
globe in political systems to 
get citizens involved in 
decision making and policy 
development. And citizens 
want to be involved in this 
role as well.” 
Art O’Leary, Chief Executive, Ireland Electoral Commission  
DemocracyNext Advisory Council member
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→ We serve as a connector of knowledge and people to 
help the field of democratic innovation to grow and 
thrive.  

→ We collect data and good practices, create resources, 
frameworks, and guidelines, and convene networks.  

→ We work to seed and strengthen the democratic 
infrastructure necessary for sustainable change, 
scaling the number of people and organisations with 
the know-how to implement and facilitate deliberative 
assemblies through our learning programs and 
capacity building activities. 

02 
Institutions - 
Scaling 
systemic 
change

→ We provide technical advice and expertise on the 
design of institutionalised Assemblies that are more 
than one-offs and provide support for the relational 
and political work to ensure change is sustainable.  

→ To us, Citizens’ Assemblies are not just ‘tools’ that 
should complement elections. Our work is about 
building new institutions. We think the architecture of 
democracy needs to expand to include Assemblies with 
real weight and power.  

→ We want to see empowered, decision-making 
Assemblies next.

03 
Innovations - 
Enabling 
experiment-
ation

→ While we have evidence of ‘what works’, there are 
still many unanswered research questions and many 
innovations to be tried and tested.  

→ We are prototyping tech-enhanced deliberative 
assemblies.  

→ We are exploring more-than-human governance 
approaches.  

→ And we are expanding the core ideas of Citizens’ 
Assemblies into other domains beyond government.

01 
Infrastructure 
- Building the 
field

Our work at DemocracyNext 



4

About DemNext’s cities programme
We work with cities around the world who are interested in implementing new models 
for citizen engagement. Specifically, we focus our work on the contextualisation and 
implementation of Citizens’ Assemblies in a systematic way to broaden and deepen 
citizen participation and deliberation in urban planning decision-making processes.  

We tap into the knowledge and expertise of each city in order to adapt the general 
proposals outlined in DemocracyNext’s paper, Six ways to democratise city planning: 
Enabling thriving and healthy cities. 

Overview about how we work 

→ DemocracyNext is not a practitioner organisation - part of our mission is to train and empower 
local organisations and and administration staff to have the skills and know-how to do this 
themselves.  

→ We build capacity through a 3-stage learning program outlined in this document that is 
tailored to civil servants, decision makers, and planners to increase the knowledge and 
capacity of staff and decision makers to understand the elements of initiating and running a 
Citizens’ Assembly. This is done virtually and in person.   

→ We provide ongoing advice and guidance throughout implementation of the Citizens' 
Assembly by local partners. 

→ We will provide opportunities for knowledge-sharing and learning between a cohort of cities. 

→ We carry out research with local academic partners to evaluate and learn from the process of 
designing and implementing the Citizens’ Assembly for future iterations and 
institutionalisation.  

→ We promote the collaboration in order to inspire other cities globally. 

→ We work with cities to determine the appropriate fee for collaborating with DemocracyNext 
and a cost estimate for a Citizens’ Assembly that we determine through initial conversations.

Who we work with

→ Collaboration entails involvement from representatives from a 
mayor's office, elected councillors, public engagement teams, senior 
planners and heads of planning departments, and city managers. 

→ We are also interested in hearing from motivated urban developers, 
civil society organisations, or heads of neighbourhood associations/
community boards who are interested in implementing these ideas. In 
these cases, it’s important that political and administrative buy-in in 
the local municipality is fundamental.

https://assemblyguide.demnext.org/#introduction
https://www.demnext.org/projects/cities
https://www.demnext.org/projects/cities
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Conditions for success

Political and administrative buy-in 
→ Demonstrable commitment to the project from senior stakeholders and an openness from 

key decision makers to explore/experiment. 
→ Ideally, cross-partisan support for the initiative from the government and opposition. 
→ Commitment that decision makers will respond to the outputs of this collaboration and the 

Citizens’ Assembly that takes place. Ideally, this commitment is from both the government 
and opposition, as well as senior leadership in the public administration. This is necessary 
for this initiative to be successful, not becoming politicised, and result in lasting change. 

Available staff  
→ A dedicated project manager. This person should be able to work with the key 

stakeholders; they must have sufficient time to lead and coordinate the city's involvement. 

Strategic partners   
→ This should include one or a group of organisations or people who will help deliver, advise, 

and collaborate on contextualisation and implementation of the proposal. This can include: 
an NGO/Civil Society Organisation with experience in citizen participation/deliberation or 
an explicit willingness to learn how to do this; an urban developer; an academic partner (a 
local university or college). 

Time commitment 
→ A nine-module learning program which will require regular meetings.  
→ Regular check-in meetings with city contact points and strategic partners. 
→ A minimum 18-24-month collaboration including documenting and learning from what 

works, and applying learnings to considerations for institutionalising Citizens’ Assemblies.

Below is a set of key questions that we discuss in introductory conversations:  

1. What excites and inspires you most about a Citizens’ Assembly in your city?   

2. Please briefly explain what city planning or decision making problem you’re tackling 
and why you think citizen deliberation would be a helpful solution.  

3. How would this work fit into your city’s strategic priorities? 

4. How would you describe the commitment of the administration and the political 
leadership to carry out this work?  

5. Briefly explain what competences  and experience (if any) you/your team has with 
commissioning, overseeing, or implementing participatory or deliberative processes. 

6. Is there an existing and available budget for citizen engagement or similar? If so, would 
you be able to tap into some of this to support this work?

Key questions



How DemNext collaborates with cities
01   Learning & design 02   Implementation 03  Research &     

dissemination

6-9 months 6-12 months 3-6 months

→ DemocracyNext will lead a 
learning and capacity-building 
program about Citizens’ 
Assemblies for city staff, elected 
officials, and local practitioners (if 
needed). This typically entails 
multiple bilateral conversations 
with key stakeholders involved, 
followed by 5 virtual 2-hour 
sessions and a 1-2 day in-person 
workshop. 

→ We will run a context-building/
knowledge-sharing workshop to 
understand the local context. This 
is typically one 2-hour workshop 
and is complemented with 
interviews of local stakeholders. 

→ We will coordinate an issue-
framing workshop if relevant, and 
an Assembly design workshop 
with relevant stakeholders and 
local actors. The issue-framing 
one is typically 1 day with follow-
up meetings and asynchronous 
work to agree on wording. The 
design workshop is typically 2-3 
days in person and necessitates 
follow-up meetings with relevant 
actors.

→ DemocracyNext is not a 
practitioner organisation - 
part of our mission is to train 
and empower local 
organisations and and 
administration staff to have 
the skills and know-how to do 
this themselves. This is why 
the capacity-building phase is 
quite intensive. 

→ We provide ongoing advice 
and guidance throughout 
implementation of the 
Citizens' Assembly by local 
practitioners. Our support for 
the local practitioners will 
depend on their level of 
expertise. DemocracyNext 
could organise additional 
ongoing support or 
mentorship by a trusted 
practitioner partner if 
needed.  

→ We will coordinate 
knowledge-sharing and 
learning between the cities in 
the cohort and our wider 
international network.

→ DemocracyNext conducts 
research to learn from the 
experience.  

→ We will partner with a local 
academic institution to conduct 
an evaluation. 

→ We will create a webpage that 
has information about this 
collaboration and will write a 
paper that includes information 
about the process, the design, 
the implementation, and 
evaluation of learnings.  

→ We will organise a workshop 
about the learnings for 
institutionalisation and 
iteration.  

→ We will promote and 
disseminate activities and 
learnings through our 
international network and 
communications channels to 
inspire others, provide advice 
on iteration, and share research 
findings.

Benefits of participating in DemNext’s international cities programme 

→ Participate as part of an international cohort 
with other cities around the world to meet, build 
relationships, and learn from one another. 

→ The DemocracyNext team works closely with 
their International Task Force on Democratising 
City Planning of interdisciplinary experts - 
architects, urbanists, chief city planners, public 
servants, practitioners, developers, investors, 
and civil society.
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→ DemocracyNext draws on its ongoing collaborations 
with other organisations such as the MIT Center for 
Constructive Communication on Tech-Enhanced 
Citizens’ Assemblies, as well as its strong academic 
links for research and evaluation partnerships. 

→ DemocracyNext’s team has been involved in designing 
all of the world’s first institutionalised Assemblies, 
understanding the enabling conditions for success as 
well as bringing institutional design experience.
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Learning & design timeline

1) Kick-off and context-building 

→ A visit by DemocracyNext to each city at the start of the collaboration to kick off the project, 
run a context-building workshop and meet with key local stakeholders. This might also be used 
as an opportunity to run the introduction module of the learning program in person.

The learning and design stage of the collaboration will take place June-December 2024. 
There are three elements to the programme. This is a provisional plan, to be discussed 
with each city and adapted to their needs and timelines.

2) A virtual learning program for Citizens’ Assemblies in cities

→ A virtual learning programme for the cohort of cities that will provide the knowledge and skills to 
design and run a Citizens’ Assembly.

3) Issue-framing and Assembly design workshops

→ A visit by DemocracyNext to each city to run issue-framing and Assembly design workshops 
with relevant stakeholders and local actors.

Learning & design - 6-9 months

Implementation - 6-12 months

Research and dissemination - 3-6 months
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How does it work?

A learning program for Citizens’ Assemblies in cities

By the end of the course, you will: 

→ Understand the steps needed in designing, implementing, and following up on the recommendations 
of a Citizens’ Assembly. 

→ Understand how an Assembly fits into your city’s context.  
→ Have brought on board all the stakeholders needed to make the Assembly a success. 
→ Have done the preparation work for the Assembly design workshop.

Key learning objectives

Based  on our Assembling an Assembly Guide, we take relevant stakeholders in a city through a 
predominantly online learning programme that breaks down the steps of setting up an Assembly into 
nine learning modules. For each module of the program, we’ll provide a comparative overview and 
will involve various practitioners from different parts of the world to provide additional examples 
and expertise. The virtual learning programme will take nine weeks to complete, and Zoom sessions 
for each week will include a Q&A session. We try to align the timing of this so that cities we are 
working with in different parts of the world will take the programme together and will have an 
opportunity to learn from each other. 
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Introduction to Citizens’ 
Assemblies 

 

Module 1
Key questions covered 

→ What will this course cover? 

→ What are Citizens Assemblies?  

→ What are the different steps involved? 

→ How do they differ from other forms of public 
consultation (Town Halls, design workshops etc) and 
participatory processes? 

→ Why run Citizens’ Assemblies? 

→ Why use Citizens’ Assemblies in the context of cities? 

→ What are the good practice principles? 

→ What are the human, financial and other resources 
required? 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Researchers/evaluators 
→ Other key stakeholders 

Guest speakers 
→ None 

Assembly governance & 
framing the question 

Module 2 Key questions covered 

→ How does the Assembly fit into the policy-making 
cycle?  

→ Who will respond to the recommendations? 

→ What is Assembly governance and why is it 
important? 

→ Who are the different people that need to be involved? 

→ What working groups and teams need to be formed? 

→ What role will each of them have? 

→ How to choose the Assembly question and set the 
mandate? 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers 
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Other relevant stakeholders 

Guest speakers (tbc) 
→ Arantzazulab/Deliberativa 

(Spain) 

Running sortition & 
ensuring inclusiveness 

 

Module 3 Key questions covered 

→ How does the selection process work?  

→ How to run each stage of the sortition process? 

→ Which data registers should be used? 

→ Upon which criteria is the group stratified? 

→ What should the invitation letters look like? 

→ How to ensure the Assembly is as inclusive as 
possible? 

→ How to represent young people and future 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Data protection/statistics 

teams of the city 

Guest speakers (tbc) 
→ MASS LBP (Canada)/Panelot 

(US)/Es geht LOS (Germany)

The design process that sets up the deliberationBefore the Assembly 
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Preparing evidence & 
communication 

Module 4 Key questions covered 

→ How to prepare the evidence for the Assembly? 

→ What should be included in the information kit? 

→ How to ensure the communications strategy helps 
the wider public and decision makers to stay 
informed about the Assembly? 

→ How to engage with journalists? 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Communications teams 

Guest speakers (tbc) 
→ MASS LBP (Canada)/G1000 

(Belgium)/Irish Electoral 
Commission  

Evaluation &  
drawing learnings 

Module 5 Key questions covered 

→ Why evaluate citizen deliberation? 

→ Who evaluates? From self-reporting to independent 
evaluations 

→ What to evaluate? Evaluation criteria for before, 
during and after the Assembly 

→ What methods to use? Surveys, interviews, and 
more 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Researchers/evaluators 

Guest speakers (tbc) 
→ Stephen Elstub (UK)/Nicole 

Curato (Australia)/Bailey 
Flanigan (US)  

Facilitating deliberation & 
consensus building 

Module 6 Key questions covered 

→ How to ensure high-quality and impartial facilitation? 

→ How to help Assembly Members feel welcome? 

→ How to surface shared values? Playful ways of doing so 

→ What are the stages of facilitating an Assembly? 

→ How to build broad consensus in the group? 

→ How do Assembly Members work to develop 
recommendations? 

→ When to use voting and what voting methods to use?  

→ How does the public authority receive 
recommendations? 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 

Guest speakers (tbc) 
→ MosaicLab (Australia)/

WeDoDemocracy (Denmark)/
Delibera Brasil/Ariel Procaccia 
(US) 

How a Citizens’ Assembly unfolds “in the room”During the Assembly 
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Tech-enhanced Citizens’ 
Assemblies 

 

Module 7
Key questions covered 

→ How to decide if and how to use digital tools? 

→ How to choose the right digital tools? 

→ In what ways to use new technologies to improve 
all three phases of the assembly process? 

→ How can technology enable and amplify 
community engagement by capturing diverse 
communities’ voices and experiences to inform 
the deliberation process? 

→ How can AI support deliberation in both small 
group conversations and plenaries? 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Tech/IT team 

Guest speakers (tbc) 
→ MIT Center for Constructive 

Communication 

Follow-up 
 

Module 8 Key questions covered 

→ How should the public authority follow up on the 
recommendations? 

→ What form should the outputs take?  

→ What are appropriate timelines? 

→ How to ensure that the Assembly Members have 
feedback on the implementation of their 
recommendations in an ongoing way  

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Other key stakeholders 

Guest speakers (tbc) 
→ KNOCA (Knowledge Network 

on Climate Assemblies/ 
G1000 (Belgium) 

Institutionalisation in 
the context of cities 

 

Module 9 Key questions covered 

→ What are the benefits of embedding citizen 
deliberation in the context of cities? 

→ In what ways can citizen deliberation be 
embedded in the context of cities and urban 
planning? 

→ What are design considerations for embedded 
Citizens’ Assemblies? 

→ What can be learned from examples of such 
Assemblies worldwide? 

Duration: 90 min 

Who takes part? 
→ Project managers  
→ Practitioners/facilitators 
→ Other key stakeholders 

Guest speakers (tbc)  
→ iDeemos (Colombia)/City of 

Toronto/Francophone 
Brussels  Parliament

What happens after delivering recommendationsAfter the Assembly 
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→ How we work: A case study 
The following example shows how it is possible for one pilot to be 
scaled up to over 250 Assemblies in the space of three years, taking an 
approach to intentionally building capacity and skills collaboratively 
from the start.  

Partnering with Arantzazulab Democracy Innovation Lab in the Basque country in Spain on a 
single pilot in Tolosa (a city of 20,000) in 2020, working in conversation with a second 
(separate) pilot at provincial level, has today led to reflections on how to institutionalise 
Citizens’ Assemblies across all 251 local councils, three provincial governments, and the 
federal government. The proposals for this institutionalisation of Assemblies is happening 
despite a change in political leadership. This is because both the government and the 
opposition convened the Citizens’ Assembly together and received its recommendations.  

Our approach included in-depth strategy work, a broader capacity-building and a learning 
program involving the Arantazazulab team, representatives from all three layers of 
government, as well as civil society and practitioner organisations, from the get-go. We 
trained two local organisations with experience in adjacent activities such as community 
dialogues in how to design and run Citizens’ Assemblies, and provided support and mentoring 
advice during the implementation phase. Today, the team at Arantzazulab is driving forward 
conversations, having developed the expertise to be able to do so with our support. We 
remain in contact to provide advice and answer questions when needed.  

During 2024-25, we will again be partnering with Arantzazulab to work with a major 
international corporation to look at how to democratise their governance processes.  

https://arantzazulab.eus/en/
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Our core team involved in any city project include:  

DemocracyNext team & experience

Lucy worked for 16 years at the National Trust - Europe’s largest 
conservation charity. Initially as a General Manager, and then Assistant 
Director of Operations for the Midlands & East of England. Lucy was 
regional co-lead for all things inclusion, and the region’s urban 
programme. She led the creation of the National Trust’s first holistic city 
strategy in Birmingham, which included partnerships with community 
and arts organisations, local authorities, national and international 
heritage organisations, on a range of place-based and creative work all of 
which were about civic pride. As a volunteer she chairs Moseley Road 
Baths - a community-led place in Birmingham.

Ansel is a writer and editor with more than a decade of experience. He is 
a former investigative journalist and 2015 Washington Coalition for 
Open Government Key Award Finalist. Prior to that, he was a reporter in 
Haiti and produced a VICE documentary about his work there. Before 
joining DemocracyNext, he worked as a press officer, social media 
strategist, video and graphics producer, and speechwriter in Deputy 
Communications Director and Digital Director roles for U.S. 
Representative Pramila Jayapal and U.S. Senator Bernie Sanders, 
respectively.  

Claudia Chwalisz 
Founder and CEO

James MacDonald-Nelson 
Project Lead - Urban 
Design and Planning

Lucy Reid 
Chief Operating Officer

Ansel Herz 
Director of Communications

Claudia was involved in designing the world’s first permanent Citizens’ 
Assemblies in Paris, Ostbelgien, and Brussels. With DemNext’s Founding 
Head of Research and Learning, Ieva Česnulaitytė, she co-authored the 
OECD’s flagship report Innovative Citizen Participation and New 
Democratic Institutions: Catching the Deliberative Wave and led the 
development of the OECD Good Practice Principles for Deliberative 
Processes. Claudia oversaw the development of the OECD Evaluation 
Guidelines for Representative Deliberative Processes (2021) and wrote 
Eight Ways to Institutionalise Deliberative Democracy (2021). Claudia is 
an Obama Leader 2023 and she serves on the Advisory Boards of the UN 
Democracy Fund, The Data Tank, and Design & Democracy. 

James is a designer with degrees in landscape architecture, urbanism, and 
global development studies. Having studied and worked in spatial 
practice for 10 years in Toronto and then Berlin, mostly delivering large-
scale commercial and residential development projects James has a deep 
knowledge of how the built environment is transformed, how decisions 
are made about our cities - and how often citizens are left out of these 
processes.  

https://www.noemamag.com/a-movement-thats-quietly-reshaping-democracy-for-the-better/
https://www.newdemocracy.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Eupen-%E2%80%93-Press-Release.pdf
https://www.g1000.org/en/news/brussels-launches-worlds-first-permanent-citizens-assembly-climate
http://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
http://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
http://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
http://www.oecd.org/gov/open-government/good-practice-principles-for-deliberative-processes-for-public-decision-making.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/gov/open-government/good-practice-principles-for-deliberative-processes-for-public-decision-making.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/gov/open-government/evaluation-guidelines-for-representative-deliberative-processes-10ccbfcb-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/gov/open-government/evaluation-guidelines-for-representative-deliberative-processes-10ccbfcb-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/gov/open-government/eight-ways-to-institutionalise-deliberative-democracy.htm


Contact 
Claudia Chwalisz, CEO - claudia@demnext.org 
James Macdonald-Nelson, Project Lead - james@demnext.org 

https://www.demnext.org/projects/cities 
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