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1. Key insights  

• A central objective of climate assemblies has been impact on policy making, with less 
attention given to achieving more broad-based and longer-lasting impact on wider 
publics, including participation of civil society. 

• The outcomes from climate assemblies can range from immediate and specific impacts 
(e.g. heightened media coverage) through to longer-term and more wide-ranging legacies 
(e.g. democratic transformation). 

• Strategic involvement of a diverse range of actors is likely to heighten the influence of 
climate assemblies over time. Finding more ways to engage the wider public, business, 
civil society groups and media, for example, is likely to result in greater impact and a more 
durable legacy. 

• It is valuable to distinguish between different types of impact and legacy of climate 
assemblies. These derive from motivations that are normative (participation is the right 
thing to do), instrumental (participation is a better way to achieve particular ends) and 
substantive (participation leads to better ends). There is evidence that climate assemblies 
have reflected these motivations in the different ways that impact and legacy has been 
pursued.  

• The ultimate test of the impact and legacy of climate assemblies is the extent to which 
they enable meaningful progress on addressing climate change. It is often argued that 
citizen deliberation can lead to more ambitious proposals than could be accomplished in 
their absence. There is conversely the risk that they might serve to consolidate 
established policy approaches and ways of thinking, and to sideline more radical demands 
or innovative solutions.  

 

2. Recommendations 

1. Careful consideration of the different pathways to impact and legacy should be built into 
the commissioning, design, implementation, and follow-up of climate assemblies, in order 
to realise their maximum potential. 

2. Practitioners should be clear which aspects of impact and legacy are intended outcomes 
of climate deliberation (e.g., influence on policy process) and where these are desirable 
but subsidiary outcomes (e.g., heightened interest in climate action by assembly 
members). 

3. Emphasis on the range of normative, instrumental, and substantive perspectives on 
impact and legacy can lead to a broader spectrum of outcomes. 

4. Engagement with the wider public, before, during, and beyond the lifespan of a particular 
deliberative process should be integrated into the scope of climate assemblies. Examples 
include commitments from authorising bodies to respond publicly to assembly outcomes, 
establishing a robust media and communications strategy, and empowering members to 
stay engaged and active in climate action. This has the potential to contribute to 
outcomes beyond participating assembly members and already-engaged actors. 
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5. While the provision of advice to policy-makers is likely to remain an important objective 
of climate assemblies, practitioners should also be alert to ways in which impact and 
legacy can be achieved across civil society, including shaping public discourse on climate 
action and contributing to the momentum for more transformative social change. 

6. KNOCA and other relevant bodies could usefully support the design and development of 
a systematic impact evaluation framework. This has the potential to inform the 
commissioning, design, implementation and evaluation of climate assemblies. 

 

3. Introduction 

Climate assemblies are intended to lead to real change that addresses the climate emergency. 
As such, it is critical to establish an understanding of the types of impact and legacy that can 
arise from them, and to be able to plan for and evaluate their outcomes. An appreciation of 
the outcomes that can be achieved from climate deliberation can help to ensure good 
practice in designing and carrying out assemblies, as well as the strategic use of 
recommendations that arise from them. 

Practitioners and commissioning bodies have sought to organise climate assemblies to enable 
tackling climate change in ways that are socially acceptable to citizens, as well as policy-
makers and other stakeholders. For some, the ambition extends further, with a desire to 
initiate a lasting legacy for deliberative approaches towards tackling the climate and 
ecological crisis, and for more broad-based democratic and societal transformation. This 
briefing recognises the diversity of potential outcomes from climate deliberation and 
provides a framework that aims to inform best practice in order to maximise the impact and 
legacy of climate assemblies. 

First, we suggest that the outcomes from climate deliberation can be understood in terms 
both of impact and legacy. The impact of citizen deliberation is best understood as the near-
term, specific outcomes arising from a particular process. The legacy of climate deliberation is 
best understood as the wider influence that can be achieved, over a period of months or 
years. 

Second, there are several domains of influence which have been connected to climate 
assemblies. They have the potential to be influential for those citizens who participate (e.g. 
raising interest in climate action among assembly members); they can influence climate 
policy-making and legislation; they can act as a catalyst for increased media coverage and 
shifts in public discourse; and they can help to enable new ways of thinking about citizen 
involvement and the democratic process in tackling the climate crisis. 

Third, in seeking to exert influence across these domains, it is important to consider the range 
of objectives and strategies adopted. For example, involving elected representatives from 
across the political spectrum can create buy-in, increasing the likelihood of direct policy 
influence. A media and public engagement strategy can help to raise awareness and empower 
action, and promote the acceptability of local initiatives and/or national policy targets.  

Finally, we propose that there are different types of outcome that climate assemblies can 
have, depending on the underlying rationales for their use. We draw on a widely used 
framework for considering the purpose of citizen involvement, making a distinction between 
normative, instrumental, and substantive outcomes. These can broadly be defined as seeking to 
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ensure active participation of citizens in climate action, as this is the right thing to do in a 
democratic society (normative); enabling proposed plans for climate action to become more 
acceptable or achievable (instrumental); and achieving more ambitious, creative, and publicly 
acceptable solutions to the climate crisis (substantive). 

The framework outlined here is summarised in Figure 1, in relation to timescale, objectives 
and strategy, areas of influence, and types of outcomes that can be obtained from climate 
deliberation.  

 

Figure 1 Outcomes from climate assemblies 

 
 

Our aim for the remainder of this briefing is to provide a practically useful framework and set 
of considerations for practitioners, commissioning bodies, and academics who are working in 
the field of climate deliberation. In section 2, we expand upon the framework outlined above 
with reference to some illustrative outcomes and routes to impact and legacy, including 
examples from recent climate assemblies. Both the framework itself and the content of the 
paper are drawn from a rapid evidence review and a series of expert interviews, which are 
outlined in more detail in section 3 of the briefing. This extended discussion offers further 
detail and background for the interested reader, situating climate deliberation in the context 
of wider work on deliberative democracy, highlighting specific considerations for enabling 
wider influence from such processes in relation to climate action, and offering some 
perspectives from key individuals who have been working in this field. 

 

4. Applying the framework 

In order to expand on the framework described above, we provide further illustration of how 
impact and legacy has been achieved or pursued in recent climate assemblies.  
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We consider this in terms of three domains spanning: policy and legislative measures; 
democratic engagement; the media and wider public discourse. For each of these, we 
highlight routes to achieving impact and legacy, and suggest ways in which these reflect 
normative, instrumental, and substantive rationales for climate deliberation. Examples are 
given that reflect concrete outcomes obtained through several implemented processes of 
climate deliberation. We draw examples from publicly available source materials, as well as 
the insights of expert practitioners involved in the design and implementation of climate 
assemblies. Further detail and background can be found in section 5 on this source material. 

In Tables 1 to 3 we set out a proposed framework for achieving impact and legacy, drawing 
on a range of cases and examples. In general, it is envisaged that objectives and strategies 
logically precede specific outcomes; however, in practice the impact and legacy of climate 
deliberation can arise through exploiting opportunities as they emerge, and in ways that bring 
together a range of influences and outcomes. For example, in cases where enthusiastic 
assembly members are keen to engage with the media, this can help to raise the profile of 
recommendations to policy makers in ways that may not be envisaged at the outset of 
planning climate deliberation. We expand further on the detail and complexities of pursuing 
impact and legacy in section 3 of the briefing. 

Table 1 provides an overview of the types of impact and legacy that can be obtained in the 
policy and legislative domain. The opportunity to influence climate policy has been one of the 
main objectives of assemblies to date, particularly where these have been commissioned by 
bodies within or close to government. 

Table 2 provides an overview of the types of impact and legacy that can be obtained in 
relation to civil society engagement and the democratic process. Wider civil society 
engagement has not always been treated as a core objective at the commissioning stage of 
climate assemblies, however, may prove critical to expanding influence beyond the confines 
of a closed assembly process. A longer-term aim of many involved in deliberation is that it will 
help to rejuvenate and improve democracy. While this again is unlikely to be considered a 
commissioning objective, it has the potential to be part of the longer-term legacy of climate 
assemblies. 

Table 3 provides an overview of the types of impact and legacy that can be obtained through 
wider attention to climate deliberation and action on the climate crisis. This has been often 
recognised as a valuable outcome, though perhaps at times as an ‘extra’ rather than a core 
aim or objective of such processes. For example, the positive benefits for citizen participants 
are often highlighted as a beneficial outcome of deliberation, but this is rarely if ever an 
objective as set out by those commissioning and funding deliberation. 
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Table 1  Policy and legislative outcomes 

Aims, objectives for 
planners  

  

Strategy  Outcomes Example  Normative, substantive, 
instrumental outcomes 

Contribute to specific 
policy and law; key 
recommendations 
implemented  
 

Engage civil servants and 
elected representatives 
across political spectrum 
and at all stages of policy 
process; stress key 
recommendations to 
decision-makers; 
structure deliberation 
such that practicable 
recommendations arise; 
plan for longer-term 
attention to citizen 
proposals beyond the life 
of the assembly. 

Precise and identifiable 
changes to policy as a 
result of citizen 
recommendations 

Ireland’s citizens’ assembly led to the establishment of 
a parliamentary committee on climate action1 which 
led in turn to a national climate plan and the 
implementation of legal requirement to reach net-zero 
by 20502 
 
Partial implementation of ban on domestic flights in 
France, originating from Convention Citoyenne3 
 
Pre-existing proposal for medium-term ban on petrol 
and diesel cars aligned with UK Climate Assembly 
recommendations4 
 

 
Normative: people are entitled 
to contribute ideas for policies 
that affect society 
 
 
Substantive: More innovative 
and far-reaching policy ideas 
may emerge from citizen 
deliberations 
 
Instrumental: pre-existing 
policy ideas may be given 
further weight through citizen 
endorsement; demonstration of 
support from citizens for wider 
and/or more radical climate 
policy agenda and stakeholder 
initiatives (e.g. frequent flyer 
levy) 
 

Opening up of difficult 
areas to policy scrutiny 
and action 

Highlight particular cases 
of citizen support for 
more ambitious action; 
ongoing dialogue and 
engagement over 
sustained time period; 
enable follow-up dialogue 
in relation to more 
fundamental societal 
change  

Events and dialogue with 
decision-makers and 
stakeholders on 
challenging topic areas, 
e.g., diet and material 
consumption 

Citizens from the Convention Citoyenne challenge “the 
obsession with growth, GDP indicators and the logic 
of profits” as blocking progress towards a green 
transition5 
 
Recommendations for advertising bans on high-carbon 
foods, and for frequent flier levy, arising from UK 
Climate Assembly 
 
Recommendation from Convention Citoyenne for 
introduction of Ecocide law and change to French 
constitution to incorporate environmental protection 

  

 
1 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/committees/32/climate-action/ 
2 https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/aecb3-government-publishes-new-climate-law-which-commits-ireland-to-net-zero-carbon-emissions-by-2050/  
3 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-56716708  
4 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-51366123   
5 https://www.conventioncitoyennepourleclimat.fr/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Points-de-blocage-identifi%C3%A9s-par-les-membres-de-la-
Convention.pdf  



KNOCA is funded by the European Climate Foundation, with support from the Swedish Postcode 
Foundation and Porticus Foundation – knoca.eu 

 

   
  

7 
 

Table 2 Civil society engagement and the democratic process 

Aims, objectives 
for planners  

  

Strategy  Outcomes Example  Normative, 
substantive, 
instrumental outcomes 

Empower civil 
society to 
participate in 
social and political 
initiatives 
 
 
 
 

Provide advice, 
resources and 
support for broad-
based public 
engagement with 
climate deliberation; 
support climate 
assembly members 
to take action 
beyond planned 
deliberations 

Events and 
activities led 
by citizens 
designed to 
promote 
climate action 
and 
empowerment 

Toolkits developed by Global Assembly for use by civil society6 
 
Citizens participating in the Global Assembly presented recommendations at the 
COP26 climate talks.7 
 
Citizens supported by civil society organisations and legal experts in shaping 
proposals and drafting laws; encouraged to engage with communities and 
members of parliament8 
 
German Bügerrat Klima engaged a coalition of around 80 civil society 
organisations, including work to promote contact with politicians.9 
 
Scotland’s Climate Assembly engaged with 100 children from ten schools across 
the country, with children voting on priorities for action.10 
 
 

 
Normative: Citizenship 
entails ongoing 
participation in 
democratic and political 
decision-making 
 
Substantive:   
Climate action 
established as a concern 
and responsibility of the 
wider public 
 
Instrumental:  
Widespread support for 
climate action translated 
into political, economic 
and social change 

Facilitate a more 
participatory and 
citizen-led form of 
governance and 
policy making  
 

Draw on experiences 
of climate 
deliberation to 
campaign for new 
democratic processes 
and models 

Changes to 
democratic 
structures and 
expectations 
over the 
longer-term 

German NGO Mehr Demokratie has argued that climate deliberation should 
become a regular and standard democratic approach, which involves as many 
people as possible.11 
 
The conveners of the Global Assembly on the climate and ecological crisis have 
positioned their approach as having the potential to expand and renegotiate 
democracy.12 
 

  

 
6 https://globalassembly.org/resources/downloads/Community-Assembly-Toolkit.pdf 
7  https://ukcop26.org/events/citizens-from-the-global-assembly-present-their-proposals/ 
8 https://cast.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/CITIZENS-CLIMATE-ASSEMBLIES-CAST-July-2021.pdf 
9 https://knoca.eu/previous-climate-assemblies/ 
10 https://www.climateassembly.scot/interim-report/including-children-and-young-people 
11 https://www.mehr-demokratie.de/fileadmin/pdf/2021/21-05-09-Impulspapier__Klima_und_Demokratie__vom_Bundesvorstand_beschlossen_.pdf   
12 https://newint.org/features/2021/02/08/defibrillating-democracy 
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Table 3 Impact and legacy: Media coverage and wider public discourse 

Aims, objectives 
for planners  

  

Strategy  Outcomes Example  Normative, substantive, 
instrumental outcomes 

Highlight role of 
wider public in 
climate 
decision-making 

Press releases, personal 
contact with journalists: 
stress how process can 
enable effective climate 
policymaking; use quotes 
from high-profile figures, 
senior decision-makers, 
and experts 

Media reporting 
articulates the value 
and potential of 
climate deliberation 
for enabling action on 
climate change 

Conveners of the UK Climate Assembly facilitated the making 
of a documentary, The People Versus Climate Change, aired on 
the BBC. 
 
“The government must… urgently bring the public into the 
debate about what tackling climate change really means” – Sir 
David Attenborough, speaking to Sky News, UK13 
 
The patron of the Bügerrat Klima is former president Dr Horst 
Köhler. 
 

 
Normative: public deliberation 
deserves wider audience and 
engagement; media coverage 
enables this 
 
 
Substantive: Policy formulation 
and climate action is improved 
through achieving wider attention 
of society 
 
Instrumental: media coverage 
gives prominence to 
recommendations from climate 
deliberation, bringing this to the 
attention of decision-makers 
 

Highlight value 
of participation 
for assembly 
members 

Press releases, personal 
contact with journalists: 
stress ‘human stories and 
the experiences of 
selected and enthusiastic 
assembly members 

Media reporting 
articulates the 
positive experiences 
of assembly members 
and their involvement 
in the process 

Citizen assembly members of the UK’s Climate Assembly 
supported in communicating to the media and stakeholders.14 
 
“It’s awakened me: UK climate assembly participants hail a life-
changing event” – headline in Guardian, UK15 

 
13 https://news.sky.com/story/climate-change-sir-david-attenborough-says-politicians-must-lead-if-public-is-to-embrace-net-zero-challenge-12402187 
14 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p097sbzc 
15 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/dec/31/its-awakened-me-uk-climate-assembly-participants-hail-a-life-changing-event 
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5. Rapid evidence review and expert perspectives 

In order to derive the impact and legacy framework presented above, we undertook a more detailed 
rapid evidence review and series of expert interviews. The purpose of the rapid evidence review 
was to draw out some of the central ideas and insights from the academic and wider literature on 
outcomes that can be attained from citizen deliberation. We focus in particular on recent studies 
that have looked at these processes in the context of climate action, while also including some more 
general concepts and ideas. To enable inclusion of insights from deliberation in practice, and in the 
contexts of recent processes, we spoke to four experts in climate deliberation. These experts span 
experiences and perspectives on climate assemblies held in France, Germany, Ireland and the UK, as 
well as in connection to the Global Assembly. We include quotes and reflections from these experts 
to help elaborate their viewpoints on the key issues regarding impact and legacy of climate 
assemblies. 

5.1. Background to the paper 

Climate assemblies are a novel and still-developing approach to tackling the climate crisis; as such, 
clear evidence of legacy and impact is inevitably limited. Beyond climate, there has rarely been a 
concerted effort to consider the immediate or longer-term impact of citizens’ assemblies 
(Schöenwalder, 2021). Furthermore, the longer-term impacts of citizen assemblies may not be 
apparent for some years after their implementation (Bryant & Stone, 2020). Tracing the genesis of 
policy to a particular exercise in citizen deliberation is similarly problematic. Nevertheless, there 
remains the prospect that climate deliberation can trigger innovative and ambitious action in this 
area.  

For the most part, the involvement of citizens in deliberation about social issues has tended to 
focus on generation and refinement of policy (Farrell et al., 2019; Gerwin, 2018; Gerwin & 
Gąsiorowska, 2020). While remaining an important aim for climate deliberation, the nature of the 
climate crisis is such that consideration of a wider remit for its influence may be warranted. This 
could include changing the nature of public engagement, raising the profile of climate change in the 
media and public discourse, and drawing wider attention to citizen involvement in enabling 
emissions reduction. In this briefing we aim to draw attention to a wider range of influence beyond 
policy, and to encourage practitioners to utilise climate assemblies in a way that reaches their 
maximum potential.  This is especially relevant when considering the climate objectives of citizen 
engagement where more ambitious policy remains a pressing need, with a large gap remaining 
between governments’ net zero aspirations and their actual policy commitments. 

5.2. Existing perspectives on impact and legacy 

One of the most comprehensive frameworks for understanding citizen participation and 
deliberative democracy has been developed by the OECD (2020), which reviewed 289 case-studies 
across a range of topic areas and geographical locations. The OECD employed four categories from 
Nabatchi et al.’s (2012) evaluation framework for deliberative processes, two of which are relevant 
to considerations of impact. The first of these states the importance of influential recommendations, 
in terms of “the evidence of impact on public decision making” (OECD, 2020, p. 81) and the extent 
of implementation of recommendations (OECD, 2020, p. 103). Impact upon policymaking and policy 
implementation are key areas for citizen assemblies in general. This said, the impacts of citizen 
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deliberation can be understood in broader terms: Nabatchi et al. (2012) describe this as impact on 
the wider public, in relation to “the secondary and long-term effects on efficacy and public 
attitudes." (OECD, 2020, p. 81).  

While the OECD report is a useful resource for examining how citizen assemblies can effect change, 
we aim to broaden its notion of impact in the context of climate action. We outline ideas of impact 
and legacy of relevance to climate action and present a broader framework for considering how 
citizen involvement can enable a range of outcomes, and how best practice in pursuit of these goals 
might be achieved. 

Importantly, and as Elstub et al. (2021) point out, the influence of a climate assembly cannot be 
separated from the internal logic and scope of the process itself. This can encompass the topic 
areas used to consider climate action, the extent to which processes are ‘bottom-up’ (driven by 
citizens’ concerns) or ‘top-down’ (the agenda determined in advance by experts). The framing of 
information and how climate change is understood (e.g., as a systemic socio-political problem, or 
one requiring discrete laws and technological fixes) is also likely to influence the recommendations 
and outcomes of assemblies. For further discussion of the ways in which the agenda and scope of 
assemblies are relevant to outcomes, please refer to KNOCA Briefing on Framing of Climate 
Change16, and the CAST report on climate deliberation17. 

5.3. Methods 

To capture the key literature in relation to citizen deliberation on climate change, we undertook a 
rapid evidence review. Use of the search terms “citizen assembly”, “climate”, and “climate assembly” 
in Google Scholar yielded 254 search results, of which 72 were considered relevant to review in 
detail. Further sorting of articles led to 25 papers and reports which had a key focus on specifically 
the impact of citizen assemblies and/or more generally climate assemblies. This review approach 
cannot itself be exhaustive, rather its aim is to identify core themes and ideas in relation to the 
impact and legacy of climate assemblies. In addition to material identified through the rapid 
evidence review, further prominent resources were also incorporated.  

Semi-structured interviews were held with four experts / practitioners of climate assemblies, 
lasting between 30-60 minutes. Full consent was given to use the names and associated institutions 
of the interviewees and all quotes were sent to the participants for approval before publication. 

The interviewees for this part of the work were the following: 

• Claire Mellier (CM) – expert in facilitation and participation; facilitator for many processes 
including Climate Assembly UK (CAUK), Convention Citoyenne pour le Climat; co-founder of 
Global Assembly 

• Diarmuid Torney (DT) – Associate Professor in the School of Law and Government, Dublin 
City University, expert in EU environment policy, specialist in deliberative democracy, 
member of Expert Advisory Group to Ireland's Citizens' Assembly 2016-18 for its 
deliberations on climate change. 

 
16 https://knoca.eu/the-framing-of-climate-change-within-climate-assemblies/ 
17 https://cast.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/CITIZENS-CLIMATE-ASSEMBLIES-CAST-July-2021.pdf 
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• Rich Wilson (RW) – a democracy renewal specialist who has led hundreds of deliberative 
democracy processes; co-founder of Global Assembly and founder of Involve (2004) 

• Steffen Krenzer (SK) - Lead for “The Climate Debate” programme, Mehr Demokratie; Co-
author of "Handbuch Klimaschutz", a study for how Germany can reach the 1.5-degrees-
goal; founder of the Working Group "Critical Environmental Psychology".  

A semi-structured interview schedule was used to keep focus whilst maintaining freedom to 
explore new and emergent ideas the participants wanted to discuss. Extracts and quotes from the 
participants are used to illustrate interviewees’ perspectives and practical experiences. 

In compiling the summary frameworks for impact and legacy, we have additionally drawn on 
previous toolkits and frameworks for understanding impact, in particular an extension of TAMI 
(Technology Assessment in Europe: Between Method and Impact), which focussed on project 
optimisation and categorisation of impacts and outcomes (Decker, 2011). This work considered 
participatory methods in Technology Assessment, seeking to understand how public and political 
opinion can be influenced and established. Whilst climate deliberation shares some of the same 
methodological underpinning, it is important to revisit these forms of outcome when considering 
the unique, complex, and nebulous arena of climate change and opinions surrounding it (Elstub et 
al., 2021). The toolkit from Decker (2011) also presented a typology of impact, which helps to 
establish potential impact which can be aimed for, as well as the different processes for achieving 
this. Our typology, adapted from Fiorino (1989) and Stirling (2005; 2008), details some of the ways 
in which impact and legacy corresponds to the ‘normative-substantive-instrumental’ framework we 
have outlined.   

5.4. Identifying impact and legacy: evidence from the literature and expert perspectives 

The outcomes from climate assemblies can be considered both in terms of immediate and concrete 
outcomes, as well as longer-term shifts in how society understands and responds to the climate 
crisis. We consider these respectively in terms of ‘impact’ and ‘legacy’ from climate assemblies. 

5.4.1. Impact 

The impact of climate deliberation has been most commonly understood as influence on 
policymaking or decisions taken by statutory authorities, including government at local and national 
levels. In this vein, the OECD presents impact as a result of "deliberative process [that] were 
commissioned by a public authority” (2020: 150). Wells et al. (2021) also frame the outcomes from 
climate deliberation in terms of recommendations being adopted in the policy domain: 

“an immediate response by the commissioning body, formal acceptance of the recommendations 
by the authority, the appearance of a recommendation in policy documents or work programmes, 
or the actual implementation of the recommendation” (ibid: 3) 

In order to achieve meaningful impact, Schöenwalder (2021) argues that there needs to be “at a 
minimum, a formal commitment from policymakers to consider the inputs received and report back 
on any steps taken as a result” (p. 484). This recognises that the outcomes of an assembly require 
some level of buy-in from policymakers to adopt – or at least seriously consider – the 
recommendations arising from citizens’ deliberation. An example of this is the response from the 
Parliamentary Select Committee for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), which is 
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responsible for scrutiny of government action on climate and which was one of the six committees 
that commissioned Climate Assembly UK18. It issued a formal response to the CAUK report, 
detailing how the government should step up its ambitions and produce a viable strategy for 
reaching net zero, whilst recognising the importance of deliberative engagement in building 
consensus and maintaining public trust (BEIS, 2021). Furthermore, the Climate Change Committee 
(CCC) has become a strong proponent of the assembly and indicated a willingness to adopt more 
participatory processes itself as a result. The CCC draws on CAUK’s recommendations in calculating 
its most recent carbon budget, as part of its advice to the UK Government (CCC, 2021). This again 
illustrates the importance of bringing people into the policymaking process. 

In the case of the Irish Citizens’ Assembly 2016-2018, the establishment of a dedicated 
parliamentary committee to respond to its recommendations can be considered to have fulfilled the 
aim of a formal response at least to some extent (Devaney et al., 2020). Likewise, the commitment 
from President Macron of France (while for many commentators seen as having later been watered 
down, see below) that measures generated by the Convention Citoyenne pour le Climat would be 
subject to a national referendum or incorporated into legislation or regulation, represents a level of 
intended impact embedded into the process itself.  

Whilst it is typically a key objective to have recommendations implemented as policy, there is also a 
need to move beyond an appraisal of impact that asks only whether the assembly led to the direct 
introduction of policy from the citizen’s recommendations. 

“People always want to know how many of the recommendations on climate change were 
incorporated into the government’s plans. […] but there’s also the broader catalytic effect that 
climate assemblies have on policymaking.” - DT 

Undoubtedly, influence on policy will remain an important objective of climate deliberation, 
however, the nature of the climate crisis is inherently complex and requires the involvement of 
wider civil society for successful climate action. This was a concern outlined in some detail by Rich 
Wilson of the Global Assembly, who pointed to a central role for participants’ empowerment 
through the deliberative process: 

“One of the key routes to change for a deliberative process on a complex issue like climate will 
potentially be building the self-efficacy and collective efficacy of people to make change 
themselves.” – RW 

In most cases, the stated aims of climate deliberation – including in recent national climate 
assemblies in France and the UK – have been to inform policymaking. It is clear nonetheless that 
several subsidiary or additional aims have also been incorporated. For example, CAUK employed a 
team of media liaison officers to publicise its work and generate wider interest, and the Convention 
Citoyenne implemented an additional public-facing online platform to which a broader range of 
citizens could contribute. The Global Assembly has likewise enabled a core group of international 
participants to inform recommendations, while providing resources and materials that can be used 
by civil society for similar ends.  

 
18 https://committees.parliament.uk/work/1191/findings-of-the-report-of-climate-assembly-uk/publications/ 
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The presence of elected representatives at local and national climate deliberation processes itself 
reflects a wider interest in political circles in the work of these initiatives. Many environmental 
NGOs have also taken a keen interest in climate deliberation, including through participation in 
them at the design stage, as advisory members, or in giving evidence. It is appropriate therefore to 
consider the impact of climate deliberation in terms of influence upon these groups, as well as upon 
formal policymaking.  

5.4.2. Legacy 

Beyond the more immediate influence of climate deliberation, the potential exists for climate 
assemblies to achieve a longer-term legacy. In the same way that climate mitigation and adaptation 
policy require fundamental shifts and changes to society and everyday life, deliberative democracy 
practitioners have argued that more enduring change is needed in the ways that civil society 
engages with and influences governance and decision-making. There are key examples from the 
Irish Assembly where the assembly initiated changes to governance structures through the 
introduction of new bodies and laws further down the line. 

“I wouldn’t view the assembly itself in isolation. That [the citizen assembly] led to the committee 
and then a government wide climate action plan, and the whole process. One of the key 
recommendations was that our climate law from 2015 would be strengthened, and that was put 
into law this year, nearly four years later, so that’s one of the more specific impacts.” - DT 

An important legacy of climate deliberation in this context is a shift in the ways that civil society 
might become more actively involved with charting a course towards a low-carbon society. This 
legacy of climate deliberation can be achieved in part through extending the climate conversation to 
greater numbers of the public, and beyond the timeline of the assembly (Geib, 2020). There has 
been a recognition of the value in doing this by viewing the climate assembly in part as a form of 
conversation starter, or as a way to push beyond a discursive deadlock, or through challenging 
unhelpful and well-established status quos of opinion. This can enable a wider engagement in 
discussion and public debate, beyond the necessarily small number of participants able to 
participate directly in formal climate deliberation (Wells, Howarth, & Brand-Correa, 2021). 
Scotland’s Climate Assembly, for example, engaged in active outreach to promote deliberations in 
the Children’s Parliament and schools. The recent Global Assembly initiative is taking this a step 
further through inviting participation of civil society in climate deliberation through schools, 
community groups and other organisations, in order to enable more broad-based engagement.19 

“The thing I’m most interested about in the Global Assembly, are the distributed events, the 
community assemblies, because unless you can scale up deliberation, you miss the potential for 
engaging larger numbers of citizens […] It seems to me that developing citizens’ assemblies so that 
they can generate national conversations that hold plurality and respect and enable us to move 
forward together is the big prize in all of this.”  - RW 

A further potential legacy from climate assemblies can be the integration of more deliberative 
approaches within formal bodies and institutions, including local and devolved governments. As 
with other topic areas in which citizen deliberation has been carried out, practitioners have reported 

 
19 https://globalassembly.org/ 
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that a visible and successful process can act to persuade sometimes sceptical politicians and civil 
servants of the value of these methods, as well as changing public perceptions of political 
institutions and policymaking.  

"The participants and the politicians who were part of it [German CA], attending some sessions at 
least, they were really impressed. So, if people learn to know about the process it has the potential 
to change the mindset of the people and change the idea of how politics can work.” - SK 

One of the broader objectives for those convening the CAUK was that this might highlight the 
wider value of citizen engagement in the policymaking process (Cherry et al., 2021). It has been 
argued similarly that the Irish Citizens’ Assembly has given momentum to the continued practice of 
deliberation, with the accompanying opportunities for progress towards ambitious and new ways of 
debating and governing (Murdova, Walker, & Colli, 2020). In reviewing the ways in which the Irish 
Citizens’ Assembly informed subsequent Scottish activities, Cahillane (2020) has also argued its 
success lay in challenging dominant forms of political wisdom, such that “the real value of the 
Citizens’ Assembly model may lie in how it impacts on the political class”. Similarly, Niessen (2019) 
has argued that a core legacy of climate assemblies may be in their contribution to the 
transformation of our existing models of representative democracy.  

“The particular apparatus that was set up to take forward the recommendations, this 
parliamentary committee, turned out to be quite powerful. Members of the parliamentary 
committee had spent about six months meeting once a week and hearing from expert witnesses, 
and a number of them talked about how it had been the biggest learning experience of their 
parliamentary career; to get into the detail. And the parliamentary committee wouldn’t have 
existed without the citizens assembly taking place.” - DT 

While changing the shape of democratic processes will benefit from the support of the political 
class, such a shift towards a more deliberative ethos will also require a broader cultural shift in 
perspective, including public recognition and acceptability of such approaches (OECD, 2020; Geib, 
2020). Emerging evidence suggests that there may indeed be relatively high levels of support for 
deliberative processes in the context of climate action (Steentjes et al., 2021). The influence of 
participating in (climate) deliberation upon citizen assembly members themselves has been 
evidenced in several studies, often presented as a positive, even life-affirming experience (Werner 
& Muradova, 2020). While not typically an explicit aim of climate deliberation, the enthusiastic 
involvement of citizens in informing climate policy – not at all a typical role for non-experts – can 
have ripple effects in terms of raising the legitimacy of deliberative processes among the wider 
population. 

“If we have institutionalised assemblies, not only the participants, but the public and the 
politicians could learn from it, and would see the discussed topics from a greater perspective, from 
many perspectives: There are 150 people in the Assembly, and there are experts bringing in so 
many perspectives from science, so if it’s there and part of the official institution it could really 
change things.” - SK 

There is the potential to increase not only the public acceptability of climate policy arising from 
climate deliberation, but that the process itself is one that is trusted and valued by wider civil 
society. Indeed, some survey experiments based on assembly scenarios have found heightened 
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acceptance of climate policy recommendations where these were perceived to be linked to a 
deliberative process, in comparison to a control condition (Gastil et al., 2016). 

“I think supporting people to understand how the world works and how change actually happens, 
which includes the reality that power holders very often do not act on recommendations is key. 
We want to make sure that everyone who wants to take action, has a clear action plan to take 
home with them. This might include campaigning, speaking to their representatives, do something 
in their community, it’s ensuring that our theory of change had as many routes to change as 
possible, because if you’re hanging it on influencing power holders, that’s a high-risk change 
strategy because they could easily ignore it. – RW 

 

5.4.3. Rationales for differentiating types of impact and legacy 

Deliberative approaches have been characterised in the long-standing literature on public 
engagement in terms of normative, instrumental and substantive rationales, as articulated by Stirling 
(2005): 

“From a normative view, participation is the right thing to do. From an instrumental 
perspective, it is a better way to achieve particular ends. In substantive terms it leads to 
better ends.” (Stirling, 2005, p. 220) 

Normative approaches are compatible with ‘democracy-driven governance’ whereby participation, 
inclusivity, and widespread democratic representation are emphasised (Bua & Bussu, 2020). 
Instrumental approaches can be most useful for legitimising policy as a means of ensuring decisive 
action and can be termed as ‘governance-driven democracy’ (Ibid.). Finally, substantive approaches 
are defined by their contribution towards more effective and/or ambitious outcomes, in relation to 
climate mitigation and adaptation, or indeed to the improvement of democratic institutions 
themselves.  

These rationales for climate deliberation can be associated with different types of impact and 
legacy, as we outline below. 

5.4.4. Normative rationales for climate deliberation 

Far-reaching social transformations are required to achieve emissions reductions at the scale and 
speed needed to align policy with commitments, such as those made by governments under the 
Paris Accord. There are implications of climate mitigation in many areas of everyday life – including 
mobility, food, material consumption and domestic energy use. In any democratic society, this 
presents a strong normative case for meaningful citizen engagement in climate-relevant decision-
making.  

A normative perspective on climate deliberation emphasises the need for a diverse range of people 
to be heard in order to re-connect the public with legislative and governing bodies, and to provide 
an opportunity for citizens and decision-makers to learn, participate, increase equality, provide 
social justice, and move towards a more emancipatory democracy (Devaney et al., 2020; Dryzek et 
al., 2019; Farrell et al., 2019; Fournier et al., 2011; Stirling 2005).  
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“For me citizens’ assemblies are about modelling an alternative kind of politics and decision-
making. I believe people are going to expect to make policy in increasing numbers of areas and 
that they have a right to do this. […] In many ways a citizen assembly is the membrane between 
institutions and the people. Old power is concentrated power, in terms of academic institutions, 
the city, government, and new power is more distributed. And citizens assemblies are kind of like a 
sandbox to play between that space of old and new power.” - RW 

While being justifiable in its own terms, normative rationales for climate deliberation can also be 
directly linked to the attainment of impact and legacy. As Bryant and Stone (2020) argue, 
government can only achieve so much without wider citizen engagement: 

“Local authorities can only go so far in reducing the climate impacts within their locality 
through their own actions – they require partnerships and collaboration with local 
businesses, institutions and of course the citizens.” (p. 7) 

An implicit critique of (climate) assemblies is that they are often conceived as a one-off event, 
where funding is secured for the process itself, meaning that any offshoot activities or longer-term 
outcomes are not well considered or taken into account. Furthermore, they are often related to a 
point in the policy cycle, rather than an ongoing conversation that bridges citizens, communities, 
and decision-makers.  

In this vein, and in the context of a local sustainable food assembly in York, UK, Doherty et al (2020) 
explain that actively engaging with citizens and stakeholders at all phases of the policy cycle creates 
the best opportunity for achieving impact. Outcomes arising from this assembly included increased 
membership of local food groups and attendance at sustainable food events. An inclusive 
membership within climate deliberation can increase their impact; in the context of York’s 
sustainable food assembly, proposals for the re-localisation of food provision were embedded in the 
unique community. This was seen as valuable and with proposals widely accepted due to the make-
up of the assembly including local stakeholders and businesses (Doherty et al., 2020). This type of 
engagement can be achieved through other means, too. For example, the German Bügerrat Klima 
made sure to cast the net as wide as possible to ensure engagement and buy-in from a range of 
organisations that form civil society, increasing voices from outside the assembly process, as well as 
within it. 

“The networking was also important. Because our climate assembly was initiated by civil society, 
we wanted lots of other organisations, not only environmental organisations, but like the church, 
or car manufacturers, but a good representation of all the types of organisations we have in 
society. And many of them publicly supported the idea of the assembly.” - SK 

In terms of ensuring policy is representative of as diverse a range of voices as possible, the OECD 
(2020) emphasizes the need for deliberative processes to "gather buy-in from all stakeholders 
across the political spectrum so that it does not become wedded to one political grouping" (p. 129). 
In this vein, it has been explicitly argued that the engagement of a diverse range of people in 
climate deliberation can be a valuable tool for government in being able to reflect a non-partisan 
representation of society’s views (Manly, Bartley & Swarbrick, 2020). This was something that was 
actively brought into the German process. 
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“In Germany we had a renowned Patron, from a conservative party. Usually people doubt them 
[assemblies] to be neutral, they think they are from the left. And to have this clearly conservative 
patron was a key for involving other organisations, other politicians from across the political 
spectrum.” - SK 

As well as being ‘the right thing to do’, normative approaches to climate deliberation can result in a 
more complete, practical and well-informed policy response. As Sandover et al. (2021) argue, citizen 
deliberation offers an opportunity for “extending democratic processes beyond ‘politics as usual,’ 
engaging a wider set of voices than ‘conventional’ public participation processes” (p. 84). The case 
can also be made that certain groups in society should be accorded particular prominence in climate 
deliberation. For example, the inclusion of youth voices has the potential to be impactful in terms of 
developing ambitious policy, or by raising awareness through school strikes and climate marches, 
especially given the direct effects that climate action or inaction will have on their futures (Devaney 
et al., 2020).  

Furthermore, there are concerns around the reproduction of power from institutions when their 
involvement is too central to the processes of a climate assembly, and a more normative approach 
to this could help to diminish that risk. 

“What would be interesting would be to have processes that can be really genuinely shaped by 
the citizens, where they can set the agenda, which isn’t really happening, because as we know the 
commissioning body sets the parameters and the framing questions and the way it is designed.” - 
CM 

There is the potential for tension here, in cases where a normative rationale leads to resistance to 
influencing citizens, to the extent that they are not provided with enough support or information. 
This requires careful consideration and appropriate guidance from organisers. 

“Sometimes in the deliberation world there can be a reluctance to create conditions that support 
ambition. This usually comes from a good place, a desire to not make assumptions about what 
people need. But it seems not to be informed by tenets of social psychology such as ‘scaffolding’, 
which show how the right support is critical for people to fully understand the situation and 
confidently respond to it. We see this manifest in climate assemblies when citizens make 
incremental proposals, when previously they have agreed the situation is an ‘emergency’, so their 
proposals are not commensurate with the situation as they have defined it.” - RW 

5.4.5. Instrumental rationales for climate deliberation 

As established above, a normative rationale for climate deliberation proceeds under the assumption 
that good democratic processes can enable desirable outcomes for climate action. An alternative 
slant on the purpose of climate deliberation, by contrast, is that it can enhance the acceptability of 
effective emissions reduction – that is, an instrumental rationale. As Sandover et al. (2021) argue, a 
citizens’ assembly can “provide legitimacy for the bold policy changes that might be required” (p. 
83-4) on climate. Muradova et al. (2020) similarly describe the value of climate deliberation in the 
following terms: 
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“a means of bringing credibility and legitimacy to political decision-making and tackling the 
disconnect between citizens and the unique challenges posed by climate change” (p. 1322-
3) 

An instrumental mobilisation of climate assemblies can be understood as a way to increase the 
political legitimacy of policy, or as a means to overcome political deadlock. 

An instrumental focus in climate deliberation can be a clear route to policy impact. Of the nearly 
140 policy recommendations produced by CAUK, close to 100 of these had been prepared in 
advance by experts and received almost universal support from citizens (Cherry et al., 2021). 
Headline findings arising from this climate deliberation included a ban on the sale of petrol and 
diesel cars in the near future, and dietary change to lower emissions. These policies and most others 
discussed were supported by citizens, but were nevertheless already on the policy agenda; the 
assembly itself had the ability to strengthen their legitimacy through citizen appraisal.  

“[From] the policy angle, to take the French and UK and the Scottish Climate assemblies, I think 
they were all extremely good value in creating conditions that enabled politicians to make more 
commensurate policy. They’re still pretty cheap ways to be able to push the dial a little bit, they 
might be too slow, but they can create that extra permission, they might not go far enough, but 
it’s definitely good value.” - RW 

In the climate component of the Irish Citizens Assembly, too, many proposals were actively being 
considered or largely uncontroversial in policy circles, including increased investment in electric 
vehicles and active travel, and a socially just transition (Devaney et al., 2020). While it is problematic 
to view climate deliberation primarily as an exercise to provide public legitimacy for policies that are 
already on the political agenda, nevertheless the garnering of citizens’ informed support can prove 
valuable for advancing climate action – and as such for enabling impact and legacy. Yet, there may 
also be concerns about the limits placed upon the recommendations and outcomes where the 
process is commissioned by those in power, or where it is rigidly expert-led with a priority on the 
instrumental application of findings. This is because recommendations are only able to emerge from 
discussion around topics that are pre-approved, guided by experts, and placed on the agenda a 
priori.  

Beyond policy formulation, climate deliberation can serve an instrumental function through bringing 
home to the wider public the extent of the need to take difficult action to reduce emissions. As 
Sandover et al. (2021) observe, a climate assembly can be viewed as an opportunity for public 
education, promoting behaviour change and altering the functions of democratic institutions and 
the role of citizenship. As these authors note: 

“[an] assembly can be seen, to some degree, as an instrumental tool to foster behavioural 
change, as much as the re-configuring of power relations between citizens and elected 
politicians.” (p. 84) 

There are further examples where instrumental approaches can lead to more widespread behaviour 
change and regulation, influencing, increasing and shifting public discourse around the topic of 
climate change and perceptions, and reducing polarisation. 
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“I’ve witnessed many times how polarisation can get diffused in a citizens’ assembly. What I am 
wondering though, is how can people be supported to have difficult conversations that diffuse 
polarisation in everyday interactions? If those conversations are not held by skilled facilitators for 
instance, can we actually have them? If we could scale up to everyday conversations the power of 
depolarisation that we witness in Citizens’ Assemblies, then I reckon we’d be onto something. 
That’s why we designed the “community assemblies” to be an integral part of the Global 
Assembly. We are trying to bring the benefits of deliberation and depolarisation at the local level. 
Research and evaluation will tell us to what extent it works” – CM 

Although climate assemblies have not generally been instituted with an explicitly instrumental aim, 
this may nevertheless become a defining feature of those that adopt a largely ‘expert-led’ process 
(e.g. CAUK, Finland), in which the agenda and proposals under consideration are pre-prepared. 
Nevertheless, there is a risk that an instrumental approach largely serves the established interests 
of a political class which risks “denying citizens the opportunity to present their own solutions to 
issues” (Bryant & Stone, 2020: 19). There is a risk that making claims about the normative 
emergence of recommendations from a largely expert-led process has the potential to unwittingly 
misconstrue the process. For example, in the UK context the BBC reported that the following 
recommendations had been ‘suggested’ by citizens, even though in practice they were all selected 
from options devised by experts: 

 “A frequent flyer tax, phasing out polluting SUVs and restricting cars in city centres are among 
climate change solutions suggested by members of the public.” 20 

Sandover et al.’s (2021) published analysis of interviews with expert practitioners about the 
proposed plans for the Devon climate assembly also questioned the legitimacy of its approach for 
similar reasons, asking the question “whose voice and whose knowledge are listened to?”. Whilst 
processes such as sortition and randomised selection of participants make claims around the 
representativeness of the citizens who are invited and take part, it is important to consider how the 
outcomes of assemblies are dealt with by those in power. Claims may be made around inclusivity 
and normative engagement with citizens, when in fact consultation by itself has limited value if 
citizens’ recommendations aren’t incorporated or responded to appropriately.  

“As deliberation practitioners we often trade on our ability to ‘empower’ or give people a ‘voice’. 
But the truth is some processes that simply inform existing power structures don’t do this. Indeed, 
even worse we sometimes provide legitimacy to systems and politicians who in fact have no 
intention of listening or changing their mind. These deliberative processes are giving a mirage of 
legitimacy to governments that are ducking hard political choices.” - RW 

Where the participatory process is utilised in a largely instrumental way, there is a tendency to 
work within existing territory and paradigms, and seek the reiteration or refinement of policy that is 
already tabled. Although policy influence can arise, Sandover et al. (2021) point out that this type of 
process will remain constrained by existing expectations, and so likely to fall short of more decisive 
action, with the potential that variations in ‘business as usual’ prevail in recommendations that arise. 

 
20 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-54087176 
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The following sub-section picks up on this and recognises the prerequisites in delivering substantive 
change. 

5.4.6. Substantive rationales for climate deliberation 

Given the need for ambitious and radical measures to tackle the climate crisis, including widespread 
transformation of industry, business, and individual lifestyles, there is a major opportunity – and 
arguably, obligation – for climate assemblies to pursue impact and legacy that are commensurate 
with the challenges we face. An important development in acknowledging the scale and urgency of 
this has been the declaration of climate emergencies, and the commitments of national and local 
governments to their net-zero carbon targets, which climate assemblies have played a large role in 
facilitating (Manly, Bartley & Swarbrick, 2020). One of the main arguments for climate deliberation 
is that it is able to raise ambition and lead to more radical policy measures in order to push forwards 
rapid and near-term emissions reduction. 

“Are future deliberative processes on climate change going to address more systemic issues, i.e., 
the political economy? Or will they remain within the incremental change, business as usual 
paradigm? Can climate mini-publics be designed to address the need for systemic change and 
support meaningful deliberation on post-growth, degrowth models for instance? I think they 
should, and they can. That’s where the debate is at in my opinion. We need to explore some of the 
really deeply rooted assumptions about consumption and lifestyles in the context of the climate 
and ecological crisis. The main question I have though, is whether the current power holders and 
institutions in charge will be willing to commission such processes, because they have a lot at 
stake.” – CM 

A substantive rationale for climate deliberation, therefore, is that this can lead to both better and 
more ambitious policy. Indeed, both the UK and French climate assemblies have led to provocative 
recommendations that could not have been envisaged at the start of those processes, as well as 
claims that recommendations from the Irish assembly were more radical than was expected (Torney 
& O’Gorman, 2019). More generally, climate assemblies can be utilised to create new ideas with the 
potential to be ambitious or creative (Wakeford et al., 2015; Wells, Howarth, & Brand-Correa, 
2021). Such a substantive outcome requires citizens’ engagement and initiative, supported by 
interaction with experts and policymakers. 

“One really critical aspect of this is the need to put the conditions in place to enable the citizens 
to be ambitious. […] The way I like to think of it is to see citizens and participants as politicians, 
where they are given an awful lot of support and advisors, researchers, academics, resources to 
draw upon to enable them to expand their sense of what is possible and then make decisions. […] 
The process really does matter, the conditions really make a difference.” – RW 

In the UK, a session provided to enable citizens to devise their own proposals led to the 
recommendation that there be more transparency in the relationship between energy companies 
and government, the need to achieve net zero without offsetting emissions elsewhere in the world, 
and the need for an ongoing relationship between government and citizens through regular 
deliberative processes – this last proposal itself implying a legacy of deliberation through its 
continuation. The Irish Citizens’ Assembly featured a recommendation to decarbonise the public 
sector, which was adopted by the health department (Kirk, Grenfell & Muraga, 2021). In France, 
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citizens proposed a law of ecocide, a ban on short-haul domestic flights, and an amendment to the 
Republic’s constitution. While Marcon’s commitment to receive recommendations ‘without filter’ 
has proved less radical than originally envisaged, a number of substantive proposals from the 
Convention have been incorporated in a Climate Bill – although there remains controversy about 
the extent to which some aspects have been ignored or diluted in the process (Cherry et al., 2021). 
As Willis et al. (2022) also observe, the experience of national climate deliberation in France points 
to the broader danger of raising expectations about the direct impact of such processes on policy-
making, and the risks that legislators may choose to disregard or cherry-pick certain proposals. 

“In France for example, despite the fact that the Convention’s process was shaped by the citizens 
much more than any other climate citizens’ assemblies, the process still didn’t allow for example 
to talk about the political economy and critical elements such as GDP and alternative models of 
development, oil and gas subsidies, the financial system, the leverage that banks or pensions 
schemes have in the climate and ecological crisis. At Weekend 1 of the Convention Citoyenne (in 
October 2019) all 25 tables (150 citizens) brought up the issue of using GDP as a metric. This 
was the key message coming from the 25 tables: "the obsession with growth, GDP indicators and 
the logic of profits is a blocker to the transition. The logic of financial interest takes precedence 
over the common interest". This was identified at the very start of the process when exploring 
levers and blockers of change. And this was done before the citizens heard any evidence from 
experts on the climate and ecological crisis at that point. But the process was never designed to 
support deliberation on topics such as post growth / degrowth / beyond GDP etc... (i.e. the 
political economy). Emmanuel Macron, in his speech on June 29th 2021, provided an unequivocal 
response to the Convention's recommendations. He said: ‘you have decided to place ecology at 
the heart of the economic model by betting on investment in transport, energy and the 
technologies of tomorrow […]. But the second choice to which you are also turning your 
back is the so-called degrowth model […] And I believe, as you do, that this would not be an 
answer to the challenge we face. You want us to produce to serve this model, a humanist 
model’. But the Convention’s process was never designed to support meaningful deliberation on 
GDP, the growth, post-growth or degrowth models. So, Emmanuel Macron’s interpretation of the 
citizens’ deliberation was done to fit a particular political agenda”. - CM 

At the local level, the Oxford, UK, climate assembly led to a climate emergency budget which 
provided £18m funds for a zero-carbon plan (Bryant & Stone, 2020); Oxford City Council formally 
recognised the role of their climate assembly in raising ambition to reach net zero. In a similar way 
to CAUK, the Oxford process also proposed action on the role of lobbyists from the fossil fuel 
industry (Wells, Howarth, & Brand-Correa, 2021). Recognition that the process of an assembly can 
open up more radical areas of debate has also been echoed in other climate assemblies, whereby 
some of the more ambitious scenarios for climate mitigation are supported by citizens (Whitmarsh 
et al., 2021; Wells, Howarth, & Brand-Correa, 2021).  

In addition to obtaining unexpected and creative approaches to tackling climate action, a further 
substantive outcome from these processes can be a heightened level and quality of media 
reporting. McGovern and Thorne’s (2020) pre/post analysis of media reporting in Ireland, across 
four distinct types of outlet, showed that the media sought more expert advice, reported climate 
change issues in a more neutral way, and wrote stories that were more grounded in evidence. In the 
UK, the BBC have aired a documentary about CAUK, with the potential to reach a far larger 
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audience than that of typical knowledge and communication streams of local and national 
government. However, in the case of smaller, local assemblies, there is often less traction in 
creating wider public engagement, and they are typically ignored in the national media (Ercan & 
Hendriks, 2013; Sintomer & Maillard, 2007; as cited in Geib, 2020). 

The importance of communicating beyond the participants is recognised in the OECD (2020) report, 
where it is stressed that communication has the potential to engage the broader public, and that 
this could be achieved through the appointment of a dedicated press officer, or similarly media-
facing role. Geib (2020) states that building an engagement with the media and public into the 
formal process of a climate assembly has the potential to increase long-term impact. Niemeyer and 
Jennstal (2018) stress that the media is a key component to the deliberative method, and should be 
well-integrated into design and dissemination. It should be acknowledged that traditional media is 
not the only mechanism for changing public debate and influencing shifts in discourses around 
climate change and climate deliberations, yet there is still an express need to maintain momentum 
and increase the amount of exposure citizens have with regards to climate deliberations and climate 
change more generally.  

“The amount of participants compared to the amount of people in general is a big difference, but 
it can make a difference if those people stay involved in the issues.” - SK 

Interviews with practitioners and expert panel members involved in planning for the Devon Climate 
Assembly revealed that many stakeholders expressed how important a concurrent communication 
campaign was. This was in order to ensure that the wider community of Devon were part of the 
conversation, and were also exposed to the knowledge sharing that the participants themselves 
would experience (Sandover et al., 2021). This was a priority for the Global Assembly, where it was 
also built into the process. 

“We supported the community hosts to hold contextualisation workshops where they used the 
information booklet to hold community workshops to contextualise the information and make it 
relevant to their community, in order to engage more than just one assembly member.” - CM 

Of course, there is the risk that the outcomes and recommendations from climate assemblies might 
not be commensurate with climate targets, and therefore could miss the opportunity to deliver 
substantive outcomes.  

“The question is do you trust the process regardless of the outcome, including in cases where it 
delivers unambitious outcomes, or do you trust these processes because you want substantive 
policy. As long as the two go hand in hand we keep getting substantively strong outcomes then it 
doesn’t matter, but it could be a problem when a climate assembly delivers something that 
doesn’t go far enough.” - DT 

 

6. Conclusions  

This Briefing aims to offer a more nuanced account of the impact and legacy we can expect from 
climate assemblies, moving us beyond the tendency to simply look at direct policy impact. 
Distinguishing between normative, instrumental and substantive increases our sensitivity to 
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different types of impact and legacy and the motivations that lie behind them. What becomes clear 
is that the different pathways to impact and legacy need to be more carefully considered at all 
stages: commissioning, design, implementation and follow-up. The Briefing provides some initial 
guidance on how impact and legacy might be integrated into planning, design and evaluation. 

 

7. Future network activities 

The analysis in this Briefing points to at least two areas of activity that KNOCA should consider 
developing. The first is more systematic analysis of the different pathways to impact and legacy that 
have been sketched out in this Briefing. This could encourage organisers and designers of climate 
assemblies to consider such pathways in their commissioning and design choices. 

A second task would be the creation of an impact evaluation framework for climate assemblies. Too 
much attention is given to the quality of interactions and its impact on citizens in assemblies. When 
impact beyond this is considered, it tends to be on direct and immediate policy and media impact. 
The multiple forms of longer-term impact that assemblies can engender are rarely considered 
systematically. Such an impact evaluation framework should be developed iteratively – enabling the 
KNOCA community opportunities to co-create any tool, learn from its application on climate 
assemblies and revise accordingly. 

CAST would be delighted to play a role in both of these developments. 
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