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Editors' note: Since 1982 the Virginia
Assembly, an annual public forum sponsored by the Centerfot Public Service, has
been inviting distinguished Virginia opinion leaders from many fields to meet together to debate some issue ofpublic policy and make recommendations to the
Commonwealth. The authors of this News
Letter explore the merits ofcitizen participation in governmental decision making
and propose a model for a broader-based
citizens' assembly that could be adapted
to any level of government.

For years a debate has raged among
governmental officials and policymakers
about the wisdom and utility of increasing
citizen participation in the governmental
process. Indeed, this debate can be traced
to the origins of our republic. The leading
founders were divided over the role that
individual citizens would play in the newly
established nation. Alexander Hamilton, for
example, was extremely skeptical of any
plan that emphasized an increased role for
citizens in the political process. He thought
of government as a strict representative and
aristocratic republic. Even James Madison,
whom most scholars consider moderate in
political outlook, argued in Federalist
Paper 55 that " ... Had every Athenian
citizen been a Socrates, every Athenian
assembly would still have been a mob."

These founders established a government
structure that was designed, in part, to keep
people apart and prevent tyrannical majorities from fonning.
Juxtaposed against these founders are
Thomas Jefferson's beliefs, which stressed
the ideal of community and citizen participation. His fascination with American Indian communitarian cultures and his desire
to establish small ward republics where
individuals could politically participate are
a testament to this fact. For Jefferson, the
somewhat ambiguously interpreted word
"happiness" in the Declaration of Independence possessed concrete meaning; it
implied the ability of citizens to participate
politically in the decisions that ultimately
would affect them. Jefferson, however,
noted the importance of public education
on the issues when he said that" ... every
government degenerates when trusted to the
rulers of the people alone. The people
themselves therefore are its only safe
depositories. And to render even them safe,
their minds must be improved to a certain
extent."
While the ideas of Hamilton and Madison triumphed in the establishment of our
governmental structure, Jefferson's ideas
have also had a profound effect upori our
nation. A large part of the United States'
history has been devoted to democratizing
our republican structure. We can note, for
example, the Jacksonian and progressive
eras, the era of civil rights and Vietnam
protests, the environmental and women's
movements, and the increased interestgroup activity. This democratization is

much broader than simply increasing the
access to suffrage rights for previously
restricted groups. The Equal Opportunity
Act of 1964, for example, mobilized the
poor and involved them in policy-making
decisions. Other acts like the Coastal Zone
Act and the Housing and Community
Development Act required citizen participation either by legislation or regulation.
This trend has also increased at the state
and local levels. The Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations gathered data in 1978 and found that 155 federal grant programs had citizen participation requirements mandated by either legislation or regulation.
These participatory efforts have their
problems, however. First, they are not focused or centralized enough for state and
local governments to use them as examples
to increase citizen participation. Second,
they tend to emphasize citizen input rather
than educated and informed citizen participation. Can we design a participatory
mechanism or institution that has as its
primary responsibility public education,
information, and input on the most crucial
issues affecting state, regional and local
government, or even individual legislators
and perhaps political parties? That is the
central question of this News Letter.

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION:
PROS AND CONS
Joseph Zimmerman, in his workParticipatory Democracy: Populism Revised, critically examined many of the mechanisms
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for increased democratic participation that
resulted from the progressive reform movement. The major arguments for or against
most citizen participation schemes can be
found in Zimmerman's work.
Those who argue against increased citizen participation fear that these schemes
could possibly replace our procedural representative democracy. Citizen participation, according to these observers, may also
result in legislative delegation of responsibility to the people, who may not act in a
responsible fashion. Several other arguments are often raised against increased
citizen participation:
• The issues of the day are too complex for average citizens.
• People are simply not sufficiently
educated to deal with complex technical issues.
• Many participatory schemes introduce unnecessary delays and uncertainties into the political system.
• Participatory mechanisms could
themselves end in deadlock or stalemate, just as happens in the representative system they seek to serve.
• The burden of responsibility upon the
average citizen is increased.
• The economic costs are intolerable.
• Many participatory schemes tend to
simplify overly complex issues.

Any attempts to design a participatory
institution must temper the lofty goals of
the proponents with the realism of the skeptics. In addition, such an institution should
be designed with the idea of aiding instead
of replacing representative institutions.

TAKING THE PUBLIC PULSE
Many state and local governments constantly attempt to inform and "take the
pulse" of the public. York County, Virginia,
for example, has established WYCG-TV
36 as the county's government infonnation
channel. It currently airs documentaries,
meetings of the county board of supervisors, and video typewritten messages. In
fiscal year 1987-88 talks were proposed
with neighboring James City County to
produce joint programs of mutual interest.
The broadcast of other public meetings like
the county planning commission, board of
zoning appeals, and the wetlands board
were also being considered.

video. A kiosk can present the user with a
menu of operations. In Kansas City the plan
is to use the kiosk technology in shopping
malls to give the user information about
community and city events and general
government operations.
New technologies like cable-access television, computers, teleconferencing, and
voicemail have all contributed to the government's ability to receive citizen input.
These efforts, however, are extremely sporadic and decentralized. What is needed is
dialogue, discussion, and debate amongst
citizens-not merely individual (and all too
often isolated) citizen input. In some localities, new technology is now used in a more
interactive fashion.

In February 1987 Prince George County,
Virginia held an electronic town hall meeting on channel 12A to discuss the future of
education in the county. Viewers were encouraged to call in and ask questions of a
panel of experts. Another example is the
QUBE system in Columbus, Ohio, which
The City of Staunton, Virginia, under has become legendary. With that system a
the leadership of Mayor Nancy O'Hare, push-button console on the Warner Amex
held individual ward town meetings dur- cable channel allowed citizens to answer
ing the fall of 1987 to learn more about posed questions, some of which had implicitizen problems and to give participating cations for the local government. In Readcitizens the opportunity to interact with city ing, Pennsylvania,.Berks Community Teleofficials.
vision (BCTV) carries weekly programs in
which viewers ask questions of public ofPublic Technology, Incorporated, in ficials. On one program entitled "Inside
Arguments advocating greater citizen conjunction with IBM, is currently testing City Hall," viewers phone in and question
participation are equally numerous. First is two technologies for providing the public their city councilmembers. The State of
the belief that giving citizens
Alaska uses manned computa direct say in the conception,
ers to create opportunities for
design, direction, or implemdialogue between its citizens
entation of policies enhances
Those who argue against increased citizen
and state and local officials.
their political efficacy.

Greater participation also has
the potential for enhancing
official responsibility and accountability. Proponents also
believe that increased citizen
participation may:

participation fear that these schemes could
possibly replace our procedural
representative cfemocracy.

• decrease citizen alienation and increase citizen interest in politics.
• lead to public education on the issues.
• break the deadlock that has increasingly gripped most legislatures.
• serve as an extension of Madisonian
checks and balances.
• lead to greater representation for
citizens.
• broaden opportunities for citizen
participation in public decisions.
• increase trust in government officials
or the system of government.

with information about city and county
affairs. The project is known as the "24Hour City Hall." Charlotte, North Carolina, is testing voicemail technology, which
uses messages that callers access from their
telephones. Callers can either obtain information about city affairs or leave their
complaints on tape.
A kiosk technology, being tested in Kansas City, Missouri, and the County of Hillsborough, Florida, combines touch-screen
voice synthesis, graphics, and full-motion

The problem with both
non-interactive and interactive efforts is that they link
isolated individuals, in a oneon-one format, with government representatives. Too often these attempts end in
"gripe sessions," with government officials
leaving in despondency and citizens feeling that not much of substance has been
accomplished. Both sides are thus unwilling to repeat the exercise. The challenge is
to channel citizen input into a productive,
positive force to aid governmental officials
in their decision making. To achieve this
goal, governments must move beyond mere
citizen input and towards education and discussion of the issues in a formal gathering
of citizens-a participatory institution.
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state, in the same way that states have long
been considered "laboratories" for innovative measures to solve problems.
Advanced communication technologies
would be especially important in a regional
context. One approach is that used by the
Metropolitan Regional Council of New
York, which packaged funding from the
National Science Foundation, local
governments, and businesses to develop a
closed-circuit microwave television station
that serves seventeen local governments in
the states of New York, New Jersey, and
Connecticut.

Elected Representatives

An effective assembly of this type may
be difficult to institutionalize where the
district is diverse in interests, spread over
a large area, or divided by natural barriers.
A better plan in these instances would be
to hold more than one assembly successively throughout the district-although
some may argue that the diverse district is
just the place for a single assembly because
it will deal with that diversity in a positive
manner.
The legislator's staff could initiate and
monitor the assembly, as well as provide
the assembly members with information.
If the need arose, the assembly could request other sources of information as well.
The assembly is different from a legislative "town meeting" in that the citizens
possess the primary responsibility for discussing the issues and providing policy
directions. The purpose of this assembly is
informed and representative opinion-not
merely citizen input.

Legislative representation historically has
been comprised of two functions: the ombudsman or constituent service function
and the public policy function.! A constituent assembly tailored to the needs of the
individual representative may
provide the added information needed to perform both
rejuvenated political party
functions competently.

not so important in an age of the serviceoriented legislator; or that contacts in the
home district are often with individuals who
have narrow interests that appear to be contrary to the desires of the majority.
But a citizens' assembly has advantages
for legislators. It can give them broaderbased constituent opinion from differing
ages, areas, and occupations; an efficient
system to deliver that opinion; more informed opinion because of the assembly's
education function; an inherent wisdom that
some believe resides in the ordinary citizen;
and support for the legislator's performance
in office as a key toward reelection.

Political Parties

The lack of influence that individual citizens have on governmental affairs is often
self-imposed by individuals who feel that
they have little impact on public policy.
Other individuals divorce
themselves from the operation of government because
they believe it to be strange
system
and alien. Outside forces also
help to cause ordinary citiin America could, once again, translate the
In recent years the legiszens' lack of influence.
lative public policy function
Strong interest groups, for
desires and wishes of individual citizens
based upon constituent reexample, can override the
presentation has suffered,
power of unorganized indiinto public policy.
largely because of the inviduals. Legal and political
creased emphasis upon conparty regulations can also
stituent service. For the legThe assembly could also be useful for make it difficult for the individual to be
islator' constituent service brings electoral
rewards. It also tends to liberate the legis- the constituent service function. Legisla- heard.
lator from divisive public policy battles tors use a number of techniques to find out
A major drawback to citizen participathat, in an age of special-interest politics, what their constituents believe about imcan be electorally harmful? A citizens' portant subjects affecting the district; these tion in policymaking is the lack of an acassembly initiated and convened by a leg- include periodic polling, town meetings, cess mechanism in which the individual has
islator to dis uss difficult public policy phone calls and letters, speaking engage- confidence. In past years the political party
issues in an educational framework could ments, and attendance at functions in the served as a vehicle for translating the ingive the legislator a workable consensus for home district. Despite these methods, how- fluence of the individual citizen into polpolicy alternatives or directions. The geo- ever, legislators often feel inadequate when icy. More recently, interest groups have
graphical area f9r such an assembly would it comes to understanding the priorities of performed this service-but only for a
be the legislator's district; choosing the their constituents. A citizens' assembly may small portion of the people.
assembly members both by random selec- give a legislator more comprehensive intion and open invitation would probably fonnation about what services constituents
Many policymakers recognize that a
want, and how they view present services; rejuvenated political party system in Amerwork best.
a particularly well-informed assembly ica could, once again, translate the desires
might even propose better methods of serv- and wishes of individual citizens into pub1. Not all writers on state and local government recice delivery.
lic policy. Political parties have a number
ognize the function of serving constituents; one who
does is Thomas R. Dye, Politics in States and Comof advantages for serving in this capacity.
munities, 6th ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice
Some legislators may oppose CItIzen First, parties are not necessarily tied to the
Hall, 1988), p. 148.
participation, believing that it hampers their narrow concerns of interest groups. Second,
2. Indeed, one work has argued that constituent serfreedom to act as they see fit. Some also they are national in scope but also function
vice and contacts are the primary conditions for rebelieve
that constituents are not sufficiently at the state and local levels. Third, parties
election; see Malcolm E. Jewell and Samuel C. Patinformed to be helpful in presenting their are already in place, precluding the need
terson' The Legislative Process in the United States
(New York: Random House, 1986), pp. 272-73.
own points of view; that citizen views are for any constitutional or legislative change.

A
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These assemblies could even extend the life
of the political party beyond election years
and give parties the opportunity to offer
service to their constituents.

future commissions.) If each assembly considered only one or two issues, a six-month
to one-year time frame might be sufficient.

State or Regional Government
Local Government
There are many preconditions for establishing a citizens' as.sembly at the city or county
level. Any list might include:
• a desire to rejuvenate citizens about
politics, with the ultimate goal of reducing citizen alienation and apathy;
• a perceived need on the part of government officials for enlightened citizen input;
• a need for strong consensus on public policy issues;
• political courage of local politicians
on the idea of mobilizing citizens;
and
• motivation stemming from a belief
in possible future political payoffs
from increased citizen participation.
These and other reasons may serve as
the catalyst to form a citizens' assembly at
the city or county level of government. How
might such an assembly work? The best
way to answer this question is with a hypothetical scenario, which could be quite different from actual experience.
Once local government officials ascertained the need for increased and enlightened citizen input on specific issues, these
officials would establish and staff a citizens' assembly commission, to initiate and
oversee the assembly. The commission
would be comprised of citizen groups, interested individuals, governmental officials, representatives from the private sector, and others who might be interested. It
would detennine the assembly's method for
selecting citizens and issues; the time frame
for the assembly; the geographicaVpopulation areas of representation; the size of
the assembly; and the number and places
for assembly meetings.
The commission would monitor the
assembly's progress and gather valuable
data to aid future assemblies. It also would
ensure that the assembly had the necessary
information, possibly through interactive
telecommunication technologies. At the
end of the first assembly the commission
would meet with assembly leaders to ensure that future assemblies ran smoothly.
(Former assembly leaders might serve on

State and regional governments could use
a citizens' assembly to tap public sentiments on important issues. As with local
government assemblies, delegates for state
assemblies could be selected randomly, by
open invitation, or a combination of both
methods. Random selection is particularly
attractive at the state level because the pool
of potential delegates is quite large; a state
assembly could select delegates from each
city and county on the basis of population.
While the state's national congressional
districts could be the basis for selection, this
method loses the advantage of geographical proximity and perhaps a sense of county
and city community; selection on the basis
of state house of delegates or senatorial
districts would be better.
The size of a state assembly is, of course,
debatable; but 1,000 members should be
adequate even for larger states, while
smaller and more moderately populated
states might be able to have far fewer members. If a member decided not to serve for
any reason, a substitute delegate would be
selected; this is particularly important in
compensating for delegate mortality.
The assembly would be limited in the
issues it would consider. Since it is impossible to master all state policy issues in
a given year, each assembly would select
one pressing state issue from a list of the
top three issues as determined, perhaps, by
public opinion polling. Internal assembly
procedures would be determined by each
separate assembly. A transitional committee could aid an incoming assembly with
self-organization, advising it on the most
profitable procedures during the last tenn.
A transitional committee is also crucial for
establishing an ongoing institutional
memory.
The state citizens' assembly might ask
government officials, scholars, and other
authorities for their opinions on the issues.
Teleconferencing and other telecommunications technologies might be especially
important in receiving and discussing
information.
Each assembly member might attend
two meetings per month, except in the

months set aside for meetings with county
or city constituents. Thus, a meeting schedule would be divided between informationgathering meetings and constituent-reporting and feedback meetings. During the
informational meetings, which could be
televised, experts and government officials
would give their opinions on the issues
being considered. Assembly members
could present evidence, facts, and viewpoints and have periods for orderly debate.
Interactive communications technologies
like teleconferencing, cable television, and
interactive radio hookups can provide some
economies of scale for assemblies with
large populations and geographical areas
of representation.
Constituent meetings, on the other hand,
provide a most important representative
link. These meetings could be televised
within the counties or regions, with ways
for the assembly to interact with constituents established through new or existing
communications technologies (perhaps a
televised meeting with a phone line might
be sufficient).
In contemporary politics, certain issues
such as pollution control or waste removal
transcend state boundaries. In these cases
multistate areas could benefit from citizens'
assemblies. Indeed, the area of representation for any assembly should meet two
criteria: (1) it should coincide with the nature of the problem or issue to be considered; and (2) it should relate to the district
of the governmental or political officials
who use the assembly's advice. An example
of an approach that crosses state and legislative district lines is' the annual quad-state
meeting of legislators from the 1-81 corridor of Pennsylvania, Maryland, West Virginia, and Virginia. These legislators discuss a variety of mutual policy issues like
drug traffic, transportation, and pollution.
A citizens' assembly could also be used
to aid planning districts, since an original
purpose of these districts in Virginia was
to gather information that would lead to
better areawide planning. An assembly at
the planning-district level would have
available the staff to facilitate the assembly and to aid the assembly members in
dealing with selected issues and problems.
The planning districts might also coincide
better with the geographical area of the
problem or issue under consideration than
would individual legislative districts. Also,
it could be argued that the planning district
is the place for experimentation within the
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THE CITIZE S' ASSEMBLV

Relationship with Government

one year. It should also be nonrenewable
for five years after the first term served;
this might ensure greater participation by a
greater variety of citizens.

Robert Dahl, in his work Controlling At most governmental levels the successful
Nuclear Weapons: Democracy Versus implementation of an assembly will require
Guardianship (1985), suggests a possible government sponsorship, but government
participatory institution, which he terms a should not be the sole sponsor. Multiminipopulus or citizens' assembly. The sponsorship by private and public organiza- Geographic Representation
institution possesses educational and tions, businesses, and governments-perrepresentative functions that distinguish it haps through a private/public commission Each assembly member should represent a
from all current attempts to obtain citizen established by the government-would go specific geographical part of the assembly's
total constituency, be it a city,
input or initiate citizen-tocounty, state, or political
government dialogue. It reparty. Perhaps citizens could
cognizes the need for citizens
be randomly selected from
The
challenge
is
to
channel
citizen
input
to gather and debate various
these predetermined areas;
aspects of issues or problems
alternately, the leadership of
into a productive, positive force to aid
facing governments. The goal
the assembly could designate
is not merely to get citizen
areas to be represented, or a
governmental officials in their decision
input but rather to develop
voluntary effort at geocompetent and knowledgegraphical representation
making.
able citizens through educashould suffice. This scheme
tion on the issues. These
would ensure a suitable mix
citizens could, in turn, give
governments more valuable input than is a long way toward ensuring the assembly's of urban and rural interests in the assembly.
This link of the assembly members with
currently generated by "gripe sessions." An objectivity.
their constituents is important not only for
additional benefit might be increased civic
receiving even greater citizen input, but also
responsibility and confidence on the part
in fostering the image of the assembly.
Assembly Decisions
of the public.
A citizens' assembly could exist at any
level of state government. In addition, such
an assembly could prove useful to individual legislators and even political parties.
What are the elements necessary for such
an institution?

The decisions of the assembly would not
necessarily be binding upon the government or its officials. They would be offered
as recommendations, thus preserving the
function of representative institutions.

Method of Selecting Issues
Representation
Iris crucial to ensure that assembly members are selected in a representative fashion, to preclude the notion that the assembly will be controlled by special interests
or even the gov mmental powers-that-be.
Random selection of assembly members
may serve this objective. It implies a more
equal representation scheme; it may also
serve to preclude citizens with a special axe
to grind. Furthermore, it may allow more
consistent data to be gathered on all aspects
of a government's citizen population.
Random selection does have some practical problems, however. Selected citizens
might simply refuse to participate. There
is also the problem of mortality-the drop
in assembly attendance from its first to last
session. Random selection may need to be
tempered with open invitations for citizen
participation in the assembly, at least until
the institution has an established reputation.

The selection of issues that the assembly
will discuss is important. If citizens have
only minimal interest in the selected issue,
then the chances for a successful assembly
will decline.
The important issues could be determined jointly by governmental officials,
other interests in the community, and a
representative contingent of citizens. Governments could contact public opinion experts to ascertain the most important issues
and then give the assembly a choice of the
top three.

Terms of Membership
The length of an assembly member's term
may vary, depending upon the needs of the
governments and the complexity of the
issues under consideration. Generally, however, a member's term should not exceed

Assembly Procedures
The procedures adopted by each citizens'
assembly would be unique to its governmental level. Each assembly would meet
and decide upon its division of labor, depending upon the size of the assembly and
the geographical area and population it
represents. Generally, assembly membership would be larger for county, regional,
and state assemblies and smaller for cities,
towns, and counties with less population
and a smaller geographic area.

USING A CITIZENS' ASSEMBLV
A citizen's assembly, as already mentioned,
can be a valuable tool for governments to
obtain informed citizen input on the directions for public policy. But these assemblies could also be useful to the individual
legislator (both state and nation) in seeking the public's infonned views of substantive and controversial issues. Indeed, these
assemblies could increase legislators' opportunities to make public policy in lieu of
mainly serving constituents. In addition,
political parties could sponsor partisan citizen assemblies to flesh out platform issues
that better reflect the people's desires.
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Four specific problems may hinder
political parties in their quest for increased
citizen involvement in party policymaking.
First, American political parties are weak
insofar as they do not possess the full allegiance of their members. Both the Republican and Democratic parties are incohesive
bodies because they represent a wide
variety of views that too often make it
impossible to construct and present a meaningful and unified party plan for government. 3 Second, well-organized interest
groups can override the effectiveness of
political parties and, on occasion, force a
political party to accommodate its policy
to interest-group policy. 4 Third, party
leadership may believe that the individual
c .t.ze .s ins .c.le.ntLy_committed.or that
public policy issues are too complex for
individual participation in party affairs.
Fourth, political parties have not benefitted
from the reforms of the progressive era like

3. On problems of cohesion in political parties and
solutions to these problems, see Frank 1. Sorauf and
Paul Allen Beck, Party Politics in America, 6th ed.
(Boston: Scott, Foresman, 1988), pp. 30-31.
4. The relationship between political parties and interest groups is described in William J. Keefe, Parties, Politics and Public Policy in America, 5th ed.
ashington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Press,
1988), pp. 30-31.
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the direct primary, the referendum, and the
recall; thus, they are suspicious of any
proposal aimed at increasing citizen
participation.

strong position with respect to interest
groups, which would then find it more difficult to outweigh the party's influence on
the outcomes of governmental policy.

If political parties are to be rejuvenated,
they will have to overcome these problems.
One vehicle aimed at strengthening the role
of political parties is for them to sponsor
their own citizens' assemblies. 5 The parties could periodically convene these assemblies, composed of both party members
and invited (or randomly selected) interested citizens, to debate and determine the
positions the party should take on current
issues facing the government.

Party-sponsored citizens' assemblies
could be an excellent way to recruit and
train future members. In addition, as vehicles for informed citizen input to the party
and hence to governmental policymaking,
political parties might enjoy enhanced prestige and status.

By involving citizens in decision making within the party, the allegiance of these
citizens to the party would increase, thereby
strengthening the party. The party-sponsored citizens' assembly also could increase
the cohesion among party members because of their increased role in determining party policy. This greater allegiance and
increased cohesion would give parties a
5. This possibility was suggested by Professor
Clifton McOeskey, chainnan of the Department of
Government at the University of Virginia, at the
1988 annual meeting of the Southwestern Political
Science Association.

SUMMARY

Representing individual citizens' views in
the formulation of governmental policy is
a major condition of the success of democratic government. Moreover, strengthening citizen input can rejuvenate our political parties and invigorate our democracy.
Citizen participation is also practical, in that
it guides the representatives of the people
as they deliberate the crucial issues of the
day. A citizens' assembly, designed to serve
a local government, a state, individual representatives, or political parties, is one way
to generate educated and informed citizen
participation on current critical issues before the Commonwealth.
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