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Abstract

As representative democracies are increasingly criticized, a new institution is becoming popular
in academic circles and real-life politics: asking a group of citizens selected by lot to deliberate
and formulate policy recommendations on some contentious issues. Although there is much
research on the functioning of such citizens’ assemblies, there are only few about how the
population perceives them. We explore the sources of citizens’ attitudes towards this institution
using a unique representative survey from 15 European countries. We find that those who are
less educated, as well as those with a low sense of political competence and an anti-elite
sentiment, are more supportive of it. Support thus comes from the ‘enraged’, rather than the
‘engaged’. Further, we use a survey experiment to show that support for citizens’ assemblies
increases when respondents know that their fellow citizens share the same opinion than them

on some issues.
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Introduction

Although international surveys show that citizens of the world believe that democracy is the
best system of collective governance (Anderson, Bol, and Ananda 2020; Norris 2011), the
functioning of representative democracy is increasingly criticized. In particular, there is
growing public distrust against politicians and parties (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow 2003; Putnam
2000; Van der Meer 2017), which many consider as a cause of the recent surge in populism and
a threat to the survival of the regime as a whole (Haskel 2000; Norris and Inglehart 2019;
Rosanvallon 2008). Facing this challenge, a natural solution is to introduce instruments that

facilitate the direct involvement of citizens in policymaking (Bedock 2017; Dalton 2004).

Many democratic governments have increased the frequency of referendums these last decades
(Morel and Qvortrup 2017). Yet, referendums are no panacea, as they create additional
problems regarding political representation (Leeman and Wasserfalle 2016). For example,
when turnout and mobilization are low, they can lead to situations in which the power is in the
hand of an extremist minority (Hainmueller and Hangartner 2019) or captured by corporate
interests (Gerber 1999). Other times, they can lead to subpar outcomes when the issue at stake
has complex ramifications and when voters do not have sufficient (reliable) information to
make an informed decision. This was for example the case during the 2016 Brexit referendum,
where neither Leave nor Remain voters had fully understood the implications of leaving the

European Union (Carl, Richards, and Heath 2019).

Another way to more directly involve into policymaking is to ask a group of randomly-selected
citizens to convene and to deliberate on some issues. These citizens’ assemblies selected by lot

are based on the logic of deliberative democracy. They are supposed to address some of the



problems of referendums, insofar they let citizens the time to learn about the issue at stakes,
discuss together and then agree on what is the most optimal decision (Luskin, Fishkin and
Jowell 2002). This idea is by no mean new (Fishkin 1991). Yet, it has been gaining recent
popularity in academic circles (Curato and Boker 2016; Dowlen 2017; Landa and Pevnik 2020),

and beyond.

Several of the longest established democracies have overt the last 20 years attempted some form
of citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition in real-life these the recent years. Some
prominent examples include two Canadian provinces (Ontario and British Columbia) that in
the mid-2000s organized citizens’ assemblies to propose new political institutions and re-
vitalize representative democracy. The Dutch government followed this example in 2006. But
sortition really started to spread across European democracies over the last decade. In 2012, the
Irish government launched a constitutional convention, which gathered 33 politicians and 66
citizens selected by lot, with a similar goal. In 2019, the French national government randomly
selected 150 citizens to discuss policies that can put in place to tackle climate change. Shortly
after, the British and German governments took the same initiative. At time of writing this line,
the POLITICIZE Project identified 127 citizens’ assemblies (at the national and regional level)
across Europe since 2000 (Paulis et al 2020).! Other examples are found in the United States

(Fishkin et al 2015) and Australia (Kim, Fishkin and Luskin 2018).

A consolidated literature has developed around the functioning of citizens’ assemblies. It has
studied the way discussions are organized, how decisions are finally reached, how (non-)

participants perceive the decisions and whether they change their opinion about the issues at

! For an updated list, see http://politicize.eu/inventory-dmps/. Note that this list only includes citizens’ assemblies
selected through sortition that are organized by national or regional parliament or governments. There are many
more citizens’ assemblies at the local level.




stake in the process (Beauvais and Warren 2019; Boulianne 2018; Curato and Suiter 2021;
Dryzek 2009; Farrar et al 2010; Farrell et al 2019; Gronlund, Bachtinger and Setdld 2014;
Ingham and Levin 2018; Jacobs and Kaufmann 2019; Jacquet 2017; Reuchamps and Suiter
2016; Setdld 2017). Yet, we still know very little about the way citizens who are not directly
involved in the institution perceive it. This is of tremendous importance because only a few of
them are, by design, invited to participate in citizens’ assemblies. Yet, for the institution to
work, it is crucial that the rest of the population perceives it as desirable and legitimate, and
would eventually accept its decisions (Boker 2017; Christensen, Himmelroos and Setédld 2019;
Parkinson 2006). Furthermore, a recent trend in established democracies is to involve citizens
in major institutional reforms (Bedock 2017; Renwick 2010). Hence, if citizens’ assemblies
have to be adopted as permanent institutions, this would first need to be approved by the

population as a whole.

Building upon these premises, we conducted an original survey with representative samples of
the populations of 15 established democracies in Western Europe. We asked respondents
whether they support the creation of citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition in general
and for some specific policy issues (European integration, social benefits, and immigration).?
To our knowledge this is the first time such questions are included in a cross-national survey.
We believe the case of Western European countries is particularly informative for at least two
reasons. First, these countries have a long tradition of representative democracy, which means
that citizens have had the opportunity to experience it, and identify its advantages and limits.
Second, to this date, most citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition that have been set up

at national level have been attempted in these countries, which means that people there are more

2 We selected these three issues because we wanted to cover a diversity of issues of a minimal salience to maintain
respondents’ attention. We expected these some issues to be more polarizing (immigration) than others (European
integration, social benefits). We kept the number of covered issues at three to minimize fatigue.



familiar with the institution than in other countries and that responses to questions about it are

more likely to be meaningful because they refer to something that it is not entirely new to them.

Our findings are threefold. First, we find that the general public is not particularly favourable
to citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition. The average support is slightly below the
midpoint of the 0-10 scale (where 0 means ‘very bad idea’ and 10 ‘very good idea’).
Furthermore, we find that citizens are slightly more positive about the institution when it is
about legislating on redistribution of social benefits than on European integration and
immigration. Second, we find large heterogeneity between citizens: those that have a lower
education level are more supportive of the institution, as well as those who have a low sense of
political competence and a negative evaluation of elites. In that sense, supporters of citizens’
assemblies seem to be ‘enraged’ rather than ‘engaged’ (Bowler, Donovan and Karp 2007). To
our surprise, we also find that they tend to be leaning to the right rather than the left.
Interestingly, these correlates are the same in virtually all the countries and all policy issues
covered in the study. Third, we show that preference for citizens’ assemblies selected through
sortition is at least partly instrumental and driven by self-interest. In our survey experiment, we
exposed at random half of the respondents to the level of support for the three policy issues
among their fellow citizens (real support from latest wave of European Social Survey, no
deception). We find that once they know that their position aligned with the rest the population,

they are more supportive of the institution.

2. Literature review and hypotheses

Four studies only have been looking at public support for citizens’ assemblies (Bedock and

Pilet 2020a; Bedock and Pilet 2020b; Christensen 2020; Rojon, Rijken and Klandermans 2019).



They are narrower than ours in at least three ways. First, they are based on data from a single
country (France, Belgium, Finland, and the United States, respectively). Second, they only
explore support for citizens’ assemblies in general without specifying the policy issues these
assemblies would address (except Christensen 2020). Third, they are exclusively observational
in the sense that they identify the correlates of support for citizen’s assemblies. In this paper,
on top of doing that, we also use an experiment embedded in the survey to elicit the conditions

under which such support can increase.

Nevertheless, we can build our theoretical expectations building on insights from this thin
literature on public support for citizens’ assemblies. We can also learn from the much thicker
literature on public support for referendums and direct democracy in general. The few previous
studies on support for the institution show that there are many similarities in correlates of
support for referendums and for citizens’ assemblies (Bedock and Pilet 2020a; Bedock and Pilet
2020b). Such similarities probably come from the fact that the two models — deliberative and
direct democracy — have in common that they constitute an empowerment of citizens compared

to a strict representative logic.

2.1. Who support citizens’ assemblies?

Building on the above-mentioned literatures, it appears that two central theories compete in
explaining who would support citizens’ assemblies composed by sortition: those who are
politically ‘engaged’ and those who are politically ‘enraged’ (following the expression of

Bowler, Donovan and Karp 2007).



The first group of citizens that are said to be particularly supportive of a greater role of citizens
in policy-making are those who are very interested in politics, and thus politically active and
willing to participate because they feel competent to do so. They are no longer satisfied with
the simple act of voting in elections. They want more opportunities to voice their concerns.
Bowler, Donovan and Karp (2007) refer to them as ‘engaged’, Norris (2011) as “critical’, and
Dalton and Welzel (2014) as ‘assertive citizens’ (see also Schuck and de Vreese 2015). Some
studies even claim that engaged citizens could be more positive about deliberative democracy
instruments than about referendums (Bedock and Pilet, 2020a; Anderson and Goodyear-Grant

2010).

The ‘engaged citizens’ model can be captured directly by looking at citizens’ political interest
and sense of political efficacy. It can also be approached indirectly in the logic of the ‘resources
model of political participation’, which postulates that citizens with higher levels of education
and income tend to be more political engaged (Almond and Verba 1963; Brady et al 1995;
Dalton 2017). Hence, some studies observe a positive correlation between socioeconomic status
and support for the direct involvement of citizens in policymaking (Coffé and Michels 2014;

Dalton and Welzel 2014; del Rio, Navarro and Font 2016; Vandamme et al 2018; Webb 2013).

A second group of citizens seem supportive of direct democracy: the enraged. These are those
who are dissatisfied with representative democracy and want citizens to be more directly
involved in policymaking as to regenerate the system (Bengtsson and Mattila 2009; Bowler,
Donovan and Karp 2007; del Rio, Navarro and Font 2016; Coffé and Michels 2014; Webb
2013). This dissatisfaction can originate from a negative evaluation of the way political
institutions work or from a negative judgment of the main actors involved in them, i.e., parties

and politicians (Gherghina and Geissel 2019; Schuck and de Vreese 2015). Yet, regardless of



the source of dissatisfaction, the enraged should be more supportive of institutions that give

more space to citizens in the policymaking process.

We build on the theory of engaged and enraged citizens to formulate the following two

hypotheses:

H1a (engaged hypothesis): Support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition is higher

among engaged citizens

H1b (indirect engaged hypothesis): Support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition

is higher among citizens who are better off in terms of education and income

H2 (enraged hypothesis): Support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition is higher

among enraged citizens

Finally, we have some expectations regarding the correlation between support for citizens’
assemblies selected though sortition and ideology. Yet, these expectations are not coming from
a theory per se; they are coming from some empirical regularities found in the literature. Webb
(2013) finds that British citizens who are supportive of a greater involvement of citizens in
policymaking are more left-wing than those who are not. Del Rio, Navarro and Font (2016)
find the same pattern in Spain, Bengtsson and Mattila (2009) in Finland, and Bedock and Pilet
(2020a) in France. It is not clear whether this pattern is due to something unique to the left-
wing ideology (for example an anti-elite sentiment), or something more contextual that has to
do with which the perception of which ideology is dominant among political elites.

Nevertheless, we formulate a third hypothesis along these lines:



H3: (ideology) Support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition is higher among left-

wing citizens.

2.2. Under which conditions can support for citizens’ assemblies increase?

In the previous section, we refer to earlier studies about public support for greater citizens’
participation in policymaking. What these studies have in common is that they share an
assumption that individual support is unconditional, or in other words that citizens who are in
favour of such an evolution are always in favour of it, and vice versa for those who are against
it. However, it is reasonable to think that support for direct democracy and citizens’ assemblies
selected through sortition can be contingent. For example, Bedock and Pilet (2020b), Rojon,
Rijken, and Klandermans (2019) and Christensen (2020) show that the public is more
supportive of some versions of it, like a consultative rather than biding version. It seems that
this is one condition under which support for the institution can increase. Identifying other
relevant conditions is crucial because of its practical implications: if one wants to introduce

citizens’ assemblies, a strategy would be to make sure that these conditions are met.

In this paper, we reflect upon the literature on endogenous institutions, which states that new
institutions emerge when it is in the interest of those in charge to adopt them (Aghion, Alesina,
and Trebbi 2004). According to this idea, political actors, being politicians, political parties, or
citizens, push for institutions when they know that these institutions will help advance their
interests. There is already evidence that citizens prefer the electoral system that gives an
advantage to their preferred party or candidate (Aldrich, Reiffel, and Munger 2014; Banducci

and Karp 1999). Similarly, there is evidence that they are keener on organizing a referendum



on certain policy issues when they know that their position on these issue is the one shared by
the majority of their fellow citizens (Werner 2020) or when they recently won a referendum on
a related issue (Brummel 2020) The explanation is that, in this context, they know that their
position will most likely win if a referendum on these issues is organized (although of course

the position of the population might still change during the campaign).

We apply this logic to the conditions under which the public should support for citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition. We expect this support to increase when citizens know
that their fellow citizens have a position similar to them on the policy issue to be tackled by the
assembly. In other words, we expect them to be instrumentally motivated in their perception of

the institution. The hypothesis is the following:

H4 (instrumental motivation): Support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition is

higher when citizens know that their position on a certain issue is shared by their fellow citizens

Note that in order to test this hypothesis, it is crucial to evaluate support for citizens’ assemblies
selected through sortition across several policy issues. One can indeed have a position that is
aligned with the rest of the population on one issue, and not on another. This is why we asked
in our survey respondents to report their support for three different policy issues (European
integration, social benefits, and immigration). At random, we then we provide actual figures
about the position of their fellow citizens on each of these issues (see below for a description

of the research design).

3. Research Design

3.1. Data
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We conducted a web-based survey between the 2" of March and the 3™ of April 2020, for
which we interviewed 15,406 adults across 15 Western European countries: Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal,
Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom.? The respondents were recruited by the survey company
DyNata, which used age, gender, education, and region quotas to ensure that each national
sample is representative of the population of the corresponding country on these socio-
demographic characteristics. The survey took about 15 minutes to complete and included

questions about political attitudes and preferences.

3.2. Dependent variables

Throughout the middle of the survey, we introduced respondents to the idea of citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition with a short message: “People sometimes talk about the
possibility of letting a group of citizens decide instead of politicians. These citizens will be
selected by lot within the population and would then gather and deliberate for several days in
order to make policy decisions, like politicians do in parliament.” Obviously, this is a
simplification of the institution. Yet, with this kind of web-based survey interface, written
instructions need to be short and simple as to maximize readability and understanding.
Moreover, the short description covers two of the main characteristics of the institution:

composed of citizens selected by lot, convened to deliberate on policy issues.

3 The exact sample size per country is: Austria N=976, Belgium N=1,845, Denmark N=997, Finland N=977,
France N=977, Germany N=934, Greece N=787, Italy N=990, Ireland N=989, Netherlands N=973, Norway
N=992, Portugal N=1,003, Spain N=991, Sweden N=1,001, and United Kingdom N=974.
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After this message, we asked respondents the following three questions (same screen): “Here
is a list of policy issues. Could you, for each of them, indicate whether you think that is a good
idea to let a group of randomly selected make decisions instead of politicians on 0 (very bad
idea) to 10 (very good idea)? European integration, social benefits, and immigration.” On the
following screen, we asked one extra question: “Overall, do you think it is a good idea to let a
group of randomly-selected citizens make decisions instead of politicians on a scale going from
0 (very bad idea) to 10 (very good idea)?” We use the answers to these four questions as
dependent variables in this paper after removing respondents who declined to answer (around

5 per cent of the respondents).

Figure 1 reports the distribution of answers to these four questions.* It reveals that support for
citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition is (1) not particularly high, and (2) rather
dispersed. First, in three instances, the mean is below the midpoint of the 0-10 response scale
(between 4.23 and 4.68). Interestingly, the lowest level of support is for the institution in
general, meaning the question in which we do not specify any policy issue. Respondents only
seem to be slightly positive about the institution when it is used to decide upon the distribution
of social benefits (mean = 5.18). Second, we observe large standard deviations in all four
distributions, between 3.05 and 3.10. This high dispersion seems to be main driven by the high
proportion of respondents who think that citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition are a
‘very bad idea’ (0 on the 0-10 scale). Between 13 and 20 per cent are fully negative about them.
By contrast, between 5 and 10 per cent think that the institution is a ‘very good idea’ (10 on the
0-10 scale). There is thus a rather high polarization on the topic, although there are always

between 13 and 17 per cent who seem to be indifferent (5 on the 0-10 scale). Finally, it is

4 As explained below, there is an experiment embedded in this set of questions, which could affect the overall
distribution of answers. Appendix A reproduces Figure 1 but in only keeping the respondents who were in the
control group. The distributions are sensibly similar.
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important to note that averages and standard deviations are stable across countries (see

Appendix B).

Figure 1. Distribution of dependent variables.
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3.3. Independent variables®

The questions aimed at testing Hla, H1b, H2 and H3 were asked before questions relative to
citizens’ assemblies. In order to test Hla, we use two well-known indicators of political

engagement: self-reported political interest (1 not interested at all, 4 very interested) and self-

5 Appendix B reports the mean support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition per country. It reveals
some differences, with support being systematically lower in Denmark and Norway, and slightly larger in Spain
and (French-speaking) Belgium. Explaining the differences between countries falls beyond the scope of this paper,
especially since the survey only covers 15 countries and does not give us a lot of variations in terms of relevant
macro variables (like quality of democracy and political representation). Note however that we systematically
reproduced the analysis of this paper in each country separately to show that they are not solely driven by a few
countries (see Appendix H).

¢ The descriptive statistics of all these extra variables are in Appendix C.
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reported political competence (politics is too complicated for people like me, 1 strongly agree,
4 strongly disagree). This last survey question is usually used to measure internal political
efficacy (Craig and Maggiotto 1982). We believe that it is a good indicator of how much
respondents are politically engaged. In order, to test H1b, we use highest education attainment
(for the sake of comparison between countries we use three levels, 0 no secondary degree, 1
secondary degree, 2 university degree) and feeling of income security (how you feel about your
household’s income nowadays? 1 find it difficult very difficult to live, 4 living comfortably).
This subjective income variable has the advantage to have fewer missing values than one about
objective income (because of respondents refusing to answer). It is also more comparable across
countries with different cost of living. As per Hla and H1b, we expect these four variables to

be positively correlated with support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition.

In order to test H2, we use two survey questions to measure political enragement. First, we use
who satisfaction with the way democracy works in the country (0 extremely dissatisfied, 10
extremely satisfied). Second, we use a more recent set of questions that is coming from the
literature on populism and anti-elite sentiment (Castanho Silva et al 2020). We asked
respondent to give their degree of agreement (1 strongly agree, 4 strongly disagree) with the
following two statements: “the government is run by a few big interests looking out for
themselves” and “government officials use their power to try to improve people’s lives”. After
inverting the answers relative to the second statement, we calculate the sum that we then divide
by two (Cronbach Alpha = 0.47). The variable thus measures the respondent’s evaluation of
elites, and ranges from 1 (very negative) to 4 (very positive). As per H2, we expect a negative
correlation between these two variables and support for citizens’ assemblies selected through

sortition.
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In order to test H3, we use self-reported left-right position (0 extreme left, 10 extreme-right)
that we expect to be negatively correlated with the dependent variable. Finally, we also use a
few control variables in our regression: age, gender (0 male, 1 female), urbanization (1 living
in a farm or home in countryside, 5 living in a big city), and voting (0 not voted at last election,

1 voted).

3.4. Experimental design

The test of H4 is more complex because it involves several survey questions and an
experimental manipulation in the form of a vignette presented to a half of respondents at
random. Before the questions relative to citizens’ assemblies, the survey contained a few other
questions about political preferences. Among these, we included three questions from the
European Social Survey about European integration, social benefits, and immigration. These
questions were: “Could you tell us how much you agree/disagree with the following statements™
(1 strongly disagree, 5 strongly agree): “the country has overall benefited from being a member

of the EU”, “social benefits and services in [country] lead to a more equal society”, “immigrants

have overall a positive impact on the national economy”.

We then included a vignette in the part about citizens’ assemblies. It consisted in exposing a
random sample of respondents to some information about the proportion of citizens of their
country who (strongly) agree with the three policy statements about European integration,
social benefits and immigration regardless of their own position on these issues. This vignette
included real figures from the latest wave of the European Social Survey (from 2018 or 2016
depending on country and data availability). It took the following form: “a recent study shows

that NUMBER] per cent of the population in [COUNTRY] says that the country has overall
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benefited from being a member of the EU”. Right after it, we then asked respondents (same
screen) to report their support for citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition to tackle issue
related to European integration. We then repeated the same operation for the two other policy

1ssues one after the other.

In order to test H4, we use two variables calculated separately for all three policy issues. The
first one is simply a binary variable capturing whether the respondent saw the vignette or not
(0 control group, 1 treatment group). The second one is a construct variable that captures
whether their position on the three policy issues is shared by their fellow citizens, and by what
margin. It builds on the share of population in the country that supports the issue according to
the latest wave of European Social Survey, and whether the respondent supports the issue (agree
or strongly agree with the statement) or not (disagree or strongly disagree). Formally speaking,

it is:

(For respondents in favour of policy issue)

Share of population aligned with respondent = Support for issue in population — 0.50

(For respondents against policy issue)

Share of population aligned with respondent = — (Support for issue in population — 0.50)

The variable thus can go from -0.5 to +0.5.7 A negative value means that the respondent’s
position is not supported by a majority of their fellow citizens, and a positive value means that
it is. 0 means that there is exactly 50 per cent of citizens in the country in favour of the policy

issue. Note that for respondents that are indifferent to the policy issues (neither agree, nor

7 Appendix B reports the descriptive statistics.
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disagree with the policy statements) are also assigned to 0 on this variable. Our core expectation
in line with H4 is that for those respondents that have received the information about population
attitudes towards social benefits, immigration and EU integration, the variable ‘share of
population aligned with respondent” would be positively correlated with support for citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition. In our regression, it will be tested with an interaction term
between this variable and the binary indicating that the respondent has received the
experimental treatment. We also control for the direct effect of the variable ‘share of population
aligned with respondent’. A positive correlation with this variable would indicate that at least a
few respondents are able to correctly anticipate whether their position is shared by their fellow

citizens even without seeing the treatment.

Note that our experimental design has some key advantages compared to surveys in which
respondents are asked to report their perception of where the rest of the population stands on
some issues (like Werner 2020). First, in providing them with this piece of information, we aim
to reduce the interference of uncertainty and ‘wishful thinking’ (i.e., one’s propensity to
exaggerate the proportion of fellow citizens having a position similar to them). Second, we
introduce exogenous variations in this variable in order to give a more causal identification of
the relationship between the two variables that is less sensitive to confounding effects. Finally,
using real figures from the European Social Survey, we do not deceive respondents, which

would be ethical questionable (Bol 2019).2

3.5. Balance test and manipulation check

8 We received ethical clearance from [redacted] prior conducting the experiment.
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We report a few tests providing evidence that the experiment was correctly executed and
induced the right response among respondents. First, in Appendix D, we report the result of a
balance test that shows that treatment assignment is unrelated to pre-treatment co-variates. In
particular, we show that there is no correlation between belonging to the treatment or control

group and any of the independent and control variables presented above.

Second, Appendix E reports the result of a manipulation check, which shows that the treatment
indeed made respondents update their beliefs about what their fellow citizens think. Right after
being exposed to the vignette (or not), we asked them to guess what is the share of the
population that supports a slightly different yet related issue.’ The raison d’étre of this question
was simply to make sure that they noticed the treatment and updated their beliefs accordingly.
We did not ask exactly the same question than the one in the treatment because we feared it

would seem redundant to respondents.

Appendix E shows that the correlation between actual and perceived share of the population
supporting the policy issue is always positive, suggesting that respondents are able to correctly
estimate whether their position is shared by their fellow citizens. Yet, this correlation is stronger
in the treatment group than in the control group, which confirms that they updated their belief

in view of the figures appearing on the treatment.'?

° The wording of the questions was: (European integration) “In your opinion, what share of the population of
[COUNTRY] thinks that the country should remain in the European Union?”” (social benefit) “In your opinion,
what share of the population of [COUNTRY] thinks social benefits should be increased.” (immigration) “In your
opinion, what share of the population of [COUNTRY/] thinks that the country should not accept new migrants.”

10 Note that the positive correlation is not stronger in the treatment group for one policy issue, i.e. immigration.
We attribute this to the question itself. The one asking respondents about their perception of the share of their
fellow citizens supporting the policy issue was asked the other way around compared to treatment (share of
population thinking that the country should NOT accept new migrants vs share of population thinking that
immigrants are economically beneficial for the country) Yet, we do believe that this treatment, just like others,
make respondents update their beliefs about the share of population with position aligned to them.
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4. Findings

4.1. Who supports citizens’ assemblies?

Table 1 reports the results of two OLS regressions predicting generic support for citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition. In the first one, we only include the socio-demographic
variables presented above as predictors. In the second, we also include those capturing political
attitudes. The reason for having two separate regressions comes from the possibility that
political attitudes are the products of socio-demographic characteristics. In including both as
predictors, the coefficient estimates relative to socio-demographic characteristics can thus be
altered by post-treatment bias. In each of these two regressions, we use country fixed effect to

account for differences between countries.

We find little evidence confirming Hla and H1b. We do not observe stronger support among
more politically engaged citizens. The only independent variables measuring the concept that
is correlated in the expected direction with the dependent is political interest (p<0.01). Given
the scale of the variable, going from the minimum to the maximum of the variable (1-4)
increases support for citizens’ assemblies by 0.90, that is less than a third of the standard
deviation of the variable. This ‘full effect’ is not unsubstantial but is the only one that confirms
Hla and H1b. By contrast, political competence on the hand, and education and income on the
other are all negatively associated to the dependent variable (p<0.01). The correlations are
actually stronger than the one of political interest. The full effect is around -1.00 and -1.40 for
income and education, and -1.90 for political competence. This last effect corresponds to a
reduction of 60 per cent of the standard deviation of the variable. In other words, the main
effects that we observe point in the direction of stronger support for citizens’ assemblies

composed via sortition among less rather than more politically engaged Europeans.
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Table 1. Regressions about who support citizens’ assemblies.

(@) 2)
Gender -0, 17%%* -0.14%*
(0.05) (0.06)
Education -0.35%%* -0.26%**
(0.04) (0.05)
Age -0.02%** -0.02%**
(0.00) (0.00)
Income -0.26%** -0.18%%*
(0.03) (0.03)
Urbanization 0.03 0.03
(0.02) (0.02)
Political competence -0.62%%*
(0.03)
Political interest (.23 %%
(0.04)
Satisfaction with democracy 0.02*
(0.01)
Left-right placement 0.177%**
(0.01)
Evaluation of elites -0.68%**
(0.05)
Voting 0.06
(0.09)
Country FE YES YES
Constant 6.08%** 7.97%%*
(0.17) (0.24)
Observations 13,988 10,848
R-squared 0.05 0.12

Note: Entries are coefficient estimates from OLS regressions predicting support for citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition (general). Standard errors are in parentheses. * p<0.1,
**p<0.05, ***p<0.01 (two-tailed).

We find more evidence for H2. Although, contrary to this hypothesis, satisfaction with
democracy seems to be positively correlated with support for citizens’ assemblies selected
through sortition, this effect is small (full effect = + 0.20) and barely statistically significant
(p<0.1) despite the sample size of more than 10,000 respondents. By contrast, there is a strong

correlation between the evaluation of elites and the dependent variable. The full effect is -2.72

(»<0.01), which 1s huge as it corresponds to a decrease of 90 per cent of the standard deviation.
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Such an effect concurs to argue that support for citizens’ assemblies composed via sortition is
clearly stronger among °‘enraged citizens’ who are especially negative towards elected

politicians.

Regarding H3, what we observe goes in the opposite direction to what earlier studies had found.
Left-right placement is positively associated with the dependent variable, meaning that it is
among right-leaning and not left-leaning respondents that we observe greater support citizens’

assemblies selected through sortition (full effect =+ 1.10, p<0.01).

We conducted in addition a set of robustness tests. First, since the question used as dependent
variable was asked after the exposure to the treatment, we reproduce the analysis of Table 1 for
the control group only. Appendix F shows that results are very similar. Second, we reproduce
the analysis in using a multinomial logit regression predicting a negative sentiment towards
citizens’ assemblies (0-3 on the original 0-10 scale), relative neutral one (4-6), or a positive one
(7-10). This extra analysis is useful to check whether the effects presented above are
asymmetric or not. Results in Appendix F show that these results are symmetric for most
variables: those that have a positive effect on positive evaluations of citizens’ assemblies have
a negative effect on negative evaluations, and the other way around. However, the effect does
not seem to be symmetric for political interest. The variable is positively correlated with both
a positive and negative evaluations of citizens’ assemblies (this is because respondents with
low political interest are mostly indifferent to the institution). This is an important nuance.
Political interest was the single variable for which our regressions brought some support for the
‘engaged citizens’ hypotheses. These findings are however contradicted by our robustness

checks. Supporters of citizens’ assemblies are not particularly more politically interested than
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the rest of the population. There are also many opponents to the institution among the most

politically interested citizens.

Finally, we evaluate the stability of our results across context. First, we reproduce the analysis
in replacing the dependent variable (general support for citizens’ assemblies selected through
sortition) by the dependent variables measuring specific support for the institution for each of
the three policy issues covered in the survey (Appendix G). Second, we reproduce the analysis
for each of the 15 countries covered in the survey (Appendix H). We find that the negative
correlation between the dependent variable and education, political competence, and evaluation
of politicians are very robust: they exist across all three policy issues, and in virtually all
countries. The same is true regarding the right-wing tendencies of supporters of citizens’
assemblies. By contrast, the positive correlation of political interest and the negative correlation
of income seem to be more sensitive to the context. The sign and the strength of the relationship

vary across countries and policy issues.

Overall, we find evidence in favour of H2, but not for hypotheses Hla, H1b, and H3. Supporters
of citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition seem to be rather disengaged and enraged
politically: they have a low education levels, a negative opinion about elites, do not feel
competent politically speaking. Also, we find that they tend to be leaning to the right rather

than the left.

4.2. Under which conditions can support for citizens’ assemblies increase?

Table 2 reports the results of a series of OLS regressions predicting support for citizens’

assemblies selected through sortition for the three policy issues included in the survey. The
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main predictors are the two variables described above: (1) the treatment variable (0 control
group, 1 treatment group), and (2) the variable capturing the share of the population of the
respondent’s country with a position than aligned with them according to the latest wave of the
European Social Survey (see above). We also include an interaction term between the two. Note
that, for each policy issue, we present the results with and without control variables. Although
the test is based on an experimental design, which does not require any control variable to be
analysed, the randomized treatment is not the only variable of importance. The variable ‘Share
of population aligned with respondent’ is not randomized. Hence, the inclusion of control

variables is important. For the same reason, we also include country fixed effects.

Table 2 shows that the coefficient associated to the variable ‘Population share aligned with
respondent’ is null and not statistically significant in most regressions. This suggests that
respondents in the control group are unable to estimate where their fellow citizens stand on this
issue, and hence the dependent variable is not affected by this variable. An important exception
is social benefit. For this particular policy issue, the coefficient is positive and large (p<0.01).
This means that even if they are in the control group, respondent who have a position that aligns
with the rest of the population are more supportive of citizens’ assemblies selected through
sortition. As the variable goes from -0.19 to +0.19, the full effect is of more around + 2.10
(around 70 per cent of the standard deviation). Second, Table 2 shows that the interaction term
is positive and statistically significant (at least at p<0.1), except for social benefits for which it

1s negative.

Table 2. Regressions about the conditions under which support can increase.

Europe Europe Social Social Immigration Immigration
benefits benefits

Pop. share aligned with resp. -0.11 -0.04 5.55%%* S5.4TH** -0.02 -0.04
(0.20)  (0.20) (0.39) (0.40) (0.36) (0.36)
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Treatment -0.11*  -0.10%* -0.08 -0.07 0.06 0.06

(0.06)  (0.06) (0.06) (0.006) (0.05) (0.05)
Pop. share aligned with resp * 0.58**  0.51%* -1.92%%%* -2.01%%* 0.88* 0.92%*
Treatment

(0.27)  (0.27) (0.54) (0.54) (0.50) (0.50)
Control variables NO YES NO YES NO YES
Country FE YES YES YES YES YES YES
Constant 4.60%%* 55%k%%k 5 ]5kxk 6.85%** 4, 12%%%* 4. 77H**

(0.10)  (0.18) (0.10) (0.18) (0.11) (0.19)
Observations 13,031 12,803 13,152 12,916 13,147 12,911
R-squared 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.06 0.01 0.02

Note: Entries are coefficient estimates from OLS regressions predicting support for citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition (European integration, social benefits, immigration).
Standard errors are in parentheses. Control variables are age, gender, education, income, and
urbanization. * p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 (two-tailed).

To facilitate the interpretation of the interaction term, we plot the predicted values and 95 per
cent confidence intervals in Figure 2 in separating the control and treatment groups. We observe
a flat line in the control group, which confirms that that respondents’ support for citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition is not affected by the share of their fellow citizens that
have a position that aligns with them (probably because they cannot anticipate it), except for
the policy issue relative to the distribution of social benefits. Yet, in the treatment group, we
observe an increasing line for all three policy issues, which means that when respondents know
the position of their fellow citizens on the policy issue, they are positively affected by it.!! The
full effect goes from + 0.35 for immigration to + 1.38 for social benefits (respectively, 11 and
45 per cent of the standard deviation of the dependent variable). This confirms H4: respondents
are more supportive of citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition when they know that their

position is shared by their fellow citizens. In other words, their support for the institution is at

least partially instrumentally motivated.!?

' Although the interaction term between the variable ‘Share of population aligned with respondent’ and the
treatment is negative in the case of social benefits (Table 2), the effect of the variable remains strongly positive in
the treatment group (Figure 2), which confirms H4. The negative effect of the interaction term is most likely due
to respondents in the control group being able to correctly anticipate where their fellow citizens stands on this
issue, which explains the positive slop of the variable even in the control group (Figure 2).

12 Note that we do not have enough variation to reproduce the analysis by country. In each country, the vignette
that the respondents saw in the experiment was the same (real figures from latest wave of the Furopean Social
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Figure 2. Predictive support for citizens’ assemblies as treatment varies
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Survey). Hence, within a given country, there is little variation in the variable ‘Share of population aligned with
respondent’.
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5. Discussion

Amid declining trust in politicians and institutions of representative democracy (Cain, Dalton,
and Scarrow 2003; Dalton 2004), citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition have recently
gained some popularity in academic circles and in real life (Paulis et al., 2020). Nevertheless,
if we want to introduce this institution in the hope to revitalize established democracies, we
need to make sure that the public is on board. In this paper, we report the results of a unique
survey that is the first one to gauge citizens’ support for citizens’ assemblies in 15 Western

European countries.

First, we find that citizens are not particularly supportive of this innovation. The average
support is below the midpoint of the 0-10 survey scale. It seems however that they are keener
about the institution when it aims at addressing issues related to redistribution of social benefits.
Yet, it is clear that a generalization of the institution to all policy issues does not seem to be

supported by a majority of citizens in the countries covered in the study.

Furthermore, we find that support for citizens’ assemblies for sortition comes first and foremost
from citizens who can be qualified as politically ‘enraged’. Supporters of the institution do not
feel politically competent and hold very negative views about elites. They also tend to come
from a low-education background. Finally, we use an experiment embedded in the survey to
show that support for citizens’ assemblies increases when one knows that their position on a
certain issue is shared by their fellow citizens. In that sense, we show that support for the

institution is not stable and can change depending on instrumental considerations.
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Overall, this paper brings an important nuance to the literature on citizens’ assemblies selected
through sortition. Although there is a vast literature that shows that the institution is promising
in the sense that it can work effectively and lead to desirable outcomes (Beauvais and Warren
2019; Caluwaerts & Reuchamps 2016; Landa and Pevnik 2020), it seems that the public is not
quite on board with it yet. At this time, it seems that only the most politically disillusioned
citizens are truly supportive of it. Yet, our paper also shows that citizens’ preferences for the
institution are not stable and can change, for example when they realize that it can help them

advance their interests.
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Appendix A. Distributions of dependent variables (control group only).
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Appendix B. Description of dependent variables (per country).
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Appendix C. Descriptive statistics of independent and control variables.

Mean SD Min. Max. N

Gender 0.52 0.50 0 1 15,389
Education 1.28 0.64 0 2 15,390
Age 45.83 15.71 18 99 15,392
Income 2.78 0.89 1 4 15,064
Urbanization 3.48 1.22 1 5 15,327
Political competence 3.10 0.93 1 4 14,415
Political interest 2.75 0.88 1 4 15,190
Satisfaction with democracy 5.34 2.70 0 10 14,840
Left-right placement 5.30 2.57 0 10 13,424
Evaluation of elites 2.19 0.73 1 4 13,700
Voting 0.84 0.37 0 1 14,479
Share of population aligned with respondent 0.11 0.19 -042 042 14,522
(Europe)

Share of population aligned with respondent 0.04 0.10 -0.19  0.19 15,406
(social benefit)

Share of population aligned with respondent 0.00 0.10 -0.22  0.22 15,406

(immigration)

39



Appendix D. Balance test.

Treatment group

Gender

Education

Age

Income

Urbanization

Political competence
Political interest
Satisfaction with democracy
Left-right placement
Evaluation of political elites
Voting

Country FE

Observations

0.00
(0.01)
0.00
(0.01)
0.00
(0.00)
0.01
(0.01)
0.00
(0.00)
-0.00
(0.01)
0.00
(0.01)
0.00*
(0.00)
0.00
(0.00)
-0.00
(0.01)
-0.01
(0.02)
YES

10,473

Note: Entries are marginal effects from logit regressions predicting treatment assignment.

Standard errors are in parentheses. * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.
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Appendix E. Manipulation check
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Appendix F. Regressions about who supports citizens’ assemblies (robustness tests)

Multinomial logit regression

Negative evaluation Positive evaluation Control group
Gender 1.02 0.87%** -0.13
(0.05) (0.05) (0.08)
Education 1.18%** 0.94 -0.25%%*
(0.05) (0.04) (0.07)
Age 1.O1%** 1.00 -0.0***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Income 1.14%%* 1.01 -0.14%%*
(0.03) (0.03) (0.05)
Urbanization 0.96** 0.98 0.06*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.04)
Political competence [.33%%* 0.8]%** -0.70%**
(0.04) (0.02) (0.05)
Political interest 1.10%*** 1.38%** (0.32%%*
(0.04) (0.05) (0.05)
Satisfaction with 1.02 1.05%** 0.01
democracy
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Left-right placement 0.97%** 1.07%%* 0.12%%*
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Evaluation of 1.26%** 0.69*** -0.69%#**
political elites
(0.05) (0.03) (0.07)
Voting 0.93 0.99 -0.08
(0.07) (0.09) (0.14)
Country FE YES YES YES
Constant 0.08%** 0.86 T.TTHEE
(0.02) (0.19) (0.36)
Observations 10,848 10,848 5,017

Note: Entries are odds ratios (two first columns) from multinomial regression predicting
evaluation of citizens’ assemblies selected through sortition (0-3 negative, 4-6 neutral, 7-10
positive). Entries are coefficient estimates (last column) from OLS regression with respondents
from the control group. Standard errors are in parentheses. * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.
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Appendix G. Regression about who supports citizens’ assemblies (per policy)

Europe Social benefits Immigration
Gender -0.20%** -0.10* -0.15%*
(0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Education -0.20%** -0.34%** -0.14%**
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Age -0.02%** -0.02%** -0.07%**
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Income -0.06* -0.26%** -0.03
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Urbanization 0.09%** 0.04 0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Political competence -0.43%** -0.44%%* -0.41%**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Political interest 0.20%** 0.18%*** 0.21%**
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Satisfaction with 0.08%*** 0.03%* 0.07%**
democracy
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Left-right placement 0.07%** 0.03%* 0.07%**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Evaluation of political -0.41%** -0.43%** -0.41%**
elites
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Voting 0.03 0.02 0.00
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Country FE YES YES YES
Constant 6.31%%* 8.68%H* 5.99%#:*
(0.25) (0.25) (0.26)
Observations 10,700 10,743 10,736
R-squared 0.09 0.08 0.05

Note: Entries are coefficient estimates from OLS regressions predicting support for citizens’
assemblies selected through sortition (per policy). Standard errors are in parentheses. * p<0.1,
**p<0.05, ***p<0.01 (two-tailed).
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Appendix H. Regressions about who supports citizens’ assemblies (per country).

AT BE(FR) BE(FL) DK FI FR DE EL IT 1IE NL NO PO ES SE UK

Gender 0.32 -0.22 0.53** -0.02 -0.40* -0.05 0.04 -0.24 0.24 -0.09 -0.69%** -0.47** -0.16 -0.17 -0.42%* -0.02

(0.24) (0.21) (0.23) (0.21) (0.23) (0.21) (0.24) (0.24) (0.23) (0.22) (0.23) (0.23) (0.21) (0.23) (0.22) (0.22)
Education -0.57** -0.36%*  -0.68%** 0.13 -0.15 -0.34* -0.15 0.05 -0.51%* -0.13 -0.20 -0.58%** -0.02 -0.31 -0.34%* 0.06

(0.24) (0.15) (0.18) (0.18) (0.15) (0.17) (0.28) (0.21) (0.20) (0.19) (0.21) (0.21) (0.15) (0.20) (0.17) (0.22)
Age -0.01 -0.01%* -0.00 -0.02%** 0.01* -0.04%** -0.01 0.00 -0.02%** -0.01 -0.01 -0.04%%* 0.01 -0.03%** - -0.02%**  -0.04%**

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Income 0.01 0.14 -0.11 -0.31%* -0.04 -0.35%** -0.25 -0.23 -0.16 0.06 -0.33%* -0.50%%* -0.04 -0.14 -0.08 -0.09

(0.15) (0.12) (0.14) (0.13) (0.14) (0.13) (0.16) (0.15) (0.15) (0.14) (0.16) (0.13) (0.12) (0.14) (0.12) (0.13)
Urbanization 0.01 0.22%* -0.04 0.03 -0.11 0.02 -0.07 -0.25 0.16 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.01 -0.03 0.01 0.19*

(0.09) (0.09) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.11) (0.14) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09) (0.08) (0.10) (0.11) (0.09) (0.11)
Political -0.36%**  LQ.55%F* Q. 35%Kx  0.60%*F*  -0.53%F*  0.49%F*k Q. 7IFFF .0.46%F  -0.64%*¥F  -Q.61FFF -Q.53%** Q. 75%Kx  _Q.69¥*¥F Q. 75F** Q. 75FF* 0.61FF*
competence

(0.14) (0.12) (0.13) (0.13) (0.15) (0.11) (0.15) (0.16) (0.14) (0.13) (0.13) (0.14) (0.12) (0.12) (0.13) (0.13)
Political interest -0.19 0.24%* -0.15 0.27* -0.02 0.65%** 0.30%* -0.09 0.38%* 0.33* 0.32%%* 0.28 0.43%%*  (.48%** 0.14 0.38%*

(0.15) (0.13) (0.15) (0.15) (0.15) (0.14) (0.16) (0.17) (0.17) (0.16) (0.16) (0.17) (0.15) (0.15) (0.14) (0.16)
Satisfaction -0.06 -0.03 0.14%%* -0.11%* -0.03 0.09* 0.05 0.01 0.17%%* 0.11* -0.03 -0.11%** 0.09* -0.00 0.01 0.09
with democracy

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06)
Left-right 0.13%* 0.05 0.17%%* 0.05 0.07 0.07* 0.12%%* 0.07 0.20%** 0.13%%* 0.27%%* 0.20%** 0.16%** -0.01 0.1 1%%* 0.03
placement

(0.06) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05)
Evaluation of -0.59%** (. 72%** -0.31 -0.84%** L] Q1FFF 0.62%FF -] 02%F* -0.30 0.15 -1.23%Fx 0. 76%FF  -0.70%FF  -0.68%** -0.34%* -0.74%%* 0. 79%**
political elites

(0.22) (0.17) (0.20) (0.17) (0.23) (0.17) (0.20) (0.24) (0.20) (0.18) (0.19) (0.19) (0.17) (0.20) (0.18) (0.18)
Voting -0.34 0.32 0.64 0.52 0.39 -0.21 -0.60 0.87* 0.81* -0.33 0.01 0.29 -0.51%* 0.15 0.05 -0.33

(0.41) (0.37) (0.57) (0.44) (0.29) (0.37) (0.45) (0.37) (0.47) (0.32) (0.40) (0.38) (0.29) (0.41) (0.44) (0.38)
Constant 837¥¥* T 3RFEE G 14¥FEk R 3¥IF B e¥FEF B42¥KX 9 9¥Kx 6. 60FFK 3 O8FKK T THREE T gREE 10.48%** S5.76%%%  B.oQ¥*¥*  BQ3wkx 7 goHAk

(1.06) (0.78) (1.09) (0.81) (0.87) (0.81) (0.97) (1.08) (1.05) (0.84) (0.98) (0.85) (0.86) (0.91) (0.86) (0.88)
Observations 664 641 604 699 631 650 670 599 691 680 655 693 831 762 708 670
R-squared 0.07 0.09 0.10 0.15 0.10 0.13 0.11 0.05 0.12 0.12 0.14 0.21 0.09 0.08 0.14 0.16
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