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The National Civic League: A 
long history of innovation…

Founded in 1894 by Teddy Roosevelt, Louis Brandeis, 
Frederick Law Olmsted, and Mary Munford, NCL 
established the Model City Charter, city manager form of 
government, and other reforms to fight corruption, end 
patronage, and advance public health.

The mission of the National Civic League is to advance 
civic engagement to create equitable, thriving 
communities through key programs: community 
assistance, awards and events, research and publications. 



Tools we used in 
the Project

Learning Objectives 

1. How to Empower the Public with Citizens’ 

Assemblies

2. How to Improve Public Engagement in Official 

Meetings

3. How to Broaden Participation at the 

Neighborhood and Community Level

In community

In 
government

Parallel to 
government



The Problem of 
Distrust in 
Government

The Problem of Distrust in Government



What Type of 
Participation Do 
People Want?

Source: Yankelovich Democracy Monitor, 2020



Would this 
Make a 
Difference?

Source: Yankelovich Democracy Monitor, 2020



What is a 
Citizens’ 
Assembly?

A citizens’, civic, or community 
assembly is a representative 
group of residents tasked with 
learning, deliberating, and 
making recommendations to a 
formal authority on a policy 
issue.

Petaluma, CA (2022)



How are People 
Selected?

Residents in a community receive a 
letter in the mail to participate and 
register their information online.

Participants are selected randomly to 
fill quotas based on relevant local 
census data and context, most 
commonly using age, gender, race, and 
geography as selection criteria, and 
sometimes also using education, 
income, or stances on political issues. 

The ‘civic lottery’ outcome is a 
representative sample of the 
community. 



Tools we used in 
the Project

What are the Stages?
Learning

Participants learn from various 
experts about the subject and ask 

clarifying questions. Presenters 
provide balanced information 
(determined in advance by an 

oversight committee).  

Deliberating

Having learned about the subject in 
detail, participants work in small 

groups to consider the information, 
weighing the pros and cons of a 

specific issue. 

Recommendations

Ideas are gathered, and the group 
decides (usually by qualified 

consensus) on recommended 
actions. The participants produce a 
report with supporting arguments.

Implementation

The convening authority commits to 
reviewing the recommendations and 

responding within a set amount of 
time, usually 6-8 months from the 

end of the assembly  



Pros vs Cons of 
Citizens’ 
Assemblies

Pro
Time: Decisions are made by reasoned arguments, 
informed by hours of learning

Representation: Participants encounter people from all 
walks of life

Empowerment: The public makes their own decisions 
without political influence

Con
Cost: Citizens’ Assemblies will range based on the group 
size (which includes stipends). General costs are $250k+

Political Will: If a referendum doesn’t determine decisions, 
it’s up to politicians to determine implementation. 

Rarity: Citizens’ Assemblies can tend to be one-off 
experiences despite their success. 



Why Use A Citizens’ Assembly? 

To include the public. 
Examine broad policies 
and issues that are 
politically deadlocked or 
don’t have a clear answer. 

 

01
To make assessments. 
Weigh policy options 
through two-way 
communication and make 
recommendations that 
are collectively agreed 
upon.

02
To change opinions and 
build trust. We learn 
what the public thinks 
and observe new ways of 
thinking about issues, 
people and institutions. 

03



Transforming Public Attitudes

“A meta‐analysis of the effects of democratic innovations on participants’ attitudes, behaviour and capabilities.”



Examples
Place Timeframe Size Cost Issue Outcome

Petaluma, CA 90 hours 
(May-July 
2022)

36 $425,000 How to redevelop 
55-acre Fairgrounds

Ranked 120 site use 
options

In 2024, Gov’t asking the 
community to rank top 4 
priorities 

Deschutes 
County, Bend 
OR

4.5 days of 
deliberation

30 (from 12.5k 
residents) – 250 
hand delivered

$250,000 Youth 
Homelessness

23 recommendations 
supported by 75%

British 
Columbia

1 year 
(2003/4)

160 members $5.5 million 
CAD

Electoral Reform 57% -Yes (60% required to 
pass) (2005)

Ireland 5 months 
(2016-7)

100 members $2 million 
euros

Abortion 66.4% approval, repealing 
8th Amendment (2018)



Q & A

5-minutes



Roundtable Discussion (20mins)

Questions

1. What are your general thoughts on having a group of residents randomly selected based 
on diverse demographics come together to make recommendations on an issue for a 
government to implement? Would giving the public more opportunities to make policy 
decisions build more trust in government and between people?

2. Would you personally want to participate in one? Do you think this model offers 
something different and relevant from what you’ve experienced? 

3. What issues do you think are suitable for your community to use civic assemblies?



The Problem of Contentious Public Meetings



Public Comment & Meeting Laws 101

Public Comment Sunshine/Open Meeting Laws, Rules of 
Procedure etc. 

1. An official body (city council, school board, commission) holds a 
public comment period part of a meeting agenda.

2. Broadcasted live
3. People sign up to speak
4. The public can have 2 or 3 minutes to speak to members
5. The public use a microphone/podium and the members are on a 

dais
6. Sometimes written submissions are allowed
7. No immediate response

1. Meetings of quorum (3 or more) where 
business is being discussed.

2. Meetings where notice is required.
3. Meetings with minutes. 
4. Innovations allowable on recommendation 

by the Chair – allowable by Rules of 
Procedure
• Ex. “Study sessions will be open to the 

public; however, there will be no public 
participation unless specifically 
requested by the Chair.”

5. Not included are quasi-judicial items which 
require conduct in specific hearings



Asynchronous 
Opportunities



Two-Way Dialogue: 
Reformatting 
Meeting 
Interactions at Study 
Sessions 1. No Dais / No Mic

2. 9 City Council Members & 20 
residents around one table

3. Learning component from staff: 
economic vitality

4. Breakouts – 2 Council Members 
per table

5. Report out
6. Within meeting laws
7. First of its Kind!



What We Heard from Participants

Better overall rating of meeting
• 47.9% to 100% ‘good rating’

Less ‘usual suspects’ attending
• 14% to 54.5% first time attending

Better interactions/civil dialogue
• 44% to 80%

Feeling included sooner
• 40% agree / 20% strongly agree

I really enjoyed being able to have a conversation with people 
from different points of view and with different experiences. It 
was an interesting and dynamic dialogue. Listening to the final 
report it was good to feel heard in the quotes made by city 
council representatives. Thank you. 

-Resident 

The chance to listen to community members conversations, 
really listen. Not react or respond.

-Council member

Casual conversation led to less tense hot topics. It seemed to 
allow everyone to feel heard even when opinions differed.

-Staff





Going to the People: Rotating Spaces



City Charters and 
Civic 
Infrastructure: 
Their Process and 
Their Contents



Q & A

5-minutes



Roundtable Discussion (20mins)
Questions

1. What are your experiences with public comment periods? How would you like to see 
public participation happen in official meetings?

2. Would providing different types of opportunities within government processes encourage 
diverse people to be involved in decision-making? What are some ways to strengthen 
and renovate existing processes in Raleigh City governance to build more public trust?

3. What do you think about using digital tools and platforms to support asynchronous 
participation in government processes? 



The Problem of Civic (Dis)Connections in Neighborhoods



Mapping 
Healthy 
Democracy

Go to:

healthydemocracymap.org



Mapping Your Community’s Civic Opportunities



What are some elements of 
civic infrastructure?



Formal Supports 
and Mechanisms 
for Community 
Decision-Making

The Federation of Calgary 
Communities supports over 230 non-
profits, including Calgary's 150+ 
community associations. It provides 
educational workshops, resources, and 
advocacy to enhance community 
engagement and development.​



Sub-Municipal 
Governance

Community Boards: New York City's 59 
community districts have a Community 
Board composed of up to 50 volunteer 
members appointed by the borough 
president (elected by the public), with 
half nominated by City Council members 
representing the district. These boards 
serve in an advisory capacity on land use, 
zoning, and the city budget process. They 
hold regular public meetings where 
residents can voice concerns and provide 
input on neighborhood issues.

99 neighborhood councils in Los Angeles 
– elected, 30-40K funds to distribute. The 
annual Council of Neighborhoods 
convene to learn and network. 



Digital 
Crowdsourcing

Pol.is, Decidim are open-source tools 
to crowd source input, have people 
rank and discuss ideas

Durham talks in partnership with 
Cortico records small group 
conversations

Mentimeter or Slido allow live polling



Tools that Community 
Groups Are Using to 
Engage the Community 

Participatory documentaries of lived experiences

Virtual reality with seniors on park space redevelopment

Democratic governance and ownership of land and housing – 
community land trusts

Mutual aid hotlines and online marketplaces



Q & A

5-minutes



Roundtable Discussion (20mins)

Questions

1. Are there ways to strengthen networks of community organizations in Raleigh, and 
what would that look like? What organizations should we include on the Map?

2. How would you create bottom-up decision-making processes? How would you 
innovate community advisory councils?

3. How can your organization use digital tools, and in what ways might you want to focus 
on broadening participation to other groups of people that are harder to reach?



Group Reports

What are the top 3 things your group discussed?

What are some possible collaborative efforts for the 
community to work on going forward? 

Apply to be an All-America City in 2026: Open 
Theme/America 250 (Raleigh last won in 1975)



Link: bit.ly/raleighscorecard

Raleigh Scorecard Live Poll

https://bit.ly/raleighscorecard


Thank You!
Contact: 

Nick Vlahos 

nickv@ncl.org
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