
The Grandview-Woodland Citizens’ 
Assembly: An experiment in 
municipal planning

Abstract: After public opposition shut down the City of Vancouver’s first planning 
proposal for the Grandview-Woodland neighbourhood, the City engaged residents 
in drafting a new plan in a novel way: Canada’s first “citizens’ assembly” for urban 
planning. The Grandview-Woodland Citizens’ Assembly (GWCA) was novel be-
cause it relied largely on a single consultation instrument—the assembly—to draft 
policy proposals on a diverse range of planning issues. This begs the questions: 
can a single consultative instrument such as a citizens’ assembly provide a useful 
forum for high-quality deliberation about a wide scope of policy issues? Was the 
citizens’ assembly more cost effective than typical, megaconsultation processes? 
Did the GWCA re-instill faith in the planning process and municipal government? 
This study answers these questions by triangulating data from a novel, natural 
survey experiment, government reports, the author’s observations from participat-
ing in the process, and conversations with elites involved with the process.

Sommaire : Après que l’opposition publique ait forcé l’interruption de la première 
proposition de planification faite par la Ville de Vancouver pour le quartier de 
Grandview-Woodland, la Ville a recruté des résidents pour élaborer un nouveau 
plan de manière novatrice : en créant la première « assemblée de citoyens » cana-
dienne impliquée dans la planification urbaine. La Grandview-Woodland Citizens’ 
Assembly (GWCA) était novatrice dans le sens qu’elle dépendait essentiellement 
d’un seul instrument de consultation, l’assemblée, pour élaborer des propositions 
de politiques concernant toute une gamme de questions liées à la planification. On 
peut se poser les questions suivantes : un seul instrument de consultation, tel 
qu’une assemblée de citoyens, est-il en mesure d’offrir une tribune valide pour pro-
duire de mûres réflexions couvrant un large éventail de questions de politiques? 
L’assemblée de citoyens était-elle plus rentable que les processus de mégaconsulta-
tions classiques? La GWCA a t’elle redonné de la confiance dans le processus de 
planification et dans le gouvernement municipal? Cette étude tente de répondre à 
ces questions en recoupant les données collectées par le biais d’un sondage nova-
teur, des rapports gouvernementaux, des observations de l’auteur ayant participé 
au processus, ainsi que des entrevues avec des élites impliquées dans le processus.
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Introduction
In 2014, the City of Vancouver’s planning department found itself facing 
a crisis. It had just released the first draft of its long-term planning direc-
tions for the neighbourhood of Grandview-Woodland, and angry residents 
organized in protest, effectively vetoing the initial plan (Beauvais and 
Warren 2018). Faced with political stalemate, the City of Vancouver initiated 
an experiment in municipal planning by convening a “citizens’ assembly” 
to draft new long-term planning directions for the Grandview-Woodland 
neighbourhood.

The Grandview-Woodland’s Citizens’ Assembly (GWCA) was novel 
because it relied largely on a single consultation instrument—the assem-
bly—to draft policy proposals on a diverse range of issues from housing 
(zoning, affordability, and land use), to transportation, heritage, arts and 
culture, the local economy, health, and the environment and climate change. 
Although deliberative civic forums, such as participatory budgeting panels 
in Edmonton, Guelph, and Toronto have been used for consultation in mu-
nicipal planning, these deliberative forums either focus on a single issue 
such as heritage planning (MacMillan 2010), or on a set of closely interre-
lated issues such as the Edmonton’s Citizen Panel’s consideration of a set of 
budget priorities (Mao and Adria 2013). In this sense, the GWCA also dif-
fered from other citizens’ assemblies—such as the British Columbia (B.C.) 
Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform—which also tend to only focus on 
single issues (i.e., electoral reform).

There are several potential benefits of using a citizens’ assembly to draft 
policies on a wide scope of issues. Evidence suggests that deliberative mini-
publics, including citizens’ assemblies, provide useful forums for high-qual-
ity deliberation and citizen decision-making (Warren and Pearse 2008; 
Beauvais and Bächtiger 2016; Fournier et al. 2011). Furthermore, a single con-
sultative instrument should be more cost effective than megaconsultation 
processes, which are characterized by the use of a range of consultative in-
struments and can cost millions of dollars to implement (Sewell 1998). This 
begs the questions: can a single consultative instrument such as a citizens’ 
assembly provide a useful forum for high-quality deliberation about a wide 
scope of policy issues? Did the citizens’ assembly prove more cost effective 
than typical, megaconsultation processes? In addition to creating a forum 
for citizen deliberation and decision-making, the GWCA was supposed to 
increase local confidence in the planning process and re-instill faith in mu-
nicipal government. Did it succeed in these goals?

The first section of this study describes the context leading to the cre-
ation of the citizens’ assembly and describes the GWCA’s institutional de-
sign. The second section (“Methods”) presents the research design, which 
involved taking advantage of the inferential opportunity created when as-
sembly members were randomly selected from a larger pool of applicants to 
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gain insight into the effect of participating on assembly members. This nat-
ural survey experiment design was supplemented by government  reports, 
the author’s observations from participating in the process, and telephone 
conversations with two elites who were highly involved with the process—
Rachel Magnusson, the GWCA Chair, and Andrea Reimer, a City Councillor 
who took an active lead in initiating the GWCA—to give context to the 
survey data. The study’s main findings are presented in the third section 
(“Results”). An analysis of survey data shows that using a single consul-
tative process to produce policy directions on a wide scope of issues did 
not undermine assembly members’ enjoyment of the process. The assembly 
was also far more cost effective that megaconsultative processes. The find-
ings are discussed in the fourth section (“Discussion”). Both GWCA Chair 
Magnusson and Councillor Reimer expressed confidence in the citizens’ as-
sembly model. The conclusion offers suggestions for designing future citi-
zens’ assemblies convened for public input on a wide scope of policy issues.

The case of the Grandview-Woodland 
Citizens Assembly

The GWCA was the child of controversy: when the City of Vancouver re-
leased the “Grandview-Woodland Community Plan: Goals, Objectives, and 
Emerging Policies” in 2013, residents organized in protest, and city planners 
had to think of a new way to engage locals in drafting their neighbourhood 
plan. The City’s original 2013 planning directions controversially included 
a proposal for condominium developments of up to 36-stories along a cen-
tral transit hub (City of Vancouver 2013; O’Connor 2014). The plan failed to 
consider residents’ concerns about the nature and pace of change in their 
relatively low-density neighbourhood, resulting in vocal opposition.

While the controversial 2013 planning directions failed to reflect the com-
munity’s concerns, this failure was not due to a lack of engagement effort 
on behalf of civil servants. Prior to the release of the initial controversial 
planning directions, the planning department initiated a fairly compre-
hensive community engagement process, hosting open planning sessions 
for the general public and engaging in outreach to engage typically under-
represented group members. But it seems that the community feedback 
never made it to city council. A letter from a former senior planner who 
was involved with the process, but who resigned in protest, reveals that in-
tervention by the then Managing Director of City Planning prevented local 
concerns related to density from making it into the controversial 2013 plan-
ning directions (O’Connor 2014; Garr 2015).1

When elected decision-makers are too far removed from participatory 
planning processes, citizens’ input is less likely to be effective (Sewell 1998). 
In the Grandview-Woodland case, the broken communication channels 
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between the public and local decision-makers left residents feeling like they 
had little voice except through protest (Beauvais and Warren 2018). Although 
city council removed the more controversial pieces related to condominium 
developments from the proposed neighbourhood plan, the damage to pub-
lic faith in the process had been done.

One way to involve citizens in “big” neighbourhood planning projects is 
through megaconsultation processes, which entail engaging the public in 
multiple issues through a range of consultation instruments (Sewell 1998; 
Lindquist 2005). John Sewell’s (1998) analysis of involving citizens in “big” 
neighbourhood plans in Toronto and Vancouver through megaconsultation 
projects concludes that public participation in planning can be successful, 
particularly when there is minimal distance between public participants 
and decision-makers, and when stakeholders can overcome disagreements 
to deal with central issues and generate implementable policy directions. 
However, megaconsultation projects face serious drawbacks related to ad-
ministration and cost. Because megaconsultation projects entail a great deal 
of administrative complexity, successful megaconsultation projects require 
the establishment of a “temporary, administrative adhocracy” to ensure 
they run effectively (Lindquist 2005). Predictably, these kinds of endeavours 
tend to be quite costly. For example, in 1995 the City of Vancouver under-
took a megaconsultation planning project that cost $1.9 million (roughly the 
equivalent of $3 million in 2016) (Sewell 1998).2

To avoid the administrative complexity and cost of a megaconsultation 
process, the city took the unprecedented move of hiring an independent 
public engagement firm, MASS LBP, to engage members of the public in 
drafting a new set of proposed planning directions. Because MASS LBP is 
a public engagement firm with experience conducting deliberative mini-
publics, the City did not have to create its own “adhocracy” to administer 
the process. MASS LBP decided to tackle a major planning process with a 
single consultative tool—a deliberative minipublic. Deliberative minipub-
lics refer to any civic forum that aims to be representative of an underlying 
public, typically through random selection (Grönlund, Bächtiger, and Setälä 
2014). Using an independent public engagement firm to engage the public in 
policy-making for wide scope of issues using a single consultative method 
seems to have kept the cost of the engagement process down. The GWCA 
operated on a budget of $275,000 (Jackson 2014), a fraction of the cost of the 
City’s 1995 multimillion-dollar planning process.

MASS LBP decided on a specific type of deliberative minipublic known 
as a citizens’ assembly. Like other deliberative mini-publics,3 citizens’ as-
semblies are a manageable size and so assembly members can interact with 
decision-makers (Warren and Pearse 2008; Grönlund, Bächtiger, and Setälä 
2014; Beauvais and Warren 2018). For instance, participants can present their 
policy recommendations directly to elected representatives or to voters on 
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a referendum ballot. However, citizens’ assemblies differ from other delib-
erative minipublics in that they tend to take place over a longer period, en-
abling participants to overcome disagreement and delve into central issues 
to produce implementable planning directions.

Citizens’ assemblies proceed in three extensive phases: First, a learning 
and listening phase, where participants read about the issues and hear from 
experts and stakeholders. Second, a deliberation phase, where participants 
deliberate with fellow assembly members and meet with the public. Finally, 
a decision-making phase, where participants try to reach a consensus on a 
set of proposals.

The GWCA was the first, and so far only time the City of Vancouver has 
used a citizens’ assembly to generate neighbourhood planning directions. 
The GWCA was the first time a citizens’ assembly has been used to draft 
policy proposals on a diverse range of issues from housing (zoning, afford-
ability, and land use), to transportation, heritage, arts and culture, the local 
economy, health, and the environment and climate change. Vancouver’s 
City Council also agreed to link the assembly’s recommendations directly 
to decision-makers: assembly members were invited to present their rec-
ommendations to City Council so councillors could vote on the assembly’s 
proposals.

The GWCA was a dramatic departure from B.C.’s previous experiments 
with citizens’ assemblies. In 2005, the province of British Columbia con-
vened the B.C. Citizens’ Assembly (BCCA) on Electoral Reform (Warren and 
Pearse 2008). Unlike the GWCA, the BCCA had a relatively narrow mandate: 
to deliberate and propose a reform to B.C.’s electoral system. Also unlike the 
GWCA, the BCCA did not link with elected decision-makers (i.e., the BCCA 
did not present their proposal to the B.C. Legislature for a vote). Rather, the 
BCCA submitted its proposal directly to voters in a referendum.

The GWCA took place between September 2014 and May 2015. Assembly 
members met as a group 11 times in this period, and additionally met with 
members of the public at three open, roundtable meetings. In June 2015, the 
GWCA’s final report, the “Citizens’ Assembly on the Grandview-Woodland 
Community Plan,” was presented to City Council. In July 2016, the report 
was ratified by City Council.

Deliberative minipublics, including citizens’ assemblies, typically achieve 
representativeness by selecting participants through random, or—more com-
monly—through random stratified draws (Mao and Adria 2013; Bächtiger et 
al. 2014; Karpowitz and Raphael 2014; Beauvais and Bächtiger 2016; Beauvais 
2018). Selecting participants through a random stratified draw is important 
because policy preferences differ across social groups, and it is important 
to ensure minority group members who might not be selected in a purely 
random draw are represented in deliberative forums (Mao and Adria 2013). 
However, when MASS LBP proposed selecting assembly members through 
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random stratified selection, local activists complained that this would pre-
vent them from self-selecting onto the assembly. Involving interest groups 
in participatory processes can be useful, since interest group activists tend 
to be highly motivated, and may seek-out and provide new information 
(Levesque 2012). However, interest group activists are also rarely repre-
sentative of the broader population (Urbinati and Warren 2008), and in the 
GWCA case, white people, older people, and homeowners were over-repre-
sented relative to the neighbourhood population (Lyons 2014; Beauvais and 
Warren 2018).

As a compromise, MASS LBP invited interested participants to submit 
their names to a pool of potential assembly members, and then used random 
stratified sampling to select the assembly members from that pool. The cri-
teria used in the random stratified selection of participants were: Aboriginal 
identity, homeowner status (homeowner, renter, or co-op resident), neigh-
bourhood locale (to proportionally represent the geographic entirety of 
Grandview-Woodland), gender, age, and business owner status (whether or 
not the potential participant owned a business in Grandview-Woodland). 
In August 2014, a random stratified sample of 48 assembly members were 
drawn from a pool of 504 community members who volunteered to be on 
the assembly.

Methods

Research design

In addition to the novelty of the process—using a single consultation instru-
ment, a citizens’ assembly, to address a wide scope of issues—the research 
design used in this study is also novel. Unlike existing studies of delibera-
tive minipublics which rely solely on correlational survey data (e.g. Warren 
and Pearse 2008; Fournier et al. 2011; Mao and Adria 2013), this study ad-
ditionally exploits the inferential opportunity created by the random se-
lection of participants from a larger pool of applicants by surveying both 
groups to identify the causal effects of participating on assembly members. 
Surveying both the participants who were randomly selected from the pool 
of volunteers, as well as the non-members who volunteered but who were 
not selected constitutes a “natural experiment” research design. A natural 
experiment refers to when participants in a study are exposed to experi-
mental conditions (for instance, the condition of participating on a citizens’ 
assembly) and control conditions (for instance, the otherwise similar com-
munity members who volunteered but were not selected to participate on 
the assembly). A study is considered a natural experiment because the as-
signment to treatment and control conditions occurs by factors outside of 
the researcher’s control, but where the process determining the exposure 
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(for instance, the process of selecting assembly member participants) resem-
bles random assignment (Dunning 2012).

All assembly members were invited to participate in the study, and a total 
of 34 of 48 assembly members completed the surveys (a 71 percent com-
pletion rate). Non-assembly members were also solicited to participate in 
the surveys through the City of Vancouver’s email list-serv. A total of 56 
non-assembly members completed the survey (an 11 percent completion 
rate).4 Comparing differences between the near-randomly selected assembly 
members (the experiment condition, n = 34) and those who volunteered but 
were not selected (the control condition, n = 56) lends causal insight into the 
effect that participating on the assembly had on assembly members.

In addition to surveying assembly members, the researcher participated 
in the GWCA as a paid small-group facilitator and was able to observe the 
assembly in action. The assembly members knew the researcher was con-
ducting the study, and all surveys were completed confidentially,  online 
or by completing a printed version of the survey and mailing it to the re-
searcher. Finally, the analysis is also supplemented by telephone conver-
sations with two elites involved with the process. City Councillor Andrea 
Reimer and GWCA Chair Magnusson each spoke with the researcher for 
about 10 minutes in semi-structured telephone conversations about their 
retrospective perceptions of the GWCA.

Data and analysis

Data was collected using online survey questionnaires administered in May 
2015.5 Quantitatively studying deliberative minipublics, including citizens’ 
assemblies, is difficult because the small number of participants in these 
processes mean that any analysis will suffer from the problem of a small-
n. Because of the low power, the present analysis is limited to offering to a 
descriptive analysis of assembly members’ experiences on the assembly and 
to gleaning causal inference about participating on the assembly from the 
difference between the experimental and control groups, using a difference 
of means test (t-test). Two-tailed test for significance are presented and equal 
variances are not assumed.

Results

Quality and nature of the assembly 
members’ deliberations

Did the GWCA provided a forum for high-quality deliberation? Existing 
research on citizen engagement shows that participants in deliberative 
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forums tend to rate their experiences quite positively (Warren and Pearse 
2008; Fournier et al. 2011). But unlike other deliberative minipublics which 
tend to focus on a single issue, the GWCA was tasked with deliberating and 
making proposals for a wide variety of issues. The GWCA’s broad scope and 
high degree of complexity meant that there were more opportunities for dis-
agreement among assembly members. Despite the greater risk for disagree-
ment and discord, were deliberations characterized by procedural equality, 
mutual respect, and reciprocity? And were the conversations productive?

The results of our surveys reveal that assembly members perceived the 
deliberations as being characterized by procedural equality, mutual respect, 
and reciprocity, even though there may have been a few stronger personal-
ities on the assembly who tried to dominate discussions (see Table 1 below 
for variable distributions, and Table S1 in the Appendix Material for more 
information). With respect to the deliberative requirement of procedural 
equality, the overwhelming majority (80 percent) of assembly members 
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “Everyone had an equal op-
portunity to express their point of view” (Table S1). The average response 
to the statement was 3.91 (“Agree”) on a scale that ranges from 1, “Strongly 
disagree” to 5, “Strongly agree” (Table 1).

In terms of gauging mutual respect, assembly members were asked to 
indicate how often conversations were respectful on a scale ranging from 1, 

Table 1.  Distributions of Variables Measuring Assembly Members’ Perceptions of   
  Deliberative Quality

Variable Obs Mean SD Min* Max*

Everyone had an equal opportunity to 
express their point of view

34 3.91 0.83 2 5

Were other members’ contributions to 
the conversation respectful or 
disrespectful?

34 4.27 1.11 2 5

Other participants took my concerns 
seriously

34 3.65 1.01 1 5

A few people dominated the discussion 34 3.47 0.86 2 5

When participants spoke, how often did 
they address the contributions of 
others?

34 2.53 0.62 1 4

The discussions did not go anywhere 34 1.91 0.67 1 4

*Note: The item “When participants spoke, how often did they address the contributions of others?” ranges 
from 1 (always) to 5 (never). The other items range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The 
minimum and maximum values reported in this table refer to the lowest and highest values actually 
 selected by respondents. See Table S1 in the appendix for the distributions of each variable.
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“Always disrespectful” to 5, “Always respectful.” The mean score of 4.3 on 
the five-point scale suggests a fairly high level of perceived mutual respect 
(Table 1). In fact, over three-quarters of assembly members who participated 
in the survey (79 percent) indicated other members were “sometimes” or 
“always” respectful (Table S1). None of the assembly members indicated that 
other participants were “always disrespectful.”

Another measure of mutual respect is whether participants took one an-
other’s concerns seriously. The average response to whether other partici-
pants “took my concerns seriously” was 3.7 on the five-point scale ranging 
from 1, “Strongly disagree” to 5, “Strongly agree” (Table 1). Although a large 
majority—70 percent—of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that others 
took their concerns seriously, that nearly a third of respondents remained 
ambivalent or disagreed with this statement is a little concerning (Table 1).

This ambivalence may have been because, although most participants 
were respectful, it seems that a couple of assembly members may have tried 
to dominate discussions. As one assembly member indicated in the open-
ended portion of the survey, “I found a couple of people who simply felt 
they knew better than anyone else and were not prepared to listen to or con-
sider alternative perspectives.” Most assembly members (53 percent) agreed 
or strongly agreed that a few people dominated the small-group discussions 
(Table S1).

Despite the occasional strong personality dampening the general respect-
ful nature of the discussion groups, assembly members seemed to find that 
conversations were reciprocal, and that the deliberations were productive. 
To measure reciprocity, respondents were asked “When participants spoke, 
how often did they address the contributions of others?”, and measured re-
sponses on a scale that ranged from 1, “Always” to 5, “Never.” A full 97 per-
cent of assembly members who participated in the survey indicated others 
were sometimes, mostly, or always responded to the contributions of others 
(Table S1). The average response to the statement “The discussions did not 
go anywhere” was 1.9 (“Disagree”) on the scale ranging from 1, “Strongly 
disagree” to 5, “Strongly agree,” offering evidence the conversations were 
productive (Table 1).

Effects of participating as an assembly  
member on perceptions of the process

The GWCA seemed to provide an effective forum for deliberation about is-
sues of collective concern. But the decision to convene a citizens’ assem-
bly did not come from nowhere—it was a response to the stalemate that 
resulted when residents lost faith in municipal planning (Beauvais and 
Warren 2018). The goal of the GWCA was, as one assembly member noted, 
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“to repair a trust issue with the citizens of GW [Grandview-Woodland] as 
much as anything else.” Which begs an important question: Did the GWCA 
increase confidence in the new planning process?

Recall that because assembly members were selected in a near-random 
fashion from a group of volunteers for the assembly, significant differences 
between the two groups illustrate the effect of the “treatment” (participating 
on the citizens’ assembly) on the “experimental group” (the assembly mem-
bers) relative to the “control group” (those who volunteered but who were not 
selected). Recall that neither assembly members and non-assembly members 
are representative of the underlying population of Grandview-Woodland 
residents—all study participants likely differ from the neighbourhood popu-
lation (since they all self-selected to potentially be on the assembly).6 As such, 
this work does not lend insight into the attitudes of Grandview-Woodland 
population. This work lends insight into the experiences of the GWCA as-
sembly members, including the causal effect of participating on the assembly.

The study reveals that participating on the assembly seemed to have the 
biggest effects on assembly members’ perceptions of the authorization and 
accountability of the citizens’ assembly proposals and process. However, 
there is no evidence that participating on the assembly increased faith that 
the process would impact policy.

Because assembly members were not elected, neighbourhood constitu-
ents would not be able to punish them for potentially bad decisions by vot-
ing them out of office. As such, assembly members were not democratically 
accountable in the conventional sense. Despite this, assembly members felt 

Table 2.  Comparison of Assembly Members’ and Non-Members’ Mean Perceptions of 
Accountability and Authorization

Variable
Mean (Standard 
deviation) Obs.

Members of the citizens’ 
assembly were accountable 
to members of the neigh-
bourhood as a whole

Assembly 
members

3.62 (0.82) 34

Non-members 2.50 (1.15) 50

Combined 2.95 84

Difference −1.12***

The members of the assembly 
were authorized to speak on 
behalf of the neighbourhood

Assembly 
members

3.12 (0.99) 33

Non-members 2.31 (1.14) 51

Combined 2.63 (1.15) 84

Difference −0.81***

Scales range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Two-tailed difference of means tests for sig-
nificance are presented. *p ≤ 0.05     **p ≤ 0.01     ***p ≤ 0.001
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accountable to the neighbourhood, on average agreeing with the statement: 
“Members of the citizens’ assembly were accountable to members of the 
neighbourhood as a whole.” Members of the neighbourhood who volun-
teered for the assembly but who were not selected did not agree. Assembly 
members’ average score (3.62) was between the neutral position and “Agree,” 
while non-assembly members’ average score (2.50) was between the neutral 
position and “Disagree,” a significant difference of 1.12 points (p ≤ 0.001) on 
the five-point scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree scale 
(Table 2). Non-participants who volunteered to be on the assembly were also 
significantly less likely that assembly members to think that the GWCA was 
authorized to speak for the neighbourhood, as is indicated by the significant 
difference of 0.8 points (p ≤ 0.001) on the same scale.

Participating directly in the process also seemed to boost participants’ 
confidence in the City’s commitment to the assembly process. On average, 

Table 3.  Comparison of Assembly Members’ and Non-Members’ Mean Perceptions the 
City of Vancouver’s Commitment to the GWCA Process

Survey question Group
Mean (standard 
deviation) Obs.

This process was a genuine 
effort to engage us

Assembly members 4.12 (0.77) 34

Non-members 2.88 (1.45) 59

Combined 3.33 93

Difference −1.23***

The City of Vancouver takes this 
process seriously

Assembly members 3.88 34

Non-members 2.84 58

Combined 3.23 92

Difference −1.04***

Scales range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Two-tailed difference of means tests for sig-
nificance are presented. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.001; ***p ≤ 0.001

Table 4.  Comparison of Assembly Members’ and Non-Members’ Mean Perception the 
GWCA Will Influence Policy

Survey question Group
Mean (standard 
deviation) Obs.

What is the likelihood that 
this process will actually 
influence government 
policy?

Assembly 
members

3.29 (0.87) 34

Non-members 3.01 (0.94) 59

Combined 3.12 93

Difference −0.28

Scales range from 1 (it will definitely not influence policy) to 5 (it will definitely influence policy). Two-
tailed difference of means tests for significance are presented. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.001; ***p ≤ 0.001
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assembly members agreed with the statements that “this is a genuine effort 
to engage us,” and that “the City of Vancouver takes this process seriously” 
(Table 3). By contrast, non-assembly members had significantly less confi-
dence in the process, on average expressing uncertainty (“neither agree nor 
disagree”) about the City’s commitment.

Interestingly, although participating on the assembly increased confi-
dence in the City’s commitment to the process, there is no evidence that 
participating on the assembly eliminated the concern that the assembly 
might not actually influence policy. On average, both assembly members 
and non-assembly members expressed ambiguity in response to the state-
ment “What is the likelihood that this process will actually influence gov-
ernment policy?” The mean score for both groups is closest to 3, “It may or 
may not influence policy” on a scale that ranges from 1, “It will definitely 
not influence policy,” to 5, “It will definitely influence policy (Table 4). The 
difference between the two groups does not reach conventional levels of 
statistical significant (p = 0.16).

Discussion
The GWCA’s broad scope and high degree of complexity meant that there 
were more opportunities for disagreement among assembly members. 
Despite the greater risk for disagreement and discord, the GWCA was char-
acterized by high-quality deliberation, defined in terms of procedural equal-
ity, mutual respect, reciprocal communication, and productive conversations. 
Assembly members who participated in the study tended to agree that eve-
ryone had a chance to express their point of view, even though there were 
instances where a few people tried to dominate discussions. One assembly 
member explained this apparent contradiction by writing in the open-ended 
section of the survey that: “the discussions went deep into the heart of the 
issues and were open and thoughtful. There were some who TRIED to domi-
nate the conversation but participants and facilitators were usually able to 
stop any such dominance.” The problem of a few strong personalities trying 
to dominate the discussions is always a problem in small-group dynamics, 
and underscores the importance of effective facilitation. Practitioners might 
keep this issue in mind when organizing future citizens’ assemblies.

Despite the problem of a few strong personalities trying to dominate dis-
cussions, the overwhelming majority of assembly members felt that fellow 
assembly members took their concerns seriously and were respectful. And 
assembly members seemed to think that the conversations were productive. 
As one assembly member articulated in the open-ended comments, “The CA 
[citizens’ assembly] provided a forum in which to get to really know people 
and their real aspirations. I believe that this kind of political process is one that 
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really solves problems, leads to peace and not war, and should be seriously 
considered as a standard procedure for how we solve problems as a society.”

Independent consultation firms can be useful for designing participatory 
processes. Because public consultation firms have the know-how to admin-
ister consultation processes, working with a public consultation firm helps 
avoid the necessity of creating an “adhocracy.” The combination of using a 
single citizens’ assembly to draft policy proposals for a range of issues, and 
hiring an independent consultation firm may have helped keep the price 
tag of the participatory planning process down. The GWCA’s budget was 
$275,000 (Jackson 2014), whereas the City of Vancouver’s 1995 megaconsul-
tation planning process cost $1.9 million (about the equivalent of $3 million 
in 2016) (Sewell 1998).

Assembly members also seemed happy with MASS LBP’s work. 
Respondents were not asked questions about MASS LBP directly, although 
many respondents wrote comments commending the firm’s work in the 
open-ended sections of the survey. One assembly member suggested that 
“the whole process was structured and organized… The City of Vancouver 
hired the right organizers to do this work.” Another assembly member men-
tioned MASS LBP by name, suggesting that the “support provided to the 
Citizen’s Assembly by MASS LBP and the City of Vancouver staff was excel-
lent and crucial to the discussions/deliberations.”

Comparing assembly members’ and non-assembly members’ responses 
reveals that participating on the assembly significantly increased assem-
bly members’ perceptions that the City took the process seriously and that 
it was a genuine effort to engage the public. Part of the reason assembly 
members had more confidence in the process may have been because they 
were involved with it, and obviously had greater first-hand knowledge of 
the efforts that they, the City, and MASS LBP had put into the assembly. 
Chair Magnusson (2017) told the researcher that even though community 
support for the plan was not as high as the assembly’s support, community 
support was “significant” given the polarized, distrustful political context 
under which the GWCA was convened.

Another reason for non-assembly members’ skepticism might have to 
do with the ambiguous status of randomly selected policy-makers. In elec-
toral democracies, citizens are accustomed to authorizing representatives 
through elections and holding representatives to account by the possibil-
ity of punishing representatives for bad behaviour in subsequent elections. 
Because assembly members were not elected, other community members 
seemed to doubt their accountability. Interestingly, assembly members did 
feel accountable to the neighbourhood. As a small-group facilitator, the re-
searcher often heard assembly members describe how they met with other 
community members—for instance, neighbours and local shop owners—
to gauge their opinions on different planning options. Assembly members 
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were responsible for the assembly’s proposals and knew they would have 
to defend their proposals to fellow community members. Because assem-
bly members felt personally accountable to fellow neighbourhood residents 
and business owners, assembly members wanted to draft what they could 
reasonably justify as the best possible proposals. Assembly members may 
not have been vertically accountable to the public through elections, but 
they seemed to feel horizontally accountable to fellow community mem-
bers through their interpersonal ties. One assembly member succinctly 
summed-up this sentiment, writing in the open-ended survey response 
section that: “We all are accountable simply because we are interested and 
became part of the process and live in the neighbourhood.”

Note, however, that the surveys cannot discern whether the GWCA in-
creased public faith in the new planning process. This study only included 
people who volunteered to be on the assembly (and were either randomly 
selected or not), and assembly volunteers likely differ systematically from 
other members of the public. However, in a telephone conversation with the 
researcher, Councillor Reimer expressed faith that the assembly had broader 
reach in the community. As Councillor Reimer (2017) explained: “one of the 
incredible things about a citizens’ assembly is that suddenly you have a 
group of people who are urban planning literate, feel comfortable talking 
about the issues, and are mobilizing that ownership with other members of 
their community.”

The finding that participation on the assembly did not impact assembly 
members’ confidence that City Council would implement their proposals 
was likely due to the timing of the surveys. One assembly member noted 
in the open-ended section of the survey that, at the time the survey was 
completed (May 2015), “the report is not complete and we don’t know how 
the city will react to it.” Part of this may also be because the assembly was 
not empowered to make binding decisions, and existing research on using 
democratic innovations to engage citizens in public policy-making shows 
that the results of these engagement efforts are sometimes filtered through 
the organizing agencies, and can even be used to gain cover for pre-deter-
mined policy (Pateman 2012; Johnson 2015; Bouchard 2016).  However, in the 
end Vancouver’s City Council reacted positively to the recommendations.

Nearly all (92 percent) of the GWCA’s 236 in-scope recommendations were 
included in the City’s new community plan. However, given the complex-
ity of the plan the planning department found that they needed to depart 
from a few of the recommendations (City of Vancouver 2016). City Council 
then reconvened the GWCA to ensure the revised plan was reviewed by 
and met with the approval of assembly members and the broader commu-
nity. According to feedback forms submitted to Council after the GWCA re-
viewed the City’s new planning directions, 91 percent of assembly members 
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were satisfied with the way their recommendations were incorporated into 
the final planning directions (City of Vancouver 2016: 10–11).

The question of how to integrate democratic innovations such as citizens’ 
assemblies into representative democracies has not been satisfactorily ad-
dressed by either political theorists or public administrators. Genevieve 
Fuji Johnson (2015: 124) concludes her landmark study of participatory 
engagement in policy-making by suggesting that decision-makers should 
be “bound” by citizen decision-makers’ proposals. But as others have sug-
gested, empowering non-elected citizen representatives to make decisions 
for a broader public fits awkwardly with existing representative democratic 
institutions (Lafont 2015).

One possible solution is to increase publicity surrounding citizen engage-
ment processes. Dryzek and Tucker (2008) found that minipublics that re-
ceived media attention (in France and Denmark) influenced at least some 
key actors, whereas a minipublic that received limited media coverage  
(in the United States) did not influence any key actors. Increasing publicity 
and public awareness of democratic innovations might increase public 
 support and confidence in these experiments in citizen engagement.

Conclusion
Local concerns regarding density, community character, and the pace of de-
velopment did not seem to make it into the 2013 planning directions for the 
neighbourhood of Grandview-Woodland, a report that contained controver-
sial proposals for traffic-oriented densification in the form of condominium 
developments along central transit hubs. Local opposition quickly organ-
ized in the face of the planning directions, and effectively shut down the 
plan. And while the municipal government was willing to remove the more 
controversial proposals from the planning directions, many residents had 
lost faith in the planning process and the city’s intentions.

Lacking public confidence, the City of Vancouver was unable to move for-
ward with drafting a new set of planning proposals. The solution to this 
stalemate was an innovation in democratic engagement: convening a citi-
zens’ assembly to empower local residents to draft a new set of planning 
guidelines (Beauvais and Warren 2018). The GWCA was innovative because, 
unlike other deliberative minipublics that focus on a single issue or small 
set of closely related issues (such as budget priorities), the GWCA was con-
cerned with a wide scope of diverse issues—including housing (zoning, af-
fordability, and land use), transportation, heritage, arts and culture, the local 
economy, health and community well-being, and the environment and cli-
mate change. In terms of its scope, the GWCA was similar to “big planning” 
megaconsultation processes, such as those that took place in Vancouver and 
Toronto in the 1980s and 1990s (Sewell 1998). However, unlike these other 
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consultation processes the GWCA dealt with a range of issues in a single 
consultative process. This makes it easier to link assembly members with 
City Council—for instance, assembly members were able to present their 
proposals directly to Council.

Despite the issue-complexity, the GWCA effectively created a forum for resi-
dents to meet and deliberate about matters of collective concern. Deliberations 
were characterized by procedural equality, mutual respect and reciprocity, and 
were productive. High-quality deliberation helped ensure assembly members 
could find common ground. Of course, the purpose of the GWCA was not 
just to provide a forum for high-quality deliberation. It also aimed to deliver a 
set of proposed planning directions that would be actionable. Ultimately, the 
GWCA was able to produce an actionable plan – almost all the GWCA’s rec-
ommendations were incorporated into the City’s plan, and the assembly mem-
bers expressed a high degree of support for the result (City of Vancouver 2016). 
Participating on the assembly significantly increased support for the process 
and the recommendations, as well as perceptions that the municipality was 
commited to the process. Hopefully as evidence illustrating the effectiveness of 
citizens’ assemblies and other deliberative minipublics mounts, more local deci-
sion-makers will choose to implement these experiments in citizen engagement.

Appendix

Table  S1. Variable Distributions

Variable Frequency Percent Cum.

Everyone had an equal opportunity to express 
their point of view

Strongly disagree (1) 0 – –

Disagree (2) 3 8.82 8.82

Neither agree nor disagree (3) 4 11.76 20.59

Agree (4) 20 58.82 79.41

Strongly agree (5) 7 20.59 100

Total 34 100.00

Other participants took my concerns seriously

Strongly disagree (1) 1 2.94 2.94

Disagree (2) 5 14.71 17.65

Neither agree nor disagree (3) 4 11.76 29.41

Agree (4) 19 55.88 85.29

Strongly agree (5) 5 14.71 100.00

Total 34 100.00

(Continued)
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Variable Frequency Percent Cum.

A few people dominated the discussion

Strongly disagree (1)

Disagree (2) 5 14.71 14.71

Neither agree nor disagree (3) 11 32.35 47.06

Agree (4) 15 44.12 91.18

Strongly agree (5) 3 8.82 100.00

Total 34 100.00

The discussions did not go anywhere

Strongly disagree (1) 8 23.53 23.53

Disagree (2) 22 64.71 88.24

Neither agree nor disagree (3) 3 8.82 97.06

Agree (4) 1 2.94 100.00

Strongly agree (5) 0 – –

Total 34 100.00

Were other members’ contributions to the 
conversation respectful or disrespectful?

Always disrespectful (1) 0 – –

Sometimes disrespectful (2) 5 14.71 14.71

Neither disrespectful of respectful (3) 2 5.88 20.59

Sometimes respectful (4) 6 17.65 38.24

Always respectful (5) 21 61.76 100.00

Total 34 100.00

When participants spoke, how often did they 
address the contributions of others?

Always (1) 1 2.94 2.94

Most of the time (2) 15 44.12 47.06

Sometimes (3) 17 50.00 97.06

Rarely (4) 1 2.94 100

Never (5) 0 – –

Total 34 100.00

Table 5 (Continued)
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Notes
1  These claims are corroborated by documents eventually released through a Freedom of 

Information (FOI) Act request (Campbell 2014).
2  A reviewer recommended adding a note about the cost of the B.C. Citizens’ Assembly 

(BCCA) on electoral reform, which also used the same citizens’ assembly model. Even 
though the BCCA only addressed a single issue (electoral reform), the cost was much 
higher: the BCCA cost $5.5 million (Fung and Fletcher 2018), while the GWCA cost $275,000 
(Jackson 2014). However, the BCCA affected a much larger constituency (all British 
Columbians) and the costs associated with assembling a representative group of British 
Columbians is much greater than assembling a representative group of neighbourhood 
residents.

3  For instance, citizens’ juries, deliberative polls, or consensus conferences (see Smith 2009; 
or Grönlund, Bächtiger, and Setälä 2014 for a longer list and description of mini-publics, or 
visit www.participedia.net).

4  While a response rate of 11 percent is not very high, response rates between 10-15 percent 
are increasingly common; and while lower response rates can decrease representativeness, 
they do not do so by much (Holbrook et al. 2005).

5  Assembly members had the option of completing a paper version of the survey.
6  People who participate in participatory events tend to disproportionately come from 

 empowered social groups (Urbinati and Warren 2008). This was also the case in GW. While 
census data reveals that GW is a diverse neighbourhood, with a higher than city-average 
proportion of Indigenous residents and renters, surveys of neighbourhood activists prior 
to the assembly reveal that neighbourhood activists were more likely to be white, tended 
to be older, and were more likely to be homeowners as compared to the neighbourhood at 
large (City of Vancouver 2014; Lyons 2014; Beauvais and Warren 2018).
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