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Alberta Climate Dialogue
Alberta Climate Dialogue ( ABCD ) is a community-university research alliance funded by the Social Sciences 

and Humanities Research Council of Canada from 2010–2015. Our team is exploring how innovative forms  

of citizen involvement and deliberation can enhance responses and potentially shift the politics of climate 

change in Alberta.

By convening deliberations with partners and researching the process, we are able to test theories,  

better understand how to design citizen participation for maximum effect, and help create capacity-building 

tools for others.

We seek to empower citizens to take action within their communities and give them the opportunity to make 

recommendations to municipal and provincial governments on climate change policy.

For more information please visit us at AlbertaClimateDialogue.ca or follow us on Twitter @ABClimateDialog
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Introduction
This paper seeks to understand the ways in which deliberators are affected by the features of deliberative 

democracy that emerge under the constraints of practice, and that often differentiate practical exercises 

from various deliberative democratic theories and ideals. Deliberative democracy is based upon an ideal of 

reasonable and logical argumentation, in the absence of rhetoric, coercion, and power imbalances. In practice, 

it is almost impossible and perhaps undesirable to replicate this ideal, as exclusionary design processes 

( Barnes, Newman, Knops and Sullivan 2003 ), activism and advocacy biases ( Young 2001 ), “ hidden ” 

dialogues and constrained public contexts ( Eliasoph 1996 ), and practices such as voting and consensus arise 

in response to practical and political constraints and the need for tangible outcomes.

In this study, observations and participant journals assisted in highlighting aspects of the Citizens’ Panel on 

Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges that diverged from the ideals of deliberative theory, and how 

designers’ negotiations of the existing practical constraints and tensions affected participants’ experiences.

The development of the Citizens’ Panel was informed by theories of deliberative democracy as well as 

extensive and diverse practices of citizen participation. Significant efforts were made to establish an 

effective environment for meaningful deliberation, and a space that was inclusive, open to new ideas, and 

connected to political realities and decision-making opportunities. Recruitment efforts endeavored to engage 

a demographically representative sample of Edmontonians, experienced facilitators provided guidance as 

well as training to others on how to encourage dialogue and autonomous decision-making, written materials 

and expert knowledge aimed to minimize bias, and activities and discussions attempted to create space for a 

diverse array of perspectives. The extensive efforts, research, expertise, and funds that went into the creation 

of this event led to it being an exemplary setting for an analysis of the constraints of deliberative democracy in 

practice, and how these limitations impacted deliberators.

The results of this study highlight how aspects of the design, process, and execution hindered or enhanced 

the potential for meaningful dialogue and deliberative outcomes. This research also reasserts the inevitability 

of a less than ideal deliberative context in practice, and emphasizes instances of both negative and positive 

participant experiences under these realistic conditions.
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Literature Review

DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY  
OFTEN FUNCTIONS IN AN IMPERFECT SPACE

A classical definition of deliberative democracy posits an ideal space—a space in which pre-existing power 

and socioeconomic inequalities are neutralized and the strongest, most logical and universally agreed 

upon arguments and ideas reign supreme. However, it is inevitable that in practice, deliberations operate in 

imperfect spaces, complete with coercive processes, assertive activists employing rhetoric, and dichotomous 

“ frontstage ” and “ backstage ” dialogues ( Eliasoph 1996 ) that betray the assumption of open discussion within 

public deliberations.

COERCIVE POWER

The concept of communicative rationality embraces ideals of equal participation by all those affected by 

a decision, authority resting with the best argument, reason, and respectful responsiveness to others’ 

claims ( Habermas 1994 ). An assumption is made that “ arbitrary preferences and power ” ( Hendriks 2009 : 

175 ) do not affect the process of decision-making, and rather, outcomes are decided via a logic that is 

universally understood and considered reasonable by all. In this Habermasian sense of deliberation, means of 

communication are devoid of coercive power. However, this idealistic version of deliberation fails to inform in 

situations of power inequality ; “ although providing certain universal pragmatics for communication within the 

public sphere… Habermas has been criticized by contemporary theorists for failing to identify an institutional 

basis for an effective public sphere in the organized capitalism of the 21st Century ” ( Parkins 2002 : 167 ).

In a pragmatic setting, power inequalities are easily transferred into and reproduced within deliberations, but 

these inequities need not render deliberative democratic processes illusory or ineffective. Rather, there may be 

good reason to expand or loosen the assumptions and requirements of traditional deliberative theory, allowing 

the ideals of deliberative democracy to guide political action in non-ideal situations. Relaxing the prohibition on 

coercive strategies may actually result in the achievement of effective deliberation down the road. Mansbridge 

et al. ( 2010 : 82 ) refer to uses of coercive power that, inspired by deliberative values, promote better 

deliberation. For example, power used by facilitators maintains order, promotes equal speaking opportunities 

for all deliberators, and focuses the discussion. Deliberation in practice requires an organizing force to 

instigate dialogue, but theoretically deliberation should exist in the absence of this leadership, and dialogue 

should be directed by the group ( Moore 2012 : 149 ). As such, facilitators are charged with finding a balance 

between directing discussions towards a goal, and maintaining a position of non-ownership. The facilitator’s 

role is in “ helping the group toward clarity and group progress ” ( Moore 2012 : 155 ) without taking control over 

the direction of deliberation or imposing his / her own opinions.
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Mansbridge et al. ( 2010 ) also advocate for the inclusion of self-interest as a means of clarifying the common 

good by identifying the diversity of relevant preferences and justifying the adoption of a particular policy. In the 

case of failure to clarify the common good or reconcile of self-interests, a mechanism such as voting may be 

deployed in order to escape conflict ( Mansbridge et al. 2010 : 75 ). Voting is outcome-based and preferences 

are taken at face value ( the result is based on the power that each party wields, rather than reasons ) ; however, 

“ voting has the capacity to bring every full member of the polity into the decision and give that member’s “ say ” 

an equal weight ” ( Mansbridge et al. 2010 : 85 ). In this way, voting may complement the deliberative process 

as a way to define and recognize the preferences in the room, helping to bring those perspectives into the 

conversation. Voting also plays a functional role, in bringing about tangible outcomes in a non-unanimous 

setting, or when the process is goal-oriented.

From this perspective, coercive tactics can contribute to the creation of a more equal deliberative situation ; 

and as such, this use of power is not only acceptable, but a necessary precondition for meeting the 

requirements of fair deliberation. Furthermore, broadening our understanding of what constitutes a valid 

deliberative practice gives new life to deliberative theory, enhancing its applicability in a non-ideal space. In the 

next section, I explore in more detail the literature surrounding some of the challenges of executing deliberative 

processes.

PARTICIPATORY EXCLUSION

Exclusionary processes such as the timing and location of events or the language, education, or knowledge 

needed to understand deliberations, limit the involvement of particular participants and the potential for 

marginalized discourses to gain recognition within the deliberative setting. Barnes et al. ( 2003 : 391 ) refer to 

four factors that contribute to exclusion from deliberation, and limit the “ potential for public participation to 

contribute to social justice ”. First, discursive practices shape the way the public is constituted or categorized, 

determining which individuals or groups should be represented within the deliberation. For example, ethnicity 

may be acknowledged and steps taken to ensure racial diversity, but reference to poverty may be absent and 

thus not accurately represented. Second, the authors refer to “ competence,” or the assumptions made about 

who is capable of contributing to the deliberation. Competence is ascribed to an individual or group holding 

“ a particular type of knowledge and experience … considered to confer the insights necessary to define the 

problems to be addressed ” ( Barnes et al. 2003 : 392 ). Third, the perception that certain skills are necessary 

to effectively contribute may exclude potential participants. The authors give the example of specialized, 

technical skills and language that deem non-experts less equipped to participate. Finally, practical aspects of 

deliberation such as time and location can restrict those with physical disabilities and needs, and an unfamiliar 

or intimidating setting or procedures may also discourage participation. Young ( 2001 ) summarizes the 

restrictions placed on potential deliberators by the procedural aspects of participating in a public forum :

Even when a series of public hearings are announced for an issue, people who might wish to speak 

at them need to know about them, be able to arrange their work and child care schedule to be able to 

attend, be able to get to them, and have enough understanding of the hearing process to participate. 

Each of these abilities is unevenly present among members of a society ( Young 2001 : 680 ).
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Strategic agenda-setting by powerful players is another way that deliberative democratic processes are 

particularly vulnerable to power. Parkinson ( 2003 ) highlights the hierarchical relationship between deliberation 

organizers and participants. The organizer often manages the agenda, relegating participants to providing 

information rather than acting as autonomous decision-makers. This lack of agenda-setting power can lead 

to “ participants in real deliberation resisting what they see as limited agendas ” ( Parkinson 2003 : 189 ). 

Limits on the scope and subject of deliberations, and using specific language and terminology, suffocates 

contention and demands for change before they are able to enter decision-making. Determination of what is 

to be discussed within the deliberative setting, what information is to be presented and by whom, and what is 

beyond the scope of conversation can suppress certain concerns and conflicts while highlighting others. While 

it is vital for organizers to provide participants with experts and written information about the relevant issues, 

especially when the topic of discussion is quite technical, “ the danger is that this involves a powerful framing 

role ” ( Moore 2012 : 152 ). However, when a group is created in response to specific political action, such 

agenda framing may be necessary in order to maximize influence within this particular policy-making context.

ACTIVISM, ADVOCACY, AND BIAS

The role of activist would seem to be at odds with that of a good deliberator, as direct action such as protests 

or sit-ins seem considered coercive and confrontational from a deliberative point of view. These activist 

strategies can be seen as interest politics ( Young 2001 : 674 ), pushing a single demand, message, or agenda 

without a lot of space for reciprocal dialogue. Yet the assumption that existing hegemonic discourses, 

institutions, and unequal power structures thwart meaningful dialogue even in an intentionally deliberative 

setting pushes many marginalized voices to the outer edges of democracy; confrontational tactics are seen as 

the only way to get ones message heard.

There is an expectation with legitimate deliberation that arguments be made within a frame of logic and 

reasoning that is understood by all deliberators, thus entailing the exclusion of simple partisan interests or 

uses of coercion and force to prompt acquiescence ( Young 2001 : 672 ). Young orchestrates a hypothetical 

dialogue between an activist and deliberative democrat in an attempt to set up ( and perhaps begin to break 

down ) these two contrasting ways of approaching democratic change, where activists are not included in 

deliberation and deliberation is excluded from an activist’s tactical toolbox.

The activist refrains from engaging in deliberation within existing institutions as he sees these institutions as 

producing and perpetuating injustice : participation co-opts the time and energy of activists. Those in power 

are able to steer the direction, scope, and topic of conversation. The activist instead protests through direct 

action such as street demonstrations in order to maintain the clarity of his message. The deliberative democrat 

fails to find a place for activism within deliberations, as she envisages activism as interest politics, that is, 

the promotion of particular policy ends through pressuring ( lobbying ), a decidedly non-deliberative act of 

coercion. A characteristic of interest groups is their lack of “ obligation to discuss issues with those with whom 

their interests conflict ” ( Young 2001 : 674 ), which would obviously be contrary to the process of deliberative 

dialogue.
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With this perspective on the behaviour of activists, Young asserts a more nuanced view of the activist—an 

activist position is different than a group interest, as it is a universalist claim regarding injustice and collective 

good, and not a self-interested stance motivated by personal gain ( Young 2001 : 675 ). However, activism often 

entails the use of strong group rhetoric that draws attention to their cause in the face of hegemonic forces that 

have consistently marginalized their discourse. This is unwelcome in traditional deliberative forums, which aim 

to break through slogans and emotional appeals in order to unearth rational and relatable arguments.

A further extension of Young’s thinking on activism is found in the emergent idea of deliberative activism. 

“ Deliberative activism ” is the act of practicing deliberative democratic ideals in the face of power inequalities 

and entrenched structural and political disadvantages. Fung ( 2005 ) suggests that non-deliberative means, 

when guided by the goal of creating a more deliberative situation, are justified if they follow these principles :

1 ) Fidelity to the decision-making process of deliberation, despite its shortcomings in practice,  

and to improving ( not revolutionizing ) the current institutions and political practices ;

2 ) Charity, assuming that others are willing to practice good faith deliberation until they prove otherwise ;

3 ) Exhaustion, exhausting all deliberative means prior to engaging in non-deliberative means ; and

4 ) Proportionality, the use of non-deliberative means should be in proportion with the extent that 

deliberation is restricted ( Fung 2005 : 402–403 ).

Rather than attempting to restructure the sociopolitical situation, the deliberative activist uses non-deliberative 

tactics to reach a deliberative end. Fung argues that the distinction between deliberation and activism outlined 

by Young ( 2001 : 399 ) is less antagonistic than she suggests, and that real life deliberative democrats should 

use whatever methods necessary ( including coercive means ) to achieve an end goal of a deliberative space. 

As a method of prying open a democratic space where one does not naturally exist, activism and coercive 

tactics may contribute to the creation of a more “ level playing field ” on which to conduct deliberation.

Rostboll ( 2009 ) tempers this by emphasizing the need to maintain reason-giving even when engaging in 

coercive methods :

the use of non-deliberative means should be combined with reason-giving. It might under certain 

circumstances be necessary for powerless groups to add force to their arguments, but they must 

still justify their ends as well as their use of non-deliberative means to others. In this way they uphold 

their commitment to treating their adversaries as reason-responsive even though they simultaneously 

realize that their adversaries must be forced to listen ( Rostboll 2009 : 33 ).

These authors all provide strategies for enacting deliberation under a non-ideal speech situation, resulting 

in the creation of a potentially more applicable and more realistic version of deliberative democracy that can 

function in the contemporary world.



Participant experiences under constrained deliberative conditions 7

“ FRONTSTAGE ” AND “ BACKSTAGE ” DIALOGUES

In searching for snapshots of meaningful and transformative dialogue within a deliberative event, it is important 

to understand how context shapes such public-spirited talk. Eliasoph ( 1996 : 262–263 ) argues that the 

more public the context, the less public-spirited the dialogue that occurs, and we must look at how a group 

structures the public sphere within their unique context in order to understand how willingly people will engage 

in open, challenging, and empathetic dialogue. Civic practices or norms created and perpetuated by those in 

the room delineate the appropriateness of public-spirited discourse in a particular space, shaping the type of 

dialogue that will occur.

It is said that people become good citizens through their interactions with fellow citizens, and by engaging 

in “ open-ended, voluntary, and equal exchange ” ( Eliasoph 1996 : 262 ). Such exchange may or may not 

happen within a deliberative space. The assumption of deliberative democracy is that a deliberative event will 

create an ideal space for public-spirited moments, by espousing a focus on open, reciprocal, questioning, 

and cooperative dialogue. However, Eliasoph observes two distinct dialogues that emerge from a public 

context—“ frontstage ” and “ backstage ” or “ hidden ” dialogues. Frontstage dialogue is born of the pressure 

to make an impression, to look good in front of other people, while backstage citizens can relax and escape 

the fear of judgment. This is similar to Goffman’s dramaturgical concept of acting within social situations. Like 

Eliasoph, Goffman ( 1959 ) refers to the “ front ”—an individual’s performance that defines and influences the 

context for those who are observing the performance. Settings, appearance, and manner are all employed 

by the “ actor ” to convey social status, lifestyle, or the actor’s role in a situation or interaction ( Goffman 1959 : 

22–24 ). In both Goffman’s and Eliasoph’s notions of the public “ front ”, the group itself establishes acceptable 

topics of conversation, behaviour, and tone, and in doing so limits or encourages moments of public-

spiritedness within the deliberation. Open public dialogue is then relegated to the backstage or embraced 

within the deliberative space.

However, such backstage dialogues need not be detrimental to effective group deliberation, and may actually 

enhance communicative skills as well as a sense of community among deliberators. Engagement in other, non-

deliberative spaces provides deliberators with an opportunity to become confident in their preferences and 

verbal skills prior to or parallel with forays into the deliberative arena. von Lieres and Kahane ( 2006 ) identify 

a key feature of deliberative design as “ the existence of separate spaces in which members of marginalized 

groups can reflect on dynamics of power and exclusion, and negotiate questions of common agendas, 

strategies and identities ” ( von Lieres and Kahane 2006 : 133 ). As such, backstage spaces may also be a 

place where structurally disadvantaged groups can engage in counter-discourses and gain the confidence and 

capacity to meaningfully engage in the public sphere ( Cornwall 2008 : 59–60 ).

With these insights, a key question arises : where are moments of public-spiritedness occurring, and how are 

they being encouraged or discouraged ? In exploring the conditions that affect public spiritedness, Eliasoph 

( 1996 ) refers to the use of humour by a country-western dance club. The group context, or frontstage, was 

composed of joking and casualness ; “ Frontstage, members could not discuss relationships, work, family, 
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health, or the wider world, except to make fun of such attachments ” ( Eliasoph 1996 : 271 ). In this way, 

humor relegated meaningful, public-spirited conversations to brief, private exchanges in small groups that 

occur “ between scenes.” Alternatively, Moore ( 2012 : 155 ) reports the use of humour to facilitate free flowing 

and candid conversation that created a comfortable space, “ a ‘ lightness ’ that puts people at ease,” and 

encouraged humility.

In summary, this literature review draws attention to the challenges of translating deliberative theory into 

practice. Exclusionary practices, uneven distributions of power, advocacy positions and biases, restrictive 

public contexts, and mechanisms such as voting contrast with traditional ideals of deliberative democracy, 

and yet are likely inevitable without dramatic transformation of the existing political space. The way 

that deliberators respond to these limitations is the focus of this research, and the results will assist in 

understanding how far an event can stray from its theoretical foundations while still resulting in deliberative 

outcomes and open dialogue.

Study Setting and Research Objective
Research was conducted at the Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges, which was 

held from October to December 2012 at the University of Alberta in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada. The citizen 

deliberation, comprised of adult ( 18 years or older ) Edmontonians, was proposed with the intention of 

supporting and informing the implementation of the City of Edmonton’s strategic environmental plan, The Way 

We Green. The deliberation was designed and executed through a partnership between the City of Edmonton, 

Alberta Climate Dialogue, and the Centre for Public Involvement.

Sixty-six participants were recruited through random sampling ( though ten panelists—as often happens in 

such exercises—retracted their participation at different stages of the process, in all cases but one citing 

health or work commitments ). The random sampling was followed by outreach targeted towards youth who 

were less represented in the sample. Recruitment of participants occurred approximately four weeks prior to 

deliberations.
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Table 1–1. Panel composition as compared to the City of Edmonton population

Characteristic
Percentage ( % )  

of Edmonton population
Percentage ( % )  

of Citizens’ Panel
1Gender—Male  49.9  48.5 
1Gender—Female  50.2  51.5 
1Age—18–29  25.4  25.8 
1Age—30–49  36.8  30.3 
1Age—50+  37.8  43.9 
2Education—High school or less*  43.4  28.8 
2 Education—College or apprenticeship or trades diploma*  30.1  30.3 
2 Education—University certificate or degree*  26.5  40.9 
2 Ethnicity—South Asian or Chinese  11.6  13.6 
2 Ethnicity—Other visible minority  11.3  10.6 
2 Ethnicity—Aboriginal, Inuit, Métis, or First Nation  5.3  3.0 
2 Ethnicity—Not a visible minority  77.1  71.2 
3 Disability—Activity difficulties/reductions  17.6  12.1 
1 Households with children**  41.0  25.8 
2 Personal Income—$ 0–$ 29,999***  51.0  34.9 
2 Personal Income—$ 29,999–$ 59,999***  30.0  27.3 
2 Personal Income—$ 59,999+***  19.0  34.9 

Employed or family member employed by energy industry —  13.6 

1 Government of Canada ( 2011 ) 
2 Government of Canada ( 2006 )  
3 City of Edmonton ( 2006 )

The final panel composition was a somewhat successful representative sample of the Edmonton population. 

As seen in Table 1–1, organizers based panel recruitment on a number of population characteristics including 

gender, age, education level, ethnicity, and income. It was also noted whether a panelist was employed or had 

a family member employed by the energy industry, as this is a relevant factor in the stake and opinions they 

have in the deliberative outcomes. The panel had a higher proportion of university-educated individuals than in 

the Edmonton population, a lower proportion of people from households with children, and a higher proportion 

of individuals with an income of over $ 59,999. However, many of the other characteristics such as ethnicity, 

age, and gender indicate a fairly representative sample population.

Deliberations spanned eight weeks with six eight-hour Saturday sessions and assigned readings for each 

week. An extensive team of deliberative design experts and facilitators provided structure and maintained the 

flow of discussions. Two professional facilitators led from the front of the room, transitioning between activities 

and small group discussions as well as assisting in instigating and directing plenary conversations. The large 

group of citizens was split into approximately 10 tables. Table facilitators and note takers were present at 
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each of these smaller groups to guide table discussions and activities. Each session focused on a different 

piece of the decision-making process including : an introduction to deliberative process and the issues of 

climate change and energy ; table activities to illuminate personal and common values ; expert presentations 

on climate science and proposed policy changes ; small group deliberation of policy options and trade-offs ; 

plenary voting on final recommendations ; a review of the draft Citizens’ Panel recommendations ; and planning 

for next steps and continued action.

Citizen recommendations were based on Edmonton’s Energy Transition Discussion Paper, developed by 

the Pembina Institute and HB Lanarc. The Pembina Institute, as a prominent mainstream environmental 

organization, received much of the attention and criticism for the Discussion Paper recommendations due to 

citizen familiarity with the organization and the presence of a Pembina representative at some sessions. The 

organization maintains a moderate, multi-stakeholder approach to energy and environmental issues. The 

Discussion Paper outlines three potential energy strategies ; low carbon, reduced carbon, and business-as-

usual. Attention was paid to the social, economic, and environmental costs and benefits of each strategy. The 

paper is founded on the assumption that climate change is a real and present threat to the City of Edmonton 

and the world, and that human activities represent a significant contribution to recent increases in greenhouse 

gases. The Discussion Paper was developed with an interest in encouraging the adoption of low carbon energy 

policies and initiatives.

This research strives to understand specific occurrences that resulted from the difficulties of translating 

deliberative theory into practice in the Edmonton deliberations, and how these tensions affected participant 

experiences. The study focuses on aspects of deliberative design, process, and implementation, and how 

these elements constrained or enhanced opportunities for meaningful dialogue. Results from this study bring 

to light the real world imperfections of deliberative spaces, and how the presence of advocacy, “ backstage ” or 

“ hidden ” dialogues, and exclusionary practices influence the experiences of participants. These experiences 

were explored through direct observations of participants during deliberations, reflections from participant 

journals, and personal experience as a part of the planning and development of the event.
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Methods

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

Participant observation is a research method that involves watching and critically reflecting on phenomena in 

an attempt to “ understand more fully the meanings of place and the contexts of everyday life ” ( Kearns 2005 : 

245 ). In this study, participant observations focused on a single table or group of deliberators during each 

session. Each day of deliberation, observations occurred at a different table with a different combination of 

deliberators. However, special attention was given to participants who were also maintaining journals as a part 

of this research. Focusing on a small group of panelists at each session allowed for greater attention to the 

experiences and interactions of a small number of individuals, providing a more thorough understanding of the 

observed moments. Other observational data was collected through my own participation in the planning of 

the event.

Observations were informed by the research goals of understanding aspects of the deliberation that impeded 

or enhanced opportunities for meaningful participant experiences, and focused on :

Description of occurrences were recorded, including a summary of what participants said and what reactions 

these statements incited from other participants, and the nature of emotional responses including body 

language and tone of voice. The frequency of such occurrences was also noted in order to gauge how 

common a particular reaction was among participants. This type of observational data provided evidence 

to support or contrast what participants said in journals or during the sessions. As well as counting and 

complementing, observational research can provide greater contextual understanding by immersing oneself in 

the “ socio-temporal context of interest ” ( Kearns 2005 : 242 ). Involvement with event planning provided insight 

regarding the motivations for particular deliberative design choices, the goals and expectations of organizers, 

and limitations placed upon the event by funding, time, and partnerships with other organizations. Kearns, 

Smith and Abbott ( 1991 ) report that their observations of research participants often contrasted with what the 

participants admitted to in interviews. Observing all six sessions provided me with a better understanding of 

participants’ personalities, opinions, lifestyles, and relationships with other deliberators that they may not have 

honestly represented in their survey or journal responses, or in formal discussions.

Field notes were either handwritten annotations in a notebook or typed on a laptop. These notes included 

direct observations, quotations, and personal reflections. Continuous reflection encouraged concurrent data 
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analysis throughout the observation periods and allowed me to direct my observations towards emerging 

trends and my own developing curiosities. Post hoc review of these notes allowed for further investigation of 

interesting patterns or occurrences.

PARTICIPANT JOURNALS

Participant journaling uses diaries written by research subjects. These journals can contribute to a greater 

understanding of how participants perceive their experiences ; “ Diaries can be used not only to identify 

patterns of behaviour but also to provide greater insight into how individuals interpret situations and ascribe 

meanings to action and events ” ( Alaszewski 2006 : 37 ). In this study, the journals maintained by select 

panelists supplemented my own observations of the deliberative process and provided insights into their 

reactions to different aspects of the event. The journalists’ perspectives assisted me in identifying notable 

practices and facets of the deliberation.

PSEUDONYMS

Journal participants and panelists were given pseudonyms for the purposes of this research. The involvement 

of organizations such as the Pembina Institute and HB Lanarc is publically available information, and thus 

these organizations are referred to by name.

Limitations
As with any data collection method, there are drawbacks to participant observation. Observations occur 

through the subjective lens of the researcher and are ultimately vulnerable to misinterpretation. However, the 

addition of participant journaling assists in triangulating both survey responses and participant observations 

through in situ investigation of participant perspectives that minimize the effects of the researcher ( Carter and 

Mankoff 2005 ).

Participants’ awareness of my involvement in planning the Citizens’ Panel and creating written materials may 

have influenced their willingness to criticize aspects of the deliberation in their journal entries or while I was 

present.
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Results

OBSERVATIONS OF COERCIVE POWER

A number of examples of coercive power emerged throughout the deliberation. For example, one journal 

participant felt that the scope of conversations was too limited to a well-defined topic, but recognized 

that this “ may have been in the name of the project.” The Citizens’ Panel was a goal-oriented process that 

was developed to review the Pembina Institute and HB Lanarc Discussion Paper and give feedback and 

recommendations on the proposed low carbon initiatives. Facilitators pressed for soft consensus in order 

to develop a final Citizens’ Report within a limited time. Voting captured the extent of agreement on the final 

recommendations, though an effort was made to qualitatively capture moments of dissent in the report.

Besides guiding deliberators towards the goal of developing their final recommendations to the City of 

Edmonton, facilitators also played a prominent role in encouraging dialogue and leading activities. A journal 

participant expressed favourability towards facilitators who refocused the group by reviewing and digesting 

the large volumes of information and previous discussions ; “ The morning explanation that [ the lead organizer ] 

gave was awesome. I felt that it was a good summary and clarity. It provided a good purpose with examples 

of what we were doing,” “ I really like the [ lead ] facilitator … she summarizes our points.” However, one of the 

lay facilitators was less effective, dominating the conversation and providing her own opinions in response 

to discussion questions. During one table conversation this lay facilitator spent more time giving her own 

perspective on the benefits of low carbon than the deliberators spent in dialogue with one another.

Voting occurred using iClickers : handheld devices that allowed the user to anonymously provide responses 

to multiple-choice questions. Responses were collected instantaneously and projected at the front of the 

room, allowing participants to garner an idea of the predominant perspectives among their co-deliberators. 

The interactive nature of the voting process created excitement in some participants, but isolated others who 

were less technologically inclined, for example, a few of the older deliberators required assistance using the 

iClickers. A young journal participant expressed enthusiasm about the activity ; “ The iClicker was an amazing 

tool and I had a LOT of fun using it and seeing the room’s thoughts … I love to see the instant results and 

opinions of those in the room.” Another wrote about a very different experience with the voting process ; “ The 

most amazing thing I saw was the vote on housing density at the last minute. It passed so quickly, and people 

( for the most part ) did not know what they were voting for.”

OBSERVATIONS OF PARTICIPATORY EXCLUSION

The Citizens’ Panel occurred on six Saturdays throughout the months of October, November, and December 

2012. Deliberators were given an honorarium for their participation, as well as provided with meals and 

compensation for travel costs to and from each session. The lower number of panelists from households 

with children than is present in the Edmonton population ( 41 % of Edmontonians come from households with 

children, compared with 25.76 % of panelists ) may have reflected the poorly promoted childcare services. 
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Panelists were expected to maintain English competency, though proportionate visible minorities were 

sufficiently represented in spite of this requirement ( more visible minorities were represented in the panel with 

71 % non-visible minority panelists, compared with the Edmonton population where 77 % of citizens are non-

visible minority ).

The technical nature of the issues necessitated strategic efforts to convey climate science and energy policy 

in such a way as to make it understandable to a wide range of education levels. Written materials provided 

to deliberators were created for an eighth grade reading level and were edited to remove terminology and 

maintain plain language. Expert presentations similarly attempted to condense the highly technical nature of 

climate and energy issues into an easily understandable but not overly simplified summary. Many panelists 

indicated adequate comprehension of the presentations : “ I don’t have the science background but these 

presentations are well geared and informative to me ; ” “ The speakers did an excellent job of presenting their 

information … not only was it interesting—it was very informative as well.” The experts also ended up being 

the authority on points of contention among deliberators. Often, participants disagreeing over the technical 

details of green energy, for example, deferred to the relevant expert. However, the topic remains very complex, 

prompting one participant to note his hesitancy ; “ I am not comfortable yet having in-depth conversations 

about climate change. I am no expert.”

While one participant applauded organizers on being “ interested in hearing from everyone,” she also felt the 

practical limitations of deliberation ; “ I’m not sure everyone in the groups were really on the same page … at 

times I felt that there was no time for questions for clarification because of the time constraint.” Others raised 

concerns about the extent of the decision-making power allotted them. Two participants became vocal in the 

first plenary discussion, insinuating that the City of Edmonton is using this deliberation to pay “ lip service ” 

to the issue of climate change, and will not follow through with the recommendations of the panel. Another 

expressed concern about panelists’ control of how results will be used ; “ One thing I was kind of worried 

about was: How will this draft be presented to the city ? Will we as panel members be kept informed as to how 

this will happen ? ” The use of the Pembina and HB Lanarc Discussion Paper as a foundation for discussions 

frustrated one participant in particular, who felt constrained by the limited subject matter :

People felt limited by the Pembina document, which frustrated people and made them feel hemmed 

in, both people who wanted to do more and people who wanted to do less were feeling that they 

were limited. People had great ideas, but along the way they seemed to have disappeared or gone 

by the wayside… This is all based on one group’s opinions [ Pembina Institute ], I’m not saying they’re 

wrong—but it’s not the only opinion… There’s no place to submit ideas and suggestions. For example, 

someone suggested banning drive thrus, but that wasn’t an option to be talked about.
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This same panelist later wrote in his journal,

It should have been called the Citizens’ Panel review of the Pembina recommendations. I just felt in 

the weeks previous that anyone who had some great ideas on the various topics, who presented low 

cost solutions were ignored. I saw a few people get very frustrated and I felt for them. Maybe what 

was needed was a preceding panel recommending deletions/additions to the Pembina report.

The focus on climate change throughout written materials, presentations, and discussion topics was a point of 

frustration for some participants who self-identified as climate skeptics. Toby, a journal participant, believed in 

climate change but was hesitant to believe that it is caused by human release of greenhouse gases. Instead of 

reducing carbon emissions, he was concerned about adaptation efforts and “ climate readiness.” He wanted to 

expand the conversation to illuminate other benefits of low carbon initiatives in order to inspire climate skeptics. 

Another panelist made clear his skepticism by using the expression “ so-called greenhouse gases ” but still 

discussed his desire to support local, small businesses in his community as a motivation for driving less. He 

and Toby later bonded over a desire to use messaging that incorporates alternative benefits to engaging in low 

carbon activities, in order to avoid isolating skeptics through a focus on climate change.

OBSERVATIONS OF ACTIVISM, ADVOCACY, AND BIAS

Most presenters supported a citywide shift to low carbon, and used assertive language that attempted to 

influence panelists. One expert presenter declared, “ we can’t do nothing,” and claimed that concerns about 

the costs of low carbon initiatives are not a valid “ excuse ” to avoid action. An organizer of the event, while 

speaking to the group, said, “ sustainability—duh ! We wouldn’t be here if we weren’t all motivated by a deep 

environmental concern.” One expert, a representative of a prominent real estate development lobby, indicated 

some disagreement with a transition to low carbon but the general imbalance of perspectives was detected by 

some participants ; “ I would hope that it was a little less biased next time … with more input from professionals 

of differencing opinions and solutions.” Participants also raised questions about the bias of the research 

they were presented with and wondered if the scientific information contained fear mongering that created 

or shaped participants’ opinions. The perceived partiality of the event may have constrained the legitimacy 

of any outcomes. At the end of the process, a journal participant stated, “ On my way to the last session I 

gave thought if I needed to accomplish anything today and decided I did not. I had come to the conclusion 

that we as a group were led down a path. We were able to stray off pavement a little bit, but if we got too far 

the sprinklers came on.” Another deliberator questioned whether outcomes really represented the range of 

perspectives in the room ; “ Do we have an adequate reflection of what people are truly thinking ? The process 

has felt in general to be very directed … It seems that the same people are always talking.”

The use of the Discussion Paper as a foundation for conversations contributed to questions about the bias 

of the panel. The Paper was developed primarily by the Pembina Institute. The preexisting reputation of the 

organization influenced some participants to approach the document with hesitancy. One participant did not 

hold back her resentment of the Pembina Institute, telling those at her table, “ The Pembina is just fascists 
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that’s trying to put restrictions on us ! ” Another questioned the legitimacy of the organization saying, “ I’ve 

read books that dispute some of the science coming from Pembina.” The presence of a senior advisor from 

the Pembina Institute may have returned some credibility to the Discussion Paper. He addressed questions 

and comments that arose regarding the organization’s advocacy approach, and assured panelists that the 

development of the recommendations was vetted by a variety of perspectives including economics professors 

from the University of Alberta, developers, energy companies, and City of Edmonton staff.

Citizen input occurred late in the City’s planning process. Deliberators were aware that city administration 

already maintained some level of commitment to the recommendations proposed by the Pembina Discussion 

Paper ; “ When I first came and started listening to all the information, I felt like it was a paper trying to justify 

all the building development the City wanted to do,” and “ It seems to me that the City has bought the report 

as fact and truth. Are we here so the City can say to the rest of the citizens ‘ we did a Citizens’ Panel and they 

agree with all the recommendations ’ ? ” The Pembina Institute, deliberation hosts and speakers, and the City of 

Edmonton’s expressed inclination towards low carbon initiatives made some panelists feel obligated to provide 

their consent ; “ I feel participants were pressured to agree to the details in the draft report.”

Not only did deliberators notice the bias of presenters and those involved with organizing the panel, but in 

each other as well. Select individuals became known as activists or environmentalists, as they promoted well-

defined views and would challenge others using a confrontational tone and vocabulary. One journal participant 

noted the intensity of the “ environmentalists ” ; “ It felt like a weight had been lifted… A couple of us at the table 

found a way to have some fun amongst the serious nature of our discussions. The “ Environmentalists ” in the 

room must have taken the weight the others have lost.” Some participants questioned the presence of these 

individuals, as they felt that the Citizens’ Panel was not the right space for activism ; “ He was in the room under 

false pretenses. He had no hesitations and was there only to change peoples’ minds if he could.” A young male, 

who had previously expressed strong pro-environmental views, joined a conversation where participants were 

discussing their uncertainties about low carbon initiatives. He was similarly perceived as trying to sway others’ 

perspectives, so deliberators objected to his being there ; “ I’m sorry, Jason, but I’m having a real issue with 

you and Connor challenging everyone’s opinions,” “ I don’t think this is the right group for you.” The assertive 

and vocal nature of the individuals that panelists identified as environmentalists or activists appeared to have 

instigated resistance from other panelists. A journal participant referred to a negative emotional reaction he 

had to one man’s attitude that prevented him from engaging in valuable dialogue :

In the morning I was getting quite angry, almost to the point I wanted to punch the fellow sitting 

beside me. He was snickering and shaking his head at everyone in the room who had comments 

that did not agree with his. I got the feeling he thought his beliefs were more important than anyone 

else … I had lunch with the fellow that was snickering at everyone. After a conversation with him, I 

discovered that he was very passionate about the environment and had read a lot on climate change. 

Although he seemed like a very intelligent man, it did seem he had some issues. I will choose to just 

ignore him in the future.
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Other participants became quiet in the presence of these opinionated and insistent individuals. For example, 

during a group dialogue one of the “ activists ” got into a heated argument with another participant. I made eye 

contact with a panelist, and she gave me an uncomfortable smile as she sat back in her chair and disengaged 

from the conversation.

OBSERVATIONS OF “ FRONTSTAGE ”  
AND “ BACKSTAGE ” DIALOGUE

Multiple factors appeared to prevent participants from vocalizing dissent during “ frontstage ” or public 

discussions, such as my relationship with conveners and presenters, and time constraints that led to 

participants feeling rushed. A journal participant, who remained quiet during a presentation about changing 

personal environmental behaviours, later displayed hesitancy to express his true opinions ; “ The next part 

here is a little hard to say. I know you are friends or colleagues, but the only part I did not care for and 

made me a little angry was the presentation this morning.” Another journal participant highlighted another 

example of hidden conversations. When the deliberation concluded, participants voted on the proposed 

recommendations and the draft report, voting overwhelmingly in favour of the low carbon initiatives. However, 

a journalist told another story about panelists’ opinions ; “ At the end of the day, I still believe participants were 

not entirely in favor of the draft report. I overheard many panelists stating they wanted more time to dialogue 

plus get some information on other research.”

At the first session deliberators discussed the difference between dialogue and debate. They were given a list 

of characteristics of the two types of communication. Debate was characterized as criticizing others’ point 

of view, searching for weaknesses and flaws in others’ positions, jumping to judgment, and with an objective 

of winning. On the other hand, dialogue incorporates finding common ground, examining all points of view, 

and trying to understand others’ views and why they hold them. Panelists quickly determined what type 

of communication was appropriate within the deliberation. Humor was used to alleviate tensions between 

differing perspectives, and to enable deliberators to present their opinions as ambivalent so as to be dismissed 

as a joke if others disagreed. One deliberator continually expressed self-interested values such as only acting 

in ways that provide tangible personal benefits, but when he sensed that others did not agree with his opinions 

he mocked his own beliefs by laughing, “ it’s my goddamn choice ! ” ( referring to environmental behaviour 

changes ). At this point, the others laughed and joked along with him rather than continuing to discuss their 

differences in opinion. Other participants similarly engaged in the creation of a lighthearted atmosphere, 

placing expectations of congeniality and optimism on other deliberators ; “ it is frustrating because we are 

arguing with … hard headed negative people. I am a positive person ; ” “ I really like the facilitator ... She is 

positive … she is nice ; ” and “ a couple of us at the table found a way to have some fun amongst the serious 

nature of our discussions.” This understanding of dialogue as an optimistic and friendly activity led one journal 

participant to conflate having a strong perspective with debate, writing, “ It was interesting to try to follow the 

guideline of dialogue rather than debate. Sometimes the topic or opinion is so strong that it was natural to 

revert to the debate format.”
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Concurrently, this congeniality and use of humour also encouraged the creation of personal bonds that 

strengthened deliberators’ sense of community as well as commitment to the process. For example, a journal 

participant noted, “ we have created our own family here.” She stated that “ the best part about this panel [ was ] 

getting to work / know new Edmontonians ” and “ wish [ ed ] to stay in touch with some of the panelists—they are 

nice and I could see forming friendships.” Another journal participant credited these friendly relationships as 

the reason he continued to engage in the deliberation process ; “ It was the friendships I had made with a few 

that got me going.”

Discussion
A review of the literature delineated some of the tensions and constraints that surround the practice of 

deliberative democracy, as well as the potential that a break from theoretical ideals holds for rectifying 

power imbalances ( through inclusion of the deliberative activist ( Fung 2005 ) ), and the achievement of more 

deliberative outcomes ( through strategic incorporation of coercion ( Mansbridge et al. 2010 ) ). The results 

of this study emphasize how participants’ experiences are impacted by the ways in which designers and 

organizers negotiated the realities of deliberation in practice.

Issues of representation and exclusion significantly impacted participants’ abilities to engage in deliberation. 

Such issues included practical barriers like time commitment and topic complexity, and design choices that 

incorporated a limited agenda of pre-defined recommendations and a climate change framework. Particular 

design aspects of the Citizens’ Panel attempted to prevent or remedy exclusionary barriers. Lee ( 2011 ) 

outlines the steps taken in many deliberative endeavours to encourage diversity and equal participation. 

Accommodations for those with disabilities, translators and mixed language materials, childcare provision, 

financial compensation, and assistance with transportation are all efforts that facilitate the engagement of a 

diverse group of participants. The Citizens’ Panel achieved a fairly representative sample of Edmontonians, 

with comparable age, gender, and ethnicity characteristics through targeted recruitment, honorariums, and 

transportation and parking assistance. However, under-communicated childcare opportunities and the 

occurrence of sessions on Saturdays ( a day when children are not in school ) likely influenced the lower 

proportion of participants from households with children. Lee ( 2011 : 16 ) also refers to the significant time 

and resource burdens associated with participation in an extensive deliberation. The Citizens’ Panel was 

comprised of six, full day sessions as well as extracurricular reading assignments, which presented a sizeable 

commitment of time and effort. Additionally, the topic of climate change and energy is technical and complex, 

and demanded a high level of comprehension from panelists. This prevented one journal participant from 

engaging in conversations that required some understanding of climate change, an internal exclusion based 

on his perceived lack of competency or necessary knowledge and skills ( Barnes et al. 2003 ). However, efforts 

were made to simplify the large volumes of scientific information and assist panelists in engaging more fully 

and confidently with the issue. Journal participants proved responsive to climate science presentations, 

noting that they were informative, easy to understand, and interesting. Experts were also used as a source of 

authority on questions or points of contention regarding energy policy and technology, preventing panelists 

from becoming hung up on details and stalling productive dialogue. The nature of the topic at hand may have 

been responsible for the disproportionately high number of panelists with a university education.
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The intent of the Citizens’ Panel, to evaluate a preexisting set of recommendations from the Pembina Institute 

and HB Lanarc Discussion Paper, contributed to panelist feelings of constraint, brought on by their limited 

ability to direct or expand the topic of conversation. This agenda-setting by deliberation organizers reinforced 

a hierarchical relationship that positioned participants as information givers, limiting their ability to direct 

discussions and decision-making ( Parkinson 2003 ). Parkinson notes the danger that this lack of power will 

incite frustration among participants ( 2003 : 189 ), a reaction encountered by some deliberators in the Citizens’ 

Panel. A deliberator noted the displeasure he observed multiple panelists feel with the refined subject matter 

as they felt their ideas were lost when they failed to fit into the predetermined agenda.

The rhetoric of climate change used by organizers and expert presenters also contributed to the creation of 

a confined frame for conversations that some deliberators believed limited their ability to discover mutually 

agreeable outcomes. Specifically, two climate skeptics or individuals who were disinterested in low carbon 

initiatives for environmental reasons found inspiration in other benefits to low carbon that they believed 

should have been more prominent in the deliberation, such as community development and support for 

local business, and alternative energy sources for back-up in crisis situations, such as Hurricane Sandy. The 

power inequalities between organizers and deliberators instigated frustration in panelists who sought greater 

influence on the direction of deliberations. However, the specific and limited agenda assisted deliberators in 

finalizing the Citizens’ Report, which may have tangible policy outcomes, rather than ending with an aimless 

and nonconsensual result. As well, the Discussion Paper, while perceived as biased towards low carbon 

initiatives, provided a starting point for conversations that panelists, without strong knowledge of energy policy, 

climate science, and economics, could not have come up with.

The Citizens’ Panel was established upon widely supported scientific knowledge regarding the reality of 

climate change, and the significant human contribution to greenhouse gas emissions. Furthermore, the 

deliberation was set within an existing policy-making process where the municipal government had already 

shown interest in reducing its carbon footprint, and had passed The Way We Green environmental strategic 

plan. These factors greatly shaped participants’ experiences and understandings of bias. The advocacy 

position of organizers and expert presenters raised some discomfort in panelists who perceived the 

deliberation as underserved by different perspectives on climate and energy solutions. In creating a basis for 

discussion, panel designers chose to accept prominent scientific knowledge that provides strong evidence in 

support of climate change. The decision was made in the interest of advancing conversations regarding the 

proposed policy options, rather than spending time tied up in a debate about climate change. This choice led 

to there being no formal space within the deliberation for climate skeptics, despite a range of panelist opinions 

about climate change. Without a unanimously acceptable basis for deliberation, panelists who remained 

skeptical of the reality and causes of climate change were somewhat isolated from conversations. Three of the 

journal participants, with diverse perspectives, voiced common beliefs that the panel was “ directed ” and “led 

down a path,” and that they felt some “ pressure.” Organizers believed that the goals of the deliberation ( to 

make recommendations regarding the City of Edmonton’s transition to low carbon ) would be better and more 

swiftly achieved if deliberations were founded on the assumption that climate change is a real and present 

threat. However, as not all panelists were able to reconcile this assumption with their values and beliefs they 
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saw the panel as biased, and rebelled against the goals of the deliberation ; “ On my way to the last session I 

gave thought if I needed to accomplish anything today and decided I did not.” Reducing the focus on climate 

change and instead presenting it as one of the many motivations and challenges related to energy may have 

mitigated the feelings of exclusion and frustration held by some climate skeptics. Providing equal attention 

to issues such as cost, energy security, and health would likely have enhanced the inclusion of differing 

perspectives and promoted a more objective view by organizers.

The presence of panelists who were perceived as activists influenced the way that participants’ engaged 

in dialogue with one another. These strong and passionate voices appeared to deter more mild-mannered 

panelists and anger those with different views. Some panelists were seen as promoting a particular interest 

and identified as activists or environmentalists. These individuals seemed to hold unyielding opinions and 

attempted to change other peoples’ minds through aggressive tones and interrogation of others’ views. 

Activists are often understood as contradictory to the process of deliberation, as activists may reiterate strong 

rhetoric and abstain from discussion with those who maintain conflicting interests ( Young 2001 ). During the 

deliberation, these “ activists ” often dominated discussions and their confrontational natures discouraged 

more soft-spoken deliberators from engaging in dialogue. One journal participant identified herself as being 

an optimistic person, who was turned off by the negative disposition of other deliberators. Another referred to 

the bad attitude of one “ environmentalist ” that prompted him to avoid future encounters with that individual ; 

“ Although he seemed like a very intelligent man, it did seem he had some issues. I will choose to just ignore 

him in the future.”

Fung ( 2005 ) makes a strong case for the “ deliberative activist,” noting the necessity of strong voices 

in a coercive or non-deliberative setting. Fung ( 2005 : 399 ) argues that if other parties are not willing to 

participate in fair deliberation, then those who limit themselves to strictly deliberative methods in spite of this 

will accomplish nothing. While a confrontational and assertive temperament may be required in order to give 

balance to a marginalized perspective, in this case it caused other deliberators to disengage from potentially 

illuminating and meaningful discussions. The failure of these activist voices to improve the deliberative quality 

may have resulted from the existing bias of the panel. As many deliberators already viewed the organizers, the 

City of Edmonton, and the Discussion Paper as predisposed towards a low carbon strategy, the “ activists ” 

were asserting a pro-environmental viewpoint that was already quite strongly supported within the deliberation. 

This oversaturation of a pro-environmental perspective may have incited deliberator resistance to the activists. 

Fung ( 2005 : 403 ) suggests that the use of non-deliberative methods be proportional to the extent that 

adversaries deny fair deliberation, and that activists employ charity in assuming that adversaries are willing to 

deliberate. Perhaps the combative nature of activists was inconsistent with fellow deliberators’ willingness and 

openness to alternative views, and the acceptance of a low carbon perspective by panel conveners. However, 

I believe that the responsibility for proportional activist response lies with activists themselves. Organizers 

should not necessarily limit or exclude specific activist positions, or dictate the extent and nature of individuals’ 

expressions of opinion. Rather, they should simply encourage and remind deliberators of the goals of open-

mindedness and cooperative, reciprocal dialogue, and ensure that individuals are participating in the capacity 

that they were recruited for ( as citizens, rather than formal lobbyists or activist group representatives ).
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The ways that a group structures their space will affect the likelihood of “ public-spirited ” or honest, 

challenging dialogue ( Eliasoph 1996 ). The creation of a “ frontstage ” and “ backstage ” inhibited conversation 

and limited participants’ abilities to engage in productive and open dialogue within the formal deliberation, but 

also encouraged personal connections and community spirit through the more honest and open conversations 

that occurred “ backstage ”. The use of humor and lightheartedness by panelists created a deliberative context 

that fostered friendships and a sense of community, and ultimately encouraged continued engagement. 

However, while an enjoyable atmosphere, this congeniality sometimes prevented deeper dialogue with difficult 

and contentious issues. Two of the journal participants explicitly placed value on maintaining a “ positive ” 

outlook and jovial manner. Often, when discussions became too serious or tensions arose someone would 

attempt to make a joke, derailing the flow of conversation. Deliberators’ expectations of congeniality and 

non-confrontational dialogue may have stemmed from the distinctions made between dialogue and debate. 

Organizers encouraged a search for common ground, and understanding others’ views, which may have 

been construed by panelists as the need to be polite and agreeable. This focus on congeniality can prevent 

challenging but important dialogue, creating what Eliasoph ( 1996 ) and Goffman ( 1959 ) refer to as a public 

front. Deliberators were less likely to voice dissenting opinions, creating a “ frontstage ” consensus, and 

a “ backstage ” or hidden dialogue where panelists privately discussed their disagreement with the final 

recommendations. The distinction between dialogue and debate, in written materials and early conversations, 

likely helped shape this communicative context where participants sought common ground and tried to avoid 

conflict within the formal deliberation.

Voting produced a final majority agreement, and elicited both positive and negative participant experiences. 

The purpose of the Citizens’ Panel was to produce a set of agreed-upon citizen recommendations that 

would comprise the final report presented to City Council. Mansbridge et al. highlight the ability of voting to 

circumvent “ irreconcilable conflict ” ( 2010 : 75 ), which secured the relative consensus necessary to move 

forward with the Citizens’ Panel report. Voting with iClickers was also an engaging and tactile activity that 

excited many panelists and broke up the monotony of group dialogue. A journal participant indicated her 

interest in seeing how others are answering the same questions ; “ I had a LOT of fun … seeing the room’s 

thoughts.” However, voting likely influenced the perspectives of deliberators. Seeing the voting preferences 

of fellow panelists may have induced a bandwagon effect that accounts for the majority agreement on a low 

carbon pathway in spite of noted individual dissent. A journal participant’s concern regarding how quickly 

voting occurred, not allowing for voters to fully understand what they were voting on, reflects Mansbridge et 

al.’s ( 2010 ) hesitation about the inability of voting to capture clarification or explanation.
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Conclusion
The Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges faced a number of practical and political 

limitations and realities that led to incorporation of voting, a limited scope and subject, advocacy, and the need 

to produce a tangible outcome. Observations and participant journals illuminated multiple factors that greatly 

influenced the experiences of deliberators within the Citizens’ Panel. Equal opportunity to participate was 

restricted by the technical and complex nature of the issue and practical factors such as timing of the sessions 

and the commitment required to participate in such an extensive process. The limited scope of decision-

making power available for deliberators led to some frustration and doubts about the potential impacts of their 

efforts, and the perceived bias of organizers and written materials isolated those who did not agree with the 

low carbon objectives. Notably, the “ positive ” and agreeable context informed by panelists’ understanding of 

their deliberative expectations prevented the discussion of difficult topics within the formal deliberative setting 

while simultaneously encouraging community spirit and friendship “ backstage ”.

However, the Citizens’ Panel produced a final report of energy and climate policy recommendations that 

has been reviewed by City of Edmonton administration and presented to the City Council, an outcome that 

likely would not have come about had some of the traditional deliberative requirements not been relaxed. 

Mansbridge et al.’s ( 2010 ) expansion of what constitutes deliberative democratic processes provides a 

starting point for renewing the viability of deliberative democracy in the non-ideal context of contemporary 

society, and is supported by the tangible outcomes of the Citizens’ Panel. While some deliberators perceived 

it as biased, the Pembina Institute and HB Lanarc authored Discussion Paper provided a multi-stakeholder 

approved, technical foundation for recommendations that could not have been produced by panelists with 

the given time and resources. And voting, while a non-deliberative form of measuring preferences, enabled 

the articulation of decisive and direct recommendations. While the activism present in this panel frustrated 

meaningful dialogue between activists and other deliberators I do not believe these voices should have been 

restricted. Facilitators can remind participants to strive for cooperative and respectful dialogue, but these 

strong opinions are a result of creating an inclusive and diverse deliberative space.

These results highlight an important point of consideration for deliberation conveners. Strict adherence to 

deliberative ideals may facilitate “ free-flowing dialogue aimed at producing reasonable and well-informed 

opinions ” ( Parkins and Mitchell 2005 : 533 ). However, in cases such as the Citizens’ Panel, deliberative theory 

is used to inform and structure goal-oriented, public decision-making processes that are concerned with 

attaining pre-determined outcomes. It thus becomes necessary to recognize the purpose of a deliberative 

engagement, as a loosening of the strict deliberative requirements may actually lead to achievement of desired 

outcomes. The experiences of the individual deliberators delineated in this paper provide a fresh perspective 

through which to understand the impacts of deliberation, and deserve consideration when navigating the 

complex political realities that constrain and shape the practice of deliberative democracy.
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