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Abstract:  
The amount of global greenhouse gas emissions needs to be significantly reduced in order to reach the Paris 
agreement target of 1.5°C by 2050. Contemporary representative political systems have failed so far in 
adequately addressing the complex problem of climate change. This study looks at potential alternative or 
complementary decision-making and knowledge producing methods, more specifically the deliberative 
democratic method of citizens’ assemblies. The three core concepts discussed in this thesis are citizens 
assemblies, wicked problems and sustainable transformation. By critically discussing and combining these 
three concepts, this thesis sets out to analyze a specific Citizens’ Assembly, namely the one held in Ireland 
2016-2018. The thesis analyzes both the Irish Citizens’ Assembly model proper and its recommendations. 
The model is analyzed through the theoretical lens of wicked problems, in order to determine to what extent 
the salient characteristics of the Irish Citizens’ Assembly model address complexity. In addition, the 
theoretical concept of sustainable transformation is used to analyze the Assembly’s recommendations, in 
order to determine how strong or weak they are in relation to this theory. A directed content analysis was used 
to help categorize the recommendations. The result of the study shows that the Irish Citizens’ Assembly model 
exhibited positive aspects in relation to appropriately addressing complexity. The transdisciplinary approach 
to knowledge production and the deliberative aspect of the Assembly process enhanced the reliability of the 
knowledge produced. The Assembly’s recommendations are, however, concluded to be weak as seen from a 
sustainable transformation perspective. The limited amount of time given to the topic of climate change by 
the Irish Citizens’ Assembly as well as the narrow focus of the information provided to the Assembly 
members are important factors in influencing this finding. Additional research is needed on the link between 
citizens’ assemblies, wicked problems and sustainable transformation. On the basis of the research presented 
in this thesis it is argued that the citizens assembly model might play a crucial part in how people and 
communities can deal with complex problems in the future 
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Summary:  
The complex problem of climate change has not been adequately addressed by previous and current political 
systems. Global emissions of greenhouse gases need to be significantly reduced in order to stop the current 
warming of the planet. Failing in doing so would lead to catastrophic consequences for ecosystems and 
societies around the world. This thesis looks at a specific proposed alternative or complement to the political 
systems of today, namely the deliberative democratic method of citizens assemblies. To determine whether a 
citizens assembly model could potentially be effective when dealing with complexity, this thesis analyzed a 
specific citizens assembly through the theoretical perspective of wicked (or complex) problems and 
sustainable transformation. The examined citizens’ assembly was held in Ireland in 2016-2018. Both the Irish 
citizens assembly model and the recommendations produced by the assembly were chosen as targets for 
analysis. A directed content analysis was used to categorize the recommendations from the Assembly. 
Categories, codes and sub-codes used in the classification process where influenced by the sustainable 
transformation literature, specifically from a framework labeled the “three spheres of transformation”. The 
three spheres in the framework, the practical, political and personal sphere, were references for where the 
recommendations were to be categorized. Two main points could be concluded from the study. The Irish 
citizens assembly model shows promising qualities in relation to addressing complexity. Mainly because the 
process strives to include a diverse set of stakeholders. This contributes different understandings of climate 
change, while creating a more encompassing approach to knowledge production and decision making. The 
recommendations were however found to be weak, as seen from a sustainable transformation perspective. 
The limited amount of time given to the topic of climate change as well as the narrow focus of the information 
provided to the Assembly members were seen as factors influencing this finding. The thesis concludes that 
the citizens’ assembly model carries promise in effectively addressing complex problems. However, more 
research is needed in this field. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The World Meteorological Organization (WMO) organized the first World Climate Conference in 1979, 
with focus on global warming. One of the outcomes of the meeting was the establishment of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the United Nations Environmental Program 
(UNEP). Several conferences have since been held that have addressed climate change. In 1992, the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was adopted in Rio. This led to 
the annual Conference of the Parties (COP) meetings, starting in 1995 (Conference of the Parties (COP) 
| UNFCCC, n.d.). The goal of the COP is to create legally binding frameworks for member countries to 
follow in order to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions. Measures have been taken to fulfill goals of 
these different frameworks. But so far it has not been enough. The 2015 United Nations Climate Change 
Conference decided that member states should strive together to keep global warming under 1.5°C, pre-
industrial levels. This target has since been deemed by many scientists to be almost impossible to 
achieve (Donner, 2015). Even a warming of under 2°C is not considered likely (United Nations 
Environment Programme, 2019). In fact, according to UNEP’s latest annual Emissions Gap Report, the 
world is now headed towards a 3.2°C warming by the end of this century (ibid). A warming of over 3°C 
would lead to catastrophic consequences including massive biodiversity loss, an increase in extreme 
weather events and large uninhabitable areas around the globe (Murray and Ebi, 2012). The Emissions 
Gap Report stresses that even if the current emission goals would be met, this would not be enough. 
Countries need to collectively increase their commitments more than fivefold in order to get on track 
for 1.5°C target by the year 2050.  

The situation described above cannot be seen as anything else than a failure by our current political 
system to effectively address the complex problem of climate change. The negotiations have been 
ongoing for 40 years, and humanity is not even close to meet a target that does not lead to ecological 
and societal collapse. A growing dissatisfaction with contemporary representative democracy as the 
main form of political organization can be seen in civil society as well as in academia (Dryzek et al., 
2011; Fishkin, 2018; Fournier et al., 2011; Gutmann and Thompson, 2009).  

The concept of complexity in relation to climate change has been more and more acknowledged and 
seriously looked at from research within sustainable development (Brown et al., 2010; Frantzeskaki et 
al., 2012; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). In the 1970s, researchers Rittel and Webber coined the term 
“wicked problems”. A wicked problem (WP) can be seen as a complex problem containing many 
uncertainties, ethical challenges and deep societal conflicts. Researchers within social sustainability 
have over the last two decades examined what effects climate change has on societies and drawn 
conclusions that climate change is exhibiting elements that would characterize it as a wicked problem. 
Characteristics that define climate change as a wicked problem are, amongst others, a) it is a problem 
for stakeholders to agree on underlying causes and therefore agree on solutions; b) attempts to address 
climate change have often lead to unforeseen consequences elsewhere; and c) because climate change 
is a global phenomenon, affecting almost everything on earth, the vast number of variables makes it 
impossible to know exactly how it will unfold in the future. This last characteristic points to the fact that 
climate change is mainly shrouded in uncertainty. This makes it especially hard to know how to address 
it properly. If our current representative political system is not fit to deal with complex problems such 
as climate change, what viable alternatives do exist? 

One possible alternative is the deliberative democratic method of Citizens’ Assemblies (CA’s) 
(Chrisafis, 2020; Dryzek et al., 2011; Fournier et al., 2011; Gerwin, 2018; Harvey, 2019; Lang, 2007). 
A Citizens’ Assembly consists of randomly selected1 and demographically representative individuals. It 
has been put forward as a complement or alternative to parliamentary elections. Some researchers argue 

 
1 Members of a citizens’ assembly should not be entirely randomly selected, some stratification measures should be  
implemented to obtain a more representative sample.  
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that a CA or alike has the potential to produce more socially and environmentally just policies and 
decisions (Hendriks, 2009). 

Moreover, literature on WPs, as well as in sustainable development, has more recently emphasized the 
importance of "transformation” in order to effectively address WPs, leading to the surge of literature 
concerning “sustainable transformation”. Sustainable transformation is defined as “the capacity to create 
untried beginnings from which to evolve a fundamentally new way of living when existing ecological, 
economic, and social conditions make the current system untenable” (Westley et al., 2011, p. 763). This 
strand within sustainable development emphasize the need for transformation at all levels within society 
and that these changes need to be combined and looked at from a holistic perspective.  

These three concepts, citizens assemblies, wicked problems, and sustainable transformation, will be 
presented, considered and discussed throughout the thesis. When combined, could these three concepts 
be used for establishing a knowledge producing and decision-making process that is better positioned 
for dealing with climate change than current political systems? 

In order to investigate these aspects, this thesis will look at a specific CA which was implemented 
between 2016-2018 in Ireland. The Irish government decided to implement a CA that would, amongst 
other topics, look at “How the state can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change” (The Citizens’ 
Assembly, 2017a). This CA consisted of randomly selected and demographically representative 
individuals of the Irish population. On the topic of climate change, the Irish Citizens Assembly (ICA) 
produced 13 recommendations that were presented to the Irish parliament. The recommendations 
proposed by the CA have been seen as “significantly more radical than many expected” (Torney and 
O’Gorman, 2019, p. 11).  

  

1.1 Aim and research questions:  
The overarching aim of this thesis is to investigate if the method of Citizens’ Assemblies could be used 
to effectively address a specific wicked problem, in this case climate change. In order to determine this, 
I have chosen to look at two aspects related to the connections between the theory of WPs and the CA 
model. The term “CA model” refers in this context to the salient characteristics that most CA’s have in 
common. These characteristics will be presented in the next chapter under the heading “Citizens’ 
Assemblies”. 

The overarching aim of this thesis is thus twofold. The first focus, or sub-aim, is to investigate to what 
extent the ICA model could be used to effectively address WPs. This will be done by presenting the two 
concepts of CAs and WPs in the “theoretical and conceptual background” chapter, and then use available 
literature on WPs as a lens to analyze the ICA. As many implemented CA’s follow the same model, 
including the salient characteristics that will be discussed later, my findings can be seen as largely valid 
for CAs in general.  

The second focus, or sub-aim, is however to look specifically at the recommendations presented by the 
ICA, which is studied here as a valid historical case of CAs. This is where the concept of sustainable 
transformation becomes relevant. Because fundamental changes or transformations within societies is 
seen as essential in order to properly address a WP, the theory of sustainable transformation can be seen 
as an extension and deep dive into how climate change could be more effectively addressed compared 
to today (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). Indeed, researchers addressing wicked problems stress the 
importance of transformation when dealing with complex problems (Australian Public Service 
commission, 2018; Brown et al., 2010; FitzGibbon and Mensah, 2012; Levin et al., 2012; Rittel and 
Webber, 1973).  Because of the importance of transformation when trying to address and resolve WPs, 
the second aim focuses therefore on analyzing ICA’s recommendations from the perspective of 
sustainable transformation. The intent here is to determine whether the recommendations can be viewed 
as transformational. What is important to remember is that sustainable transformation in this context is 
interlinked with the concept of WPs and can be seen as an extension of how to manage such issues. This 
aspect will be further explained in the second chapter. 
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The twofold aim of this thesis is therefore to determine whether the salient characteristics of the CA 
model include aspects that specifically address complexity, and to what extent the recommendations 
offered by the ICA are transformational. These two parts have been reformulated into two research 
questions which will be referred to throughout the thesis. 

Research questions:  

- To what extent do the salient characteristics of the Irish Citizens’ Assembly effectively address 
complexity?  

- How strong/weak are the recommendations presented by the Irish Citizens’ Assembly in relation 
to the theory of sustainable transformation? 

It is important to mention that this thesis will go into detail on the process of Citizens’ Assemblies, but 
it will not extensively enter the more general democratic theoretical debate on deliberative democracy 
and CAs. This has already been done by a multitude of researchers (Curato et al., 2017; Dryzek et al., 
2011; Fishkin, 2018; Gerwin, 2018; Gutmann and Thompson, 2009; Hansen and Rostbøll, 2015; 
Hendriks, 2009; Parkinson and Mansbridge, 2012). In contrast, the focus of this thesis will be on the 
connections between the concepts of CA, WP and sustainable transformation. I believe it is relevant and 
necessary to keep the discussion going on whether deliberative democracy can be seen as a legitimate 
theory to enhance democratic values. It will advance knowledge on this topic. However, I believe there 
is enough empirical evidence to demonstrate the legitimacy of the theory and concept of deliberative 
democracy. The discussion can thus proceed on what deliberative democracy could offer in the field of 
sustainable development. For a deeper discussion on deliberative democracy see Curato et al. (2017). 
They offer a comprehensive paper which presents some of the harshest critiques of deliberative 
democracy, supported with empirical data. The premise of their thesis is that deliberative democracy is 
a legitimate democratic theory and that CA’s are powerful tools in order to enhance democratic ideals 
and practices. “Deliberative democracy is not utopian; it is already implemented within, outside, and 
across governmental institutions worldwide.” (Curato et al., 2017, p. 29) 

 

1.2 Thesis outline 
The thesis will begin by presenting, discussing and combining the chosen theoretical and conceptual 
concepts, namely deliberative democracy, citizens assemblies, wicked problems and sustainable 
transformation. The third chapter will go through the literature review process, present the directed 
content analysis method, as well as give a background to the Irish Citizens’ Assembly. The fourth 
chapter, Results and Discussion, is organized according to the two research questions presented in the 
Introduction. It will begin by presenting the data for the first research question and then analyze and 
discuss it from the theoretical perspective of wicked problems. The same approach is used for the second 
research question; although the analysis stems from the sustainable transformation theory. The fifth 
chapter concludes the thesis.by discussing the research findings. The conclusion also comments on some 
of the study’s limitations and makes suggestions for future research.   
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2. Theoretical and Conceptual background 
This chapter will first present the theory of deliberative democracy, on which the method of Citizens’ 
Assemblies is based. It will give a brief historical background to deliberative democracy and present the 
salient characteristics of the CA process. Next, the theory of wicked problems will be discussed, with 
specific attention to climate change. Thereafter, in connection with the second research question an 
overview of the research concerning sustainable transformation will be presented.  In the concluding 
part of this chapter, connections will be drawn between citizens’ assemblies, wicked problems and 
sustainable transformation. This will produce the theoretical framework that is the basis for the analysis 
in the results and discussion chapter 

 

2.1 Deliberative democracy  
 

2.1.1 Background on deliberative democracy 
The idea of deliberative politics goes back to ancient Greece where proponents such as Aristotle and 
Pericles saw the process of discussing as an “indispensable preliminary to any wise action at all.” 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 2009:8). Aristotle argued that ordinary citizens’ discussing and debating 
amongst each other would produce better decisions than experts acting alone. The term deliberative 
would not, however, be linked with democracy until the late 13th century, and was then mainly associated 
with small groups of political elites. Just as many “democratic” practices were exclusive for aristocrats 
during this period, so was the practice of deliberation within politics. It was not until the early 20th 
century that deliberation started to become decisively joined with democracy. One of its most important 
proponents is Jürgen Habermas, who thoroughly grounded the concept within his theory of democracy. 
He thought that the outcome of deliberation should be determined not by the status or economic 
resources of the participants, but by “the peculiarly constraint-free force of the better argument” 
(Habermas 1984: 24). The term “deliberative democracy”, however, is even more recent, It was coined 
by Joseph Bessette in 1980 (Bessette, 1980).  Deliberative democracy is characterized by its “talk-
centric” democratic theory (Chambers 2003: 308). It is focused on the process that precedes voting 
encouraging citizens’ to exchange arguments and opinions before they vote (Goodin, 2008; Hansen and 
Rostbøll, 2015). Deliberative democratic theory argues that decisions that are reached through a process 
of collective reasoning will produce more legitimate and publicly oriented outcomes as a result 
(Hendriks, 2009).  

The concept of legitimacy is an important argument for inclusive deliberative processes. Legitimacy is 
concerned with why people should agree, consent and obey decisions of leaders, institutions and 
governments with power. Hendriks argues that “When policy decisions incorporate the perspectives of 
those affected, they can capture a broader range of inputs, and more importantly, they can secure public 
legitimacy” (ibid, p. 345). Modern political systems relies on legitimacy as its moral basis to keep 
political authority (Birch, 2007). As opposed to the private act of voting, public deliberation involves 
aspects of ‘giving, weighing, acceptance or rejection of reasons’ (Parkinson, 2003, p. 180). The process 
of public deliberation, ideally, also serves to shift the debate away from narrow self-interests (Hendriks, 
2009). “When one is required to defend one’s opinions publicly it is difficult to refer to one’s self-
interest as the only ground for supporting a certain policy” (Hansen and Rostbøll, 2015, p. 508; 
Benhabib, 1996; Young, 2000). Public deliberation wants to enlarge the way we think about issues; the 
process makes the deliberators more aware of their own pre-formed preferences and can therefore weigh 
them towards others.  

Deliberative democracy has mainly been criticized for its heavy emphasis on theoretical literature, 
stemming from ideal conceptions of abstract principles such as rationality, liberty and equality 
(Mansbridge et al., 2006). It is true that the field of deliberative democracy in its early days, during the 
1980s-90s and early 2000, was mainly based on theory. However, in the last decade more and more 
empirical studies have been made focusing on validated theoretical concepts within the field (Druckman 
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and Nelson, 2003; Niemeyer, 2011; Pogrebinschi and Samuels, 2014; Rao and Sanyal, 2010). One of 
the earliest criticisms of deliberative democracy was the notion that: “only privileged, educated citizens 
have access to the language and procedures of deliberation” (Curato et al., 2017). Researchers criticizing 
deliberative democracy from this perspective, argue that deliberative processes would most likely 
promote elites and disregard marginalized groups. Empirical research has however shown that 
deliberative democratic processes have empowered communities across the globe, creating platforms 
where people can mobilize civic agency and counteract resource scarcity and social stratification 
(Pogrebinschi and Samuels, 2014; Rao and Sanyal, 2010).  

	

2.2 Citizens’ Assemblies' 
“It is one thing to let citizens decide. It is quite another to determine how they might go about it.” 
(Fournier et al., 2011, p. 2) 

The method of Citizens’ Assemblies has become an important tool for deliberative democratic 
practitioners. The core idea of a CA lies within having a set number of individuals, which are randomly 
selected and demographically representative, to deliberate on specific selected topics (Gerwin, 2018). A 
CA can be used at smaller scales (districts, towns, cities) and larger scales (regional, national, 
international). CAs have been tested in many countries and in many different forms, where some have 
been more successful than others. The first citizens’ assembly to be implemented in modern times 
happened in 2004 in British Columbia, Canada. It was tasked to present a new electoral model (Lang, 
2007). The recommendations proposed by the citizens’ assembly was put to a referendum but got voted 
down by a small margin (it needed 60% to pass but received 58%). However, the initiative has since 
been seen as a success for deliberative democratic processes (Fournier et al., 2011; Lang, 2007). After 
the successful CA in Ireland in 2016, which led to a change of the constitutional law on abortion (BBC 
News, 2018), the idea of CAs has spread across Europe and around the world. CAs are being held on a 
broad range of topics, from health care, ageing population, voting systems to environmental concerns 
(Lang, 2007). Climate change has become a preferred topic of recent CAs. After the British Parliament 
declared a climate emergency in 2019, a nationwide CA on this topic has been established (Carrington, 
2019). Other nations have also realized the potential of CAs for dealing with complex issues such as 
climate change. France started the process in July 2019 and Germany is planning a nationwide CA, 
starting this year, 2020 (Chrisafis, 2020; Schaer, 2020). Spain was also planning a national CA on CC, 
but due to the Covid-19 virus pandemic it has been postponed. However, Spain’s Vice-Prime Minister, 
Teresa Ribera stated: “But all the preparatory work was done so we will be in a position to launch it as 
soon as the general circumstances allow us to do so” (Farand, 2020). 

 

2.2.1 Salient characteristics of a citizen’s assembly  
In this part I will present the salient characteristics that were introduced by the first CA implemented in 
British Columbia. These characteristics, or phases, are still seen as vital for ensuring that a CA is 
properly implemented. These characteristics are all present in the Irish Citizens’ Assembly that will be 
analyzed in the results and discussion chapter: 

- Random sampling 
- Learning 
- Consultation 
- Deliberation 
- Decision-making 

 
As said, the purpose of the British Columbia CA (BCCA) was to assess and redesign the province’s 
electoral system (Warren and Pearse, 2008). The government asked Gordon Gibson, a political 
commentator and former politician, to “prepare a report on the creation, composition and selection of a 
citizens’ assembly.” (Fournier et al., 2011, p. 4). Gibson’s report came out in 2002 and can be seen as 
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the basis for all subsequent CAs. The report argued that the process of the CA should consist of four 
phases: learning, consultation, deliberation and decision-making.  
 
But before considering these four phases, let us look at the essential component of the identification of 
the CA members. The report suggested that a CA should consist of a randomly selected and 
demographically representative group of individuals. This is called a microcosm (Fishkin, 2018). The 
reason for this is that a Citizens’ Assembly should try in the highest extent to be representative of the 
society that will be impacted by its decisions. Trying to create a representative microcosm is one of the 
most important parts of a CA. This has to do with the aspect of legitimacy, that were mentioned above 
(Hendriks, 2009). The argument is that if the decision-making process involves people with a broad 
variety of backgrounds and experiences, the outcome is more likely to ensure public legitimacy. The 
random selection aspect of a CA provides a mechanism that averts “the danger that power would go to 
the rich or to those who desire it” (Goodwin, 2005, p. 46). Researcher Barber also argues for random 
selection: “Where every citizen is equally capable of political judgment and equally responsible for the 
public good, the rotation of responsibilities amongst citizens’ chosen by lot becomes a powerful symbol 
of genuine democracy” (Barber, 1984, p. 293). Research has however pointed out that random selection 
does not guarantee full representativity (Smith, 2009). A more proper term for what is called for would 
preferably be near-random selection. Empirical data from the BCCA and deliberative polls has shown 
that participants are usually more politically knowledgeable, civically active and better educated than 
the general sample (Gastil and Levine, 2005; Lang, 2007). This aspect has been discussed If it were, it 
would logically lead to having more interested citizens agree to participate. What is important to notice 
is that the differences with the wider population is marginal and by no means reflect the “wide 
differences in socio-economic characteristics between participants and non-participants in traditional 
political processes” (Smith, 2009, p. 81). In order to create a near representative sample most CAs use 
stratification as a method to choose participants (Fishkin, 2018; Fournier et al., 2011). For example, the 
BCCA used the categories gender, age and geographical district in their selection process in order to 
ensure that the sample would be representative in these aspects. To just randomly select citizens would 
most likely lead to an unrepresentative sample, where some groups might be unproportionally bigger 
than others. In the case of the BCCA, no citizen from the aboriginal community where selected in the 
initial sample, for example. This was due to the fact that the sampling was not stratified according to 
ethnicity. However, to make up for this defect, the Assembly chair requested that two extra members 
would be included with aboriginal background (Smith, 2009).  
 
As mentioned above the meetings usually progress through four stages, learning, consultation, 
deliberation and decision-making (Fournier et al., 2011). In the learning phase the assembly members 
are given relevant information to help them understand the issue at hand (Pateman, 2012). This 
information is compiled by the organization responsible for the CA, in relation with researchers, expert 
practitioners and other relevant stakeholders. This information is then handed out to the members of the 
CA before their first meeting. The learning phase should also include presentations from relevant expert 
stakeholders, with the purpose of creating a nuanced background picture of the issue at hand. After the 
presentations, ideally, the CA members should have time for questions to the presenter. Preferably the 
members of the Assembly should also be able to invite and cross-examine additional experts (Extinction 
Rebellion, 2019; Fournier et al., 2011)  
 
When the learning phase is over the process then goes on to the consultation phase. In the consultation 
phase the members of the CA consult with the people that they are representing, which is usually the 
broader society that will be affected by the outcome of the CA. Deliberative democratic scholars take 
public consultation to be a vital part of decision-making. Gutmann and Thompson (2009) argues that a 
deliberative democratic process needs to be public and transparent in order to establish the authenticity 
and legitimacy of the exercise. Other researchers also stress that public consultation helps the 
participants to see “the policy-making process as a forum for weighing competing preferences and 
priorities rather than as a procedure for uncovering hidden and incontestable truths” (Catt and Murphy, 
2003, p. 408). The consultation phase can also help strengthen the relationship between the CA members 
and citizens, which leads to an increasing legitimacy of the presented policies (Barber, 1984). Giving 
the public an opportunity to influence the CA process and broaden the variety of stakeholders that has a 
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say in the policy development, is also an important part of the consultation phase (Arnstein, 2019; Irvin 
and Stansbury, 2004). 
 
In the deliberation phase, the members of the CA get the opportunity to reflect and discuss all 
information that they have been given from the learning and consultation phase. This usually happens 
in small groups, to make it easier for all members to be a part of the deliberation. In the example of the 
British Columbia citizens’ assembly (BCCA), the participants expressed that these groups were “crucial 
opportunities for learning, asking questions of clarification, sharing ideas, testing theories, building 
consensus, generating solutions, and so on” (Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform, 2004, p. 240). 
The facilitators have a crucial part in this phase (Fournier et al., 2011; Gerwin, 2018; Smith, 2009). 
Their role is to create a secure and open atmosphere so that all participants feel comfortable speaking 
their opinion. They also help to navigate the deliberations so that all participants get equal amount of 
time to express their thoughts and opinions. The facilitators should not express their own point of view, 
they are there solely for the purpose of guiding the conversations.  

When the participants have talked through the material and information gathered throughout the process, 
the decision-making part begins. Decisions are usually made through a traditional ballot paper process 
(Gerwin, 2018). In the BCCA case, members had different options for electoral systems they could 
choose to vote on. The aim of a CA could also be to propose different recommendations in order to 
address the issue that they are deliberating on. This is the case of the ICA that will be analyzed in this 
thesis. The members of the ICA needed to write their own formulations for their proposals, which would 
later be presented to the government and the public. 

Another important part of the CA is that it should strive to be an impartial and neutral process. A CA 
can be funded by the government, or another organization, but should not be run by that same entity. 
This role should instead go to a professional organization specializing in organizing CA’s or other 
similar deliberative processes. The responsibility of this organization could be to conduct the process of 
stratified random selection and inviting experts, stakeholders and facilitators (Extinction Rebellion, 
2019). A citizens’ assembly can have a different amount of participants, but they usually range from 12-
200 (Smith, 2009). The length of a citizen’s assembly also varies, they are usually between a couple of 
weekends to a maximum 1 to 2 years.  
 

2.3 Wicked problems  
The purpose of this part is to give the reader an overview of the concept of wicked problems (WPs), and 
more specifically ways of effectively addressing them. 

This thesis definition and its view on how to effectively address this concept draws mainly from the 
book “Tackling wicked problems: through the transdisciplinary imagination”, edited by Valerie Brown, 
John Harris and Jacqueline Russell (2010). The aim of the book is to provide a theoretical framework 
that can be used to broadly assess complex problems. They call this framework an “open and critical 
transdisciplinary approach to inquiry”. This framework will not be presented or used as a reference for 
this thesis. Instead the focus will be on the comprehensive literature that the book is built upon. The 
editors invited 21 researchers from a variety of fields to write a chapter analyzing their particular area 
of expertise from the perspective of WPs. The book is built on thorough theoretical research, from a 
multitude of researchers, addressing ontological, epistemological and ethical aspects of dealing with 
WPs. The authors also include how human societies and cultures interact with ecological conditions on 
which life depends, broadening the scope to include both ecological sustainability and social justice. 
Although the book does not specifically use CC as its focus, it is still referenced and used numerous 
times as an example throughout the text. Because this this book is both anchored in theory as well as 
practical implications of dealing with WP’s, it is well suited to use when analyzing an ICA process. 

The concept of WPs was first presented by Rittel and Webber (1973). They define a WP as a “complex 
issue that defies complete definition, for which there can be no final solution, since any resolution 
generates further issues, and where solutions are not true or false or good or bad, but the best that can 
be done at the time.” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 4; Rittel and Webber, 1973). WPs can be contrasted with 
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‘tame problems’, which can be understood as issues that have a clear mission and end. Examples of such 
problems are mathematical equations, repairing a broken car or “attempting to accomplish checkmate 
in five moves” (Rittell & Webber, 1973, p. 160). Brown et al. reference an Australian Public Service 
Commission report (Australian Public Service commission, 2018) who in their turn draw on research 
from Rittel and Webber (1973). The report states: 

- Wicked problems lack a clear definition. They have multiple interpretations from multiple 
interests, with no one version verifiable as right or wrong. 

- Wicked problems are multi-causal with many interdependencies, thereby involving trade-offs 
between conflicting goals. 

- Attempts to address wicked problems often lead to unforeseen consequences elsewhere, 
creating a continuing spiral of change. 

- Wicked problems are often not stable. Problem solvers are forced to focus on a moving target. 
- Wicked problems can have no single solution. Since there is no definitive stable problem, there 

can be no definitive resolution. 
- Wicked problems are socially complex. Their social complexity baffles many management 

approaches. 
- Wicked problems rarely sit conventionally within any one person, discipline or organization, 

making it difficult to position responsibility. 
- Resolution of wicked problems necessarily involves changes in personal and social behavior, 

changes that may be strongly resisted or encouraged, according to circumstances. 

(Brown et al., p. 62-63; Australian Public Service commission, 2018; Rittel and Webber, 1973). 

The concept mainly associated with WP is complexity (Fitzgibbon and Mensah 2012). The degree of 
uncertainty and social disagreement of and around a particular issue determines complexity. 
“Complexity implies degree of difficulty in defining causal linkages of an event as well as determining 
the boundaries of their effects to allow for management of them with any meaningful degree of accuracy 
and confidence” (FitzGibbon and Mensah, 2012, p. 2). The uncertainty on how to resolve a WP 
challenges contemporary capacities to predict outcomes and solutions, which in turn intensifies 
disagreement and conflicts between stakeholders (Patton, 2011; Stacey, 2007). Because WP are 
generated by multiple factors from multiple sources, it is difficult to identify causal factors. This, in turn, 
raises questions about what the underlying problem is. If stakeholders cannot agree on what the problem 
is, then trying to agree on solutions becomes difficult if not impossible (FitzGibbon and Mensah, 2012).  

Further, Brown et al. (2010) argue that WPs are part of the society that produces them. This means that 
there needs to be a change in that society for resolving the problem. This notion is also shared with other 
researchers. For example, Frantzeskaki et al. (2012, p. 21) conclude that: “Persistent problems [wicked 
problems] are conceptualized as being rooted in the deep structure of the societal system and are 
manifestations of the system’s unsustainability. Persistent problems need to be treated with a 
fundamental change in order for a system to become sustainable”. The change, or transition, requires a 
shift in social behavior and is either variably hard or easy to implement depending on the social norms 
of that particular society (Brown et al., 2010). The notion of a need for a fundamental change, or 
transformation, of a society for properly addressing a WP, is something that will be discussed below, 
when introducing the concept of sustainable transformation.  

Why should climate change be labeled a wicked problem then? Climate change is mainly caused by 
human induced greenhouse gases, resulting from burning of fossil fuels. It effects a broad variety of 
environmental, economic and social aspects. As the climate gets warmer, billions of living entities must 
rapidly change their way of living or/and find new habitable areas in order to survive. This threatens 
biodiversity and sends ruptures throughout entire ecosystems on the planet. The uncertainty to what this 
eventually will lead to is high and no scientist can for sure know what will happen in the next couple of 
decades, if humanity continues with business as usual. CC has led to many societal impacts, ranging 
from displacement of millions of people due to draughts and floods, health and food production issues 
and problems with energy security, just to name a few. 
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An example of the complexity of CC can be seen in the “yellow vest” movement, that began in France 
in the autumn of 2018 (Willsher, 2018). Many researchers have argued that a higher price on fossil fuels 
would lead to a shift within societies to greener energy sources, such as hydro, wind and solar (Sterner, 
2007). But when the French government decided to raise fuel prices, massive strikes broke out 
throughout the country. Many individuals living in rural and peri-rural areas claimed that this decision 
was not fair from a socially just perspective, where they would be much more economically affected 
than citizens living in urban areas. This example made it apparent that measures taken to counteract CC 
not only had to make sense from an economic and environmental perspective, but also from a socially 
just perspective. After the protests from the “yellow vest” movement, the French government decided 
to implement a CA on CC with the aim of producing more publicly legitimate decisions (Chrisafis, 
2020). This is just one example out of many, where efforts to address CC has led to disagreements and 
misunderstandings, due to the lack of a broader perspective. The list of possible solutions, their 
consequences and their dynamic interactions is long, indicating that CC is a complex, multifaceted 
socio-environmental problem, in other words, a WP. “Indeed, current global discourses suggest that no 
single phenomenon exhibits the characteristics of wicked problems like climate change.” (FitzGibbon 
and Mensah, 2012, p. 2). 

 

2.3.1 Addressing wicked problems 
“[…] a wicked problem has to be approached as an open system, one in which there are multiple views 
of how the world works and diverse ways of constructing new knowledge” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 6). 

Now that the reader is familiar with the concept of wicked problems, important principles emanating 
from the WP research must be considered. These principles aim at explaining why and how certain 
approaches, measures and mechanisms affect an inquiry process aimed at addressing a WP. The ideas 
underlying  these principles are mainly taken from the  1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th chapter in the “Tackling 
Wicked Problems” book (Brown et al., 2010). These ideas, which is backed up by other research within 
the field, next will be used to analyze the salient characteristics of the ICA in the results and discussion 
chapter. 

 

2.3.2 The partiality, plurality and provisionality of knowing  
The first principle is based on research that criticizes a positivist view of science (Knorr, 1981; Kuhn, 
2012; Latour et al., 2013). This research questions “the belief that there could be direct and undistorted 
relations between physical things, our observation of them and, consequently, our knowledge of them 
(…)” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 35). Instead, these researchers argue that knowledge generation is 
embedded in social contexts. An inquiry process, therefore, cannot be entirely based on ‘facts’ and logic, 
without considering how these parameters are affected by historically and culturally situated values and 
purposes. The criticism of the possibility to have absolute knowledge about something, leads to a view 
on our nature of existence as “open” rather than “closed”. With “open” the authors mean, in relation to 
an inquiry process, that “any decisions made will remain open to revision and improvement - such 
decisions would involve scrutinizing both facts and values”(Brown et al., 2010, p. 53; Midgley, 2000).  

 Brown et al. summarizes this notion in three key points. These are:  

- Partiality: “that we cannot ever know everything there is to know about the world” (Brown et 
al., 2010, p. 39). If we apply this notion to climate change, the complexity that this wicked 
problem presents show that it is impossible to grasp the vastness of potential outcomes that 
might occur from an implemented solution.  

- Plurality: the way we produce and understand knowledge is dependent on our purposes, values 
and interests, as well as the contemporary society and culture where this knowledge is generated. 
This means that depending on life experience, academic background, cultural background etc., 
individuals will define underlying causes and solutions differently. This means that there is a 
plurality of ways of knowing and defining the world around us. This notion is also mentioned 
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by other researchers: “Scientists are directly and indirectly influenced by the values of their 
society, their institutions, their academic disciplines, as well as by their personal political beliefs 
[….] Thus, the definition of a problem becomes a biological one, a physical one, an economic 
one, a psychological one, a sociological one, even a philosophical one, depending upon the 
researcher’s discipline [….]”(Ludwig, 2001, p. 760). 

- Provisionality: a consequence of the partiality and plurality of ways of knowing, all knowledge 
is potentially fallible, which in turn means that knowledge should remain open to revision and 
improvement. 

This first principle addresses the notion that because of the complexity and uncertainty of CC, we will 
never fully understand the vastness of this phenomenal (partiality). It also looks at how the way we 
produce knowledge about CC is influenced by the researchers’ purposes, values and interests, as well 
as the contemporary society and culture within which this knowledge is generated. This creates a 
multitude of ways of understanding CC. And this leads to different conclusions about underlying causes 
and potential solutions (plurality). The understanding that we can never fully grasp all aspects 
surrounding CC and that there are multiple ways of looking at this phenomenon, means that we cannot 
only rely on ‘facts’ and logic alone. Ultimately, we have to decide on what the “right thing” to do is. 
This would preferably be decided on ethical grounds from a socially and ecologically just perspective 
(Brown et al., 2010). 

 

2.3.3 Creating reliable knowledge through deliberation and 
transdisciplinarity 
The second principle mentioned by Brown et al., is perhaps the most important one, when it comes to 
the method of Citizens’ Assemblies. It focuses on reliable knowledge and how such knowledge could 
be produced. Following the first principle, and based on other research (Bhaskar, 1986; Habermas, 1996; 
Longino, 2018; Trigg, 1973), the authors argue that reliable knowledge is most effectively produced in 
combination with evidence and reason and “through a social process of critical deliberation (i.e. critical 
scrutiny, debate and defense)” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 56). It should be noted here that the researchers 
partially draw their conclusion from Habermas, who, as presented earlier, is seen as the founding father 
of deliberative democracy. The argument for a critical deliberative process is that all scientific 
communities (e.g. social scientists or natural scientists, and branches within these fields) have their own 
ontological, epistemological and methodological ideologies and practices influencing their ways of 
conducting research (Brown et al., 2010; Kuhn, 2012). This ultimately leads to the understanding that 
what is seen as important to investigate depends on the value commitments of the knowledge community 
concerned (Brown et al., 2010; Habermas, 1996; Midgley, 2000). A critical deliberative process would 
require individuals to be explicit about their underlying values, assumptions and interests. Such a process 
should not try to find hard facts and truths, but instead be more focused on finding the best possible 
resolution attainable at that moment, ideally from both a socially just and ecologically sustainable 
perspective.  
 
The second principle also stresses that for avoiding a relativist position, where any knowledge 
community only internally validates its own knowledge, critical deliberation should include other 
disciplines, as well as the broader community beyond that. Because WPs, such as climate change, 
represent complex and multidimensional issues, the need for a plurality of perspectives is crucial in 
order to effectively address it. Brown et al. (2010) put a heavy emphasis on the concept of 
‘transdisciplinarity’ when trying to successfully address a WP. They define a transdisciplinary process 
as research coproduced by a multitude of disciplines, but also other stakeholders, such as expert 
practitioners, organizations and laypeople. The idea of collaboration between different social actors as 
a way of addressing WP’s is shared with other researchers within the field. “The way forward is to 
maintain flexible collaborative management systems that foster participation in decision making, social 
capital formation, and coexistence of formal and informal knowledge systems with the ultimate intent 
of engendering social learning in an adaptive manner” (FitzGibbon and Mensah, 2012, p. 12). Ludwig 
states that “We must acknowledge the importance of ethics and social justice in environmental problems. 
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They cannot be resolved without the participation of those most affected.” (Ludwig, 2001, p. 763). He 
continues to say that a satisfactory resolution might only become available if local people are welcomed 
to participate actively in decision-making and have a real influence on the outcome. Based on research 
from Berkes and Folke  (Berkes et al., 1998) he also mentions that “Perhaps, if room is made for them 
at the table, a new science that incorporates traditional knowledge and values will emerge” (Ludwig, 
2001, p. 763). Hendriks (2009) specifically argues for more inclusive and deliberative measures in 
addressing a WP. She argues that inclusivity, i.e. ensuring an adequate representation of affected groups, 
is essential for creating democratically legitimate transitions for sustainability.  
 

2.3.4 Including both ‘facts’ and values in the inquiry process and 
validation 
A more traditional point of view within science has been that creating knowledge is value free and thus 
that science or the scientist cannot be held accountable for the ethical consequences that science might 
engender. Many scientists today, however, have instead argued that an inquiry process is never value 
free and that this awareness should be incorporated in the inquiry process. This principle is based on the 
observation that inquiries intervene in the world and should therefore be designed to be oriented towards 
desirable societal goals, with values such as ecological sustainability and social justice. “[…] this 
enables us to argue on the basis of values as well as ‘facts’ and expert advice; it also enables questions 
to be asked about what ought to be” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 57). This notion strengthens the need for a 
transdisciplinary approach to knowledge creation. It also supports the argument that that decision-
making processes handling WPs should include those who are likely to be affected.  

The theoretical principles of partiality, plurality and provisionality, as well as the ideas of a 
transdisciplinary and deliberative knowledge producing entity are all important concepts in relation to a 
CA model. These concepts will be later used in the Results and Discussion Chapter as tools for analyzing 
the ICA. In relation to the second research question, the concept of sustainable transformation becomes 
important. This theoretical perspective will be presented next. 
 

2.4 Sustainable transformation 
“The world we have made as a result of the level of thinking we have done thus far creates problems 
that we cannot solve at the same level at which we have created them…. We shall require a substantially 
new manner of thinking if humankind is to survive.” — Albert Einstein 

This chapter will present the concept of “transformation” from the perspective of sustainability research. 
As mentioned before, change or transformation are essential aspects when effectively addressing WP’s. 
Therefore, there is a rationale to examine whether the outcome (the recommendations) of the ICA has 
elements of transformation in it. The literature presented in this part will help in formulating an answer 
to the second research question: 

- How strong/weak are the recommendations presented by the Irish Citizens’ Assembly in relation 
to the theory of sustainable transformation? 

Within sustainable development the concept of transformation can be defined as “the altering of 
fundamental attributes of the system (including the value systems; regulatory, legislative, or 
bureaucratic regimes; financial institutions; and technological or biological systems” (Murray and Ebi, 
2012, p. 564). O’Brien and Sygna also define transformation as “a psycho-social process involving the 
unleashing of human potential to commit, care and effect change for a better life, or an internal shift that 
results in long-lasting changes in the way that one experiences and relates to oneself, others, and the 
world” (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, p. 1). This is where the link between how to properly address wicked 
problems and the concept of transformation becomes apparent. It can be exemplified by a quote from 
Brown et al.: “Since wicked problems are part of the society that generates them, any resolution brings 
with it a call for changes in that society. As well as different forms of governance and changes in ways 
of living, resolution of wicked problems requires a new approach to the conduct of research and to 
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decision-making based on that research” (Brown et al., 2010). A transformation of essential societal 
systems, technologies, behaviors, worldviews and values is needed in order to properly address a wicked 
problem.  
 
An important source for this part of the thesis is, amongst others, the article written by O’Brien and 
Sygna (2013). In their article, “Responding to climate change: The three spheres of transformation”, 
they catalogue the transformation literature into four categories: “transformational adaptation”, 
“transformation to sustainability”, “transforming behaviors” and “social transformations”. These four 
strands are later used in their article to create a framework they call “the three spheres of transformation”. 
The definition of what transformation contains varies between citizens, researchers, practitioners and 
policy makers working on issues of climate change and global sustainability (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). 
The four literature strands defined by O’Brien and Sygna help to summarize important principles 
included in the concept of sustainable transformation. They point out that there are many similarities 
and overlaps between the four categories of transformation literature. Nonetheless they have certain 
characteristics that differentiate them from each other. The aim of the “three spheres of transformation” 
framework is to show how transformation can take place at different levels: a cognitive individual or 
community level, a structural and systemic level, and a practical technical and behavior level. The most 
important idea of this framework is, however, to show how these three spheres interact with each other, 
and that transformational measures for addressing CC need to take the connections between the three 
spheres into account.  

 

2.4.1 Three spheres of transformation 
Based on the four literature strands mentioned above, O’Brien and Sygna (2013) developed the 
framework called “three spheres of transformation” (see Figure 2.1). The aim of the framework is to 
give a “understanding how, where, and why transformations to sustainability take place” (ibid, p. 8), 
and to show how the different spheres are interconnected and influence each other. The framework 
consists of three spheres labeled: practical, political and personal. In the results and discussion chapter 
this framework will be used as an analyzing and categorizing tool in order to answer the second research 
question. How the framework will be applied will be more thoroughly outlined in the methods chapter. 
Each of the spheres and what they contain will be presented next in order to give the reader an overview 
of this framework. The four different literatures strands defined by O’Brien and Sygna will be referenced 
and presented throughout the description of the framework. 

 
Figure 2.1: The three spheres of transformation (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). 



13 

 

2.4.2 The practical sphere 
The practical sphere forms the core of the framework (see Figure 2.1). This sphere contains primarily 
aspects related to the transformational adaptation and behavior literature. Transformational adaptation 
focuses mainly on transformation that changes form or structure through novel, large-scale actions, 
usually from a technological and behavioral perspective (Marshall et al., 2012; Nelson et al., 2007; Park 
et al., 2012). Transformative adaptive measures can be taken in “anticipation of, or in response to 
observed or expected impacts, it may involve coordinated or uncoordinated actions, and it may be 
deliberate or inadvertent” (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, p. 2). Kates et al. (2012) define three types of 
transformational adaptations; those implemented at a larger scale or intensity; adaptations that are new 
to a specific region or system; and ones that transform places or require a shift in location. Because of 
the current trajectory of the world in relation to CC, transformational adaptation will be increasingly 
important for some places and systems in order to handle impacts derived from CC (ibid).  
 
The literature on transforming behaviors has two levels. One that is concerned with deeper conscious 
changes in values and worldviews and one that is concerned with more “shallow” behavior changes 
(Stoknes, 2015). The practical sphere contains transformative implementations that focus on the latter. 
An example of a shallow behavioral transformation is the concept of “nudging”, which focus on 
changing the environment surrounding an individual or a group in such a way that their behavior 
changes. This approach has however been criticized because of the notion that “it does not change people 
at any deeper level in terms of attitudes, values, motivations etc.” (Rowson, 2011, p. 16). This sphere 
also includes ways of trying to stabilize emissions, which usually involves cost-effective emission 
reduction in energy technologies or through carbon capture and storage. Numbers, parameters and 
indicators are regularly measured in the practical sphere (e.g. the Human Development Index, the Red 
List of Endangered Species, ecological footprints, etc.). According to O’Brien and Sygna most of 
today’s attention for addressing CC lies within the practical sphere. In relation to the two other spheres 
it can therefore be seen as the “outcome” sphere, where the most tangible information lies. When 
describing the practical sphere, the authors (based on the work of systems researcher Donella Meadows), 
notes that “attention to parameters and numbers is one of the least effective leverage points for systems 
change, as many such changes push the system in the wrong direction.” (Meadows, 2008; O’Brien and 
Sygna, 2013, p. 5). They argue, as do many other systems researchers, that missing to address larger 
systems and structures, practical solutions may create unexpected outcomes and even new problems. 
This aspect is indeed, as mentioned before, also brought up in the literature on wicked problems. This 
shows that the framework includes a perspective of complexity and multidimensionality which is 
associated with WPs. O’Brien Sygna argues that the complexity becomes most tangible in the 
intersection and dynamics between the three different spheres. What is important to note about the 
practical sphere is that “the line between business as usual and transformation is easily blurred within 
this sphere”(O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, p. 5). The behavioral and technical responses that emerge here 
are heavily affected by the political sphere, which contain larger political, economic and cultural systems 
and structures. 
 

2.4.3 The political sphere 
Even though O’Brien and Sygna labeled this sphere ‘political’ “, it contains more than just politics. 
“Included in this sphere is “economic, political, legal, social and cultural systems; it is here where 
politics and power influence the rules of the game, where social movements, collective action 
campaigns, lobbying, electoral politics, and revolutions respond to them, and where threatened interests 
resist or quash pressures to change” (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, p. 6). This sphere is mainly based on 
the social transformation literature. This literature points to the importance of addressing political, 
economic, and social structures that maintain and reproduces systems that allow and contribute to CC 
related aspects (Manuel‐Navarrete, 2010). The social transformation literature emphasizes power 
relations within existing political and economic systems that either hinder or help to transit or transform 
into more sustainable societies. Critiques to existing structures and systems are, for example, the implicit 
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acceptance within contemporary political and organizational spheres, such as the UN, of capitalism and 
economic growth as a way of managing issues that deals with biodiversity and CC (Swyngedouw, 2010). 
When trying to prevent undesirable outcomes of CC, most societies tend to focus on proximate causes 
instead of looking at root causes underlying social, cultural, economic and political structures (O’Brien 
and Sygna, 2013; Pelling, 2011). The political sphere is important because it facilitates and enables 
responses that promote sustainability. A crucial part within the political sphere is that it also involves 
management of natural systems, e.g. ecosystems, the climate system, water systems etc. The 
transformation to sustainability literature stresses the importance to involve this environmental 
perspective (Chapin et al., 2010). What distinguishes the literature on transformation to sustainability is 
that it emphasizes the need for human systems and structures to reconnect with the biosphere (Folke et 
al., 2010; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). Researchers within this strand argue that since the industrial 
revolution humanity’s transformation of the natural surrounding has become more and more intense, to 
the extent that it now rivals global geophysical processes (Anthropocene). The direction, rate and scale 
of the transformation on the environment has become a matter of collective choice, and must therefore 
be addressed within the realm of politics, hence the connection to the political sphere (Steffen et al., 
2011). The transformation to sustainability literature contributes with the idea that ecological justice is 
interlinked with social justice, and that it needs to be taken into account when addressing complex 
problems such as CC.  
 

2.4.4 The personal sphere 
The transforming behaviors literature that focus on more conscious changes of individual and collective 
beliefs, values and worldviews is looked at in this sphere. This research includes discussions from 
psychologists about certain psychological barriers to actions on CC (Gifford, 2011; Swim et al., 2011) 
as well as anthropological ideas about how human belief networks can be seen as “cognitive 
prerequisites for mobilizing the subjective individual potential for collective action” (Antal and 
Hukkinen, 2010; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, p. 3). Important concepts in this field are cultural values, 
underlying beliefs, assumptions, reflexivity and other factors which could be tied to deeper behavioral 
changes. Changing beliefs, values and worldviews leads to different “action logics”, it alters ways of 
how we understand and interact with the world (Torbert and Cook-Greuter, 2004). “The dominant 
systems and structures have been established by societies through time and often reflect past and present 
beliefs, values and worldviews” (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, p. 6). The potential to alter whole discourses 
and paradigms lies within this sphere, which contributes to new ways of framing issues, which questions 
are asked or not asked and what solutions are prioritized in the political and practical spheres. 
Transformation in the personal sphere may result in seeing systems and structures in new ways, which 
also means that it changes what structures and actions are considered possible or not possible in the 
other spheres. “Transformations in the personal sphere are considered to have more powerful 
consequences than in other spheres; paradigms can be considered the sources of systems, and beliefs 
and assumptions can influence the quality of connections with larger groups” (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, 
p. 6; Meadows, 2008; Torbert and Cook-Greuter, 2004). The authors stress that even though there are 
strong arguments for the need to change values, beliefs and worldviews as a response to CC, 
transformations in the personal sphere cannot be forced. They argue that the most legitimate 
transformations may come through transformative education or voluntary changes by individuals or 
groups interested in expanding their own “spheres of influence” (Brown et al., 2010; Schlitz and Miller, 
2010). 

2.4.5 Combining the spheres 
Looking at each one of the three spheres separately, there are arguably intervention points for 
transformation within each one of them. However researchers stress that it is in interactions across the 
spheres where the greatest potential for creating nonlinear transformation lies (Beddoe et al., 2009; 
O’Brien and Sygna, 2013; Pelling, 2011). If one misses to take the personal sphere into consideration, 
there is usually an assumption that a particular sustainability solution can be applied everywhere and 
suit everyone. This will likely lead to value conflicts between different stakeholders. If the practical 
sphere is not considered, attention will instead be focused on abstract ideals and goals, which may not 
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lead to practical and actionable outcomes. In order to attain the large scale transformation that is called 
for in response to issues such as CC, one also needs to include the systems and structures represented in 
the political sphere (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). Beddoe states that “a regime shift cannot occur without 
changing worldviews, institutions, and technologies together, as an integrated system” (Beddoe et al., 
2009, p. 2484).  Pelling also stresses that:  

“Perhaps the most profound act of transformation facing humanity as it comes to live with climate 
change requires a cultural shift from seeing adaptation as managing the environment ‘out there’ to 
learning how to reorganize social and socio-ecological relationships, procedures and underlying values 
‘in here’ (Pelling, 2011, p. 88).  

When trying to answer the second research question, this framework will be used as a tool to categorize 
the different recommendations presented by the ICA. According to the three spheres of transformation 
framework, in order for the recommendation to be seen as strong from a perspective of sustainable 
transformation, they should include aspects that can be tied to all three spheres presented above. The 
recommendations should also acknowledge the importance of interactions between the spheres, e.g. 
anchoring practical solutions to ethical questions of values, such as “who benefits and who does not?”.  
 

2.5 Discussion  
When looking at what research says about how to effectively address connections between WPs and 
deliberative democratic theory, the CA model and WPs become visible. Key principles recognized are 
that CC cannot be fully comprehended (partiality). Knowledge produced for understanding CC 
ultimately relies on a personal, historical and cultural context, which leads to multiple understandings 
of underlying causes and potential solutions (plurality). The partiality and plurality of knowing leads to 
the idea that all knowledge and ‘facts’ are potentially fallible, and therefore should be open for revision 
and improvement (partiality). Brown et al., with reference to other researchers (Bhaskar, 1986; 
Habermas, 1996; Longino, 2018; Trigg, 1973), argue that reliable knowledge is most effectively 
produced “through a social process of critical deliberation (i.e. critical scrutiny, debate and defense)” 
(Brown et al., 2010:56). This notion very much echoes fundamental attributes belonging to deliberative 
democracy, where the belief is that more socially just and legitimate decisions will be produced through 
public deliberations. They also stress the importance of conducting such a process in relation to 
empirical evidence and reason. Citizens’ Assemblies, being grounded in deliberative democratic theory, 
therefore exhibit aspects that could be related to such a knowledge and decision-making process.  

Aspects of a transdisciplinary approach when dealing with WPs are also visible in the CA model. The 
aim of the method is to have a representative sample of the population produce more socially and 
ecologically just decisions than the current representative democratic model – and to achieve this, with 
inputs from experts, researchers, NGOs and citizens. This resembles the idea expressed by Brown et al. 
(2010), where decisions to implement solutions to wicked problems should include those who will be 
affected, but also involve the broader community . The connection between the citizens’ ssembly model 
and the wicked problems is the focus of the first research question: 

- To what extent do the salient characteristics of the Irish Citizens’ Assembly effectively address 
complexity? 

This will be explored in more detail in the results and discussion chapter, when analyzing the ICA. 

Because transformation is seen as such an important aspect when addressing a WP, the rationale to 
explore this concept further became relevant. An opportunity to analyze the ICA from the perspective 
of sustainable transformation presented itself in the form of the “three spheres of transformation” 
framework. If the outcome of answering the first research question could be seen as more applicable to 
the CA model in general, the conclusions drawn from the second research question are more limited to 
the ICA.  

- How strong/weak are the recommendations presented by the Irish Citizens’ Assembly in relation 
to concept of sustainable transformation?   
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3. Method  
As explained, the twofold aim of this thesis is to determine whether the salient characteristics of the CA 
process includes aspects that specifically address complexity, and to what extent the recommendations 
offered by the ICA are transformational.  

Research questions:  

- To what extent do the salient characteristics of the Irish Citizens’ Assembly effectively address 
complexity? 

- How strong/weak are the recommendations presented by the Irish Citizens’ Assembly in relation 
to the theory of sustainable transformation? 

In order to answer the first research question the results part needs to contain an outline of the salient 
characteristics of the Irish citizens’ assembly. These are: 

- Random sampling 
- Learning 
- Consultation 
- Deliberation 
- Decision-making 

Even though the decision-making part is an essential mechanism in the CA process, it is not specifically 
unique for the practice of deliberative democracy. Therefore, for the remainder of this study this fifth 
characteristic or phase of the CA process will not be further considered.  

Key data for answering the research questions were provided by two reports presented by the Irish 
government. They were both produced to summarize the 2016-2018 ICA process. The first one is labeled 
the “First report and recommendation of the Citizens’ Assembly” and was published in June 2017. It 
provides a background to the Assembly, details on the concept of deliberative democracy, key principles 
and rules and procedures of the Assembly, particulars of the facilitation and notetaking provided during 
the meetings, as well as research undertaken about the Assembly (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2017). The 
second paper, labeled “Third Report and Recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly” describes 
specifically the CA process during the deliberations on CC (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2018a). These 
reports include information on how the four salient characteristics within the ICA were structured and 
executed as well as the recommendations produced by the CA. Complementary data were also retrieved 
from the ICA website. Retrieved from there was a report from the company who did the random 
sampling process, where more information on the procedure could be obtained (RED C, 2018). A 
detailed paper on the content of the invited speakers’ presentations was retrieved from the ICA website 
(The Citizens’ Assembly, 2018c). Finally, a paper by Farrell (2019with data on how the assembly 
members perceived the deliberations was used. 

The four salient characteristics of the ICA will be analyzed through the theoretical lens of wicked 
problems, presented in the second chapter of the thesis. In order to answer the second research question 
the results part will analyze and discuss the recommendations that the CA produced. A ‘content analysis’ 
of these recommendations will be conducted based on the theory of the “three spheres of 
transformation”. Before explaining the procedure of the content analysis, I will first describe the 
literature review process that was conducted to produce the Conceptual and Theoretical Background 
chapter. 

 

3.1 Literature review procedure  
The research for this thesis is mainly exploratory (Saunders et al., 2007) and based on qualitative 
methods. Exploratory research can be defined as looking at “what is happening; to seek new insights; to 
ask questions and to assess phenomena in a new light” (Robson, 2011, p. 59).  On the basis of previous 
knowledge on the topic of deliberative democracy and Cas, I wished to explore these concepts in relation 
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to complex problems, such as CC. I assumed that deliberative democracy, and specifically the method 
of citizens’ assemblies, could potentially contribute to how political systems within democracies manage 
and address complex problems.  

The search for literature was exclusively conducted in English and was guided by specific keywords 
(Bell and Waters, 2014). The development of the list of keywords came from discussions with the thesis 
supervisor but also from previous research on WPs and deliberative democracy. Subsequently, “wicked 
problems” became the first keyword used when searching literature on this topic. Other keywords were 
“deliberative democracy”, “citizens assemblies” and later in the process, “transformation” and 
“sustainable transformation”. Most of the literature was found online, using different search engines. 
Mainly used were the library search tool on the Uppsala University website. Other search tools were 
LIBRIS, JSTOR and Google scholar. The intention was to find literature that could give a broad 
overview of the research done in this field, in order to “map and assess the existing intellectual territory” 
(Tranfield et al., 2003, p. 208). Identifying such literature made it also possible to dive deeper into certain 
parts within the field by reading referenced literature and thus identifying other relevant research. Early 
in the literature review process, I started writing down concepts and theories, as well as my own 
thoughts, with the intention to update and revise the material as the process progressed over time. In the 
midst of obtaining, reading, evaluating, recording and writing, I started developing research questions. 
These questions were changed and refined throughout the whole process of the thesis. The literature 
review process for this thesis can be seen as a upward spiral (Saunders et al., 2007), with different steps 
occurring throughout route (figure 3.1).  

 
Figure 3.1: The literature review process (Saunders et al., 2007) 

 

The initial idea was to gather data from three different CAs, that specifically looked at CC, and analyze 
them from the perspective of WPs. The reason why CC was chosen as the focus for the thesis, is that 
this concept relates in many ways to the concept of sustainable development and because it is seen as 
one of our times’ greatest WPs. Throughout the process of gathering data, I realized that analyzing three 
CAs would go beyond the scope of the thesis and would exceed the available time. Eventually I decided 
to focus on one CA, the Irish one held between 2016-2018. Focusing on one case study narrows down 
the ability to draw generalized conclusions (Saunders et al., 2007). However, because many CA’s follow 
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the model that was established by the first CA in British Columbia in 2004, it is assumed that conclusions 
drawn from an analysis of the Irish example can also be generalized to other CAs. 

As the literature review process progressed, connections started to emerge between the theory of WP’s 
and the CA model. Because the initial intention was to look at if CA’s could be used to effectively 
address WPs, I chose to formulate the first research question to explore this aspect. The literature on 
WPs repeatedly mentions the terms “change”, “transition” and “transformation” as connected to an 
effective way of addressing WPs. In this respect O’Brien and Sygna (2013) presented a seemingly 
insightful framework of the “three spheres of transformation”. They offered a broad variety of 
referenced literature on sustainable transformation. This helped to get an overview of the concept. Their 
article also specifically looked at CC as reference point for sustainable transformation. The three spheres 
of transformation framework offered an opportunity to analyze recommendations presented by a CA 
from a perspective of sustainable transformation. I decided therefore that the second research question 
should focus on the relationship between CAs and sustainable transformation. A content analysis method 
was used to help structure and categorize the recommendations, in relation to the three spheres of 
transformation framework. This procedure is outlined below. 

 

3.2 Qualitative content analysis 
A qualitative content analysis method was used in order to categorize, select and structure the data that 
were analyzed for answering the second research question.  

- How strong/weak are the recommendations presented by the Irish Citizens’ Assembly in relation 
to the theory of sustainable transformation 

A content analysis is a flexible method for analyzing text data (Cavanagh, 1997). Hsieh and Shanon 
define qualitative content analysis as a “subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the 
systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns (Hsieh and Shannon, 
2005, p. 1278). A content analysis is commonly used to structure and categorize interviews and large 
amount of text. The researchers usually develop their own codes, categories and themes (Erlingsson and 
Brysiewicz, 2017). The type of content analysis approach chosen varies according to  disciplines, 
theoretical and fundamental interests of the researcher, and the nature of the problem being studied 
(Weber, 1990). Hsieh and Shannon present three approaches to qualitative content analysis: 
conventional, directed and summative (see figure 3.2). Researchers using a conventional approach to 
content analysis avoid having preconceived categories and codes. They instead immerse themselves in 
the selected data, formulating the categories and codes after what they discover (Kondracki et al., 2002). 
This is a inductive approach to content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). In contrast, when 
conducting a directed content analysis, the researcher already has a chosen theory where key concepts 
within it helps to identify initial coding categories (ibid). The summative approach is quite different 
from the previous two. This type of analysis typically starts with identifying and quantifying specific 
words or content in the text with the intent of understanding the contextual use of the words or content. 
This approach to content analysis would have been seen as quantitative if it were not for the next step 
in the process, which is to interpret the underlying meaning of the words and concepts analyzed (Potter 
and Levine‐Donnerstein, 1999). This thesis used the directed content analysis approach, where 
categories and codes were determined by the three spheres of transformation framework.  
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Table 3.2: (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). 

 

3.2.1 Content analysis procedure 
The Irish governmental report “Third Report and Recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly: How 
the state can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change” (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2018a) was 
subjected to a content analysis. More specifically it was the part within the report describing a detailed 
breakdown and explanation of assembly recommendations and ballot results. The text analyzed 
consisted of 32 pages ( pages 16-47).The theory of the “three spheres of transformation” was used as a 
reference to determine the appropriate codes, categories and themes, corresponding to the components 
depicted in Figure 1 above. The three categories for classifying the content information were labeled 
“practical”, “political” and “personal” (see Figure 3.3).  

 

Figure 3.3 Categories, codes and sub-codes 

 

“Technical” refers to recommendations addressing observable and measurable qualities, aiming at 
mitigating and adapting to CC. Recommendations mainly concerning numbers, parameters and 
indicators would fall under technical. Sectors that would be included in this term would for example be 
infrastructure (roads, train tracks, housing etc.) and energy (renewable energy, retrofitting houses etc.). 
Recommendations that suggested “behavioral” changes, without any underlying deeper critique of 
systems, worldviews or values, were also categorized under the practical sphere. A typical example of 
this is the concept of “nudging”, which refers to implementations that changes environments so people 
(usually without knowing it) change their behavior (Rowson, 2011). 

Recommendations concerning a more meta-perspective, addressing governmental bodies or institutions 
with power to legislate or influence nationwide policies, would be categorized in the political sphere. 

Categories Codes Sub-codes 
Practical  Behavior and technical Adaptation, mitigation, 

numbers, parameters, 
indicators 
 

Political Systems and structures Institutions 

Personal Beliefs, values and worldviews Learning, community 
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The codes “systems” and “structures” can therefore be seen as addressing nationwide entities that define 
the constraints and opportunities were practical transformations can take place (O’Brien and Sygna, 
2013).  

I had an assumption that categorizing recommendations in the personal sphere would be harder 
compared to recommendations in the other two spheres. The personal sphere contains more soft aspects, 
elements that are more at a philosophical level. How can you know if a certain recommendation changes 
or transforms individuals and communities’ beliefs, values or worldviews? The difference between a 
change in behavior and a change in values, is that values can be seen as more profound, changing 
individuals and communities in their core. If nudging is related to behavior change, then transformation 
oriented learning, implemented in schools would be more seen as trying to change values, beliefs and 
worldviews (Schlitz and Miller, 2010).  

Once the categories and codes were defined, the recommendations were outlined in chronological order 
and analyzed one by one. I looked at formulations, words connected to my codes, and the comprehensive 
aim of the recommendation. The difference between my approach using a content analysis, and a more 
traditional way, was that I had to categorize whole sections of text, i.e. a recommendation, within one 
category. Usually a researcher can take bits and pieces and classify them in different categories. This 
meant that a recommendation could include elements that referred to one or more of the codes and 
categories chosen, making it more difficult to classify in just one category. When this happened, I had 
to weigh elements against each other and ultimately make a decision, based on the sustainable 
transformation literature, to which category this recommendation should be classified. This aspect will 
be further dealt with in the results and discussion chapter. 

What is important to acknowledge is that this is a subjective categorization process. It is based on 
sustainable transformation literature and a content analysis, but in which sphere each recommendation 
from the ICA would be categorized depended ultimately on my own judgment. The categories and codes 
in the content analysis were used to clarify and explain why each recommendation was classified as they 
were. However, classifying a recommendation in one sphere does not exclude that it has elements that 
cannot be connected to other spheres.  

 

3.3 Case study: Irish Citizens’ Assembly 
The main purpose of the 2016-2018 Irish Citizens’ Assembly, was to look at the Eighth Amendment of 
the Irish Constitution, which recognized the equal right to life of the pregnant woman and the unborn. 
The topic of abortion in Ireland has long been controversial, leading to a political stalemate where few 
politicians dared to go near it because of the risk to further polarize the country. Ireland had previous 
experience of implementing CAs, where the first one was established in 2014 to examine the issue of 
marriage equality (Suiter, 2018). The outcome of that CA was a referendum which approved marriage 
equality. Because the 2014 CA were mainly seen as a success, the Irish government proposed that a new 
CA should be implemented to handle the infected topic of abortion. Establishing the Irish citizens’ 
assembly, which took place in 2016-2018, was approved by the parliament in July 2016. The assembly 
consisted of 100 members, 99 randomly selected citizens and one Chairperson selected by the 
government. The CA held its inaugural meeting in Dublin Castle on 15 October 2016. The primary aim 
of the assembly was to consider and make recommendations on the eight amendment of the Irish 
Constitution, but also on four more topics, namely: 

- How do we best respond to challenges and opportunities of an aging population; 
- Fixed term parliaments; 
- The manner in which referenda are held; 
- How the state can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change.  

“How the state can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change” is the topic that this thesis is 
focusing on, as well as the process and model of the ICA. The assembly decided to spend two weekends 
concentrating on this particular topic. It was originally slated for one weekend, but due to the breadth of 
the topic, the CA members decided that they needed a second weekend. They met in September-October 
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and November in 2017. These two weekends resulted in 13 recommendations. The outcome of the ICA 
resulted in that a special parliamentary committee was established for considering the recommendations. 
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4. Results and discussion 
This chapter is structured into two parts, dealing with one research question each. To answer the first 
research question, the first part will describe the four salient characteristics of the ICA and analyze them 
through the theoretical lens of WPs. The second part will categorize and analyze the ICA’s 13 
recommendations, from the perspective of sustainable transformation theory.  
 
As presented in the Theoretical and Conceptual background chapter, the salient characteristics of a CA 
process is comprised of five phases: random sampling, learning, consultation, deliberation and decision-
making. As mentioned in the methods chapter, the decision-making phase is not a unique feature for the 
CA model. It is a standard ballot paper process where each individual of the assembly anonymously 
votes. Therefore, this phase of the ICA will not be analyzed. The other phases however will be analyzed 
and discussed, one by one, in the first part of the results and discussion chapter. 

 

4.1 Irish Citizens’ Assembly: Arrangement and process 
 

4.1.1 Random sampling 
Following the model of the British Columbia citizens’ assembly (BCCA), the ICA used random 
sampling as its method of choosing members. This process was conducted by REDC Research and 
marketing Ltd., a private firm that was selected after a competitive tendering process. Employees 
recruited participants by cold calling door-to-door2 to households in their allocated electoral division. 
99 members and 99 substitutes were recruited in September/October 2016. Detailed demographic quotas 
were set to ensure the sample was representative of all adults, based on both Census 2011 and Quarterly 
National Household Survey (RED C, 2018). This is the same approach used for national opinion polling 
in Ireland. The random selection process considered the demographic aspects of age, gender, social class 
and regional spread. Prior to the recruitment process, it was decided that members of advocacy groups 
on the topics that would be considered should be excluded from membership of the CA. The rationale 
behind this decision was that interest groups would be invited to make submissions on the matters 
concerning them later during the process of the CA. Elected officials in the Senate and parliament were 
also excluded, but other politicians and elected officials were not (should they be randomly approached). 
There was no financial incentive offered to encourage participation. This aspect was acknowledged and 
the results might have led to a sample of individuals with stronger civic interest than that of a truly 
representative sample (RED C, 2018). All selected members were willingly participating in the process 
and were fully informed about the details of the process before deciding to take part (The Citizens’ 
Assembly, 2017a).  

The following two tables show the composition of the ICA, with the demographic aspects of gender, 
age, social class and regional spread. The letters in table 4.1 (A,B,C1,C2,D,E,F) are defined in table 4.2 
and represent different socio-economic classes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Cold calling is the act of making uninvited visits to a resident's home. In this case with the purpose to recruit 
for the CA. 
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Table 4.1 Base targets (RED C, 2018)  

ROL= Rest of Leinster 

Conn = Connaught 

 
Figure 4.2 Social Class - Basic Definitions (RED C, 2018). 

As presented in the Theoretical and Conceptual Framework Chapter, achieving a fully representative 
sample of the population is difficult to achieve. This was acknowledged and could be observed in the 
ICA as well. The data mentions the lack of financial incentive as a factor that potentially skewed the 
sample to include individuals with stronger civic interest (RED C, 2018). The reason for this is most 
likely that individuals with low education and income, do not have the opportunity to engage in time-
consuming activities in their spare time without any economic compensation. This demographic group, 
that has shown to participate less in democratic practices, are therefore less likely to participate on a CA 
without any financial incentive (Verba et al., 1993). Empirical data from previous CA’s has confirmed 
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this notion (Gastil and Levine, 2005; Lang, 2007). The ICA included individuals from a broad spectrum 
of society, ranging from farmers, casual workers, intermediate and higher managerial workers. There 
were almost as many males as females (51-48) and the age group ranged from 18-55+. Like the BCCA 
the ICA did not use ethnicity as a sampling category, which most likely excluded certain minorities from 
participating in the CA. The binary view on gender, only including individuals that identify as men and 
women, was also likely to exclude individuals from the LGBTQ+ community. Even though the ICA 
was not ideally representative, it was still more representative than the composition of the current 
political leaders in the Irish Senate and parliament in terms of gender, age, social class and regional 
spread (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2018a). 

One of the defining criteria presented by the Australian public service commission (2018) states:  

- Wicked problems lack a clear definition. They have multiple interpretations from multiple 
interests, with no one version verifiable as right or wrong. 

This can be referred to what Brown et al. defines as a plurality of ways of knowing (2010). This means 
that what to do for properly addressing CC, depends on who you ask. If we ultimately cannot know what 
the right thing to do is in order to address CC, because of its complexity and uncertainty, then it becomes 
a matter of what can be defined as the best solution obtained at the moment from a socially and 
environmentally just perspective. A consequence of the partiality (we cannot fully grasp CC) and the 
plurality (multiple interpretations from multiple interests) is that all knowledge is potentially fallible, 
which in turn means that knowledge should remain open to revision and improvement (provisionality) 
(Brown et al., 2010). From the theoretical perspective of WPs, striving to achieve a representative 
sample is therefore seen as positive because it enhances the chance of getting a more holistic picture of 
the issue at hand (Brown et al., 2010). Taking the “yellow vest” movement as an example again, the 
aspect of representation within decision-making becomes apparent. The reason for the protests can be 
derived from an unequal and discriminatory decision-making process, where people living in rural and 
peri-rural areas felt to being left out (Willsher, 2018). Because the ICA stratified its random sampling 
to include an equal representation from the different regions of the country, it would be correct to assume 
that similar discriminatory decisions will be harder to implement. Even though participating individuals 
from rural areas might be fewer than people living in cities, they would still have the opportunity to 
speak up and address socially unjust recommendations.  

 

4.1.2 Learning   
For the members of the ICA the learning phase consisted of reading prepared “fair, balanced and 
comprehensive” material dealing with the topic at hand (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2017a, p. 7). It also 
consisted of listening and asking questions to experts within the field of CC, and roundtable discussions. 
The CA’s Secretariat, principally advised by an “Expert Advisory Group”, decided on the material to 
be handed to the members and on the experts to be invited.  

The resolution approving the CA, stated that “an Expert Advisory Group will be established to assist the 
work of the Assembly in terms of preparing information and advice” (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2017a). 
For the specific topic of how the state can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change, the expert 
advisory group was comprised of six experts within specific fields of interest. The 
academics/practitioners and administrative experts that were chosen for the expert advisory group came 
from: 

• Political/Social Science;  
• International relations/governance/global climate and energy politics;  
• Sustainability/sustainable consumption/adaptation/environmental governance;  
• Environmental law;  
• Climate science.  

 
The members of the Expert Advisory Group were chosen by applying the following criteria:  
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• Relevant expertise and experience;  
• Impartiality/objectivity on the topics before the Assembly about which they were assisting;  
• Willingness/availability to participate.  

 
(The Citizens’ Assembly, 2018a, p. 54). 

The Expert Advisory Group and the Secretariat decided to invite 21 experts with different backgrounds, 
which would give a broad overview of the subject. During the first weekend, 30 September - 1 October 
2017, 11 experts presented their work and experiences. Four overarching themes were chosen for the 
deliberations on CC. These were: putting climate change considerations at the center of policymaking” 
“energy policy, transport policy and agriculture policy. The topics were determined by consulting the 
assembly members, from issues that were brought up in the submissions process, and discussion and 
advice from the Expert Advisory Group (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2018a). The aim of the first weekend 
was to give a scientific background on CC and then focus on energy related aspects in relation to CC. 
The subjects touched upon were amongst others: the science of climate change, tackling climate change: 
current efforts in Ireland and internationally, national mitigation plan and adaptation measures, and 
energy related topics, such as how to heat, power and service my home and work place. There were also 
three roundtable discussions and four Q&A sessions spread out throughout the weekend (The Citizens’ 
Assembly, 2018b).  

During the second weekend, 4th and 5th November 2017, 10 experts presented. The overarching topics 
for this weekend were transport, leadership and agriculture. Some of the subjects touched upon were 
current transport policy in Ireland: is climate change a consideration?, International perspectives on 
climate change and agriculture, land use policy and food. As in the weekend before, three roundtable 
discussions and four Q&A sessions were spread out throughout the two days. The content of each 
presentation is available for downloading from the Irish Citizens Assembly webpage (The Citizens’ 
Assembly, 2017b). All presentations can also be viewed online on the ICA YouTube Channel (The 
Citizens’ Assembly, 2017c) as well as the eight Q&A sessions. The roundtable discussions were held 
privately. 

The learning phase contained a vast amount of information on CC. The document describing the work 
by each of the 21 experts, consists of over 600 pages. By adding the presentations available on YouTube, 
each approximately between 20 to 40 minutes long, the data becomes even broader. Analyzing all this 
data is outside the scope of this thesis. However, looking at the selected overarching topics that were the 
focus of the ICA, some conclusions can still be made. When looking at the ICA learning phase from the 
perspective of WP, the emphasis on transdisciplinarity becomes important (Brown et al., 2010). 
Transdisciplinarity is concerned with including multiple ways of understanding and addressing a certain 
topic. Because CC is not a stable problem, but something that is shifting depending on the current applied 
understanding of this phenomenon, there can be no single solution (Australian Public Service 
commission, 2018; Rittel and Webber, 1973). That is why it is seen as positive that the learning phase 
involves experts from a variety of fields and not only from academia, but also expert practitioners. The 
assembly members are being exposed to different worldviews, which would include different ways of 
looking at CC, including root causes of the problem and potential solutions. One can also see the first 
tendencies of a transdisciplinary knowledge producing entity take form. This is where expert knowledge 
(researchers/practitioners) meets local and tacit knowledge (assembly members). It creates a forum 
where ‘facts’ and empirical data are mixed with the experiences, backgrounds and tacit knowledge of a 
diverse set of people. 

The breadth of the presented topics from the ICA could however have been wider. CC needs to be 
addressed from a broader perspective and not only considering issues of energy, transport and 
agriculture alone. Within the field of sustainable development, there is research conducted from many 
different angles. Examples are the psychology of dealing with climate change denial and anxiety 
(Stoknes, 2015), environmental law and giving natural entities “human” rights (Higgins et al., 2013), 
how to transform the economy into a circular one (Raworth, 2017) and the role of storytelling to create 
climate-action (Moezzi et al., 2017). This is just to name a few. The ICA, however, did not adopt the 
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wider and more holistic approach, as can be clearly deduced from the limited number and restricted 
nature of its recommended ‘solutions’. 

 

4.1.3 Consultation 
The aim of the consultation phase was to let the assembly invite and accept submissions from the public 
in order to get more opinions on the topic at hand. The submission period stretched from 9 June 2017 to 
11 August 2017. The assembly received 1205 submissions, where 1180 were received online and 25 
were received by post. The public was invited to submit views across the full spectrum of issues relating 
to CC, but the assembly specifically requested submissions relating to Ireland’s energy, transport and 
agriculture sectors. The Secretariat created a signpost document based on the submissions, which 
outlined some key issues and possible solutions identified by individuals, nongovernmental 
organizations and professionals. The signpost document was “designed to give the Members an 
overview of the main issues and the range of perspectives which emerged in the submissions. It was 
hoped that it would be of assistance to them in considering the topic before them” (The Citizens’ 
Assembly, 2018a, pp. 89–90). The ICA profiled itself as a transparent process, therefore all the received 
submissions and the signpost document can be viewed online (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2018b, 2017d). 
The CA process were also live streamed and recorded on YouTube so the wider public could take part 
in what was said and decided (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2017d). Members of the public were not granted 
access to the meetings. However, it was recognized that certain organizations/individuals that had a 
legitimate interest in being present at the meetings, should be allowed to observe the proceedings. 
Therefore, the groups that were included: Advocacy Groups, Non-Governmental Organizations, 
Religious groups, embassies, political parties, academics and social Partners.  

“The Secretariat took steps to ensure that as many observers as possible were accommodated and all 
requests to observe the Assembly were facilitated. The only limit that was put on observers was that a 
maximum of two people from each organization could be in the room to observe live proceedings at any 
one time, in order to accommodate as many organizations and individuals as possible” (The Citizens’ 
Assembly, 2018a, p. 94). 

The data show yet again an emphasis on openness and inclusiveness, wanting to invite and listen to all 
interested parties that could be affected by the outcome of the CA. As mentioned before, from a WP’s 
perspective this essential aspect of the ICA process can be considered positive. It implicitly 
acknowledges the partiality of our ways of knowing the biophysical world we live in (Knorr, 1981; 
Kuhn, 2012; Latour et al., 2013). Because we cannot ever know everything there is to know about CC, 
we have to make decisions that is not just based on ‘facts’ and empirical data, but also include values 
and ethics (Brown et al., 2010; Midgley, 2000). And because we have to make decisions based on values 
and potential ethical outcomes, the idea of trying to include as many ontological perspectives in an 
inquiry process as possible is seen as positive (Berkes et al., 1998; FitzGibbon and Mensah, 2012; 
Ludwig, 2001). Brown et al. state: “Because inquiries have ethical consequences, those who will be 
affected by these consequences, along with the broader community, more generally, ought to be 
involved in the inquiry process. In this way, I am advocating that the design of inquiries is not only 
extended to specifically involve those who will be affected, but also to involve the broader community” 
(2010, p. 53). The consultation phase within the ICA model exhibits these characteristics. It had a public 
and transparent process, in the form of live streams/recordings, submissions from the public and present 
organizations that observed the meetings. Such measures have shown to help establish authenticity and 
legitimacy to deliberative processes (Gutmann and Thompson, 2009). When dealing with a WP, the idea 
of legitimate decisions/solutions becomes important. Because of the complexity of CC, solutions for 
this WP, as Brown et al. mention, are not “true or false or good or bad, but the best that can be done at 
the time” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 4; Rittel and Webber, 1973). Catt and Murphy also argues that public 
consultation helps the participants to see “the policy-making process as a forum for weighing competing 
preferences and priorities rather than as a procedure for uncovering hidden and incontestable truths” 
(2003, p. 408). If there is no ”silver bullet”, e. g, in the form of a specific technology or policy, that will 
solve CC, then we will have to find many different solutions grounded in both “facts” and values. The 
ICA consultation phase therefore helped to establish the groundwork for legitimate decisions, because 
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it strived to give the assembly a broader perspective on the issue at hand. Giving the public an 
opportunity to influence the CA process and broaden the variety of stakeholders that has a say in the 
policy development, as the ICA did, is also an important part of the consultation phase (Arnstein, 2019; 
Irvin and Stansbury, 2004). 
 

4.1.4 Deliberation 
The cornerstone of the CA process is the deliberation phase. The ICA had many roundtable discussions 
scheduled in the timetable for each assembly meeting in order to let the members “examine, discuss, 
debate and enhance their understanding of the material they are considering” (The Citizens’ Assembly, 
2017a, p. 54). After a presentation from an expert or invited speaker, the assembly typically broke off 
into smaller more private roundtable discussions, where the members could discuss what they heard and 
listen to each other’s views. These roundtable discussions were in the Irish case monitored by a 
facilitator. The role of the facilitator was to keep the discussion going, encouraging people to express 
their opinions, and to write down any questions, agreed with all members, to be asked on behalf of the 
members at the table. The facilitator was to remain unbiased and neutral to the discussion, not expressing 
any personal opinions on the topic at hand. Echoing Habermas (1996), the ICA portraits the deliberation 
phase as “citizens should be swayed by the force of the better argument rather than by private concerns, 
biases, or views that are not publicly justifiable to their fellow deliberators” (The Citizens’ Assembly, 
2017a, p. 41). During the ICA, as a part of a research project to assess the assembly as a deliberative 

 
Figure 4.3 Sunday surveys of Citizens’ Assembly members (Farrell et al., 2019) 

process, members were surveyed after each meeting on the quality of the facilitation and the small table 
discussions (Farrell et al., 2019). Figure 4.3 represents a portion of the findings from the surveys aimed 
to measure the deliberative quality of the roundtable discussions. The figures show responses during the 
five weekends that focused on abortion, but the responses were similar during the subsequent six 
weekends (ibid). A majority of the participants felt they were free to express their own views, that they 
had ample speaking opportunities and that their views were respected by other members. The survey 
results about individual members dominating discussions were more ambiguous, but were percived to 
be overall low during the deliberations. 
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Analyzing the deliberation phase through the lens of WP’s, the idea of what reliable knowledge is or 
should be becomes interesting. According to Brown et al. reliable knowledge should, in combination 
with evidence and reason, be “assessed through a social process of critical deliberation (i.e. critical 
scrutiny, debate and defense)” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 56). What Brown et al. are describing is similar 
to the process outlined in the ICA. The assembly members were presented with a variety of expert 
knowledge on the topic at hand (evidence and reason) and were also given time to listen and discuss 
amongst each other. An implicit notion in the ICA was that it is in the deliberation phase where the 
subsequent recommendations are produced. The deliberation phase is not concerned with producing 
hard facts and truths, but to find the best possible resolution attainable at that moment. Ideally from both 
a socially just and ecologically sustainable perspective. Reliable knowledge is therefore not only 
knowledge produced through a scientific process but should also be created in relation to local and tacit 
knowledge through a deliberative entity. That the ICA members were overall satisfied with the 
deliberation phase, is an important claim of legitimacy for the process. Members perceived that they had 
an ample amount of time to speak their mind and that their opinions were respected by others.  

 

4.2 Discussion 
- To what extend do the salient characteristics of the Irish Citizens’ Assembly effectively address 

complexity? 

As been outlined throughout the results and discussion chapter, the four salient characteristics of the 
ICA analyzed all have aspects that help to effectively address complexity. What is overall positive when 
analyzing the salient characteristics of the ICA, is the implied acknowledgment that decisions should be 
produced through a process that includes both ‘facts’ and expert knowledge, as well as local and tacit 
knowledge. Ideally in a deliberative process with as representative as possible sample of the Irish 
population. However, as discussed above, perfect representation is not something that can be achieved. 
But the idea and attempt to create this is still seen as positive. The ICA was, as noted, more representative 
in terms of gender, age, social class and regional spread, then the entire group of politicians at the time.  

The learning phase benefitted from input from expert knowledge, with the aim to give a comprehensive 
picture of CC. The topics deliberated on were important, but too few to entirely encapsulate all the 
different elements that goes into this concept. Something that is worth mentioning, that relates to this 
aspect, and that has been brought up by other researchers (Farrell et al., 2019), is the fact that the ICA 
only had two weekends to focus on such a vast concept as CC. The time constraint of two weekends is 
significant. The deliberations on abortion got five weekends. It could be argued that CC is a broader and 
more complex issue and therefore should ideally have had its own dedicated CA, stretching over at least 
a year. If more time had been available, more topics then energy, transport and agriculture could have 
been dealt with. Even though it has been said that the recommendations of the ICA were  “significantly 
more radical than many expected” (Torney and O’Gorman, 2019, p. 11), it is obvious that too little time 
was available to comprehend such a vast concept as CC. If a problem, and especially a wicked problem 
is shallowly understood, the recommended solutions are most likely to be shallow and insufficient too. 
This aspect will be further dealt with when addressing the second research question. 

Together, the four salient characteristics of the ICA determine a knowledge producing and decision-
making process that incorporates effective measurements for addressing aspects of complexity. The 
transdisciplinary approach to knowledge creation and the deliberative process help to establish a 
rationally and socially exchange of views and opinions where solutions to complex problems can be 
attained. 
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4.3 ICA recommendations: sustainable transformation 
This part will focus on answering the second research question: 

- How strong/weak are the recommendations presented by the Irish Citizens Assembly in relation 
to sustainable transformation?  

The CA voted forward 13 recommendations to be presented to the Irish government. The 13 
recommendations were decided by the CA to be sorted into four categories: 

• Putting climate change considerations at the center of policymaking; (questions 1-4) 
• Energy Policy; (questions 5-7) 
• Transport Policy; (questions 8-10) and 
• Agriculture and Land Use Policy (questions 11-13). 

The 13 recommendations have all been categorized through the process of the content analysis, in 
relation to the three spheres of transformation framework. Each recommendation has either been 
classified as belonging to the practical, political or personal sphere. In order to structure the results and 
discussion chapter, each sphere, and its containing recommendations, will be presented and discussed 
one by one. Starting with the practical sphere. 
 
 

4.3.1 Practical sphere 
A majority of the recommendations presented by the ICA were categorized under the practical sphere. 
In fact, out of the 13 recommendations presented, 11 of them were classified as belonging to the practical 
sphere (see Box 4.1). Recommendation 2 focused on mitigation measures, handling aspects such as 
infrastructure and energy, indicating technological, observable and practical changes in society. 
Recommendation 3 focused on economic aspects, where a majority of assembly members said they were 
willing to pay higher taxes for carbon intensive activities. Looking at qualification one in the 3rd 
recommendation, it suggests that any revenue from the tax “would be only spent on measures that 
directly aid the transition to a low carbon and climate resilient Ireland”. The examples included in these 
measures focus on solar panels, retrofitting houses, flood defenses and infrastructure for electric 
vehicles. This is a measurable and technologically aimed recommendation, where the implementation 
and outcome can be assessed through numbers and parameters. The 4th recommendation is similar to the 
2nd. It also focuses on infrastructure but from the perspective of vulnerability in relation to weather 
events. Recommendation 5 looks at the possibility for private citizens to sell back energy to the grid at 
a “price which is at least equivalent to the wholesale price”. Recommendation 7 address that all subsidies 
for peat extraction should be phased out during a five-year period. The money should instead go to peat 
bog restoration and protection of the affected workers. Recommendation 8, like number two and four, 
focuses on infrastructure. The recommendation suggests that the number of bus lanes, cycling lanes and 
park and ride facilities should be increased and be more prioritized. Number 9 also focuses on a technical 
solution for tackling CC, where the assembly suggests that the State should prioritize a transition to 
electric vehicles. The 10th recommendation is like number 8, where the assembly suggests that public 
transport should be prioritized over new road infrastructure, especially in rural areas. Number 11 covers 
aspects related to agriculture. The CA recommended that there should be a tax on greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions from agriculture, rewards for farmers that manage to sequester carbon and that “resulting 
revenue should be reinvested to support climate friendly agricultural practices”. The two last 
recommendations , number 12 and 13, focus on reducing food waste (12) and on the necessity of  the 
State revising its support for land use diversification in order to encourage planting of trees and organic 
farming (13). 
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Box 4.1 Recommendations categorized in the practical sphere 

Recommendation 2: The State should take a leadership role in addressing climate change through 
mitigation measures, including, for example, retrofitting public buildings, having low carbon public 
vehicles, renewable generation on public buildings and through adaptation measures including, for 
example, increasing the resilience of public land and infrastructure. 

Recommendation 3: The Members said they would be willing to pay higher taxes on carbon intensive 
activities, subject to the qualifications identified in the question.  

• Qualification 1: Any increase in revenue would be only spent on measures that directly aid the 
transition to a low carbon and climate resilient Ireland: including, for example, making solar 
panels more cheaply and easily available, retrofitting homes and businesses, flood defenses, 
developing infrastructure for electric vehicles.  

• Qualification 2: An increase in the taxation does not have to be paid by the poorest households 
(the 400,000 households currently in receipt of fuel allowance).  

• Qualification 3: It is envisaged that these taxes build year-on-year. 

Recommendation 4: The State should undertake a comprehensive assessment of the vulnerability of 
all critical infrastructure (including energy, transport, built environment, water and communications) 
with a view to building resilience to ongoing climate change and extreme weather events. The outcome 
of this assessment should be implemented. Recognising the significant costs that the State would bear 
in the event of failure of critical infrastructure, spending on infrastructure should be prioritised to take 
account of this.  

Recommendation 5: The State should enable, through legislation, the selling back into the grid of 
electricity from micro-generation by private citizens (for example energy from solar panels or wind 
turbines on people’s homes or land) at a price which is at least equivalent to the wholesale price. 

Recommendation 7: (a) The State should end all subsidies for peat extraction and instead spend that 
money on peat bog restoration and making proper provision for the protection of the rights of the 
workers impacted; and (b) the State should end all subsidies on a phased basis over 5 years.  

Recommendation 8: The number of bus lanes, cycling lanes and park and ride facilities should be 
greatly increased in the next five years, and much greater priority should be given to these modes over 
private car use. 

Recommendation 9: The State should immediately take many steps to support the transition to electric 
vehicles.  

Recommendation 10: The State should prioritise the expansion of public transport spending over new 
road infrastructure spending at a ratio of no less than 2-to-1 to facilitate the broader availability and 
uptake of public transport options with attention to rural areas. 

Recommendation 11: There should be a tax on greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from agriculture. 
There should be rewards for the farmer for land management that sequesters carbon. Any resulting 
revenue should be reinvested to support climate friendly agricultural practices.  

Recommendation 12: The State should introduce a standard form of mandatory measurement and 
reporting of food waste at every level of the food distribution and supply chain, with the objective of 
reducing food waste in the future. 

Recommendation 13: The State should review, and revise supports for land use diversification with 
attention to supports for planting forests and encouraging organic farming. 
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As mentioned by O’Brien and Sygna (2013), in the Theoretical and Conceptual Background chapter, 
when it comes to finding solutions most of today’s attention to CC is focused in the practical sphere. 
The ICA recommendations confirms this observation. Analyzing the 11 recommendations, it helps to 
both investigate which aspects they included and excluded. The ICA recommendations mainly focused 
on adaptive, concrete and measurable implementations. Recommendations 2 and 4 are an example of 
this.  They can be linked to the literature strand of adaptive transformation (Kates et al., 2012; Marshall 
et al., 2012; Nelson et al., 2007). Recommendation 2 mentions “increasing the resilience of public land 
and infrastructure”, focusing on adapting to future events that will be caused by CC. The same goes for 
recommendation 4, which focuses on the vulnerability of critical infrastructure to ongoing CC and 
extreme weather events. These recommendations are more concerned with how to transform Ireland to 
be more resilient to possible future scenarios, not as much on how to transform society to be less 
unsustainable. Economic implementations, such as taxes and subsidies, are also prominent and can be 
seen in recommendation 3, 7 and 11. These suggest measurable and tangible implementations for dealing 
with CC. Within these recommendations there is not much of a systemic or structural perspective, in the 
sense of establishing new institutions or modifying power relations between existing ones, in order to 
enhance policies aimed at addressing CC. In regard to the personal sphere, the recommendations show 
a lack of questioning or critiquing underlying values, which could have addressed existing views on 
energy consumption, infrastructure/transport and agriculture/land use. This aspect will be further 
discussed in the end of this chapter. 

 

4.3.2 Political sphere 
The political sphere defines the constraints and opportunities for practical transformation to  take place 
(O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). Transforming or creating institutional structures to effectively and 
holistically address CC related aspects is crucial in order to produce more effective solutions. (Manuel‐
Navarrete, 2010). Only one recommendation was categorized under the political sphere. As can be seen 
in Box 4.2, this recommendation suggests that a new or existing independent body be given resources 
and legislative power to urgently address CC. This can be seen as a systemic intervention, where the 
assembly recommends changing power dynamics within existing political structures in favor for CC 
related aspects. From a sustainable transformation perspective, this is a positive recommendation. 
Creating an independent body or giving an already existing one the necessary tools to hold the Irish state 
accountable for not following CC related goals, could be a powerful structural and systemic change 
within the Irish political system as governmental entities have the power and mandate to influence on a 
broad spectrum of topics within society (Frantzeskaki et al., 2012; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013). The 
recommendations categorized in the practical sphere can be used as an example. They can be seen as 
positive implementations in order to address issues with CC, but without institutions, frameworks and 
legislations in place to enforce them they might just stay recommendations and left without any action.  
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4.3.3 Personal sphere 
Because the personal sphere includes fewer tangible aspects, such as beliefs, values and worldviews, 
categorizing recommendations in this sphere is harder than the other two. The 6th recommendation 
proposed by the ICA (see Box 4.3) were however categorized in this sphere. Even though it includes 
technological aspects, in the form of renewable energy, it also handles notions of community 
engagement and ownership. The idea of community belonging relates to concepts such as values and 
worldviews. I would argue that this can be seen as an interaction between the practical and the personal 
sphere. It combines a tangible and concrete measure (renewable energy) with a more philosophical and 
abstract concept (community). Following the argumentation of researchers within the field of 
sustainable transformation (Beddoe et al., 2009; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013; Pelling, 2011), 
transformative measures focusing on interactions and combinations between the different spheres are 
more effective than measures focusing on single spheres.  

 

4.4 Discussion 
- How strong/weak are the recommendations presented by the Irish Citizens’ Assembly in relation 

to the theory of the three spheres of transformation?  

Even though the ICA recommendations have aspects relating to all three spheres, the emphasis on the 
practical sphere is apparent. Following the argumentation of researchers within systems thinking 
(Frantzeskaki et al., 2012; Meadows, 2008; Pelling, 2011), critique can be directed at the 
overrepresentation of solutions focusing on technical, observable and quantifiable measures. Meadows 
(2008) argues that putting too much attention on numbers and parameters is not effective when trying 
to produce changes within a system. She also points out that this can even push the system in the wrong 
direction, causing other problems to arise or allowing the system to continue with business as usual, 

Box 4.3 Recommendations categorized in the personal sphere 

Recommendation 6: The State should act to ensure the greatest possible levels of community 
ownership in all future renewable energy projects by encouraging communities to develop their own 
projects and by requiring that developer-led projects make share offers to communities to encourage 
greater local involvement and ownership. 

 

Box 4.2 Recommendations categorized in the political sphere 
 
Recommendation 1: To ensure climate change is at the centre of policy-making in Ireland, 
as a matter of urgency a new or existing independent body should be resourced 
appropriately, operate in an open and transparent manner, and be given a broad range of 
new functions and powers in legislation to urgently address climate change. Such functions 
and powers should include, but not be limited to those outlined below.  
 
1. To examine any legislative proposals it considers relevant to its functions and to report 
publicly its views on any implications in relation to climate change; the relevant Minister 
must respond publicly to the views expressed in a report prior to the progress of the 
particular legislative proposal;  
 
2. To propose ambitious 5 year national and sectoral targets for emissions reductions to be 
implemented by the State, with regular review and reporting cycles; 
 
3. To pursue the State in legal proceedings to ensure that the State lives up to its legal 
obligations relating to climate change 
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with only minor changes that does not solve or challenge deeper underlying structures. These ideas tie 
well with research on WPs (Brown et al., 2010; Rittel and Webber, 1973). It both highlights the issue 
that less transdisciplinary solutions usually create new problems somewhere else in the system, as well 
as that practical solutions rarely focus on root causes of the problem.  

Another argument mentioned by several researchers (Beddoe et al., 2009; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013; 
Pelling, 2011) is that the biggest potential for transformation does not lie independently within each 
sphere, but instead in the intersections between the spheres. Following this line of thinking, the 
recommendations by the ICA could have been improved by explicitly incorporating notions of how 
these different proposals interact and affect each other. A suggestion on how this could have been 
achieved in the ICA is to consider each recommendation from the perspective of each sphere. Questions 
that could have been asked are “What ethical implications does this/these recommendations imply in 
terms of societal values?” “Are there institutions in place in order to properly implement these 
recommendations?” “Does this recommendation challenge underlying socially and environmentally 
destructive values or does it allow allowing our society to continue with business as usual?”. Questions 
like these might have helped the assembly members to consider linkages between practical, structural 
and value-based levels (Beddoe et al., 2009). 

What I find most troubling, is precisely what is missing in the recommendations provided by the ICA. 
For avoiding to fall into the trap of implementing changes that do not address underlying deeper 
structures and systems, as well as shared beliefs, values and worldviews within our societies, we need 
to start asking the right questions (Meadows, 2008). Because even though there is a need for renewable 
energy, innovation, efficiency and behavioral changes, there is also a need for active reflection  directed 
at what kind of values we want our societies to be built upon (Brown et al., 2010). Swapping fossil fuels 
for renewable energy can be an important step when dealing with CC. However, such a technical 
solution does not address the underlying premises and structures of current energy consumption. In a 
way, switching to renewable energy is still business as usual. Such measures do not challenge what 
seems to be an implicit idea, namely that societies need to increase their energy consumption in order 
to become sustainable. Changing one energy source for another, even if it is renewable, will not solve 
the wicked problem of climate change. The reason for this is that such a change does not address the 
underlying causes. It represents the shifting of one aspect, while ignoring the destructive needs, values 
and worldviews on which our current economies and civilizations are built upon. As mentioned 
throughout the thesis, properly trying to resolve a wicked problem usually involves fundamental changes 
within the society that created the problem to begin with. These changes need to occur on all levels and 
should preferably be looked at in a holistic way.  

Due to the observed overrepresentation of recommendations focusing on aspects in the practical sphere 
and the lack of connections between the spheres, the ICA can be viewed as weak from a sustainable 
transformation perspective. Because CC was produced and is being  reproduced by contemporary 
societal structures and associated practices, a fundamental transformation is needed in order to create 
perspectives that actively address underlying causes (Brown et al., 2010). A Citizens Assembly that 
incorporates a sustainable transformation perspective could potentially produce more effective solutions 
to complex problems than the ICA has been able to do. 
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5. Concluding remarks 
The aim of this thesis was to investigate if the deliberative democratic method of Citizens’ Assemblies 
could be used to effectively address a wicked problem, in this case climate change. One particular CA 
was chosen as a case to be studied, namely the Irish CA implemented in 2016 - 2018. The focus was to 
analyze the salient characteristics of the ICA and the 13 recommendations produced by the Assembly. 

By analyzing the data gathered to answer the first research question, it was concluded that the salient 
characteristics (random sampling, learning, consultation and deliberation) of the ICA included elements 
that effectively address complexity. The ICA had a transdisciplinary approach to knowledge production 
and the deliberative aspect of the CA process also enhanced the reliability of the knowledge produced 
(Brown et al., 2010). 

When analyzing the gathered data for the second research question through the theoretical perspective 
of the “three spheres of transformation framework” (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013), it was shown that the 
ICA recommendations were weak in relation to the concept of sustainable transformation. This was 
mainly because most of the recommendations were categorized in the practical sphere, neglecting the 
importance of elements tied to all three spheres including the political and personal sphere. Also, 
recommendations incorporating perspectives from all three spheres and an understanding of how they 
influence each other were missing. 

The literature on the theoretical concepts of deliberative democracy, wicked problems and sustainable 
transformation is the basis for the conclusions made for this thesis. These are all broad concepts, dealt 
within a vast amount of valuable literature. Therefore, the thesis could not review all their aspects. 
Ultimately some literature was prioritized over others in the belief that it would be more relevant for 
answering the selected research questions. This aspect has had an impact on the conclusions made from 
the analysis of the gathered data, where some perspectives where left out in order to narrow down the 
focus of the thesis.  

This study contributes to the field of deliberative democracy and validates further citizens assemblies as 
a method to address complex problems. That the salient characteristics of the ICA have promising 
elements in relation to effective ways of addressing wicked problems, is positive in terms of finding 
solutions to CC. A proper CA model could be seen as a potentially transformative entity. It is a different 
knowledge producing and decision-making process then what most representative democracies have 
today. Implementing more CAs might change how we deal with current (wicked) problems. Based on 
the findings from this study, practices that enhance democratic values of equality and inclusiveness are 
positive when dealing with complex problems. However, deliberative democratic methods such as 
citizens assemblies should be seen as one tool out of many in the search for more effective ways to 
address CC. As stated throughout the thesis, the complexity of CC needs to be met with multiple 
approaches and solutions from a broad variety of stakeholders within society.  

This study draws on theoretical connections between research on deliberative democracy, wicked 
problems and sustainable transformation. It shows that there is a strong connection between these 
concepts. Research focusing on how to obtain effective solutions to climate change should further 
investigate these connections. Setting up a citizen’s assembly on CC with the specific aim to mediate 
how CC can be addressed, from a complexity research perspective point of view, would be an interesting 
study. 

The wicked problem of climate change is currently posing a threat for human existence on this planet. 
There is a crucial need for a fundamental alteration in the way that we construct and reproduce our 
societies today. In regards to this transition, Beddoe et al. (2009, p. 284-285) ask: “[…] will it occur in 
a controlled, deliberate way that people will find socially acceptable or will it occur in an uncontrolled 
way that people perceive as harsh, difficult and severe? Put more bluntly, can the transition occur 
without societal collapse?”. Citizens’ assemblies, based on values of social and environmental justice, 
might be important methods in relation to such a transition. Because if its complexity and uncertainty 
any decisions in regard to dealing with climate change are very difficult. But decisions must inevitably 
be made. “Taking a stand, or making decisions about what is the right thing to do in relation to climate 



35 

change will involve one of the most important and complex decisions any generation has ever had to 
face” (Brown et al., 2010, p. 55). 
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