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Introduction

• Democratic participation and social cohesion declines in 
many countries, particular in the aftermath of the Corona-
Crisis (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018)

• Citizen assemblies are seen as a new political instrument to 
enhance inclusivity and to reduce polarization (Clancy, 2024).

• Self-selection concerning socio-demographic characteristics 
is counteracted by specific algorithms that oversample for 
instance females (Flanigan et al., 2021)

• However, little is known on whether there is also a self-
selection concerning personality traits and which methods 
could counteract such self-selection.

• In addition, little is known on whether participation in a 
citizen assembly can really reduce polarization.
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Self-selection based on personality and counteractions
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First evidence that personality traits lead to self-selection: People high on extraversion and 
openness (part of BIG 5) more likely participate in mini-publics (Sweden, N= 4000, Jennstål, 
2018)

People who think that they have no power, and influence might be particularly reluctant to 
participate but would be particularly important to reach!

Locus of control: Individual belief and confidence to be capable to meaningfully 
influence outcomes (high internal LOC) versus being a passive passenger of others’ 
choices or of luck (low internal locus of control).

Standard invitations often request a lot of demand, activity and input which might deter 
people with low internal locus of control

Invitations which promise low cognitive demand and do not request to make 
meaningful contributions.



Fostering public engagement with citizen assemblies

Citizen assemblies which allow discussion among diverse groups of citizens are seen as a new 
political instrument to enhance participation, trust and to reach consensus concerning polarized 
issues (Clancy, 2024).

• Deliberation and discussion of other and opposing views should increase agreement.

• Making democracies deliberative through assemblies (e.g., Gastil, et al., 2013; Willis et al., 2022).

Empirical evidence:

• Rare evidence on the effects of citizen assemblies (one exemption from NL on believing 
populist views, N = 105: Jacobs, 2023)

• Mixed evidence on the effect of being confronted with opposing views (i.e., contact 
hypothesis)

• Contact between opposing groups reduces stereotypes (see meta-analysis by Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) 

• Exposure to opposing views on social media can increase political polarization (Bail et al., 
2018)
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Research questions and hypothesis:

Aim 1: Are citizen assembly's representative concerning personality traits and are 
invitation letters a possibility to increase representativeness and participation rates?

1. Participants in a citizen assembly have a higher internal locus of control than the general population.

2. Invitations that create a low demanding request compared to high demanding request will increase percentage of 
participants with a low internal locus of control.

3. Invitations that create a low demanding request compared to a high demanding request will increase overall acceptance 
rate for participation. 

Aim 2: Does the participation in a citizen assembly reduces affective polarization and 
increases trust?

1.1 Participants of a citizen assembly compared to a control group report lower affective polarization.

1.2 Participation in a citizen assembly reduces affective polarization on the short term (at the end of the assembly) and mid-term 
(approx. two weeks after the assembly.

2.1 Participants of a citizen assembly compared to a control group report higher public trust.

2.2 Participation in a citizen assembly increases public trust on the short term (at the end of the assembly) and mid-term (approx.
two weeks after the assembly)
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Pre-registration: representativeness: https://osf.io/rbfgq/ & polarization: https://osf.io/xekab/

https://osf.io/rbfgq/


Sample & Procedure 
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Austrian population 
(age: 18-89, principal 
residence)

T3
Survey
N = 242

T1
Survey
N = 317

T2
Survey

N = 318

T3
Survey
N = 103

Day of 
council (morning)

Citizens‘ 
council

Day of 
council (evening)

mid Nov 23

N = 716 
reported 

willingness to 
participate

Stratified sample, repres. per 
state (age, gender, education)

Experimental 
group

N = 368/319

Control group 
(waiting list)

N = 310

T1
Survey
N = 62

Notification that 
selected for 
participation

Oct-Nov 23

At venue

N = 14.999 received 1 
of 3 invitation from 
national statistics 

office
(repres. for Austria in 

terms of age, gender & 
education from each of 

the nine states)

Reference survey N = 2603

Recruited online & via telephone between Oct-Nov 23 
Representative concerning gender, age & education



Design to test the effect on representativness

Invitations: Random assignment to one of three invitation letters for a one-day citizen 
assembly at the municipal of the federal state on role on the Corona-Crisis with the aim to 
learn for future crisis-management. [August 9-22, 2023]

1. „Ideas“: The standard invitation letters to citizen assemblies normally highlights the 
possibility to contribute with own ideas and solutions.

2. „Experience“: This letter emphasized that participants have the possibilities to discuss 
their individual experiences and challenges they faced.

3. “Voice”: This letter explained that diverse participants are important and that all voices 
should be heart. 

Main variables: Acceptance of invitation, show-up at assembly, socio-demographic 
characteristics (gender, age, education, region), locus of control, BIG 5
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Example Invitation Letter
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Design to test the effect on affective polarization & trust

Main variables:

Affective polarisation (5 items): ratings of supporters minus opponents of COVID-19 
measures as responsible, intelligent, honest, generous and trustworthy (5-point Likert 
scale; “not at all true” to “completely true”, adapted from Boxell, et al., 2020)

Public trust: Trust in institutions and fellow citizens:  (5-point Likert scale; “Strongly Disagree” 
to “Strongly Agree”): I trust…

• Media (including public media, private media, social media, local media; αT1 = .67, αT2 = .71, αT3 = .61)

• Research institutions (private and public research institutions; αT1 = .57, αT2 = .59, αT3 = .44; used as single items)

• Politics (EU, Austrian federal government, state government, and local politics; αT1 = .77, αT2 = .78, αT3 = .76)

• People (people at national, state, and neighbourhood levels; αT1 = .82, αT2 = .80, αT3 = .82)

Additional variables:

• Perceived polarization due to COVID-19, Concern about polarization

• Evaluation of the event (T2), BIG 5 (T1), Evaluation of the implementation (T2), Re-
participation (T2), affected (T2), change of point of view (T3)
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Results on representativness



Result: Locus of control among participants vs. population

Participants have approx. 
10% higher internal locus of 
control than participants in a 
control-survey.
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Result: General effect on invitation on locus of control (1)

• “Voice” compared to “Ideas” 
motivates more people with a low 
internal locus of control to 
participate. 

• In particular men with a low internal 
locus of control increase 
participation based on the voice 
invitation.

• No effect of invitation on BIG 5 
personality traits (all p >.10)
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Result: Effect of the invitation on number of participants 
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Voice increases the probability of accepting the 
invitation by 19%.



Results on polarization & trust



Results: Affective polarization
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Participants Control Group

Main effect of group: F(1,369) = 13.94, p < .001,  ηp
2 = .036

No effect of time (p=647) and no interaction effect (p=.152)

Participants reported lower affective 
polarization than people in the 
control group at all measurement 
times.
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T1 T2 T3

Main effect of time F(2,614) = 4.49, p = 4.49,  ηp
2 = .014

Two weeks after participation, 
affective polarization increases.

Polarization is decreased already at time 1 (by 
expecting to meet fellow citizens) but not based 
on the participation itself.



Results: trust
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Mixed small or null effects a: e.g., 
Participants had higher trust in people than control group at all measurement times (F(1,369) = 4.438, p = .036,  ηp2​= .012)
Participants hand lower trust in public research than control group at all measurement times F(1,369) = 7.204, p = .008,  ηp2= .019

Participation in a citizen assembly has no meaningful impact on 
public trust. 



Exploration: Evaluation of the deliberate process

18Quelle: IHS-Datensatz, n = 312-316; (M = Mittelwert; SD = Standardabweichung); Streuungsmaß um den Mittelwert = 95% Konfidenzintervall; 

Antworten <5% werden nicht numerisch dargestellt 

• Overall positive evaluation of the 

assembly: 94,3 % would participate 

again (very) likely

• 41,4% report that participation 

changed their views.

• Positive evaluations increase with age. 

No difference concerning gender, 

education, work status etc.



Discussion: Representativeness

• Democratic processes such as citizen assemblies are prone to self-selection 
concerning locus of control. Thus, people who already feel powerless, passive do not 
participate which potentially creates a vicious circle.

• Invitations that address the needs of people with a low internal locus of control can 
motivate them to participate, thereby increasing overall participation rates.

• Low effort interventions such as invitations can increase legitimacy, social cohesion of 
citizen assemblies and reduce the costs of recruiting participants (currently often less 
than 5% accept an invitation, Spada & Peixoto, 2025)
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Discussion: Polarization & trust

• One of the first RCTs on the effect of citizen assemblies on polarization & trust. 

• Citizens assemblies’ effect on affective polarization is based on the expectation to 
meet others with diverse opinions and not based on deliberate discussions among 
individuals with diverse opinions. 

• Citizen assemblies have no meaningful positive effect on trust.

• Theoretical implication: In contrast to assumptions in the literature (e.g., Gastil, et al., 2013; 

Willis et al., 2022), citizen assemblies rather work via emotional, affective mechanisms 
(System 1) instead of deliberate mechanisms (System 2). Support of literature that 
shows that (imagined) complex interaction with cooperative tasks have no advantage 
over simple positive contact (Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020).

• Practical implication: Create events where people “have to/will show up” and can 
expect to meet people with other or diverse views. At the event, just guarantee a 
positive experience and atmosphere – no advanced discussions are needed.

• Limitations: No assessment of baseline polarization & trust prior to randomization
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Thank you!

Contact:

katharina.gangl@nim.org
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