Designing a Deliberative Referendum: 
Triggering Systemic Deliberations, beyond the Coupling of Citizens’ Assemblies to Popular Votes

Referendums have been criticized for being easily manipulated by elites, through political or financial means, resulting in processes of poor deliberative quality (e.g., Leib, 2006; Tierney, 2013). Citizens’ Assemblies (CA), for their part, have faced criticism for their deficit of inclusion and accountability, notably due to their lack of visibility for and connection with the mass public (Parkinson, 2006; Rummens, 2012, 2016; Lafont, 2015). A rising answer to these shortcomings is the deliberative referendum – i.e., the coupling of referendums to CA (Setalä, 2011; Chambers, 2018; Parkinson, 2020; Hendriks, Wagenaar, 2023). The hope is that such an institutional setting would compensate the weaknesses of each individual procedure: CA would inject the required epistemic inputs through their high-quality deliberations, while referendums would ensure the connection to the mass public, empowering it with the final say on the decision. 
I agree that CA can and should play an important role in improving the deliberative quality of referendums – that is, in improving both the agenda-setting and the conditions under which voters form their judgment before casting their ballot. The last two decades, enlightening experimentations have been conducted in this regard (Warren, Pearse, 2008; Farell et al., 2019; Gastil, Knobloch, 2020). Yet, I think other design features could significantly increase the deliberative quality of referendums, with or without CAs (on which the literature has often been too centered). Herein, I focus on three underused aspects of referendums: 1) multi-options referendums; 2) justified votes; 3) iterated voting. Some attention has been paid to each individual option (Chambers, 2018; Vandamme, 2018; McKay, 2019; Wagenaar, 2019; Hendriks, Wagenaar, 2020); none to their combination.
On the basis of a slightly refined version of Bächtiger and Parkinson’s (2019) normative framework, I analyze the potential effects of these three options. Among other advantages, they incentivize deliberations throughout the citizenry and help structure the claims emerging from the public sphere in a visible way. Justified votes can also focus mass debates on the reasons underlying voters’ decisions (Vandamme, 2021). Together, the three features foster the “reflective listening” and “recursive feedback” needed to produce legitimate high-quality decisions (Bächtiger, Parkinson, 2019). This way I show a) how the deliberative potential of referendums can be fostered, contributing to a recently growing literature on the subject (for example el-Wakil, 2017; Chambers, 2018; Setalä, 2018; Parkinson, 2020); and that b) CA is not the only promising way to inject deliberation into the referendum process. 
Still, I then consider which role a CA could play in this renewed deliberative referendum, arguing that both a role of agenda-setter (similar to, for example, what was done in Ireland) or a role of “deliberative cues” provider (e.g., in Oregon; Gastil, 2014), would provide substantial legitimacy gains. Its exact role would depend on other design characteristics, such as the agent triggering the referendum (e.g., government vs citizens). In any case, we must go beyond the assumption that referendums and CA have “opposite logics” (as defended by Setalä, 2011; LeDuc, 2015; McKay, 2019; Parkinson, 2020; Hendriks, Wagenaar, 2023), to tailor CA to the need of referendums – especially when a referendum has two voting rounds with several justified options.
Eventually, I discuss the cost, the complexity, and the ambiguity objections that could be made to my proposal, arguing that they do not raise insuperable challenges. 
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