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Abstract
Obtaining losers’ consent after an election is often taken for granted in liberal democra-
cies. However, it can pose a real challenge for any type of democratic decision-making in
which participants hold conflicting views about the issues of the day. In this research note,
we examine losers’ reactions to the votes taken in a citizen deliberative assembly. In such
an assembly, much effort is devoted to informing the participants about the merits and
limits of various options and ensuring that they form their own reasoned opinions
about the issue. Based on this information, people are bound to reach different conclu-
sions, and any vote on a specific option therefore generates winners and losers.
While there is a large literature exploring the winner-loser gap in elections, we know little
about how participants in a deliberative assembly react when they realize that the assembly
chooses a different position than theirs. We leverage data from a citizen assembly held in
Canada. We find a high degree of satisfaction with the conduct of the assembly, among
both winners and losers.

Résumé
Obtenir le consentement des perdants à l’issue d’une élection est souvent considéré
comme allant de soi dans les démocraties libérales. Cependant, cela peut constituer un
véritable défi pour tout type de prise de décision démocratique dans lequel les participants
ont des opinions conflictuelles sur les questions du jour. Dans cette note de recherche,
nous examinons les réactions des perdants aux votes d’une assemblée délibérante de cit-
oyens. Dans une telle assemblée, beaucoup d’efforts sont consacrés à informer les partic-
ipants des mérites et des limites des différentes options et à s’assurer qu’ils se forgent leur
propre opinion raisonnée sur la question. Sur la base de ces informations, les gens par-
viendront forcément à des conclusions différentes, et tout vote sur une option
spécifique génère donc des gagnants et des perdants. Alors qu’il existe une littérature
abondante sur l’écart entre les gagnants et les perdants dans les élections, nous savons
peu de choses sur la façon dont les participants à une assemblée délibérante réagissent
lorsqu’ils doivent admettre que l’assemblée choisit une position différente de la leur.
Nous nous appuyons sur les données d’une assemblée citoyenne organisée au Canada.
Nous constatons un degré élevé de satisfaction à l’égard de la conduite de l’assemblée,
tant chez les gagnants que chez les perdants.
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Taking political decisions necessarily generates winners and losers. The challenge in
a democracy is to obtain losers’ consent. In the context of elections, losers need to
“somehow, overcome any bitterness and resentment, and be willing (…) to accept
the outcome of the election” (Anderson et al., 2005: 4). Obtaining losers’ consent
after elections is not easy, however, as evidenced from a large body of literature that
demonstrates important differences in satisfaction with democracy between
winners and losers of elections (Dahlberg and Linde, 2017; Daoust and Nadeau,
2023). Winner-loser effects in a democracy are not limited to elections. When
using other procedures to take decisions, including letting experts decide and
organizing referenda, citizens’ acceptance of the decision also appears to vary as
a function of whether the outcome matches individuals’ preferences (Esaiasson
et al., 2019; Marien and Kern, 2018).

In this research note, we examine losers’ reactions to the votes taken in a citizen
deliberative assembly. In such an assembly, through the process of deliberation and
dialogue, citizens are invited to “take into account the views of others” (Dowding,
2018: 242). This feature of citizen deliberative assemblies implies that, in contrast to
elections or referenda, they are “less polarizing in nature and (…) enhance consen-
sus seeking” (Marien and Kern, 2018: 875). At the same time, however, participants
in citizen assemblies are typically encouraged to duly consider the consequences of
all the options that are presented to them and to form personal opinions based on
their own value judgments about the relative importance of these consequences.
In this context, people are bound to reach different conclusions about the decision
that should be taken. Any vote on a specific option that is presented to a citizen
deliberative assembly will therefore be nonconsensual, producing a majority and
a minority, and in this way generating winners and losers. The question that moti-
vates our study is whether, during citizen deliberative assemblies that include a vote,
the minority (the losers) accepts the decision reached by the majority.

We know little about how participants in a deliberative assembly react when they
realize that they lost, and that a majority voted against their position. Summary
reports of deliberative assemblies and similar participatory processes often report
on participants’ satisfaction with the process. However, we lack systematic analyses
of the presence of winner/loser gaps in satisfaction assessing this pattern and exam-
ining its robustness.

There is some work that suggests that when a vote is introduced in a deliberative
process it creates opposition between participants (Felicetti et al., 2016). A conjoint
experimental study furthermore indicates that citizens are more supportive of
assemblies that take a decision which is in line with individuals’ personal prefer-
ences on an issue (Goldberg and Bächtiger, 2023). This work suggests that the pub-
lic’s support for relying on deliberation to reach decisions depends in part on the
outcome, but we do not know how much agreeing with the outcome of an assembly
matters among individuals who participate in the assembly and actively deliberate
about the merits and limitations of various options.
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The only research that has examined this process among participants of a citizen
deliberative assembly is, to the best of our knowledge, Fournier et al.’s (2011) book
about citizen assemblies on electoral reform in British Columbia (Canada), the
Netherlands and Ontario (Canada). It devotes one short paragraph to this question.
The authors find that “satisfaction with the assembly’s decision topped 80% among
those who were on the losing sides of the debates (…). The fact that those whose
preference had not been endorsed by the assembly rallied to the wider group’s deci-
sion suggests members considered the deliberative and decision-making process
had been conducted in a just and equitable way” (Fournier et al., 2011: 46).
These assemblies were unique, however. They lasted for months, the members
had time to meet and get to know each other, and they developed a strong attach-
ment to the institution (Fournier et al., 2011: 47).

This leads to the question whether small-scale deliberative initiatives that typi-
cally last one weekend can similarly result in decisions that are widely accepted
by both those on the winning and the losing ends of a decision. How easy or diffi-
cult is it for losers to accept that the informed opinion they developed after listen-
ing, thinking, and discussing, is not shared by the majority in the group? We tackle
this question in this research note.

A Citizen Assembly on Local Electoral Democracy
A citizen assembly on issues related to local electoral democracy was organized in
June 2023 in the city of Longueuil, a relatively large suburb (population of about
250,000) of Montreal, Canada. There were about one hundred participants, who
agreed to devote a full weekend to discussing four potential reforms related to
the way local elections are conducted in that city.1 The participants were recruited
through an invitation that was initially sent by postal letter to a random selection of
residential addresses in the city of Longueuil and, in a second step, through social
media. To be eligible to participate in the assembly, interested participants had to
be eighteen years or older, residents of Longueuil and be comfortable discussing in
French. The group was representative of the population of Longueuil in terms of
age and gender, but the lower educated were underrepresented (see Appendix B).2

The participants were invited to a welcoming reception on Friday evening, where
they received more information about the objectives and goals of the assembly.
The participants were also asked to fill out a paper survey on Friday, which pro-
vided baseline measures of participants’ characteristics, political attitudes and opin-
ions on the issues that would be discussed during the assembly. Saturday and
Sunday were divided into four three-hour segments, each dealing with a specific
reform on which the assembly had to vote. Participants completed another survey
at the end of the assembly.

The four reforms that were debated were: (1) introducing internet voting, (2)
making voting compulsory, (3) giving permanent residents the right to vote and
(4) holding local elections at the same time as provincial (that is, regional) elec-
tions. In selecting the topics to be discussed in the deliberative assembly, we
opted for institutional issues related to the conduct of local elections. This focus
was partly driven by our own interest in electoral rules and reform, and partly
driven by the political and societal relevance of these topics. Local and provincial
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authorities are particularly interested in institutional reform given the low and
declining turnout in municipal elections, and Elections Quebec had already initi-
ated a pilot project about internet voting. The final selection of topics was informed
by discussions with the institutional partners of the assembly, to ensure the reforms
would be of interest to them. While we do not have measures of the salience of the
topics that were discussed at the assembly, it is fair to assume that these are low
salience issues that are not discussed extensively in the media. Therefore, our find-
ings may not apply to high salience or polarizing issues like other citizen assemblies
(for example, the UK Climate Assembly, the Irish Citizens’ Assembly and so on).

The participants knew that each segment would end with a vote on the issue,
they knew the exact wording of the question (see Appendix A) and they knew
that they would deliberate on the issue. The fact that the assembly discussed and
voted on four different reforms provides a unique setting for studying the connec-
tion between winning/losing and support for citizen deliberative assemblies, as it
results in different dosages of being on the winning or losing side of the decisions
taken by the assembly.

The project was the initiative of our research group. Though it was partly funded
and supported by the city of Longueuil, Elections Quebec and the Quebec depart-
ment of municipal affairs, it was made clear to the participants that the assembly
possessed no mandate, and that there was no commitment to follow up on the deci-
sions they would reach, especially as the rules regarding the conduct of local elec-
tions are the responsibility of the Quebec government.

Deliberation took place in three steps. First, an expert political scientist made a
short presentation about the reform, explained where it existed, how it worked and
presented the main arguments for and against in an easy to understand and
balanced fashion. The presentation was followed by a Q&A session. In the second
stage, members met in small groups of ten to twelve participants, where they con-
tinued to discuss the issue and exchanged viewpoints in the presence of a discus-
sion facilitator. The final step before the vote was a plenary session in which the
participants could ask further questions to the expert and express their opinions.
The vote was secret and took place using paper ballots.

Even though there is concern that having participants vote in a deliberative
assembly fuels disagreement and reduces participants’ deliberative capacity
(Felicetti et al., 2016), in line with other deliberative assemblies (for example,
Fournier et al., 2011; Kamenova and Goodman, 2013; Muradova et al., 2020), we
asked participants to vote on concrete proposals for democratic reform. We did
so for two main reasons. First, by introducing a proposal on which participants
would have to vote, we directed the participants and the debate towards a well-
articulated idea. Second, the vote provided us with an outcome of the deliberative
assembly that would be easy to communicate to interested authorities, such as the
municipal and provincial governments.

Throughout the deliberation, we insisted that there were no good or bad answers,
that there were sound reasons for and against each of the four proposed reforms
and that we wanted the participants to form their own personal opinions on the
different issues. There was no pressure or incentive to reach a group consensus.

The set-up and conduct of the assembly were inspired by the Deliberative Polls
of Fishkin and Luskin (for example, Fishkin et al., 2000; Luskin et al., 2002), and
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the amount of time that participants spent on each of the topics is comparable to
what is common in such Deliberative Polls. Devoting three hours to listen to
experts, discuss with other people, and reflect about all the arguments is substan-
tially more than what people commonly do about a political topic. For those rea-
sons, and even though the time for discussion was shorter than in other types of
deliberative exercises (for example, Farrell et al., 2013), we describe the gathering
as a deliberative assembly.

The recruitment process involved participants self-selecting into participating in
the assembly, implying that participants are not representative for the overall pop-
ulation. As an indication that there was indeed self-selection, we note that the aver-
age political interest of participants in the assembly is 7.8 (measured on a scale
from 0 to 10), which is higher than the average for citizens in Quebec (for example,
it is 6.5 in the 2022 Quebec Election Study). The assembly thus was conducted
among citizens who are, on average, more interested in politics. Later on, we
come back to this point and discuss the implications of self-selection for our
findings.

In terms of the outcomes of the assembly, most participants voted in favor of
internet voting, the right to vote for permanent residents and simultaneous (pro-
vincial and local) elections, and voted against compulsory voting. Table 1 shows
the official results of the votes. We are interested in the reactions of those who
were on the losing side on the various votes, and we compare them to the reactions
of those who were on the winning side.

The Participants’ Assessments of the Assembly
To identify which participants are “winners” and “losers” for each of the decisions
taken by the assembly, we make use of the data from the surveys administered just
before and at the very end of the assembly. Specifically, the final survey asked
respondents to report how they voted on each of the four proposals. We follow a
common approach in the literature on winner-loser gaps and focus on whether
the participant sided with the majority (winners) or the minority (losers)
(Anderson et al., 2005; Stiers et al., 2018). A total of 101 citizens took part in
the final survey. Table 2 shows the number of reported losers for each of the
votes, which ranges between 14 per cent and 36 per cent. In terms of respondents’
status across the four proposals, 42 (42%) participants never lost, 38 (38%) lost
once, 14 (14%) lost twice and 7 (7%) lost three times. No participant was on the
losing side on each of the four votes. (Appendix A shows the exact wording of

Table 1. Outcomes of the four proposals

Proposal For Against Spoiled/ blank Total votes cast

Internet voting 80 (78%) 19 (18%) 4 (4%) 103
Compulsory voting 35 (35%) 62 (63%) 2 (2%) 99
Right to vote for permanent residents 76 (75%) 19 (19%) 7 (7%) 102
Simultaneous elections 84 (83%) 15 (15%) 2 (2%) 101

Note: Row percentages are shown in parentheses. Throughout the assembly, there was some variation in the total
number of participants present during the vote. See Appendix A for the question wording.
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the survey questions used for this analysis.) A comparison of the distributions in
this table with those of the official outcomes of the votes on the four proposals
(see Table 1) indicates that the reported votes match the actual votes cast during
the assembly closely, suggesting that respondents reported their voting decisions
accurately.

As a measure of consent, we asked the participants how satisfied they were with
the overall conduct of the assembly.3 The item captures a general level of satisfac-
tion with the deliberative process, very much like the indicators of satisfaction with
the functioning of democracy that are used in the literature that studies electoral
winner/loser effects (Anderson et al., 2005). Our goal with this indicator was to
tap the participants’ general evaluation of the deliberative process, in the same
way that the standard satisfaction with democracy item measures an overall assess-
ment of the functioning of democracy using a single-item indicator (Daoust and
Nadeau, 2023). It is possible, however, that it might also capture citizens’ appraisals
of the material organization of the citizen assembly (for example, lunches were pro-
vided, which was appreciated by the participants). To partially address concerns
about the single item outcome variable, the questionnaire also included three addi-
tional questions about evaluations of more specific elements: expert presentations,
small group discussions and plenary discussions. While we focus on the overall
assessment, we also replicated the results for the more specific evaluations.

Figure 1 shows the relationship between the number of defeats a person experi-
enced and the degree of satisfaction with the process. The grey circles in the graph
represent individual participants, while the black coefficients and 95 per cent con-
fidence intervals indicate the mean level of satisfaction in each category of respon-
dents—grouped by how many losses they experienced. We observe a remarkable
degree of satisfaction. Only two individuals expressed dissatisfaction (indicating
they were “not very satisfied”) and these persons had lost only one vote. The per-
centage of respondents who report being very satisfied with the assembly is lower
among those who lost three times, but even in this group a majority (4 out of 7)
were very satisfied with the conduct of assembly. In other words, we find no evi-
dence of an association between how often a person was on the losing side and
their evaluations of the conduct of the assembly when focusing on the bivariate
relationship (Kendall’s tau is .00).

The same pattern holds when we look at each of the votes separately. More pre-
cisely, at least two-thirds of losers on each vote are very satisfied with the overall
conduct of the assembly.4 All in all, the losers expressed strong support for the
deliberative process.

We can test more formally the existence of a winner-loser gap through OLS
regression analyses. The dependent variable is satisfaction with the conduct of

Table 2. Winners and losers, by outcomes

Proposal Winner Loser No answer Total

Internet voting 78 (77%) 18 (18%) 5 (5%) 101
Compulsory voting 61 (60%) 36 (36%) 4 (4%) 101
Right to vote for permanent residents 77 (76%) 19 (19%) 5 (5%) 101
Simultaneous elections 84 (83%) 14 (14%) 3 (3%) 101
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the assembly. For the regressions, we treat satisfaction as a continuous variable,
ranging from 0 for those not at all satisfied to 1 for those very satisfied. We consider
two independent variables to examine the presence of winner-loser gaps. As a first
indicator, we focus on the proportion of votes on which the individual was on the
losing side, which runs from 0 to 1.5 Additionally, we assess the impact of a series of
dummy variables capturing whether the person lost on a specific vote.

Table 3 shows the results of OLS regression analyses.6 The estimates in Table 3
indicate that neither the proportion of losses (column 1) nor the specific loss
dummy variables (column 2) correlate significantly with the participants’ overall
satisfaction with the citizen assembly.7 The regression approach also allows us to
account for several sociodemographic characteristics and political attitudes that
can correlate with opinions about a deliberative process, as well as opinions
about the proposed reforms. To check the robustness of our findings, we add the
following control variables: age, gender, education, political interest and satisfaction
with democracy (columns 3 and 4).8 Doing so does not alter the main conclusion,
that being on the losing end of the votes cast in the citizen deliberative assembly
does not shape participants’ satisfaction with the assembly. We thus find that win-
ners express very positive judgments about the conduct of the assembly and that
losers fully agree with them.

As can be seen from the results shown in Appendix D, the patterns are largely
the same when focusing on evaluations of different aspects of the citizen assembly.
This is reassuring and signifies that our main results are not driven by participants
expressing satisfaction with the way the assembly was practically organized but
rather reflect an assessment of the decision-making process and procedures.

Figure 1. Overall satisfaction with the conduct of the assembly by the number of losses.
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Given the small sample size, there might be a concern that our design lacks
the statistical power to detect meaningful differences in participants’ satisfaction.
The estimates in Table 3, however, are close to zero—in particular when we
consider the effect of the proportion of losses that participants experienced.
In other words, leaving aside statistical significance, our estimates seem to be
“precisely null.” That said, as an additional test, we stacked participants’
responses on the four different measures of satisfaction with the conduct of
the citizen assembly (the general measure and three specific measures), hence
increasing the number of observations and variance in the outcome measure.
As can be seen from the estimates that are reported in Appendix E, however,
this test still shows an insignificant and substantively very small association
between losing and satisfaction.

As indicated above, the participants of the citizen assembly—because they opted
into participating in a discussion on electoral reforms—are highly politically inter-
ested. For this self-selection effect to bias our findings, however, political interest
would need to correlate strongly with democratic satisfaction. Reassuringly, political
interest and satisfaction are only weakly correlated. This holds for Quebec citizens
overall, with political interest and satisfaction with democracy in Quebec only cor-
relating at .05 in the 2022 Quebec Election Study. This also holds for our sample, as
the correlation between political interest and satisfaction with the conduct of the
assembly is also low—at .14.

Table 3. OLS regressions predicting satisfaction with the conduct of the assembly

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction

Proportion of losses 0.010 -0.007
(0.085) (0.097)

Lost internet voting 0.018 0.005
(0.050) (0.057)

Lost compulsory voting 0.030 0.048
(0.040) (0.045)

Lost permanent resident vote -0.080 -0.081
(0.049) (0.054)

Lost simultaneous elections 0.049 0.007
(0.056) (0.064)

Age 0.009 0.011
(0.013) (0.014)

Woman (ref. man) -0.009 -0.018
(0.043) (0.044)

Education 0.042 0.043
(0.024) (0.025)

Political interest 0.005 0.006
(0.013) (0.013)

Satisfaction with democracy -0.036 -0.085
(0.129) (0.135)

Constant 0.896*** 0.893*** 0.743*** 0.769***
(0.027) (0.028) (0.172) (0.172)

Observations 90 90 80 80
R2 0.000 0.041 0.052 0.092

Note. Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Our findings might not generalize to deliberation around highly contested or
polarizing issues either. On this point, it should be noted that even though citizens’
views about electoral reforms are not strongly polarized, they are not consensual
either, as participants had meaningfully different views about these issues before
the start of the assembly. During the debate about whether permanent residents
should have the right to vote in local elections, we also observed some degree of
emotion among the participants and strong criticism of the “other” side in the
debate. This was likely triggered by the link between this issue and the issue of
immigration, which is a polarized issue in Quebec and elsewhere (Bélanger et al.,
2022; Gagnon and Larios, 2021).

Conclusion
Losers’ consent is fundamental in a democracy. There is a vast literature about what
kinds of individuals, in what kinds of context, accept electoral defeat. But the issue
of losers’ consent goes beyond the electoral realm. In all kinds of decision-making,
people are bound to disagree about what should be done, and the hope is that if
there is a vote those who are in the minority (the losers) will agree that the process
was fair even though they do not like the outcome of the vote.

In this research note, we examined losers’ reactions in a citizen assembly held in
Canada. Our study shows that it is possible and fruitful to ascertain whether a win-
ner/loser gap does or does not emerge in more direct forms of democratic engage-
ment, beyond electoral settings. We have provided evidence that at least in some
contexts deliberative democracy can succeed in convincing the losers that the
decision-making process is satisfactory.

Our findings are in linewith those of Fournier et al. (2011) who report that thosewho
were on the losing side in the decisions made by the citizen assemblies on electoral
reform in British Columbia, Ontario and the Netherlands still expressed strong satisfac-
tion with the deliberative process. Deliberative assemblies appear to enjoy a good deal of
support, which is recognized even by those who disagree with their decisions.

This suggests that citizen assemblies enjoy a high degree of support among those
who participate in them. How broad consent is remains an open question, however.
We cannot dismiss the possibility of a selection bias; that is, that those who are pos-
itively disposed towards deliberation are much more prone to participate in such
exercises. Furthermore, the electoral reform issues that were debated in the assembly
were not “hot” issues about which people have strong emotional feelings, which may
have facilitated losers’ consent. More research is clearly needed to better understand
the contours of losers’ consent in different forms of deliberation. Our findings, how-
ever, suggest that there is a reservoir of support for deliberative democracy.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0008423924000775

Notes
1 The participants received a financial compensation of $250. The project received the ethical approval
from the IRB of the Université de Montréal.
2 The participants in citizen assemblies are typically recruited through a random selection process. This
was the case in the first step of the recruitment process here. Letters of invitation were sent to a random
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sample of four thousand addresses. As this did not produce a sufficient number of participants, in a second
step we recruited additional participants through advertisements on social media. Note that the participa-
tion in citizen assemblies is usually very low—about 7 per cent for the citizen assemblies examined by
Fournier et al. (2011: 32)—and that the overrepresentation of the better educated that we observe in our
study is quite common (Fournier et al., 2011: 56). That said, the participatory process in the study corre-
sponds to the standard approach utilized in citizen assemblies.
3 Response categories were: not at all satisfied, not very satisfied, fairly satisfied and very satisfied.
4 The percentage of very satisfied individuals is 72 per cent among those who lost on internet voting. The
corresponding percentages for compulsory voting, right to vote for permanent residents and simultaneous
elections are respectively 83 per cent, 67 per cent and 92 percent.
5 Readers should keep in mind that empirically the maximum is .75, as no individual lost on all four votes.
6 The results are similar when we use ordered logistic regressions. See Table C1 in Appendix C.
7 As can be seen from Table 2, between 3 and 5 respondents did not indicate whether they voted in favor
or against the different proposals. This might be because they had casted a blank or invalid vote (which was
not an explicit option on the survey) or because they did not want to report their voting behavior in the
survey. We treat these respondents as missing in the analyses.
8 We used eight age groups (18–19 years old, 20–29, 30–39, 40–49, 50–59, 60–69, 70–79, 80+). Gender is a
dichotomous variable where 1=woman and 0=man. Education includes four categories from secondary
school completed to a university degree. Political interest is a general question about their level of interest
in politics on a scale from 0 to 10. Satisfaction with democracy is measured with a question asking how
citizens are satisfied (that is, not at all satisfied, not very satisfied, somewhat satisfied and very satisfied)
with the way democracy works at three levels (municipal, provincial and federal) from which we generated
an index of satisfaction.
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