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The

introduced the main methods of deliberative
democracy and their place in Aotearoa New
Zealand. This article turns to practice, walking
through the steps of a citizen's assembly as
they might apply to a real challenge: the future
funding of New Zealand Superannuation.

Citizens’ assemblies are best suited to
problems requiring difficult trade-offs,
affecting different parts of the population

in materially different ways, with a track

record of intractability. Superannuation

has been a looming fiscal problem across
successive parliamentary terms, yet no
government in 20 years has passed major
reform. Any change risks disadvantaging

older New Zealanders, while the status quo is
considered unsustainable by many for younger
generations. However the question is framed, a
conscience element is unavoidable.

Step 1: Commitment

The most critical component of any
deliberation is the sponsoring body’s
commitment to honour the recommendations,
or give a compelling reason why they cannot.
Although this obligation is due at the end of the
process, it must be made clear at the outset.
Whether commissioned by a select committee,
royal commission, or Parliament directly, the
organisers must understand the gravity of the
process, with cross-party support secured
from the beginning, or at least a mechanism
obliging debate.

Establishing the delivery team follows.
Independent advisers should support the
design, with a separate organisation conducting
the sortition. It would be critical to ensure
tikanga, matauranga, and Maori involvement is
embedded throughout.

Step 2: Defining the question

Framing the question correctly is a process
that can take months. Framing too broadly
(How can we ensure New Zealanders age with
dignity?) avoids the trade-offs deliberators
must confront, and presents a mind-bogglingly
large scope. Drawing it too narrowly (Should
the pension be means-tested or phased in over
several years?) renders the exercise futile by
over-constraining the participants in what they
can consider.

Elected members, officials, engagement
professionals, and stakeholders must
collaborate to find the ‘Goldilocks’ zone. For
present purposes, let’'s assume the question

is: “How should we fund and structure our
retirement income system so that it is fair and
sustainable for current and future generations?”

Step 3: Awareness and sortition

Public awareness of both the problem and the
process makes every subsequent step easier,
and strengthens the legitimacy of the results.

Sortition is central to that legitimacy, ensuring
citizens can see themselves represented in

the room. Expressions of interest are solicited
broadly, using multiple ways of reaching people,
before a demographically representative
sample is randomly selected. Five stratification
factors would serve well here: age, gender,
region, ethnicity, and a socio-economic marker.

Step 4: Designing the deliberation

A cross-disciplinary design team selects
experts representing the range of positions,
writes digestible briefing materials for
participants, and confirms the agenda.

An expert panel might include the Treasury
on fiscal projections, the Guardians of New
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Zealand Superannuation, the Retirement
Commission, and a specialist in Maori life-
expectancy data, among others.

Step 5: Convening the assembly
Participants receive training in deliberative
practice before experts present evidence.
Critically, participants can request additional
witnesses and pose questions requiring
substantial research. Sessions are spaced
weeks apart, letting participants absorb
material and organisers prepare. National
assemblies overseas range from five to six
working days split across this time to 156 to 20 in
the more complex instances.

Step 6: Presenting recommendations
Participants then reconvene to determine

their recommendations. A supermajority
threshold of 80 per cent or higher is a
reasonable benchmark, with a minority report
ensuring dissenting views remain on record.
Participants draft the report themselves and
present it to the commissioning body, published
simultaneously for transparency.
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Step T7: Closing the loop

Implementation may take years, and this is
where New Zealand has historically struggled:
deliberative processes are rated highly by
participants and experts alike, only for the
decision-making body to falter at the

final hurdle.

The Auckland assembly cited in the winter
issue is instructive. Forty randomly selected
residents reached 85 per cent consensus on
the future of the Takapuna golf course, aligning
with expert advice, council recommendations,
and wider community feedback. The local
board holding decision-making authority voted
against all of it, rejecting an incredibly strong
democratic consensus in favour of their own
view of what should happen.

For a superannuation assembly, this is where
the commitment established at step one
proves decisive. The issue has remained
electorally untouchable for a generation
precisely because no party wishes to move
first. An undertaking merely to consider

recommendations leaves room for reversal
once political pressure intensifies; a written
cross-party agreement, or a mechanism
obliging Parliament to debate, respond, and act,
is a far more durable safeguard.
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