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For those concerned with and affected by global development and human

deprivation  looms large, for this is the date by which the ambitious

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the world’s biggest promise, are

to be achieved. As such, it will be a time to evaluate the successes and failures in

meeting the various specific targets articulated by the MDGs, and a time to evalu-

ate the adequacy and efficacy of the MDG framework itself. Perhaps more impor-

tant, it will be the time to establish a new global framework to address the world’s

most pressing development problems. Indeed, some advocates, academics, and

development practitioners have already turned their attention to designing such

a potential successor agreement.

Thus far, recommendations for a post- development framework have

focused largely, though not entirely, on the substance of a future agreement.

However, the procedure for developing a successor to the MDGs deserves at

least as much, if not more, attention. In this article I will: () review the history

and impact of the MDGs; () identify several substantive flaws in the MDGs;

() show that these shortcomings were in part a result of the procedure by

which the MDGs were developed; and () recommend a new procedure that

should be used to craft the post- development framework. Specifically, it

*I am grateful to a range of individuals for comments, discussions, and critical thoughts on the general idea of
citizen deliberation about the post- framework. Archie Law, Marc Chenery, Thomas Pogge, Christian Barry,
John Dryzek, Alison Jaggar, Robert Chambers, Paul Ladd, Simon Burrall, Mukesh Kapila, Amy Pollard, Claire
Melamed, an audience at Australian National University, a workshop on engaging poor people in the
post- period hosted by CAFOD, and many others have provided insightful comments and thoughts on
the ideas in this article. I am also grateful to John Tessitore, Zornitsa Stoyanova, and Zach Dorfman for excellent
editorial support. All mistakes remain my own. I first considered the idea of citizen deliberation for the post-
framework in Measuring Global Poverty: Toward a Pro-Poor Approach (Basingstoke, U.K.: Palgrave Macmillan,
), chapter .

Ethics & International Affairs, , no.  (), pp. –.
©  Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs
doi:./S

113

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679412000093 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679412000093


should be the role of advocates and allies of poor people to secure mechanisms for

citizens, especially those most marginalized and oppressed, to participate mean-

ingfully in the formation of (and subsequent adherence to) any future global

development agreement. As I will show below, citizen assemblies offer one prom-

ising mechanism for putting poor men and women at the heart of discussions

about global development priorities, and can potentially act as an accountability

mechanism to increase the likelihood that any final intergovernmental agreement

is responsive to the world’s most deprived individuals. Citizen assemblies should

complement planned or existing processes of intergovernmental deliberation.

The MDGs: Procedure and Impact

The Millennium Development Goals are an impressive achievement. The goals

make concrete the commitments of the Millennium Declaration, agreed to by

 members of the United Nations and adopted in  by the General

Assembly. The Millennium Declaration affirmed “certain fundamental values to

be essential to international relations in the twenty-first century,” including free-

dom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature, and shared responsibility,

in addition to calling for an end to war. The declaration included a number of

quantitative development targets that would eventually be incorporated into the

Millennium Development Goals (formally articulated in ), which were to

be met by .

A proper understanding of the development of the MDGs requires both a long-

term and a short-term perspective. On the long view, the MDGs are best understood

as the latest, and most widely endorsed, of a range of development targets set by the

international community both within and outside the UN framework. Since at least

the s, various global goals and targets have been agreed to by states and inter-

national institutions. For example, in  the United Nations set the goal of era-

dicating smallpox, which was achieved by . At a series of conferences in the

s, a number of targets were set on various pressing issues, including poverty

reduction, children’s rights, women’s rights, and reproductive health. Based on

these world summits, in  the Development Assistance Committee of the

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD/DAC) formu-

lated the International Development Goals, which were in many ways the predeces-

sor to the MDGs. None of these previous agreements, however, had the impact or

endurance of the MDGs.
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Over the shorter period of  to , the Millennium Declaration was

crafted largely by John Ruggie, a professor of international relations and at the

time a special adviser to Secretary-General Kofi Annan. The declaration is a

sweeping document, a robust call for global and social justice, and a fundamental

commitment to peaceful, sustainable development in the twenty-first century. But

it also included development targets that were drawn almost entirely from the

OECD/DAC’s  list. Following the adoption of the Millennium Declaration,

Jan Vandemoortele and Michael Doyle (both at the time high-level members of

the UN Secretariat) convened a group of experts, including staff from the

United Nations, World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and OECD/DAC,

to set global development goals based on the Millennium Declaration. This expert

group designed the MDGs, selecting key goals, targets, indicators, and the baseline

year for assessing progress. Once the MDGs were formulated, they then had to be

“released” into the UN system. In a report from the secretary-general to the

General Assembly, the MDGs were added on as an annex. The architects of the

MDGs argued that acceptance of the report by the General Assembly, in combi-

nation with endorsement of the Millennium Declaration, signified assent to the

MDGs, even though they were not explicitly mentioned by name. At the time,

the U.S. administration argued that the member states of the United Nations,

including the United States, never formally endorsed the MDGs with its full

complement of targets, indicators, and commitments for action. The MDGs

also received a lukewarm response from civil society organizations, which were

concerned about “how the goals would fit with national ownership of develop-

ment priorities, the reductionist nature of the targets (and the incentives and

behaviours that this would create), the overriding focus on social and human

development at the expense of economic aspects related to employment and infra-

structure, the focus on the symptoms of poverty rather than underlying causes,

and the much weaker structure of MDG , which sets out what the global com-

munity is expected to do to contribute to the goals.”

From this rather quiet and inauspicious start, however, emerged an important

and widely endorsed global development framework. Over time, national govern-

ments, international institutions, and civil society organizations began to use and

promote the MDGs, making them the primary organizing mechanism for global

development. Thus, the MDGs came to be seen as not merely the latest version

of rhetorical grandstanding from the world’s leaders but as different “from all

other global promises for poverty reduction in their comprehensive nature and
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the systematic efforts taken to finance, implement and monitor them.” A careful

accounting of the Millennium Development Goals’ impact to date is not yet com-

plete, and further research is needed into how the goals have positively and nega-

tively influenced efforts at promoting human development. Of course, the relevant

counterfactuals—what would have happened had we not had the MDGs, and, alter-

natively, what would have happened if we had a different set of MDGs—cannot be

known. Nonetheless, some tentative inferences can now be made based on a careful

examination of the historical record since the goals were adopted in , a review

of the scholarly literature, and the self-reporting of development practitioners.

The Substantive Critique of the MDGs

It is largely agreed that the MDGs have produced significant benefits. They help to

coordinate development objectives among a wide range of actors, emphasize some

important neglected aspects of deprivation, are useful advocacy tools, maintain the

political will for foreign aid and development policy more generally, and, most

important, can be seen “as a significant step in the emergence of an international

social norm that sees extreme poverty as being morally unacceptable in an affluent

world.” It is difficult to demonstrate the overall effects of the MDGs, but we

can infer their impact from several sources. During the period  to ,

official development assistance increased from $ billion to $ billion, with

increasing flows to low-income countries and sub-Saharan Africa, reversing

declines that occurred during the s. Social sector spending increased,

while investments in economic activity or infrastructure did not. Furthermore,

during this period references in English-language books to the MDGs grew expo-

nentially, even outpacing references to the UN’s popular Human Development

Index; twenty-five of thirty surveyed developing countries adopted the MDG fra-

mework; and nearly every international development report referenced the

MDGs. The MDGs have also increased demand for more and better data on

human deprivations, resulting in increased (though still lagging) statistical

capacity in developing countries to monitor multidimensional economic and

social development.

Despite their strengths, however, there are a number of serious weaknesses in

the MDGs, and their substantive shortcomings can be understood as failures of

conception, framework, and content. At the conceptual level, the MDGs have

employed a lowest-common-denominator approach largely focused on meeting
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minimal basic human needs, and have therefore moved away from the more

robust and explicitly normative conception of human rights and social and global

justice present in the Millennium Declaration. The framework of the MDGs was

distorted and misapplied as it shifted from global development goals (at the time

of agreement) to measurement and reporting at the national level, without ever

specifying which political actors are responsible and without including any

accountability mechanisms. The content of the MDGs and Millennium

Declaration was weakened to gain global acceptance and meet feasibility require-

ments, omitting key indicators of development and human progress. These fail-

ures of conception, framework, and content are summarized in the following

list of flaws:

National-level assessment: Global development goals could be consistent with

nationally appropriate standards of assessment in one of two ways: either global

goals could be set, and then national-level targets established such that in

aggregate they attain those goals; or national targets could be set, and then

aggregated into a set of global commitments. The MDGs were originally

designed as global goals, but were subsequently assessed at the national level.

This had the effect of making hard-to-reach but feasible (in the aggregate)

targets, such as the halving of poverty, unattainable for the most deprived

countries. Consequently, these countries appear as “failures” against the

MDG yardstick even when making rapid progress on poverty reduction by

historical standards.

Millennium Declaration deflated: The Millennium Declaration was, among other

things, a fundamental call for social and global justice, embracing core human

values, framing development in the language of rights, calling for an end to war,

placing environmental sustainability at the center of human development, and giv-

ing special attention to women and children—all within a framework of strength-

ened global governance. But the set of agreed goals that appeared in the MDGs

lost much of the content of the Millennium Declaration. Gone, for example, was

any target on the reduction of armed conflict or violence against women, though

both are specifically mentioned in the declaration. While the MDGs may have

kept the Millennium Declaration from being forgotten, they certainly did not

preserve its spirit in whole.

Rights: Though there have been efforts since the s to integrate the human

rights and human development frameworks, most notably through rights-based
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approaches to human development, the recognition of rights is absent in the

MDGs.

Inequality: The acknowledgment of inequality—both vertical, between the

poorest and the wealthiest, and horizontal, between groups—is absent in the fram-

ing of the MDGs. The problematic absence of inequality is made more acute in

the face of massive global and intrastate inequality. Tackling inequality should

be central to development efforts as, assuming an unchanged rate of growth,

inequality reduction by definition leads to poverty reduction. Furthermore, verti-

cal and horizontal inequality is causally related to conflict, institutional corrup-

tion, economic mismanagement, and weaker social protection programs.

Accountability: The MDG framework established no accountability mechan-

isms to hold states, international institutions, corporations, or civil society organ-

izations responsible for their success or failure in achieving the MDGs.

Misleading indicators: Some of the indicators selected for measuring achieve-

ment are misleading. For example, the World Bank’s method of calculating the

International Poverty Line (IPL), which is the most cited indicator for MDG 

on eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, is not anchored in a meaningful con-

ception of basic needs or capabilities, relies on purchasing power conversions that

are sensitive to the prices and weights of all goods consumed in the economy

rather than those goods that are predominantly consumed by poor people, ignores

key dimensions of poverty, and takes the household rather than the individual as

the unit of analysis.

Missing dimensions: There are a number of fundamentally important issues that

are absent from the MDGs. I concur with those who argue that the most important

missing goal is that of freedom from violence. The absence is striking, as it is argu-

ably the largest obstacle to human development, and the entire second section of the

Millennium Declaration is devoted to peace, security, and disarmament.

Insensitivity to local context: The MDGs are largely insensitive to local context,

as manifested in four distinct problems: understated targets (the targets are too

easy to attain or already attained), overstated targets (where the speed of depri-

vation reduction required to meet the target could not possibly have been

achieved), the inclusion of dimensions that are not relevant for some countries

(or exclusion of dimensions that are relevant for some countries), and the insen-

sitivity to domestic priorities and preferences.

Gender: Although the United Nations and many development agencies at least

nominally recognize that gender is central to meeting all of the MDGs, and gender
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appears explicitly in MDGs  and , the overall integration of gender into the

MDGs is inadequate. MDG  seeks to promote gender equality and empower

women, but includes only a single target of eliminating gender disparity in edu-

cation and only three indicators of gender disparity: in primary enrollment, the

proportion of wage labor by women, and the proportion of seats in parliament

held by women. MDG  focuses on reducing maternal mortality and, since

, access to reproductive health, but this again is a narrow spectrum through

which to evaluate gender equity, omitting such potentially key indicators as time

use (reflecting differential burdens for care work and household work), rates of

physical and sexual violence, political influence, or access to and control of

assets.

The Procedural Critique

The very procedure for setting the Millennium Development Goals was flawed in

several ways. Many of the substantive flaws discussed above can be explained at

least in part by these procedural shortcomings, including the lack of a deliberative

process and the lack of inclusion of diverse participants. For example, the striking

absence of gender in many of the development targets may be partially explained

through the absence of civil society, and women’s groups in particular, in the pro-

ject of target setting. The lack of rigorous indicators for the commitment of

wealthy countries to development can be explained by the fact that the goals

were largely negotiated by wealthy country representatives. The lack of sufficient

sensitivity to country context and the application of global goals to individual

states may have also resulted in part from the exclusion of people from poorer

countries in the process. Furthermore, because the goals, targets, and indicators

were not developed in a transparent process, and there was no period of comment

by the broader public, many of the flaws of the MDGs could not be corrected

before the goals were released. I focus here on the period  to , rather

than the longer time frame of the s, during which various development tar-

gets were set and the OECD/DAC established the International Development

Goals, for by reflecting on this shorter period we can begin to derive a more suit-

able procedure for the period  to .

First, there was no transparency in the process by which the goals, indicators,

targets, and baseline year were set. Certainly, the absence of transparency is not

evidence of wrongdoing on the part of the MDG architects, but rather a reflection
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of the political circumstances at the time. The architects sought to find a mechan-

ism by which to keep the ideas of the Millennium Declaration alive, but they had

limited political support for doing so.

Second, there was no opportunity for feedback regarding the selected goals, tar-

gets, indicators, and baseline year. Had avenues for feedback been available, it is

less likely (though still possible) that many of the substantive flaws would have

persisted. At the very least, transparency and feedback would have provided the

opportunity for transformative criticism.

Third, the process of selecting goals, targets, and indicators was not, as far as

can be gleaned from the history as written thus far, particularly deliberative.

Deliberative decision-making requires giving reasons to others, allowing one’s

own reasons and views to be subjected to scrutiny by deliberants, listening to

the views of others and possibly revising one’s own, and ultimately reaching a

decision that is justified through that deliberative process. Because the architects

of the MDGs were largely seen as rescuing the Millennium Declaration through a

rearrangement of the document into quantifiable goals and targets, their task was

seen as one of applying expertise rather than of public justification.

However, even if formal deliberation occurs, it should be noted that not all

deliberative procedures are inclusive. For example, the Communist Party of

China may deliberate regarding a particular five-year plan—providing reasons

to other members of the party elite to pursue one policy over another, and con-

sidering the justificatory reasons given by others. But such deliberation does not

entail that deliberants be representative of all those affected by the plan, nor

will that deliberation pay particular attention to those people who are or are

most likely to be marginalized, disadvantaged, or excluded. The MDGs were

developed in a similarly exclusive manner, allowing only a few key civil servants

and development experts to be involved in the process.

Some of these procedural flaws were in part a reflection of the constrained pol-

itical environment in which the MDGs were formed. At the time, there was not a

strong political constituency for a global development framework with measurable

targets and indicators. There was also considerable hesitation among many

countries, including the United States, for such an agreement. The MDGs were

snuck in the back door at the United Nations, allowing their architects to sidestep

normal discussion and voting. This may have been advantageous at the time—a

procedural maneuver to gain formal political legitimacy for the goals when they

may not have succeeded in an up-or-down vote. The process will be different
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in , with public discussions regarding successor agreements already under

way.

Better Procedures: Citizen Participation and

Deliberation

Outside the context of the MDGs, Amartya Sen argues that in social evaluation we

must recognize

the possible importance of public reasoning as a way of extending the reach and
reliability of valuations and making them more robust. The necessity of scrutiny and
critical assessment is not just a demand for self-centred evaluation by secluded individ-
uals, but a pointer to the fruitfulness of public discussion and of interactive public
reasoning: social evaluations may be starved of useful information and good arguments
if they are entirely based on separated and sequestered cogitation. Public discussion and
deliberation can lead to a better understanding of the role, reach, and significance of
particular functionings and their combinations.

The MDGs should be seen as one unique global exercise of social valuation.

Setting up some global problems (and not others) as priorities for global action

is an inherently evaluative exercise that commits discrete political actors, and

thus their constituents, to take action. This act of social valuation, especially

given its public and global nature, thus lends itself to global public reasoning.

“Beyond ” is the umbrella organization currently coordinating civil society

engagement on the post-MDG framework. They have, in my view, correctly called

for the process of establishing the post- framework to be open and inclusive

(especially of the global South) and to be led by the United Nations. The United

Nations has taken up this call and it is likely that a high-level panel will be nomi-

nated to lead this consultative process, beginning in . The secretary-general’s

report to the General Assembly on the MDGs in June  raised the issue of a

post- framework, and argued that

the post- development framework is likely to have the best development impact if
it emerges from an inclusive, open, and transparent process with multi-stakeholder par-
ticipation. Using established global, regional, and national mechanisms and processes is
one way to ensure that such deliberations benefit from the wide range of lessons learned
and the experiences of different stakeholders.

While this initial commitment is welcome, under the umbrella of inclusive multi-

stakeholder participation falls a wide range of methods and activities that vary
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greatly in the degree to which they foster genuine deliberation and respect the

capacity of citizens not just to provide information but to assess key issues.

Participatory exercises may be categorized as extractive or deliberative.

Extractive forms of participation seek the views of participants, frequently poor

men and women, on a preselected research question; and extractive exercises, as

opposed to deliberative exercises, can be an important source of information

and the right tool for certain purposes. But in extractive exercises the selection

and framing of the research questions and the work of analysis and conclusion

remain in the hands of the social scientists and development practitioners. The

United Nations may go the extractive route: a large survey or multiple consul-

tations with poor men and women might satisfy civil society demands for engage-

ment with the poor, and could be easily undertaken in the next few years.

Deliberative forms of participation, on the other hand, shift the focus from

merely eliciting the existing views and preferences of informants to critical reflec-

tion and discussion by and among participants who have authority over the final

decisions. This deliberation calls on participants not just to speak but to listen,

reflect, learn, educate, collaborate, disagree, and then ultimately decide upon a

final agreement or set of recommendations. The essence of deliberation is to

seek reasons that can be justified to others engaged in the discourse.

Deliberation also provides the opportunities for participants to engage in the diffi-

cult but necessary processes of making group-based decisions that often require

compromise. Intersubjective conclusions or recommendations are thus the result

of a process of social or public reasoning rather than an expression of the views of

any particular group of analysts or policy-makers. Deliberation treats participants

not as passive informants but as active agents.

Given the above, there are at least five reasons for using participatory citizen

deliberation to develop a pro-poor post- development framework:

Epistemology: Government representatives and the staff of international insti-

tutions do not always know what the priorities are or should be for the people

who are the intended targets of any global development framework, but the

poor men and women who live with these deprivations do. For example, freedom

from violence is unlikely to be excluded from a recommended set of development

goals by those who are subject to violence, as many of the global poor are.

Politics: Government representatives and officials of international institutions

often fail to deliver progressive political outcomes. Official representatives may
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be driven by strict self-interest and undermine multilateral support for progressive

change, or they may be constrained by domestic special interests that block their

ability to secure pro-poor international agreements. For example, the lobbying of

domestic pharmaceutical companies may constrain the ability of elected represen-

tatives to pursue pro-poor rules regarding patents for lifesaving medicines.

Similarly, bureaucrats at international and regional institutions may face political

and professional constraints on their ability to act.

Citizen deliberation can help to counteract the pressures placed on international

agreements. Just as political pressure brought by special interests may undermine

pro-poor change, political pressure created by citizen deliberation may help to pro-

mote pro-poor change. Furthermore, citizen deliberation can help to create political

pressure needed to bring about compromise from official representatives. If citizens

from diverse backgrounds reach agreement on a contentious issue, official represen-

tatives will be properly subject to public criticism should they fail to do the same.

Legitimacy: Development frameworks secured by governments, elite advocacy

organizations, and development experts may lack legitimacy, particularly if all

affected people are not represented in negotiating the frameworks. Legitimacy

comes in degrees. In the domestic arena, political legitimacy may derive from

the consent of the governed (through the practice of representative democracy)

or the function of the authority (such as its ability to protect and promote

basic human rights). In the international arena, assessing the legitimacy of global

governance institutions, procedures, and agreements is more difficult. There are

two broad approaches. The state-centered approach evaluates the international

legitimacy of institutions, agreements, and policies by the degree to which they

are the product of fair interstate relations, usually requiring state consent. The

person-centered approach makes individuals the moral unit of analysis, and

assesses legitimacy according to the degree to which the institution, procedure,

or agreement protects individual interests or rights. Both approaches can be

used to evaluate the legitimacy of a global development framework.

The legitimacy of the post- framework can be assessed according to the

degree to which states (or other legitimate representatives) ultimately agree to it

through fair procedures and the extent to which it represents the genuine interests

and will of affected citizens. Because individuals are the best (though not sole)

representatives of their own interests and preferences, a new global development

framework will gain legitimacy in so far as it is produced through procedures that

allow citizens to represent those interests and preferences directly. Given that a
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global development framework is of greatest importance for the world’s most

deprived, an agreement that gives greater weight to the voices and perspectives

of the global poor will be more legitimate. A politically legitimate agreement

may arise through an intergovernmental process, but moral legitimacy can only

be conferred by the participation of the world’s citizens, especially the most mar-

ginalized and deprived, in shaping that agreement.

Ownership: Similarly, participatory mechanisms that include the voices of poor

men and women, and development frameworks that can be seen at least in part as

a product of their deliberation, will give poor people and their allies more owner-

ship over any final development framework. If the next global development frame-

work is viewed as a product of elite negotiation, those individuals and institutions

who were not part of the negotiation will be less likely to push for its implemen-

tation, and less likely to hold political institutions to account for ensuring its

success.

Accountability: Citizen deliberation in advance of any intergovernmental agree-

ment will serve as an accountability mechanism, ensuring that official representa-

tives are responsive to their citizens during the process of agreeing to a new

development framework. For example, if citizen assemblies are held and produce

concrete recommendations on environmental sustainability, and this topic is then

excluded from a draft post- framework, active citizens and advocacy organ-

izations can use those citizen-driven recommendations to hold elected leaders

to account.

Citizen Assemblies and the Post-2015 Development

Framework

How can citizens participate in the crafting of a global development framework in

a manner that will be agreeable to international organizations or member states of

the United Nations? Can we do any better than to call for greater participation by

low- and middle-income governments in the creation of the post- develop-

ment framework?

Citizen assemblies offer one promising mechanism. Such assemblies bring

together a group of citizens from a defined political unit to deliberate on a

given topic and to produce concrete outputs, either in the form of specific rec-

ommendations or by voting on key questions. They have been used in a variety

of contexts, from local to national, and have addressed a variety of topics, from
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participatory budgets to constitutional reform, serving a variety of purposes, from

actually directing government policy and resource allocation to expressing the

general will of the governed.

Citizen assemblies are well suited to developing a post- development frame-

work: there is a clear research question; there is tangible empirical information to

share with participants; and the core concepts required for assessing the MDGs

and any successor agreement can be grasped by almost all citizens. In fact, poor

men and women have privileged epistemic access to the core deprivations whose

reductions should be at the heart of any subsequent global development framework,

and therefore are particularly well situated for this type of evaluation. There are a

variety of objectives that could be achieved through citizen assemblies that address

future development frameworks. Citizens may deliberate about principles and values

that should inform future development frameworks; and they may deliberate about

the specific content of the framework, including the goals, targets, and indicators.

As noted, citizen assemblies have been convened on numerous topics. For

example, a citizens’ parliament was held in Australia in , bringing together

 people to make recommendations on improving Australian democracy.

One participant was drawn from each federal district, from an initial random invi-

tation list of ,, and thus the eventual participants represented a diverse cross-

section of Australians. After participants produced a final set of recommendations,

some went on to become politically active in their local communities, encouraging

further deliberation and citizen participation.

The largest multinational deliberation to date is the World Wide Views delib-

eration on climate change. Coordinated by the Danish Board of Technology,

World Wide Views carried out deliberative exercises on global warming in

thirty-eight countries—all on the same day, September , . The deliberation

brought together groups of roughly  citizens per country for a single day, and

participants both voted on key questions after deliberation and produced rec-

ommendations on issues that were too complex to be captured in a simple vote.

A synthesis of these deliberations produced nine key recommendations ahead

of the Copenhagen round of climate negotiations. World Wide Views will conduct

a second multinational deliberation on biodiversity in .

For the post- development framework, the sites and participants must be

selected so as to best complement existing processes. If, as is likely, UN-led con-

sultations will engage development practitioners, civil society organizations, and

government representatives and bureaucrats, citizen assemblies should be
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designed so as to ensure the participation of the most marginalized populations

while also ensuring a diversity of participants. While in principle citizen assem-

blies could be conducted in nearly any country (with a few exceptions), in practice

it is likely that advocates and facilitators will only be able to arrange participation

by a small subset of countries. This sampling should be diverse, in terms of geo-

graphic location, domestic political arrangements, religious orientation, as well as

the key developmental challenges facing the individual countries.

Although citizen deliberation is one key avenue to ensure that the voices of the

most marginalized and oppressed are heard, it is crucial that citizens of developed

countries also be included in the deliberations. One of the major shortcomings of

the MDGs was a lack of strong commitments from wealthy countries regarding

their development policy. Wealthy citizens must therefore also reflect on the goals

and commitments that should bind their governments. Just as an example, if citizen

assemblies are conducted in, say, a dozen countries, we might expect one European,

one North American, two Asian, one Pacific, two sub-Saharan African, two Latin

American, one Eastern European, and two North African or Middle Eastern.

These countries should include those with citizens living in conflict and postconflict,

some with severe deprivations and some with very few, a broad range of religious

beliefs and political backgrounds, varying levels of gender equity, a variety of political

structures, and so on.

Within a country, the sampling of participants should again reflect a diversity of

perspectives, but should be weighted toward ensuring that the most marginalized

and excluded individuals are represented. On this view, participant selection need

not focus exclusively on a proportional representation of citizens that reflects the

country’s demographic makeup. Rather, citizen selection for post- assemblies

should not be designed as a statistically representative sample, but should “stack the

deck” for social justice and serve as a counterweight to existing political processes.

At the local level, one could imagine conducting assemblies at the level of the

village or town, producing recommendations on development frameworks for the

local community or national government, while also making recommendations

for the post- global development framework. At a higher level, nationally

representative assemblies could be convened to deliberate on development

goals. Such deliberation could again focus on either national or global develop-

ment frameworks (or both). At a yet higher level, regional-level deliberation

would be possible in which citizens could produce recommendations for new glo-

bal development frameworks. Such regional negotiation would have the advantage
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of including more diverse perspectives in the conversation. Finally, global citizen

assemblies could be convened. While a true global citizens deliberative assembly

has not yet been held (that is, one drawing directly on citizens rather than through

NGOs, such as was the case in Rio in ), there is no theoretical or practical

reason why it could not happen; and it is possible that in the years preceding

, global deliberation by unelected citizens will have occurred on other issues.

A successfully designed global deliberative assembly would draw participants from

previously held regional or local citizen assemblies, as these participants would

have experience with the deliberative process and background knowledge of the

key issues.

Citizen assemblies need not eschew the important role of expertise in making

good public policy. Such assemblies on climate change, for example, should

have access to scientists who can provide information on the latest and best think-

ing on the ecological impact of current and future levels of carbon output, econ-

omists who can provide information on the economic impact of various proposals

to curb climate change and create climate adaptation financing, political scientists

who can provide information on the governance mechanisms available for enfor-

cing a climate agreement, and so on. In previous citizen assemblies, experts have

been called on to present their views and answer questions. Similarly, a citizen

assembly for the MDGs could take testimony from those who originally developed

the MDGs, academics who have criticized or suggested revisions to the existing

approach, statisticians who could provide guidance on the possibilities of data col-

lection, and advocates from civil society and UN agencies (for example, UNICEF,

the UN Development Progamme, and the World Health Organization) who could

provide critical commentary based on personal experience working in develop-

ment under the framework of the MDGs.

To be clear, citizen assemblies should be designed to complement rather than

entirely replace other forms of deliberation and decision-making. Identifying

the best method for choosing indicators of food security or maternal mortality,

for example, will certainly require input from technical experts in addition to

the participation of citizens. Such assemblies must be seen not as the final arbiters

of the best post- development framework, but rather as an indispensible part

of a broader deliberative system that can deliver a politically and morally legiti-

mate pro-poor development framework for the future.

Finally, a global deliberative process that prioritizes citizen participation might

have a series of additional benefits. It could demonstrate the advantages of global
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citizen deliberation, increasing support for a more permanent global citizen

assembly. If citizen assemblies are included within the official UN post-

process, it would also challenge the widely held belief that multilateral and inter-

national institutions are incapable of permitting democratic influence and are hos-

tile to democratic participation.

Challenges in Real-World Deliberation

There are a number of challenges for advocates of citizen participation regarding

the post- framework, and in this section I raise some of these issues and pro-

vide possible responses to them.

All deliberation inevitably reflects perceived or actual power inequalities among

participants, and between organizers and participants. For example, men of a cer-

tain social and economic class may be more accustomed to speaking and being

heard in some contexts than men from lower socioeconomic groups, or than

their female counterparts. More educated participants may be more likely to dom-

inate deliberation than their less educated counterparts. However, the fact that

power inequalities inevitably influence deliberative outcomes is not an argument

against deliberation, but an argument in favor of taking steps to mitigate the

harmful effects of power inequalities. Procedural constraints can be put in place

to ensure that all participants have equal opportunity to deliberate—for example,

by facilitators guaranteeing that each participant has equal allotted speaking time

and that there is a mechanism in place for sanctioning those who engage in harm-

ful or threatening speech. Additionally, safe spaces can be created where margin-

alized or disadvantaged groups may deliberate before returning to a larger forum

(for example, at local assemblies in societies characterized by very high levels of

gender inequality, all-female deliberations could be conducted as one component

of the larger deliberations). Facilitators should also provide participants a forum

to individually dissent from the broader group consensus—by, for example, video

testimonial or written complaints.

Even in the absence of significant power inequalities, diversity in general will

present challenges for citizen assemblies. Linguistic diversity in many countries,

and in a global forum, will require skilled translators to share information.

Given the diversity of the circumstances of participants, it may be necessary to

provide additional support to some—for example, to provide clothing, shelter,

and opportunities for sanitation that will allow participants to be respected by
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their peers. Psychological support may also be necessary; and the difficulties in

including some participants in deliberations, such as child laborers or victims

of sex trafficking, may require that these groups be represented by their advocates.

Some participants will not be literate, and this will constrain the kinds of infor-

mation sharing and collection that can occur. However, there is no reason that

this cannot be overcome through other methods of communication and information

collection. Participatory research regularly engages illiterate participants, and their

lack of literacy is no insurmountable obstacle to full participation. Furthermore, ask-

ing a poor person to leave her home and work for some extended period of delib-

eration raises distinct practical and ethical challenges. In addition to financially

compensating participants for their time, it is necessary for organizers to ensure

that each participant and her family are not disadvantaged in the near or long

term as a result of her absence. Importantly, participants must be given the oppor-

tunity to speak freely with certainty of confidentiality before any final agreement is

reached. For example, if a participant raises issues of corruption, or access to justice,

or violence from men during the deliberative process, her identity must be concealed

so that she does not face reprisals from a violent husband, a corrupt government, or a

broken judicial system. Protection of participants must guide each step of the process.

The MDGs may be entirely unfamiliar to participants in poor countries, many

of whom lack access to information and news, in addition to formal education.

But this is no different than in developed countries, where a scant minority of citi-

zens are familiar with the MDGs. In any case, development frameworks are not so

complex that participants cannot become familiar with them in a relatively short

period of time. No previous knowledge of development frameworks is needed to

critically reflect on the MDGs and any successor agreement. Participants must be

provided information and education along the way.

Perhaps the biggest challenge facing citizen assemblies is securing political

uptake for them. Thus far I have argued that citizen deliberation is needed to

complement other forms of consultation and deliberation that will fall within

the UN process. If this is correct, and states, civil society, development agencies,

and international institutions should also be a part of the post- process,

why would governments and international institutions accept the input of citi-

zens? First, because constituents and advocates exert public pressure on elected

representatives. The effect of organizing and campaigning should not be under-

stated, given that the many target-setting world summits of the s, commit-

ments on debt relief, pledges regarding foreign assistance, and even early
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commitments on the post- process are all the result of effective campaigning.

Second, because it will produce good policy—that is, citizen input will produce

useful insights that will improve the next framework. Third, because it may pro-

vide political cover for desired compromise in the face of political obstacles. After

all, many government representatives do desire pro-poor global governance, but

they must be able to point to political support for any controversial positions

they may seek to take. And, finally, because it can help combat the view that global

governance institutions are hostile to democratic participation. As the United

Nations and other multilateral organizations seek to secure support and prove

legitimacy in the face of growing crises that inevitably require global action (for

example, issues of food, climate, and finance), their openness to democratic public

participation may strengthen their position in the face of a world that is some-

times hostile to multilateralism.

Conclusion

It is commonplace for the development community to proclaim a desire to hear

the voices of poor people, and countless exercises have indeed been undertaken to

share these voices with development professionals. But rather than providing a

forum for merely making statements, it would be far better to provide one for

people to deliberate in—to speak, be heard, listen, reflect, negotiate, analyze,

and decide. Advocates should not simply try to input the views of the deprived

and marginalized into preexisting political processes and prefabricated develop-

ment narratives. Rather, they should create deliberative spaces where citizens, as

figures of authority, actively seek to address critical global challenges and influence

the policy-makers who will ultimately determine the post- agreement.

Complementing extensive consultative processes and transparent feedback with

citizen deliberation would be a critical step in moving toward a pro-poor develop-

ment framework in , and toward more democratic and inclusive global gov-

ernance in general. Furthermore, demonstrating the feasibility and power of

deliberation on a global scale over global issues would enhance the possibility

of deliberative mechanisms being employed in global governance in the future.

NOTES

 Though others have argued that focusing now on the post- framework will draw attention away
from achieving the MDGs, there is no reason that the development community cannot both maintain
support for efforts to meet the existing MDGs and give considerable attention to the next global
development framework. The human and financial resources needed to develop a pro-poor
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post- development framework are minuscule in comparison to the resources currently devoted to
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 For a full list, see United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, The United Nations
Development Agenda: Development for All (New York: United Nations, ).
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was a notable step, and their translation into a structured framework of Goals, Targets and Indicators cre-
ated a distinctive approach to encouraging development and international support for it.” Richard
Manning, Using Indicators to Encourage Development: Lessons from the Millennium Development
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Achieved?” Center for Global Development Working Paper , p. .
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 Ibid.
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 On a related note, some targets for deprivation reduction have been diluted. The primary target of the
first and most prominent Millennium Development Goal, to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, is
to halve the proportion of people in the world living on less than $. per day. This indicator represents
a set of goalposts clearly moved. The original international goal on poverty reduction set at the Rome
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Global Citizens’ Assembly,” Global Policy , no.  (January ), pp. –.
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facto excluded from holding political office, suffer high rates of violence, and are systematically vulner-
able to men. We cannot assume that procedural constraints alone will automatically make men and
women deliberating equals. Women may therefore benefit from a space of their own to deliberate
and articulate their views. After this deliberation has happened, men’s and women’s views must be
brought back together in a larger deliberation. The creation of a temporary safe space need not be
seen as condoning gender inequality, but rather as a way to promote women’s agency in contexts
where it is too often denied.
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