
Citizens Artsembly: Participatory
Art-making to Enable Democratic
Participation

Anthony Maocheia-Ricci
University of Waterloo
amaochei@uwaterloo.ca

Introduction
Globally, countries are facing struggles with maintaining
trust in their democratic systems, where people do not
believe their governments provide viable avenues for
citizens to have influence on decisions [8]. In order to
build trust and increase citizen engagement, governmental
bodies can implement Citizens’ Assemblies, an instance of
a representative deliberative process, a participatory
practice of dialogue and debate often used to address
differences in values or complex problems [17]. To aid in
participant deliberation, facilitators are encouraged to
include innovative and creative methods to help
participants use their imagination [10].

Digital civics as a research field is able to act as a bridge
between political science and HCI. Research at SIGCHI
conferences on democratic decision making ranges from
small-group to society-wide participation, and includes
technology made for both citizen-led and organization-led
contexts [16]. Assembly-based participation technologies
are well-researched, with projects extending into the world
of interactive displays [9, 21] or public art [12].



Usage of Citizens’ Artsembly during an exhibition. Given the prompt “What does a climate-resilient
city look like to you?”, participants are able to respond to it by drawing their response on their
phones. After submission, their drawings will appear on the projected screen.

Drawing from both the deliberation part of a Citizens’
Assembly and work in interactive displays and art,
Citizens’ Artsembly is a participatory art piece and
creativity tool for deliberative processes and beyond.
Citizens’ Artsembly enables assembly facilitators to
prompt participants with thought-provoking questions and
collect doodles in response, creating a piece of collective
artwork describing the groups’ opinions on the matter.

Context
The creation of Citizens’ Artsembly was primarily inspired
by scholarship in arts-based civic engagement, existing
technologies or interactive artworks in digital civics, and
design resources from HCI.

Arts-Based Inquiry is a postmodern genre of qualitative
methodologies involving the creation or use of creative art
forms in community-based research to consider a broader
range of perspectives and social ways of knowing [11]. A
subset of these methodologies include Participatory Visual
Methods (PVMs), visual approaches to engaging
communities in research through photography, digital
storytelling, participatory video-making, and more [24].

Example photovoice submissions from Jackson and Ronzi [15].

Jackson and Ronzi [15] explored the health and well-being
impacts of a community hub and garden through a PVM
called Photovoice, where residents took photos
representing their community and paired each with a title
before engaging in focus group discussions.
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