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Abstract

Mainstream artificial intelligence (AI) ethics primarily takes vertical approaches: top-down, principle-
driven and expert-led frameworks that often exclude the very publics affected by algorithmic systems. This
paper explores whether citizen juries (CJs) can function as a horizontal alternative empirical ethics method
that emphasizes participation, situated knowledge and epistemic justice. We conducted a citizen jury with
Brussels residents to deliberate on the use of an Al system for electricity distribution during brownouts.
The jury process combined guidance ethics, speculative fiction, and generative Al tools to scaffold inclu-
sive deliberation. Using affordance theory, we analyze how the citizen jury method structurally mediates
certain forms of participation and ethical reasoning. We evaluate its normative value through the lenses
of epistemic justice and effective performativity. Our findings show that citizen juries can foster testimo-
nial inclusion and support hermeneutical sense-making, offering a partial corrective to abstract, generic
AT ethics. However, we also identify critical constraints: problem-posing was narrowed, alternative epis-
temologies discouraged, and the outputs risked reproducing the generic performativity forms of vertical
ethics. While citizen juries hold promise for doing Al ethics otherwise, their transformative potential hinges
on reflexively examining their own methodological affordances and institutional framing.

Keywords: Al ethics; citizen jury; empirical ethics; epistemic justice; horizontal ethics; participatory methods

As artificial intelligence (AI) systems become increasingly embedded in critical infrastructures and
social decision-making, the need to establish ethical oversight intensifies. Yet dominant approaches to
AT ethics are often shaped by vertical orientations: there is a focus on top-down principles, abstract
values and expert-driven governance mechanisms that rarely engage those most affected by tech-
nological systems. These vertical Al ethics approaches have been extensively critiqued for their
vagueness, lack of enforceability, susceptibility to ethics washing (Casiraghi 2023; Green 2021; Munn
2022) and “law-conception of ethics” (Rességuier and Rodrigues 2020). What remains underexplored
is whether empirical ethics - ethics grounded in horizontal, deliberative bottom-up participation
that accounts for the situated, contextual, and lived experience of those it affects — can offer a more
inclusive, responsive and epistemically just alternative.

This paper investigates that possibility by experimenting with a citizen jury (CJ) as a method-
ological and normative intervention in Al ethics. Citizen juries are a well-established method for
resolving issues of public interest, informing policymaking and providing guidelines for issue res-
olution. We frame citizen juries not merely as deliberative exercises, but as artifacts: participatory
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infrastructures whose architectures shape who can speak, what can be known, and how ethics is
enacted. Unlike vertical approaches that codify norms from above, the jury process invites citizens as
non-experts to grapple with value-laden trade-offs at the heart of sociotechnical design. Through this,
we explore whether citizen juries can support horizontal Al ethics grounded in situated knowledge,
mutual learning, and epistemic pluralism.

Our study builds on an applied case: a citizen jury conducted with a representative sample of
Brussels residents, concerning the development and use of a (speculative) Al system to allocate elec-
tricity during a brownout scenario. The jury was embedded in a broader research project on the design
of future energy infrastructures and involved scholars from social, computer and legal sciences. The
strict and highly codified format of the citizen jury was adapted to fit the specifics of the envisioned
AT technology by employing approaches and tools such as the guidance ethics approach (Verbeek
and Tijink 2020), speculative fiction (Nathan et al. 2007) and Generative AI (GenAl) visualizations
to scaffold deliberation. In repurposing the citizen jury as an empirical ethics method, we asked not
only what citizens concluded, but how the method itself shaped what was possible to deliberate, know,
imagine and decide.

We start our inquiry by asking: Can we apply mediation frameworks, such as affordances, to a
non-material thing like a participatory method? We approach this citizen jury method reflexively,
analyzing the affordances of the citizen jury as a research device: what it allows, demands, refuses,
and discourages (Davis 2020; Davis and Chouinard 2017) in terms of epistemic practices and partic-
ipatory agency. We complement this with a normative evaluation along two axes. The first, internal,
aims to answer the question: does the jury enable epistemic justice by including non-expert (and
in that sense marginalized) knowers and supporting hermeneutical inclusion, where various forms
of knowing, experiencing, perspectives and situatedness are taken into consideration and accounted
for? The second, the external one, focuses on the question: does it achieve effective performativity
by producing outputs that can meaningfully reshape Al development, rather than reaffirming the Al
technology under investigation? To be more specific, is the method transformative or affirmative?
Throughout, we remain attentive to the tensions, limits, and contradictions of participatory methods
— especially the risk that horizontal forms are reabsorbed into top-down, vertical frameworks. Citizen
juries hold potential as instruments of horizontal, participatory, and empirical ethics, but only if their
design, implementation, and evaluation are critically and rigorously examined. This paper offers such
a critical examination.

We do so by first examining citizen juries as artifacts and architectures of participation, and by
describing how this form of technological assessment co-shapes moral reasoning. Next, we introduce
a more normative framework, in which we evaluate citizen juries as a method for participatory Al
ethics through the lens of affordances (Davis 2020; Davis and Chouinard 2017). We do this by looking
at citizen jury from the perspective of epistemic justice, in particular, testimonial and hermeneuti-
cal justice. This framework allows us to further critically evaluate and discuss citizen jury along the
lines of bottom-up vs top-down, horizontal vs vertical ethics, situated knowledge vs view from nowhere,
full participation vs participation bias, problem posing vs issue-setting, performative vs transformative
ethics, participatory solutionism vs ethical solutionism and the nuances in between.

Our reflexive and critical insights are informed by the outputs produced during the jury process,
the collected and analyzed observational data, and our active participation in the conceptualization,
preparation and execution of the citizen jury. We use the outputs produced by the jurors (a list of
identified and prioritized households, identified and prioritized values, and conditions and princi-
ples to enforce these values), the collected observational data (24 hours of transcripts from the jury
sessions, notes from observers), survey answers (pre- and post-jury survey), session activities (future
scenarios stories, exercises), reflections and elaboration (on the reasoning for particular prioritiza-
tions) and the debriefs between the researchers, observers and facilitators. While this article does not
focus on the content of the outputs, we analyzed them in order to critically investigate and discuss
citizen juries’ potential for empirical, horizontal and transformative Al ethics.
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The article proceeds in four steps. We begin by situating citizen juries as a participatory method
within debates on empirical and horizontal Al ethics. We then motivate and develop our analytical
perspective to treat citizen juries as artifacts, as architectures of participation whose design mediates
ethical reasoning and epistemic agency. Building on this, we introduce an affordance-based analytical
framework that we use to examine how citizen juries enable, constrain, or shape ethical deliberation in
practice. This framework is applied reflexively through the heuristic of the good, the bad and the ugly,
allowing us to critically assess both the emancipatory potential and the structural limitations of citizen
juries. Finally, we deepen this evaluation by mobilizing epistemic justice as a normative lens, fore-
grounding the method’s promises, tensions, and failure modes as a tool for genuinely participatory
Al ethics.

A Citizen jury (or assembly, or a council) is a (temporary, randomized and representative) assem-
bly of citizens that convenes in order to discuss and give recommendations on a particular issue
(DemocracyNext 2023a; Smith and Wales 2000; Street et al. 2014; Wells et al. 2021). As such, it is a
process and not a one-time event. The aim is to find common ground and develop collective recom-
mendations, often to inform policy and decision-making (DemocracyNext 2023a; PeoplePowered
2021). This aim is to create democratic spaces for everyday people to grapple with, discuss and pro-
pose solutions to critical issues that are or will affect them in the future, thus establishing them as an
equal party in the decision- and policymaking process. It is, therefore, crucial that the entire process
is structured in a way that enables and facilitates learning, deliberation, consensus-building, recom-
mendations drafting and final decision-making in the form of recommendations (DemocracyNext
2023a; OECD 2021). As a form of deliberative democracy, citizen juries are founded on the idea that
individuals from different backgrounds and without special prior knowledge or expertise are capable,
able and should tackle a public (policy) question.

Citizen juries have been established and used for policymaking on a range of issues, including
environmental and climate policies, transportation, strategic and urban planning, health services,
public budgeting and water tariffs (see the OECD database [OECD 2023], counting 733 cases until
2023). The citizen methodology and process can also be considered highly codified and structured
(see, e.g., the DemocracyNext 2023a guide and the PeoplePowered 2020 Handbook), involving mul-
tiple actors with distinct roles and a chronologically ordered set of steps. In Figure 1, we illustrate
in detail the planning and design processes in the preparation (pre-jury deliberation) phase, the
(internal and external) parties involved, the timeline with each step in the three stages (preparation,
execution, analysis), as well as the jury prompt, participant demographics and all the outputs of the
jury deliberation. The codified and structured nature of the citizen jury is evident in the assignment
of roles and functions to the various actors across all phases of the process: researchers, facilitators
and co-facilitators, observers, expert-witnesses and participants.’

Not every societal issue is seen as appropriate for this type of public deliberation. In princi-
ple, the need for a citizen jury should satisfy the following criteria: it should raise concerns within
a broader community in a situation when choices must be made, but there are no clear “right”
answers; be related to a genuine problem, preferably an issue that is complex and involves value

'"While the researchers are de facto the ones initiating the citizen jury process, each CJ process involves what we call “formal
organizers” — an external hired party, an organization with experience in citizen participation and deliberative processes —
who organize and facilitate the processes. As can be seen in Figure 1, a number of steps are foreseen in the planning and
design process. The formal organizers are the ones who: define the jury demographics and the sortition algorithms; recruit
and select participants; are in charge of organizational aspects (venue, payments, follow-up and communication with the
participants); recruit facilitators and co-facilitators; define and prepare the program of jury activities; recruit expert witnesses;
brief and debrief expert witnesses, and similar. Important decisions are made in agreement with the researchers, regarding the
definition of the jury prompt (questions), the jury scenario, the expert witnesses and the pre- and post-jury questionnaire (if
applicable). The researchers also serve as non-participant observers, too (but are not the only observers).
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Figure 1. Overview of the citizen jury design, process, and outputs.

judgements; implies trade-offs; there are no straightforward and easy yes/no answers to the issue,
and is underpinned by values-based dilemmas; and it is not solely technical nor requires (only) a
technical solution. As such, it encourages and facilitates discussion of highly relevant and emerging
issues by engaging a broader community of non-experts (Ada Lovelace Institute 2021b). The process
is initiated and guided by a jury charge or prompt — a (set of) question(s) that sets the problem and
guides the expected outcomes (see Fig. 1 for the specific jury prompt of the citizen jury).

Conceived and designed this way, a citizen jury would be an exemplary participatory and horizon-
tal method of doing empirical AI ethics. However, as we elaborate in the remainder of the article, it
is complicated. While citizen juries’ distinct architecture of participation and affordances allow for
inclusive, participatory and legitimate democratic processes, these very elements also come with
shortcomings, limitations and risks.

The citizen jury we discuss was undertaken within the COOMEP? project. As an interdisciplinary
study involving scholars from social, computer and legal sciences, the citizen jury’s goal was to inquire
about the needs, the requirements, the guidelines and the “redlines” of the citizens from the Brussels
Capital Region (BCR) regarding the use and deployment of Al for energy distribution in times of
crisis (brownout). The main premise of the project was that energy distribution could be uncertain
in the future. Following technological advancements, one potential approach to addressing the chal-
lenge of making complex decisions about how energy will be distributed during a brownout is to use
automated decision-making agents. In our highly hypothetical, speculative and risk-heavy scenario,
these complex and complicated decisions will be delegated to programmable agents. Deciding the
energy distribution during a brownout entails determining who will be prioritized to receive energy
and how much, and who will be deprioritized and potentially left behind. This raises not only ethical
but also legal questions, as it might clash with fundamental human rights and other applicable laws
and regulations.

To probe this potential future, we asked those most affected by the possible development and
deployment of this technology - the residents of the Brussels Capital Region (BCR). How do they
envision this decision-making process? What are the guiding principles and the redlines that must
not be crossed when designing a sociotechnical system like this? Approximately 20 residents began

*COOMEP stands for “Coordination mechanisms for the sharing of energy through proxies, from the user to general
guidelines”
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drafting this potential future scenario based on the jury scenario and prompt (Fig. 1). We followed
the established and codified methodology for deliberative participation, comprising mandatory and
sequential phases of learning (knowledge-making), deliberation, and collaborative decision-making.

The calls for a participatory turn and the broader inclusion of citizens in technology development
processes are not new. For example, Carugati (2020) has been advocating for citizen participation
for algorithmic governance and regulation; McQuillan (2018) for ethical machine learning, and
Hildebrandt and Gutwirth (2008) for technology assessment in general (2008). However, when it
comes to deliberative participation in Al systems development, there are only a few instances. In the
last years, there have been citizen juries organized about ethical Al and fair data-sharing in medi-
cal contexts (Information Commissioner’s Office 2019), biometrics (Ada Lovelace Institute 2021a),
datafication (Kennedy et al. 2022), data governance (Patel et al. 2022; Wong et al. 2023) and regarding
the trade-offs between explainability vs accuracy of AI (van der Veer et al. 2021), but the full potential
of the method has not been more widely used. In that sense, the citizen jury we elaborate on is one
of the very few (if not the only) that addresses a particular (though speculative) AI technology under
development.

Most approaches that deconstruct Al or tech ethics focus on the content of ethics and the inclusion
or exclusion of ethical principles (Hagendorft 2020; Munn 2022). The literature does expand on the
context or means of production of these guidelines to illustrate how this form of ethics is perfor-
mative (Kerr et al. 2020), strategic, and often leads to ethics washing (Green 2021; Hagendorft 2020;
Munn 2022). We move beyond this debate and study the materiality of doing ethics during technology
assessment processes. We situate this approach in the empirical turn in the philosophy of technology
(Verbeek 2006) and the participatory turn in technology design (Birhane et al. 2022; Delgado et al.
2023; Gourlet et al. 2024). To this end, we approach ethical assessment methods as artifacts. If we
approach ethical deliberation in this way, we can study the mediation and affordances of ethics as
a practice. This allows us to move away from the ethics content (the what) and toward the material
context (the how) that mediates this content.

To study the materiality of doing (empirical) ethics, and to critically reflect on the potential of
citizen juries for a horizontal, bottom-up approach to Al ethics, we reach out to, and apply, the
vocabulary of affordance theory: affordance “refers to the range of functions and constraints that an
object provides for, and places upon, structurally situated subjects” (Davis and Chouinard 2017, 241).
Using affordances as a descriptive method allows for a description of human-artifact interactions
that acknowledges agency on both ends: on the one hand, the artifact shapes actions by increasing or
decreasing ease or friction. On the other hand, users have characteristics and goals that co-shape the
execution of these actions. Verbeek (2006) proposes to investigate technology because technologies
provide material answers to moral questions. We propose to investigate the affordances of technology
assessment processes because they provide material answers to how we frame moral reflection.

In Materializing Morality, Verbeek’s (2006) argument for having ethics of engineering is because
technologies can mediate ethical agency: “When technologies coshape human actions, they give
material answers to the ethical question of how to act” (p. 361). This line of reasoning has been applied
only to technologies, but not to tools for ethical reflection or assessment. Can we apply mediation
frameworks, such as affordances, to a non-material thing like a participatory method? The answer is
positive. Building on the distinction between the various affordance mechanisms (Davis 2020; Davis
and Chouinard 2017), we discuss citizen juries in terms of what they request, demand, allow, encour-
age, discourage and refuse regarding participation and empirical Al ethics (see Table 1 for examples).
We use the affordance framework to describe architectures of participation. What is important to
keep in mind is that the mechanisms of affordance of the citizen jury are analytical categories or
“stopping points that help describe the intensity with which technological objects [or processes like



6 Ana Pop Stefanija and Rob Heyman

Table 1. Affordance mechanisms examples (following the conceptualization by Davis 2020; Davis and Chouinard 2017)

Affordance mechanism  Affordance mechanism definition

Request This mechanism invites action without a hard enforcement. Example: A speed bump
requests that a driver slow down but does not make speeding impossible.

Demand A strong mechanism in which an artifact makes one path functionally necessary for engage-
ment or progression. The action is effectively mandatory for use. Example: Facebook
demands a gender selection during signup - registration cannot proceed without it.

Encourage The artifact fosters or promotes a specific behavior while suppressing or deprioritizing alter-
natives. Example: Large dinner plates encourage overeating while small plates encourage
the opposite.

Discourage The artifact introduces barriers to certain actions, making them possible but effortful or

normatively penalized. Example: Tinder discourages deep bio-based selection by restricting
profile text and emphasizing quick swiping.

Refuse The artifact makes an action functionally impossible under ordinary use. Refusal is a form
of architectural or coded denial. Example: A car that refuses to lock when keys are in the
ignition.

Allow Neutral availability of options without pushing or pulling toward specific outcomes. It per-

mits but does not guide. Example: Snapchat allows users to choose filters and recipients,
without pressing them toward a particular configuration.

the citizen jury], facilitate or impede particular lines of action and social dynamics” (Davis 2020, 106).
For example, when we talk about requests and demands as affordance mechanisms, we are talking
about artifacts that instruct users (Davis 2020). In our case, the artifact is the codified structure of the
citizen jury that must be respected. The affordance mechanisms of encourage, discourage and refuse
respond to the actions of the user and articulate the extent to which an artifact allows user actions.

Participation methods use a broad spectrum of mechanisms to allow, encourage or forbid cer-
tain interactions. These choices often have a direct effect on the type of ethical reasoning allowed in
an ethics deliberation. Many deliberative practices are approached as architectures in which specific
methods are used to encourage or discourage certain behavior. For example, in brainstorming, there
is a general rule of not criticizing ideas; it is forbidden to use “no, but,” and it is encouraged to use
“yes, and” The rule not to voice a “no, but” is an instruction or an affordance for participants that
encourages a nonjudgmental perspective toward others. The rule to use “yes, and” encourages partic-
ipants to listen, consider other participants’ ideas and build on these. Further on, when we consider
guidance ethics® (Verbeek and Tijink 2020), there is much framing regarding what ethical questions
are allowed. Guidance ethics demands reflections that guide an innovation into society. This form of
deliberation does not allow dissent, such as questioning whether a technology should be used as a
solution in the first place. The “architecture of participation” within this method demands that this
question cannot be asked.

In that regard, while we followed the codified structure of the citizen jury methodology, we also
played with its method and research affordances and modified it according to the specificities of our
own project. We adapted the strict format of citizen jury to fit the specifics of the envisioned AI
technology in development by employing the guidance ethics approach (Verbeek and Tijink 2020),
speculative fiction through value scenarios (Nathan et al. 2007), and GenAl for scenario visualiza-
tions. These “interventions” in the citizen jury script were possible because the process-architecture
of the citizen jury allows for the use of various tools and venues for deliberation. We used the guidance
ethics approach to foster a participatory, constructive ethical discussion. The aim of this particular

*Guidance ethics embeds ethical reflection within the design, deployment and use of Al systems across their lifecycle. It adopts
an ‘ethics from within” and bottom-up orientation, involving developers, users and affected publics in identifying context-specific
ethical issues. Rather than focusing on harm avoidance alone, it advances a positive ethics approach that translates societal values
into concrete design, governance and use practices.
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Figure 2. Afew examples of the future scenario visualizations produced by the participants (with DALL-E).

approach is to construct the deliberative processes as a collaborative activity, where all stakeholders,
both those directly and indirectly affected by the technology, are both involved and considered in the
development, design, and deployment of the technology. The three stages of the approach focus on
explaining the envisioned technology; on identifying and mapping the actors involved, the underly-
ing values and the possible effects of the technology; and on the options for action to enforce these
values and the conditions for use. In our jury design, these are translated as a list of identified and pri-
oritized households (Fig. 1), a list of identified and prioritized values (Fig. 1), and a list of conditions
and principles to enforce these values (Fig. 4). The design of the jury process in this way enabled us, as
researchers, to also identify the sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff 2015), the needs, requirements,
guidelines and redlines for the technology. By analyzing the process outputs and the interactions
captured during the deliberative sessions, we identified the negotiations, frictions and trade-offs that
took place. We used speculative fiction (value scenarios) to make “imagining the future” even more
tangible for the jurors. We invited them to write a future scenario (utopian or dystopian),’ imag-
ining what the future would look like if our speculative technology were to become a reality. The
element of future-imagining requires both an understanding of how the technology works (includ-
ing the dis/advantages, and the potential risks and harms), an engagement with lived experiences,
and “walking in someone else’s shoes” (considering different groups of citizens). This exercise in
making the future “imaginable” and “predictable” helped the participants form opinions about the
guiding principles and the redlines that should not be crossed, and to identify potential issues and
their implications. To make these scenarios even more imaginable, we illustrated them using a GenAl
tool (DALL-E) (Fig. 2).

*During the third jury session, we instructed the jurors to write a future scenario: either a utopian or dystopian story. We
used the jury prompt itself (Fig. 1) as a reminder and gave them the following instructions: “Write a maximum of 15 lines
per story. When writing your story, remember to answer the following questions: When? Where? With someone? If yes, with
whom? What is happening?”
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If we consider the citizen jury as we designed it, we can understand it not only as a process of
participatory deliberation but also as an object of research. In that sense, the methods we use and
can use are always scripted, and as researchers, we are always constrained by their research affor-
dances (Kennedy et al. 2022; Law 2004; Marres and Gerlitz 2016). Marres and Gerlitz (2016, 22) call
this “methodological bias” - as researchers, we navigate around what is afforded through particular
methods and tools, and our analytical practices are influenced by the specific configurations of the
object and method of research. This includes “sampling techniques, options for analysis” (Marres and
Gerlitz 2016, 31), scope and depth of insight, and ultimately of intervention. We need to consider the
co-shaping from ethics methods because it allows us to investigate what (Green 2021) calls “ethical
solutionism” — when ethical principles and practices are seen and promoted as “the only solution
to sociotechnical problems” (219). Green (2021) gives the example of the effort to solve algorithmic
discrimination through algorithmic fairness, but by doing that through mathematical definitions of
fairness, completely disregarding the “societal” in the equation. In this way, these mathematical/tech-
nical solutions do not seek systemic solutions but rather fast-tracked shortcuts, thereby bypassing the
structural and systemic conditions that, in fact, cause the majority of algorithmic harms.

What are the implications of an approach like the one we propose? Our approach shifts the ques-
tion from what the moral values or implications of a technology are, to what the moral values and
implications that can arise from a specific mediation are. This question helps us answer whether this
is the type of moral reflection and agency we want to pursue in the first place. This is in line with the
arguments of Davis (2020; see also Davis and Chouinard 2017) that shifting the questions from what
to how allows for “diverse subjects and circumstances” (40) because it allows to capture the underly-
ing processes, the nuances, the specificities and the actors involved. By asking “how, for whom, and
under what circumstances?,” an affordances approach allows and encourages a relational position-
ing and analysis that takes into consideration both the demands and the inscriptions of the citizen
jury methodology and our responses to them. We find the mechanisms and conditions framework of
affordances (Davis 2020) particularly productive and widely applicable precisely because of its focus
on the relationality and the fluidity of the object (method)-human relation, and their mutual co-
constituency. Looking through the analytical lens of affordance theory also allows us to look into the
practices that are not requested by the codified methodology of the citizen jury but are still afforded.
This provides an opportunity to go beyond what is established and codified in the jury process, to
repurpose it, and to add certain modifications and introduce additional elements and processes (e.g.,
introduce GenAlI as a future-imagining tool, as we did). The repurposing of the affordances theory
also allows for the application of more critical and self-reflective lenses, such as epistemic justice, that
uncover and capture the nuances of the citizen jury process.

We evaluate the citizen jury along two dimensions: internally, as a method for enabling delibera-
tion, and externally, in terms of its capacity to reshape Al applications through ethical intervention.
Internally, we draw on the concept of epistemic justice to assess whether the method enables fair and
inclusive knowledge practices. Externally, we adopt the sociology of expectations (Kerr et al. 2020) to
analyze how the citizen jury constructs visions of technological futures and whether it can mean-
ingfully contest or reconfigure dominant top-down paradigms of AI ethics. Taken together, these
perspectives enable a dual-layered evaluation and critique of the citizen jury, examining what it
affords its participants and what it can demand from technology.

Citizen jury as a method has two key characteristics: (1) it aims to include a diverse group of citizens,
and (2) these citizens are guided through a process to make informed decisions on complex issues.
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We therefore want to evaluate the citizen jury as a tool that encourages, allows, demands, or requests
epistemic justice, given that the latter is focused on the same goals. Epistemic justice (Fricker 2007)
refers to fairness in knowledge practices, particularly in how individuals are treated as knowers and
contributors to understanding and knowledge. Epistemic justice aims to avoid two types of epistemic
injustice: testimonial injustice, when someone’s knowledge is undervalued due to prejudice (e.g., due
to race, gender, class), and hermeneutical injustice — when a person lacks the interpretive tools or
social recognition to make sense of their experiences due to systemic marginalization. Citizen jury
addresses testimonial injustice as a method because it demands a diverse group of stakeholders who
would otherwise be undervalued. It is one of the core components of this method. A citizen jury
aims to reduce hermeneutical injustice through a deliberative process that allows citizens to explore
an issue, ask questions and build confidence in discussing a complex issue.

Citizen juries, seen through this lens as a technology assessment tool in the pre-development phase
of a technology-in-the-making, demand, request, and encourage several critical aspects that make it
distinctive from the dominant AI Ethics as usual paradigm: testimonial and hermeneutical justice,
situated knowledge, horizontal ethics, and transformative instead of performative ethics. The citizen
jury approach acknowledges and embraces the fact that everyone ‘comes from somewhere’ and treats
this as an essential and productive component. It intentionally looks for the lived experiences, for the
individual perspectives, the contextualized circumstances, and the pressing concerns of the (poten-
tially) affected communities. It looks for the partial visions and the situated and embodied experiences
(Haraway 1988). It enables a “breathing space” (Ruckenstein 2024), a “shared space for articulating
and grappling with issues at stake in digital society-making” (11) that should safeguard the ability to
think critically, reflect, foresee, intervene and develop a technology and a ‘future-in-the-making’ in
accordance with individuals’ own values and interests. As such, by insisting on the valuable and legit-
imate experiential and situated knowledge of different, intersectionally situated individuals, it goes
against the predominantly technocratic and expert engagement in institutionalized AI ethics. These
top-down, vertical Al ethics-producing practices insist on creating objective and neutral, ‘speaking
for all’ perspectives that should be applicable to all contexts, uses and stakeholders/affected parties.
But as Haraway (1988) says, there is no ‘view from nowhere’ This is a form of relativism that flattens
out all differences, a “way of being nowhere while claiming to be everywhere equally” (Haraway 1988,
584). This is precisely the perspective that has been advocated with vertical Al ethics: who gets to say
what matters and who matters, whose values, needs, experiences and contexts are valid and will be
taken into consideration is decided by a handful of actors in more powerful positions (technocrats,
developers, consultants).

By demanding a process of information-acquisition and knowledge-making, citizen jury also goes
against hermeneutical injustice. AI ethics has often been weaponized against those it affects the most,
and has been framed as an elitist undertaking inaccessible ‘to the masses’ since it is considered as
demanding a specific expert knowledge (either technical, legal, or ethical) in order to understand
the technology in question and to get a seat at the proverbial table. On the one hand, the jurors are
not chosen because of their professional expertise, nor are they expected to have one. On the con-
trary, it is their unique situatedness, experiential and tacit knowledge that makes them the appropriate
‘experts’ to be consulted. On the other hand, while they do lack the professionalized interpretive tools
to approach complex subjects (e.g., Al technologies), within the mandatory and codified first phase
of the jury process - the learning phase (DemocracyNext 2023b), they are provided with information
and knowledge in order to form a better understanding of the issue at hand. Jurors are not expected
to become experts, but they are given the necessary basic tools to approach and dissect the prob-
lem they are invited to deliberate on. In that sense, the citizen jury is also an empowering process
that disturbs the established epistemic power asymmetries and brings hermeneutical recognition of
the lived experiences and tacit knowledges of the jurors as members of particular (intersectional)
communities.



10 Ana Pop Stefanija and Rob Heyman

effective performativity

epistemic injustice - - epistemic justice

expert-driven Al ethics
framework

generic performativity

Figure 3. Evaluating and situating Al ethics.

In that regard, as a participatory, empirical and practice-oriented approach that aims to intervene
in the development phases of technology, the citizen jury holds the potential to become a transforma-
tive participatory tool. Building from the bottom up, acknowledging and overcoming epistemic and
hermeneutical power asymmetries, citizen jury for Al ethics can be an empowering process and an
emancipatory tool. Against institutionalized, vertical AI ethics that produces ethics lists and guide-
lines untranslatable in practice, a citizen jury for ethics development can be an instrument that could
even lead to structural change, enable self-determination, and the cultivation and acquisition of new
skills and knowledge. In that sense, ethics here should have an active role, a technology (or world)
building role and not (only) a risk-mitigation one.

We will use epistemic justice as an internal criterion to evaluate if the citizen jury method delivers
on its promise. We also include an external evaluation criterion considering the degree of change the
citizen jury can bring to the world. Kerr et al. (2020) refer to MacKenzie (2008) to analyze policy doc-
uments’ implicit expectations of AI. Two things are important to this paper: first, that expectations
statements in documents manage uncertainty in innovation: “Formal mechanisms include foresight
and research prioritisation exercises, which are deployed by governments, consultancy firms and
companies to rationalise future innovation agendas and investment” (Kerr et al. 2020, 3). Al ethics
frameworks can also be formal mechanisms that rationalize Al ethics. The difference between generic
and effective performativity is the second reason to include this perspective. The latter refers to how
these expectations in statements allow change in technology or social actions. Generic performativ-
ity does not create change, whereas effective performativity enables change. This dichotomy seems
to be what many Al ethics frameworks are criticized for: being too vague, toothless (Rességuier and
Rodrigues 2020), and open to ethics washing (Green 2021; Wagner 2018), which means that, while
they declaratively do aim for change, they rarely allow any meaningful change. The integration of
both perspectives allows us to situate generic top-down Al ethics and citizen juries in Figure 3, along
the axes of epistemic justice/injustice and generic/effective performativity. We will investigate where
we can situate which parts of the citizen jury in the quadrants of Figure 3 and revisit it in the last
section of the article as Figure 5.
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In this section, we outline the citizen jury as a process and identify its affordance mechanisms. This
allows us to both define the method and identify these affordances simultaneously.

If we follow the concepts of affordances theory, more specifically the affordance mechanisms
(Davis 2020; Davis and Chouinard 2017), we could say that citizen juries allow and encourage cit-
izens to participate in decision-making processes that will allow them to influence the outcomes.
Being prescriptive and codified as a methodology (see DemocracyNext 2023a; OECD Guidelines
for Citizen Participation Processes 2022; People Powered 2021), the citizen jury also demands that
a representative sample of a particular, potentially affected by the issue under discussion, commu-
nity is recruited and participates in the jury (see Fig. 1). In that sense, it refuses a random participant
selection.

The citizen jury is founded on the premise that once the jurors become more informed about a
policy problem, they can contribute to a public-issues deliberation and solution, regardless of their
expertise or lack of it. As an artifact, the citizen jury allows and encourages non-experts to participate
equally in the technology development process. To allow for an informed deliberation, the process
of knowledge acquisition and learning is crucial within the process, preceding the deliberation pro-
cess (Ada Lovelace Institute 2021b; DemocracyNext 2023b; Kennedy et al. 2022), and a substantial
portion of the jury process is dedicated to it (one-third in our case). To be able to make informed rec-
ommendations, it is requested that the participants are able to learn about the issue at hand. In that
sense, it both encourages knowledge-making among the participants and requests reflexive practices.
What the citizen jury achieves in this way is that, first, it challenges the ingrained assumption that
citizens do not care or cannot grasp and engage with complex, expert topics (Ada Lovelace Institute
2021b), and, second, it overcomes known obstacles such as a lack of information, expert vocabulary
and/or legalize, as well as time, to get involved in a meaningful way.

The rigidity of the citizen jury’s participation structure is evident in how the knowledge and
deliberation processes are prescribed. To facilitate knowledge creation, the process requires the
involvement of first, expert witnesses, and then information kits. By engaging expert witnesses —
members of the expert community who should provide the most relevant information in a balanced
manner, focusing on the benefits and risks of using Al proxies and offering diverse perspectives, we
promoted an ongoing knowledge-sharing process for our participants. This was further supported by
providing an information kit, a take-home folder containing relevant sources tailored to the partic-
ipants’ non-expert, non-legal vocabulary. We will revisit the selection and contents of this folder in
the “bad and the ugly” section, as it is a complex and somewhat arbitrary task action.

The citizen jury is demanding in one more aspect — as we discussed in Section 2, to ensure and
guarantee neutrality and objectivity, an external organization must oversee the execution of the pro-
cess itself, including recruitment, sortition, facilitation, and the selection of expert witnesses. The
role of the organization specialized in citizen participation is to support the deliberative participa-
tory processes, both in terms of organizational aspects and regarding the content and deliberation
aspects (e.g., how the sessions will be structured, how the deliberation will take place, how consensus
will be reached, and similar).

As summarized in Figure 1, citizen juries afford several mechanisms: demanding, encouraging, and
refusing particular forms of engagement, which differentiate them from dominant vertical ethics
approaches. These affordance mechanisms align with the requirements for epistemic justice (Fricker
2007) and effective performativity (Kerr et al. 2020).

Citizen juries actively demand the inclusion of diverse, non-expert participants and encourage
structured learning to foster informed deliberation. These design features directly target testimo-
nial injustice by valuing the lived knowledge of intersectionally situated individuals, and reduce
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hermeneutical injustice by creating spaces for interpretation and articulation of experience. By insist-
ing that ‘everyone comes from somewhere, acknowledging and encouraging situated knowledge
(Haraway 1988), this “breathing space” (Ruckenstein 2024) offers an architecture for critical engage-
ment, allowing participants to reflect on and intervene in imaginaries of technological futures. In
this sense, the citizen jury exceeds mere generic performativity. It enacts effective performativity by
shifting epistemic authority, and it repositions ethics as world-making rather than risk-mitigating
activity.

While institutionalized Al ethics often produce abstract, non-binding guidelines detached from
affected publics, citizen jury builds from the ground up. It demands knowledge co-production,
enables reflexivity among both participants and researchers, and foregrounds ethical pluralism over
universality. In doing so, it offers a counter-model to vertical ethics — one that holds potential for
structural transformation rather than merely performative inclusion.

In the next sections, we will reflect on the critical aspects that emerge from the application of citizen
juries in AI ethics research and elaborate on the potential critical points that risk reducing citizen
juries to another method for misusing participatory research and Al ethics.

While citizen juries encourage, allow, and request several actions, they also have limitations and
challenges. It must be emphasized that the entire process of organizing and executing a citizen
jury is lengthy and resource-demanding in terms of time, finances, and engagement of both jurors,
researchers and other involved parties (see Fig. 1). Compared with other research and assessment
methods, it requires significantly more procedural preparation regarding research and workshop
materials. Each session requires six to eight hours of activities, for at least three to five days. This also
requires dedication and commitment from the participants and researchers. Although we designed
the sessions in such a way that they would interfere the least with the daily activities and obligations
of our participants (sessions were scheduled during the weekends) and we financially compensated
them for their time, ensuring ongoing participation proved challenging, and the attrition rate (as is
often the case with citizen juries and other participatory methods) was high.

The challenges of ensuring ongoing participation are well known in social science research. Although
all recruited participants are initially highly interested, invested, and engaged, the participation rate
tends to decline over time. This is especially true for processes that involve longer engagement peri-
ods, both in terms of time and session duration. Each of the three citizen jury sessions lasted for eight
hours. That required dedication from our participants, both in time and in brain power. Although
we provided financial remuneration and ensured that sessions were scheduled during the weekend,
participation declined in subsequent sessions. In the first session, out of the 20 selected participants,
only 14 attended. In the second session, that number dropped to 12 participants. We finished the last
session with nine participants.

At the level of architecture, the citizen jury demands demographic representation via sortition and
encourages deliberative, informed decision-making. However, this promise of inclusivity is under-
mined by the way our jury allows participation: it relies on a self-selecting pool of citizens who are
already predisposed or motivated to engage. In our case, recruitment occurred through online and
street campaigns, yielding 100 potential jurors. From this pool, 20 were selected via a stratified sample,
using a sortition algorithm.
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This design refuses engagement from those who do not or cannot self-identify as interested par-
ticipants. The result is a participatory bias rooted not in bad faith, but in the recruitment method.
French and Laver (2009) refer to this as jurors being “biased towards participation” (5). As our jurors
reported, their motivations included prior interest in Al or civic processes, which may have biased
the process toward already engaged publics. Such self-selection is not unique to citizen juries. It is a
recurring limitation in participatory methods, from surveys to focus groups. However, in Al ethics
— where participation is often invoked to legitimize technological trajectories — the line between
genuine deliberation and participation washing becomes dangerously thin. As Birhane et al. (2022)
note, participatory language can obscure exclusion when poorly executed or co-opted to legitimize
predefined aims.

Each citizen jury process starts with an emergent or urgent issue that requires engagement from the
public and public deliberation. Usually, this is an issue around which a concerned public has been
formed, something has been recognized as an issue that affects the citizenry and members of the
public come together and form a concerned and relevant public (Hildebrandt and Gutwirth 2007).
However, in our case, as a specific application of citizen jury for Al ethics and technology assessment,
the relevant public does not exist; it does not emerge organically or predate the jury process; rather,
we, as researchers, are artificially constructing it. In that sense, the issue to be tackled does not exist
yet. This could be problematic in two ways. First, it could reinforce the corporate paradigm of techno-
solutionism and of finding problems to which technical solutions are offered, or of offering technical
solutions to purely societal problems. Second, this could be problematic in terms of issue framing.
Both bring the risks of reinforcing power asymmetries.

In academic research settings, the issue framing is usually established top-down. Something has
been recognized as an issue requiring investigation, and the problem statement emerges from there.
This process of problem formulation is both crucial and critical because, as Barabas et al. (2020) out-
line, “normative and epistemological issues” arise during this process (167). We consider this a critical
issue since it might lead to biased framing (French and Laver 2009, 15) where the decision of what
will be recognized as an issue, what is considered as posing a problem, does not originate from real
experiences and needs of the people on the ground but is decided elsewhere. However, if we want a
truly participatory process that adheres to the tenets of epistemic justice in particular, we believe that
the issue framing and problem-posing should originate with the concerned public, particularly those
who will be most affected. This is what Freire (2017) calls “problem-posing pedagogy” - individuals
are guided through dialogue, not explanation, to single out “objects of their consideration” (56) that
would lead to critical awareness and potentially to a critical intervention or action as a praxis (56).
The aim is for people to develop their own power and capacities to perceive critically “the way they
exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves” (Freire 2017, 56), and to identify and
raise their own, genuine questions of concern. This approach acknowledges the individual contextual
reality (Freire 2017, 77). People know things, and their knowledge is situated — emerging from their
experiences, contexts and relations with others and the world around them, including with technol-
ogy. Building further on Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, Markham (2019) develops her critical
pedagogy approach that acknowledges and nurtures the validity of non-academic knowledge, lived
experiences, and practice-based knowledge (Pop Stefanija and Pierson 2024). While individuals are
guided by experienced pedagogues (facilitators in our case), the process of recognizing the issues at
hand should come from the participants themselves because problem-solving is most effective based
on personal experience. This should be reinforced through a knowledge-making process, and here
the role of the facilitators in these processes is crucial. They should “dialogue” (Freire 2017) and guide
but not impose; they should support but not steer. Knowledge-based deliberation, especially when it
comes to Al technology, is essential, but several critical points warrant discussion.
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Our decision to use a citizen jury was grounded in the conviction that ethical deliberation depends on
collective knowledge-making. Yet this process is shaped by those allowed to define and deliver knowl-
edge: researchers, facilitators, and expert witnesses. Both researchers, experts and facilitators have a
‘view from somewhere’ (Haraway 1988). Despite our aim for neutrality, our own positionality influ-
enced who was invited to speak, what information materials were distributed, and how deliberation
was structured.

Following both the codified architecture of citizen jury and our dedication to ensure objectivity
and neutrality in and of the process, we delegated much of the jury process to professional facilitators.
This delegation demanded that they take control of the deliberative architecture, framing how knowl-
edge would be presented and discussed. As Kennedy et al. (2022) argue, facilitators are not neutral;
they shape the field of inquiry - “like the methods they deploy, are ‘shaped by the social world” and
‘help to shape that social world” (Law et al. 2011, 2 in Kennedy et al. 2022, 397). While this ensured
procedural impartiality, it refused our direct involvement in key framing decisions. Instead, we del-
egated authority to the facilitators regarding the decision of how the deliberation will be structured,
guided, and take place.

Expert selection further illustrates a constraint in citizen jury’s affordance mechanisms. The
method demands expert input, and we invited two academic voices — a computer scientist and a
legal scholar. While well-qualified, this choice discouraged epistemic pluralism by privileging cre-
dentialed knowledge over lived experience. Even more, “expertise is neither neutral nor innocent”
(Kennedy et al. 2022, 397); experts are shaped by their disciplinary ideology, knowledge repositories
and vocabulary, they possess (obfuscated) knowledge enmeshed in professional practices and tradi-
tions of thought and worldviews. Community actors, such as members of energy-sharing initiatives,
were allowed in principle but excluded in practice due to logistical constraints and our assumptions
about what counts as expertise.

This narrowing of epistemic input risks undermining the citizen jury’s potential for testimonial
and hermeneutical justice. What the jury encouraged - deliberation — was shaped by what it struc-
turally discouraged: diverse epistemic sources. The architecture thus encoded a form of delegated
epistemic authority that limits the scope of deliberation, even as it demands diversity. If citizen juries
are to function as transformative ethical tools, their affordances must be critically examined - not
only in what they demand from participants, but in what they allow, discourage, or render invisible
through selection of expert witnesses and background knowledge.

The architecture of our citizen jury was shaped not only by methodological choices but also by
the structural affordances and constraints of the research project itself. One of the most significant
limitations was the constrained field of possible deliberation: refusing certain lines of inquiry and
discouraging others, due to the predetermined focus on Al and the system’s low technology readiness
level (TRL).

Early in the planning process, we instructed facilitators to discourage jurors from asking whether
Al should be used at all to address energy distribution during brownout scenarios. This explicit fram-
ing decision was not neutral. It refused the problem-posing dimension central to participatory and
emancipatory ethics. Although we recognized the legitimacy of such foundational questions, our
positioning within a collaborative, Al-focused research project demanded a narrower focus. As one
juror astutely observed in a post-session questionnaire: “Your process has a lot of bias on a lot of dif-
ferent levels. The main one is no debate about if AI is necessary, [or] desirable to use ... at all” This
might lead to co-optation of “the voice of participants to achieve predetermined aims” (Birhane et al.
2022, 2) and of “participation-washing” (Sloane et al. 2022).
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This narrowing may take place by focusing (solely) on ‘consensus building’ Yet, consensus is one
of the key characteristics and aims of the citizen jury as a participatory methodology and process.
However, as Biichner et al. (2025) outline, if we focus too much on consensus, we fail to take full
advantage of the potential of the tensions, negotiations, conflicts, and dissent as valuable “opportuni-
ties for critical reflection, change, and improvement” (3). And while within our citizen jury design,
we encouraged diverse perspectives and lived experiences throughout the process, we were still nar-
rowing the field of deliberation by focusing, ultimately, on achieving consensus. And we see this in
the outputs of our process: a list of guiding principles, values, and prioritized households. This might
read as what Casiraghi (2023) calls the politicization of ethics — “what is concerning is the exclusion,
from ethical debates, of people and groups interested in discussing ends rather than how to develop
ethical frameworks and principles to achieve, ex-post, predefined ones” (Casiraghi 2023, 28).

This form of deliberative narrowing became especially evident in a high-stakes exercise in which
jurors were asked to prioritize between two fictional household types during a brownout. Though
selected at random, the exercise demanded jurors make difficult trade-offs based on thin contex-
tual prompts. What began as a hypothetical task quickly turned into an emotionally and ethically
complex deliberation, with jurors invoking solidarity, vulnerability, and equity as guiding princi-
ples. Yet, deciding who gets electricity and who does not surfaced and exposed the inherent tension
between normative deliberation and technological abstraction. Participants recognized the limits of
this design fiction: a system tasked with encoding such values would likely refuse nuance and exacer-
bate harm through binary choices. The final implicit reflection was that some ethical dilemmas might
be too complex to resolve by Al systems.

The speculative nature of the technology itself amplified this insight. The proposed system was
still in a conceptual phase; no dataset, algorithmic model, or deployment plan existed. While, on the
one hand, this is a positive development since it engages participants in the early stages of develop-
ment and thus counters a known controversy in participation, where participation mainly serves as
“ex-post attempts to fix problems that AI applications cause” (Sloane 2024). On the other hand, this is
narrowing the deliberative space by discouraging hermeneutical justice. Participants repeatedly asked
detailed questions about how the system would function, what data it would use, and how decisions
would be made, but we could not provide definitive answers. In such a low-TRL context, the citizen
jury allowed only abstract engagement. Without lived experience to draw from, jurors relied on spec-
ulative imagination, supported by future scenarios, visual storytelling, and guided exercises. While
these tools helped surface latent values and imaginaries, the process ultimately discouraged concrete
recommendations. Instead of formal outputs like opinions or policy recommendations, we settled on
co-created narratives and a list of guiding principles.

Ironically, this list resembled the kind of abstract principles typically generated in top-down ethics
exercises (see Fig. 4). The only difference was its provenance: rather than being imposed by institu-
tional actors, it emerged from a participatory process. Yet this raises a critical question: if citizen
juries designed for epistemic justice and transformative ethics are reduced to producing symbolic
artifacts due to project constraints, are we not at risk of participatory performativity? Or of techno-
solutionism? This is the risk we face if we only discursively aim for transformative Al ethics, but
performatively end up selecting and integrating values to be ‘embedded’ in the technology design at
the expense of neglecting and oversimplifying the fact that they emerge from complex societal issues.
These societal issues are often seen as foo complex and requiring broader sociopolitical engagement
and actions, or are seen as too abstract to be addressed (Wang and Blok 2025), hence, offering what
seems like easier (technological) solutions.

The citizen jury is a promising tool that holds great potential for enabling representative and delib-
erative participation. When transposed to the field of technology development, especially in the
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Guiding principles

TO RESPECT THE VALUE OF FAIRNESS
THE Al SYSTEM MUST GUARANTEE THE PRIMARY NEEDS OF EVERYONE

TO RESPECT THE VALUE OF SOLIDARITY
THE Al SYSTEM MUST REDISTRIBUTE IN FAVOR OF THE DISADVANTAGED

[+ =]

TO RESPECT THE VALUE OF SAFETY
THE Al SYSTEM MUST NOT CUT OF DISTRIBUTION WITHOUT VALIDATION OF THE SITUATION

TO RESPECT THE VALUE OF IMPARTIALITY
THE Al SYSTEM MUST EXCLUDE CERTAIN DISCRIMINATORY DATA SO IT AVOIDS BIAS

TO RESPECT THE VALUE OF PRIVACY
THE Al SYSTEM MUST LIMIT DATA COLLECTION & PROCESSING AS POSSIBLE WHILE ENSURING

PROPER FUNCTIONING OF THE SYSTEM

LANGUAGE

TO RESPECT THE VALUE OF JUSTICE
THE Al SYSTEM MUST ENABLE AND TAKE INTO CONSIDERATION USER OBJECTIONS

A3
B <
a
v
D =
E <
- TO RESPECT THE VALUE OF TRANSPARENCY
v THE Al SYSTEM MUST PROVIDE ACCESS TO THE ALGORITHMS SO IT IS AUDITABLE, IN COMMON

Figure 4. List of guiding principles.

pre-design and conceptual phases, it proves to be a useful tool. It overcomes several limitations
and shortcomings related to the traditional participation methods like focus groups, interviews,
and surveys, especially when the technology is not yet developed and remains in the abstract,
hard-to-envision phase.

In that sense, we could discuss the affordances of the citizen jury as a technology assessment
process during the pre-development stage in terms of horizontal empirical ethics. Citizen juries
demand a deliberative, public, and representative process of decision-making. They not only allow
but also encourage and actively request deliberation processes where the situated knowledge of
affected communities is taken into consideration. Citizen juries request that the lived experiences,
circumstances, and contexts of different ‘belongings’ are being acknowledged and accounted for.
The situatedness of each participant is not a bug, but a feature of the process that allows us
to capture the messy nature of reality and the varied ways in which a technology (even only
an envisioned one) impacts them differently and to various degrees. In that sense, this appli-
cation of the citizen jury is empowering and transformative. Empowering for the participants
themselves, since it enables not only their inclusion in the process, but also knowledge-making
opportunities. It should be empowering and transformative for the communities they belong to,
too, since it advocates for the recognition of their very own needs and accounts for their situ-
ated contexts. The question remains whether this was achieved or if it is achievable at all for the
latter.

That brings us to the question of performativity vs transformativity of Al ethics. As a horizontal,
deliberative, and participatory Al ethics, it should. Citizen juries have the potential to transform the
field of Al ethics as institutionalized, corporate, and co-opted into a process that takes place bottom-
up, considers and acknowledges the situatedness and contextual knowledge of various affected
communities. It also transforms and empowers the jurors themselves and potentially brings soci-
etal and institutional changes. However, there are still risks to be considered. Due to the specific way
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effective performativity

the bad: expert-driven Al the good: citizen-driven Al
ethics that question ethics with transformation
diversity
epistemic injustice . - epistemic justice
expert-driven Al ethics the ugly: citizen-driven Al
framework ethics without

transformation

generic performativity

Figure 5. Evaluating and situating the citizen jury as empirical Al ethics.

in which our citizen jury process was framed and designed, we risked falling into the performativity
trap — our jurors were instructed to produce a list of guiding principles for the speculative technology
(Fig. 4). This is one of the characteristics of institutionalized Al ethics, focused on risk mitigation, but
with low chances for implementation in practice. In that sense, the critical question emerges regard-
ing what exactly the envisioned and possible outcome of the jurors’ engagement is. Otherwise, we risk
falling into the trap of participatory and ethical solutionism. If we revisit Figure 3 based on our reflex-
ive assessment through the heuristic of the good, the bad and the ugly across the axes of epistemic
justice/injustice and performativity, we can better situate the affordances of the citizen jury. Figure 5
illustrates how we critically assess both the emancipatory potential and the structural limitations
of citizen juries.

This paper examined whether transformative empirical Al ethics can be achieved through the par-
ticipatory method of a citizen jury. Our approach reframed ethical assessments and participatory
methods as artifacts in their own right. This method’s affordance mechanisms mediate partici-
pants, facilitators, and researchers’ behavior, and shape the outcomes of deliberative processes. Using
epistemic justice as an internal criterion, we examined whether citizen jury facilitates testimonial
inclusion and reduces hermeneutical injustice. As an external measure, we employed the spectrum
of generic vs effective performativity (Kerr et al. 2020) to assess whether citizen jury merely performs
ethics symbolically or enables ethical transformation in technology development. Together, these two
lenses — internal and external - allowed us to evaluate whether citizens participated and what kind
of ethics their participation enabled.

The citizen jury method affords several key mechanisms that enable horizontal, participatory Al
ethics: it demands inclusive deliberation, encourages the integration of experiential knowledge, and
allows structured reflection and future imagination. However, these same mechanisms also afford
certain limitations. They permit framing biases in guiding questions, allow narrow definitions of
expertise, and constrain the scope of the jury’s output. In our case, the technology’s speculative sta-
tus and the research projects institutional constraints discouraged foundational problem-posing,
such as whether AI should be used at all, and ultimately refused lived experience as a form of
expertise.
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Our citizen jury operated within the epistemic and practical limitations of a low TRL. The tech-
nology’s conceptual status prevented jurors from engaging it through lived experience, forcing them
to rely on speculative imagination. While this surfaced rich value reflections, it also meant the jury’s
output leaned toward abstract principles - ironically reproducing the artifacts of vertical Al ethics
that the citizen jury was meant to critique.

Nonetheless, the citizen jury as an empirical research method revealed critical insights: it illus-
trated the tensions between participatory methods and their institutional framing, and highlighted
the conditions under which ethics can move from symbolic to structural. Repeating this process
with a more mature technology might open different affordances that enable experiential grounding,
expand the range of valid knowledge contributions, and encourage truly transformative deliberation.
Citizen juries hold promise as empirical instruments for doing Al ethics otherwise. But realizing
this potential depends on reflexively engaging not only with who participates, but also with how the
method itself constrains what can be deliberated, known, imagined and decided.
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