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The aim of consensus conference, an innovative form of citizen parti-
cipation, is to create a public forum in which citizens participate in rational,
informed discussions and reach reasoned agreement on controversial poli-
cies. The international expansion of this experimental democratic mode is
concurrent with the theoretical trend of deliberative democracy. In 2002, Ta-
iwan held its first consensus conference on the topic of national health in-
surance policy. The authors analyze the dynamics of the deliberative pro-
cess and its effects on participants to test several major propositions on de-
liberative democracy. It was noted that a) the deliberative process displayed
characters of rational argumentation, mutual respect, public spiritedness,
and consensus orientation; and b) participation in public deliberation has in-
creased citizens' knowledge about policy issues, changed values and policy
preferences, and fostered a sense of active citizenship. This analysis points
to the importance of civil literacy for succe ssful public discussion and citi-
zen participation. Citizens' heightened understanding of policy issues hel-
ped to constitute a communicative framework of public discussion and to
facilitate rational, consensus-oriented deliberation, and the civil literacy ac-
quired from the process was instrumental in furthering civic engagement.
The authors conclude that civil competencies, active citizenship, and public
spiritedness can be fostered by providing adequate channels for citizen
participation in public debates.

Keywords: deliberative democracy, consensus conference, citizen partici-
pation, public discussion and public sphere, national health in-
surance.
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