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David Mathews, President Emeritus, 
Kettering Foundation

 
From 1981 to 2022, David Mathews, also known as Dr . Mathews or just “DM,” 
served as president and chief executive officer of the Kettering Foundation, a 
nonprofit research foundation rooted in the American tradition of invention . He 
is now president emeritus . Charles F . Kettering, best known for inventing the 
automobile self-starter, created the foundation in 1927 . Gradually, the foundation 
expanded its focus to look beyond scientific solutions, recognizing that problems  
like world hunger are not technical problems, but rather political problems . In the 
1970s, the foundation began to concentrate on democratic politics, particularly the 
role of citizens .

Prior to his work with the Kettering Foundation, David served as Secretary of 
Health, Education, and Welfare in the Ford administration . The youngest member 
of the cabinet at the time, he headed the agency with the largest budget . While 
there, he worked on restoring public confidence in government and reforming the 
regulatory system . At David’s swearing-in ceremony, Gerald Ford said, “Mathews 
brings to this new mission the strength of youth, a sense of purpose, the skills of a 
scholar, and the trusted record of a successful leader and administrator . That is an 
impressive inventory by any standard .”

From 1965 to 1980, David taught history at the University of Alabama, where 
he also served as president from 1969 to 1980, an era of significant change and 
innovation, including the integration of the institution . At age 33, he was the 
youngest president of a major university .

David received an AB degree in history and classical Greek, graduating Phi Beta 
Kappa from the University of Alabama, and later received a PhD in history from 
Columbia University . He grew up in Grove Hill, Alabama, where he has deep roots . 
He maintains a family home there and is active in the Clarke County Historical 
Society and other civic projects .
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David has served on the boards of a variety of organizations, including the Gerald 
R . Ford Foundation; National Issues Forums Institute; The Center for Citizenship, 
Community, and Democracy; Southern Institute on Children and Families; and 
Public Agenda . He has received numerous awards, including a citation as one 
of the Ten Outstanding Young Men in the Nation, United States Jaycees (1969); 
member, Alabama Academy of Honor (1973); Nicholas Murray Butler Medal in 
Silver, Columbia University (1976); Educator of the Year, Alabama Conference 
of Black Mayors (1977); and the Brotherhood Award, National Conference of 
Christians and Jews (1979) . 

He was inducted into the University of Alabama College of Communication and 
Information Sciences Hall of Fame in 2004 and into the Alabama Healthcare Hall 
of Fame in 2006 . In 2007, the Alabama Center for Civic Life was renamed in 
his honor as the David Mathews Center for Civic Life . He is the recipient of 17 
honorary degrees .

David has written extensively on such subjects as education, political theory, 
Southern history, public policy, and international problem solving . His books 
include Is There a Public for Public Schools? (1996); Politics for People: 
Finding a Responsible Public Voice (University of Illinois Press, 1994, 1999);  
For Communities to Work (Kettering Foundation, 2002); Why Public Schools? 
Whose Public Schools? (NewSouth Books, 2003); Reclaiming Public Education  
by Reclaiming Our Democracy (Kettering Foundation Press, 2006); and The  
Ecology of Democracy: Finding Ways to Have a Stronger Hand in Shaping  
Our Future (Kettering Foundation Press, 2014) . In 2021, Mathews published 
Together: Building Better, Stronger Communities (Kettering Foundation Press), 
which helps communities learn how to gather citizens so they can address 
community problems . His most recent publication, With: A Strategy for 
Renewing Our Democracy (Kettering Foundation Press, 2022), proposes  
a new strategy to strengthen the relationship between citizens and governing 
institutions . Organizations in other countries have translated these books into  
16 languages .

David is an avid gardener . He is happily married to his childhood sweetheart,  
Mary Chapman Mathews . They have two daughters, six grandchildren, and a 
growing number of great-grandchildren .

“A citizenry of producers creates a strong resilient democracy . Our   
 democracy has endured crisis before—even a deadly Civil War . It has   
 been more like rubber than stone . It has stretched, but not shattered .   
 In times of crisis, democracy has reinvented itself . Americans can   
 do that again . The question isn’t just what is wrong with democracy,   
 it’s what are we going to about it? And citizens don’t have to wait or   
 go somewhere else to find answers . They can begin now, with what   
 they have and where they are .”

—From With: A Strategy for Renewing Our Democracy
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Each year at DDEx, folks gather for a group photo so participants and  
staff have a visual record of the friends and colleagues they have made. 

6

Kettering’s annual board dinner provides an opportunity for staff, their  
partners, and members of the board to enjoy some social time.
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The Kettering Foundation offices are 
located in the Financial South Building 
in Kettering, OH . 

David Mathews joins the Kettering 
Foundation board .

David Mathews leaves the Kettering 
board after he is nominated to be 
Secretary of Health, Education, and 
Welfare by President Gerald Ford .

1972 1975

David Mathews becomes the fifth president of the Kettering Foundation, 
following past presidents Charles F . Kettering (1927-1942), Eugene Kettering 
(1942-1967), Richard Lombard (1967-1971), and Robert Chollar (1971-1981) .

The Domestic Policy Association (DPA) is formed following three 
meetings at the Wingspread Conference Center in Racine, WI . 

Dartmouth XIII takes place in Moscow .

1981

1981

9

Four Decades of Leadership:     
                 A  T i m e l i n e
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Public opinion analyst Daniel Yankelovich joins the Kettering board .

The DPA publishes its first three issue books .

1982

The first Presidential Library Conference on the Public and  
Public Policy is held at the Gerald Ford Library, Ann Arbor, MI .

A DPA convenors training conference is held at Wingspread .

The first issue of the Kettering Review is published . 
 

1983

1983

10
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The Second Presidential Library Conference on the Public and  
Public Policy is held at the LBJ Presidential Library in Austin, TX .  LBJ Library Conference participants  

with Lady Bird Johnson . 

1984 1984

The first Washington Week is held in Washington, DC .

The first Community Journalism meeting is held in Washington, DC .

1985

David Mathews, Sherry Magill, and Diane Eisenberg at a staff retreat .

1983

Dartmouth XIV is held in Hanover, NH .

1984
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Kettering purchases property in Washington Township, including the home  
now known as Cousins House, and begins planning and construction of its  
new offices .

1986

The first US-China Task Force Meeting is held in China . 

Dartmouth XV is held in Baku, Azerbaijan .

The Third Presidential Library Conference on the Public and 
Public Policy is held at the Ford Library in Ann Arbor, MI . 

1986

1986

14
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The first issue of Connections is published .

Kettering moves into its new offices at 200 Commons Road .

1987

The first Western Hemisphere Exchange, inspired by the  
Dartmouth Conference, is convened in Cuernavaca, Mexico .

Dartmouth XVI is held in Austin, TX;  
Newport Beach, CA; and Washington, DC .

The Promise of Democracy is published .

1987

1988

The DPA officially changes its name to  
the National Issues Forums Institute .

1989

Phil Stewart and Norman Cousins at 
Dartmouth XVII in Leningrad . The 
next plenary does not occur until 2014 . 

1990
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Citizens and Politics: A View from Main Street 
America, a report by the Harwood Group to the 
Kettering Foundation, is published . 

John Dedrick and Pat Scully at  
the Summer Public Policy Institute .The Summer Public Policy Institute  

is held at Miami University .

Jay Rosen, seen here, at left, with Buzz Merritt, interviews  
David Mathews for the Project on Public Life and the Press,  
a series of seminars held at the American Press Institute .

1991 1992
1992

1993
The first A Public Voice is held in Washington, DC . 

Gerald Ford visits the Kettering Foundation in Dayton . 

The International Civil Society Fellowship Program begins . 

The first International Civil Society Workshop  
(ICSW) is held at Miami University .

The first Civil Investing Seminar is held in Dayton .

1991

1993
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The first issue of the Higher Education Exchange is published .

The first Public Policy Workshop is held at Miami University .

The Western Hemisphere Exchange becomes the International Civil 
Society Exchange, with annual meetings focusing on the challenges 
facing civil society and building and strengthening democracy .

1994 

The Kettering delegation visits China .

1995

“What does it take to make democracy work as it should?”  
becomes Kettering’s primary research question . 

Is There a Public for Public Schools? is published . 

The National Issues Convention is held in Austin, TX .  
Kettering is one of the cosponsors .

The first meeting of the Whisenton Public Scholars is held . The Whisenton Public 
Scholars program, named for Joffre Whisenton, works primarily with faculty and 
administrators from schools with a mission to serve minority communities (such  
as historically black colleges and universities, Hispanic-serving institutions,  
and tribal colleges and universities) .

1997 

1996 

Politics for People is published by  
University of Illinois Press .

1994 
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Politics for People, Second Edition, is  
published by University of Illinois Press .

For Communities to Work is published . 

The first joint Deliberative Democracy  
Workshop and Public Policy Workshop  
is held in Dayton, OH .

Why Public Schools? Whose  
Public Schools? is published 
by NewSouth Books .

1999

2002
2003

Kettering celebrates 15 years  
of China-US Sustained Dialogue

David Mathews, Sadie Flucas, and  
Estus Smith at the 2002 Public Policy  
Institute at The Ohio State University

2001

2002 
The International Institute for Sustained Dialogue (IISD) 
is officially incorporated . Hal Saunders, founder of IISD, 
is seen here with David Mathews .

2002

The first International Deliberative  
Democracy Workshop (DDW) is  
held in Washington, DC .

1998
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Mathews Conference Center is opened .

David Mathews’ 25th anniversary as president  
of the Kettering Foundation

2006

Reclaiming Public Education by  
Reclaiming Our Democracy is published .

2006

National Issues Forums Institute’s 25th anniversary

David Mathews speaks at a multinational  
meeting in the newly constructed Mathews  
Conference Center .

2006

2006 
David Mathews, journalist Frank  
Sesno, Jr ., and Rich Harwood at  
A Public Voice 2004 at the National  
Press Club in Washington, DC

2004
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The Public Policy Workshop is renamed the 
Deliberative Democracy Exchange (DDEx) .

The Dartmouth Conference’s  
50th anniversary is celebrated  
at an event in Washington, DC .

2008 

2010

Elinor Ostrom visits Kettering for December Dayton Days .  
She was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2009  
for her work on governing the commons .

2008 

The Alabama Center for Civic Life is renamed  
the David Mathews Center for Civic Life .

David Mathews addresses  
the DDEx plenary session . 

2007 2008

26



 
 
 
 
 

28 29

Kettering expands its campus by purchasing  
the adjoining property, a home now known  
as the Trustee House .

2012 

First trip to Cuba to meet with the  
Antonio Núñez Jiménez Foundation

2012

Common Ground for Action, an  
online deliberation tool, is launched .

2013 

Meeting in Washington, DC, to celebrate  
25 years of China-US Sustained Dialogue

2011

Dayton Days guests John McKnight and 
Jody Kretzmann, from the Asset-Based 
Community Development Institute

2013

Hal Saunders speaks at Dartmouth’s  
50th anniversary .

2010
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The Ecology of Democracy is published . Delegation from Kettering and representatives 
from the Núñez Foundation in Cuba in 2014

David Mathews at A Public Voice 2015

Dartmouth XIX, Suzdal, Russia

Dartmouth XX, Airlie House, VA,  
and Washington, DC

2014 2014

2015

Dartmouth XVIII, Dayton, OHThe first Cousins Research  
Group Report is published .

Margaret Dixon, David Mathews’ administrative 
assistant, retires from the Kettering Foundation .  
Her first day at the foundation was June 6, 1966 . 

2014 2014 2015

30
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Dartmouth XXI, Zavidovo, Russia

2016

Dartmouth XXII, Aspen Wye Plantation, MD, and Washington, DC

2016
Cornell Brooks, president of the NAACP and a former  
Kettering research assistant, visits the foundation

2015

Celebration of 30th anniversary of China–US Sustained Dialogue

2016
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Seven more Cousins Research Group Reports are published .

2016 - 2017

Plenary session at Kettering’s 2017 Winter Retreat

Dartmouth XXIII, Zavidovo, Russia

2017

Putting the Public back into Public education: 
an old-Fashioned Remedy FoR a tRoubled 
RelationshiP Putting the Public back into 
Public education: an old-Fashioned Remedy 
FoR a tRoubled RelationshiP Putting the Public 
back into Public education:an old-Fashioned 
Remedy FoR a tRoubled RelationshiP Putting 
the Public back into Public education:an old-
Fashioned Remedy FoR a tRoubled RelationshiP 
Putting the Public back into Public education: 
an old-Fashioned Remedy FoR a tRoubled 
RelationshiP Putting the Public back into 
Public education:an old-Fashioned Remedy FoR 
a tRoubled RelationshiP Putting the Public 

the Public 
and Public 
education
by David Mathews

A Cousins ReseaRCh GRoup Report

on Public Education in Democracy

34
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David Mathews addresses the plenary session at DDEx

2018
The Citizens Accord Forum meets annually at 
DDEx, bringing together Arab and Jewish citizens 
from Israel who are working to build a shared and 
sustainable democracy .

Kettering partners with Public Agenda,  
USA TODAY, and others on the Hidden  
Common Ground project . 

Dartmouth XXV, Istra, Russia

Dartmouth XXVI, Dayton, OH . The Dartmouth Conference 
calls upon US and Russian governments to extend the New 
START treaty in the interests of global security .

2019
2019

2019
Dartmouth XXIV, Washington, DC

2018
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USA TODAY runs an op/ed by David Mathews,  
“How Americans Can Learn Once Again to Solve  
Our Nation’s Problems Together .”

With the People: An Introduction  
to an Idea is published .

Dartmouth XXVII, by Zoom

Together: Building Better, Stronger  
Communities is published .

2020

2020 2021
Winter Retreat, January 2020, in Cincinnati, OH

2020

Kettering staff move to working remotely due to the Covid-19 pandemic .

2020

38
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With: A Strategy for Renewing Our Democracy is published .

With the intent of orienting people to KF research, Welcome  
to the Kettering Foundation is published. 

Members of Kettering’s international 
network visit with Mary and David 
Mathews during DDEx 2022 .

2022

2022

2022

David Mathews announces plans to step 
back from executive responsibilities at 
the Kettering Foundation .

Sharon L . Davies succeeds David Mathews as  
Kettering’s president and chief executive officer .

David Mathews becomes president emeritus of  
the Kettering Foundation .

2021

2022

The full Kettering staff returns to the office after  
two years of remote work due to Covid-19 .

US Dartmouth leadership expresses concerns about  
the consequences of the war in Ukraine for the future  
of US–Russia relations and world peace .
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KF family members—young and not so young—looked forward to the 
Friends and Family Annual Picnic.

A Kettering picnic culinary tradition: David’s surprise “mystery meat,”  
which has included nutria, rattlesnakes, and crickets!

42
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As aspects of Kettering Foundation’s research focus began to change, the foundation 
also sought a new home . So in 1986, property was purchased south of the city of 
Dayton in order to build a permanent home for the research organization . 

Today, the campus consists of four buildings situated on 15 acres of the 24-acre site . 
The remaining nine acres of woods are rife with wildlife, including rabbits, deer, 
and coyote . Staff and visitors to the foundation can meander along a nature trail that 
loops through these woods . The trail was mapped out and then cleared over three 
weekends by a small team that included David Mathews . Also within the wooded 
area are two shaded sitting areas and a community garden space . David even planted 
a few pawpaw trees on the outskirts .

The Kettering  
Foundation Campus

44
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Main Building – 200 Commons 
When planning the main building, David Mathews charged the architect to 
design a building that would manifest the spirit of democracy . Not surprisingly, 
the architect borrowed from Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello and its Georgian 
leanings . The building was designed as a square with all equal sides . The interior 
offices all have windows to the outside and are furnished in the same modest 
manner . Kettering staff moved into the finished 200 Commons building over 
the Memorial Day weekend in 1987 . 
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Mathews Conference Center (MCC)
Completed in spring 2007, the Mathews Conference Center, or MCC, is a 
10,500 square foot state-of-the-art conference center . Kettering’s Board of 
Directors elected to name the new structure after David Mathews . The building 
provides up to eight meeting rooms that can be configured in different ways, 
including a large plenary-style room that holds up to 163 people . Built with 
attention to detail, the front exterior is finished with area limestone to reflect  
local historical buildings . The interior provides highly functional space 
designed with the foundation’s research in mind . 
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Cousins House
Built in 1929, this house sat on the property when the foundation purchased 
it in 1986 . It was designed by Walter W . Tompert for his brother, Russell H . 
Tompert, who was president of Dayton’s Winters National Bank . In 1987, the 
building was renamed for longtime Kettering board member Norman Cousins . 
Renovations on the house, as well as updates to the wiring, plumbing, heating, 
and air conditioning, kept the original design . In 2008, a final renovation added a 
larger dining hall where the deck over the garage had been .
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Trustee House
The Trustee House is the most recent addition to the Dayton campus . Purchased 
by the foundation in 2012, this Tudor Revival home was built in 1933 and 
designed by Cousins House architect, Walter W . Tompert . The building, which 
has been restored to its original condition, is used as a guesthouse for long-term 
research fellows . Meetings are held in the Winter Hall conference room and the 
Cremin Library . Also located within the Trustee House is a basement workout 
room for staff . 



Entrance to the nature trail. Coneflowers, daisies, and grasses planted near Trustee House.

5554



shared decision-making leading to common actions taken for 
our common well-being. 

From this perspective, democracy is both a way of life and 
a political system in which, at the most fundamental or organic 
level, citizens must work with other citizens to produce things—
“public goods”—that make life better for everyone. Our ancestors 
went on to form governments and other governing institutions to 
create more and different public goods. These two systems, one 
governmental or institutional and the other organic or civic, are 
interdependent in the ecosystem of democracy. (That is the subject 
of an earlier Kettering Foundation Press book, The Ecology of 
Democracy.) Unfortunately, this essential, symbiotic relationship 
becomes weaker if citizens don’t join to produce public goods, if they 
delegate much of what they must do to governing institutions, or if 
these institutions are influenced wholly by professional expertise 
and bureaucratic practices. Any of these relegates citizens to the 
sidelines.

A With Legacy

Although a with strategy is idealistic in that it is democratic, 
it isn’t a pie-in-the-sky fantasy. The United States has long 
recognized the need for what citizens provide with laws allowing 
tax exemptions for nongovernmental institutions serving a public 
purpose. And public-government interaction is, in fact, very 
common in some situations. Think about communities hit by 
natural disasters—fires, floods, and storms. Research has shown 
that in the first days after disaster strikes, survival depends largely 
on people assisting people: “successful remedies and recovery for 
communitywide disasters are neither conceived nor implemented 
solely by trained emergency personnel, nor are they confined to 
preauthorized procedures.” This comes from a study that found, 
“family members, friends, coworkers, neighbors, and strangers 

57

A Legacy in Literature 
Books by David Mathews

 
One valuable task that David Mathews consistently performed for the Kettering 
Foundation was distilling research insights, connecting the dots amongst  
those insights, and reporting out on the importance of what the foundation was 
learning . The following eight books are a testament not only to David’s work  
at Kettering, but also to his foresight . 

56
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1994 
Politics for People

 
“People talk about being shut out of the political system as they would if they came home one evening  
 to find the house locked and someone else inside wearing their clothes and eating their food . And  
 citizens know who locked them out . They point their fingers at incumbent politicians, at campaign  
 managers, at powerful lobbyists, and at those in the media . They see these groups as a professional  
 political class, the rulers of an oligarchy that has replaced democracy . They think politics is now  
 a game or the ‘big guns,’ particularly special interest organizations . Citizens are relegated to the  
 sidelines, where they stand unable to control either the players or the rules of the game .”

1996 
Is There a Public  
for Public Schools?

 
“The character of public life may not   
 strike you as relevant to what goes on  
 in schools — but it is . There are any  
 number of reasons why a healthy public  
 life is essential to good schools . Two  
 come immediately to mind . Strong   
 communities, with people banded  
 and pulling together, are our last line  
 of defense against the breakdown of  
 families and society . And they are also  
 an essential source of ‘social capital,’ a  
 necessary form of reinforcement from  
 outside the school that encourages  
 students to learn .”



2003 
Why Public Schools?  
Whose Public Schools?

 
“Ironically, the very accountability that was   
 supposed to serve the public interest kept  
 the public that built the schools at arm’s   
 length . The bureaucracies that developed  
 in the late nineteenth and early twentieth   
 centuries were theoretically responsible  
 to a public, but they weren’t necessarily   
 responsive to the citizenry . It is difficult to   
 imagine a central administration being used  
 to carry out mandates of a community, except  
 in the broadest sense . While bureaucratic   
 regulations are evenhanded, they don’t vary,  
 which makes it difficult to take into account  
 unique factors that people might consider  
 quite relevant in a particular setting . And   
 while bureaucracies foster efficiency, they  
 may not promote effectiveness, which reflects  
 what citizens consider valuable . Furthermore,  
 even though the objective data that a central   
 agency provides is useful to citizens in   
 understanding some of the things that are   
 happening in their schools, people may not   
 care for the relationship that a bureaucracy   
 imposes on them in its pursuit of uniformity   
 and efficiency .”

2006 
Reclaiming Public 
Education by Reclaiming  
Our Democracy

 
“Asked to describe where education occurs   
 today, people continue to list more than   
 schools . They talk about churches, field   
 trips, television, zoos, youth organizations   
 and, most of all, the workplace . What young   
 people learn from these educating institutions  
 is much like what they learn in schools: skills  
 and values, history and foreign languages, and  
 other cultures . These institutions demonstrate  
 that the community itself is an educational  
 institution . A community owes its citizens  
 more than safe streets, clean water, and fire   
 protection . Every community owes its citizens  
 opportunities to educate themselves .”

6160



2014 
The Ecology of Democracy

“I recall a community that was having terrible  
 difficulties: the economy was stagnant, race  
 relations were strained, the schools were   
 below par . The situation didn’t change until  
 a small group of citizens, not a charismatic   
 leader, began to ask who wasn’t present when  
 community problems were being discussed— 
 yet needed to be there if the problems were   
 going to be solved . That question led the   
 group to a surprising conclusion: the person  
 they needed most wasn’t the mayor or the  
 leading business owner . It was the S .O .B .  
 down the street—the person who wasn’t like  
 them and certainly didn’t like them . Why   
 weren’t this malcontent and other outsiders   
 included in the community discussions? No  
 one invited them . If they had been invited,   
 would they have come? Probably not . So the  
 members of the small group began looking at  
 what discussions the S .O .B .s were in and   
 how the S .O .B .s might join them . That’s   
 when the community began to change .”

2020 
With the People: An  
Introduction to an Idea

 
“A good many people don’t think of   
 democracy as us . It’s somebody else— 
 maybe the politicians, maybe those who   
 lead the institutions, but it’s not you and me .  
 A strong democracy has to be ‘us .’ That   
 understanding of democracy was captured  
 in a theme from the Civil Rights Movement:  
 ‘We are the ones we’ve been waiting for .’   
 This concept of democracy may have lost   
 some of its traction today . Yet in the most   
 profound sense, We the People, are the   
 democracy . That idea is at the heart of a  
 with strategy .”
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2021 
Together: Building Better,  
Stronger Communities

 
“The purpose of learning together is to create  
 a learning community . But there is no   
 standardized test you can use to evaluate   
 your community’s progress . It is possible,   
 however, to see whether a community is   
 working in a deliberative mode . And   
 deliberating isn’t just weighing options   
 carefully and fairly . It is also a way of  
 learning together . The ancient Greeks  
 called deliberation ‘the talk we use  
 to teach ourselves before we act’  
 (logo prodidacthenai) .”

2022 
With: A Strategy for  
Renewing Our Democracy

 
“Today, too many people don’t see themselves  
 as part of our system of government . And   
 they doubt they have much power in it   
 because they don’t see much for them to  
 do . Vote? Yes, certainly . But voting isn’t  
 the only thing a citizen does . Obey the  
 laws? Pay taxes? Those, too . Yet they  
 aren’t  enough either . Citizens have to be   
 more than constituents of elected leaders .   
 And they have to have more than voices   
 petitioning others to act for them . They  
 have to have a hand—their hands—working   
 together with one another and with their   
 institutions to make things for the good of all .”
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Annie Glenn, Senator John Glenn, Mary Mathews, and David Mathews in 2016.  
Senator Glenn was the keynote speaker at PPW in celebration of NIF’s 25th anniversary.

David Mathews in a post-lunch discussion with international fellows Emy Osorio,  
Luis Orozco, and Olfa Sakesli.
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DAVID MATHEWS

Public Deliberation  
in Democracy

“I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers  
of the society but the people themselves;  

and if we think them not enlightened enough to  
exercise their control with a wholesome discretion,  

the remedy is not to take it from them,  
but to inform their discretion.”

 —Thomas Jefferson

Pour reprendre en main et
façonner notre avenir

Préface et traduction :

La traduction de « L’écologie de la démocratie » répond à 
une volonté d’apporter des éléments de réflexion issus 
d’expérimentations « politiques » citoyennes qui pourraient 
s’avérer pertinentes dans le contexte francophone. On 
observe en France un essoufflement des alternatives 
politiques et un désengagement des citoyens de la « chose 
publique ». Plus largement dans les pays francophones, 
notamment du Maghreb ou d’Afrique, les démocraties 
naissantes et les sociétés en transition politique font face 
à de nombreuses épreuves et incertitudes. Par ailleurs la 
littérature foisonnante sur le sujet dans le monde anglo-
saxon est souvent peu accessible en raison de la barrière 
linguistique. 

Dans une réflexion globale sur les enjeux écologiques et 
les crises politiques engendrées par un néolibéralisme 
produisant toujours plus d’exclusion, de consumérisme 
et de pauvreté, il est intéressant de regarder de plus 
près les initiatives et les pratiques des communautés et 
citoyens qui sont en première ligne. Si de l’extérieur le 
système politique américain semble favoriser les libertés 
individuelles et publiques, l’influence des citoyens sur les 
processus de décision est de plus en plus limitée, souvent 
réduite aux moments électoraux et supplantée par les 
lobbys. Par ailleurs, les représentations que nous pourrions 
avoir, souvent marquées par la politique étrangère 
hégémonique et interventionniste de Washington, 
réduisent notre vision de la société américaine. Elles nous 
empêchent de prendre connaissance de la dynamique 
d'une société diversifiée et engagée. Aussi, la contribution 
de David Mathews dans le cadre des travaux de la 
Fondation est une opportunité de les dépasser. Il nous 
invite à poser un autre regard sur des gens ordinaires qui 
aspirent à reprendre en main le pouvoir citoyen qui leur a 
été confisqué.

DAVID MATHEWS est 
historien et membre 
de la Clarke County 

Historical Society. 
Ancien président de 

l’Université de l’Alabama, 
il préside actuellement la 
Kettering Foundation, un 

organisme de recherche 
au sein duquel il a publié 

de nombreux ouvrages 
dont Politics for people  
qui a été traduit en huit 

langues.
Bien que non partisan, 

il a servi au sein du 
gouvernement de 

l’administration Ford où 
il occupa la fonction de 
Ministre de la santé, de 

l’éducation et des affaires 
sociales.
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Aceasta este o carte pentru oamenii cărora le pasă 
foarte mult de comunitatea și de țara lor și care își 
fac griji pentru probleme care le pun în pericol 
viitorul lor și pe cel al copiilor lor. Locurile de 
muncă ori dispar, ori cele pe care oamenii și le 
doresc nu se găsesc. Costurile cu asigurările de 
sănătate sunt în continuă creștere, iar sistemul 
pare tot mai greu de condus. Mulți se tem că 
școlile noastre nu sunt suficient de bune. Sistemul 
politic este împotmolit în hiperbolizare. Cetățenii 
se simt dați deoparte. 

Decât să dispere sau să devină cinici, unii 
americani sunt hotărâți să își influențeze cât mai 
mult propriul viitor. Suspicioși cu privire la marile 
reforme și la instituțiile mari, ei pornesc la drum 
cu ce știu și cu ce au. 

Această carte se adresează atât organizațiilor 
guvernamentale, cât și celor neguvernamentale, 
dar și instituțiilor educaționale care încearcă să îi 
implice pe acești cetățeni. Eforturile lor nu opresc 
eroziunea constantă a încrederii publice, așa că ei 
caută o altă formă de participare publică. 

Munca din domeniul democrației este muncă. Aici 
sunt câteva idei despre cum se poate face această 
muncă astfel încât cetățenii să aibă un control mai 
mare și să ajute la restaurarea legitimității 
instituțiilor noastre.

DAVID MATHEWS 
este soț, tată, bunic, 
grădinar și membru al 
Societății de Istorie din 
Clarke County. Deși este 
apolitic și independent, a 
fost secretar de cabinet 
în timpul administrației 
Ford (Secretar pe 
Sănătate, Educație și 
Bunăstare). Este fost 
președinte al Universi-
tății din Alabama, unde a 
predat istorie. Acum 
președinte al unei 
organizații de cercetare, 
Fundația Kettering, scrie 
cărți cum ar fi Politic a 
pentru fiecare, care a 
fost tradusă în opt limbi. 
Nu navighează și nu 
schiază, nu are niciun 
talent muzical, dar 

câinele lui îl iubește.
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NAMING AND  
FRAMING 
DIFFICULT ISSUES 
TO MAKE SOUND 
DECISIONS
by David Mathews

A COUSINS RESEARCH GROUP Report

on Democratic Practices

Tratando con 
decisiones difíciles

“Vamos a caminar con nuestros propios pies; trabajaremos 
con nuestras propias manos; vamos a vocear nuestros 

propios pensamientos”.

 –Ralph Waldo Emerson

TRANSLATIONS 
OF KETTERING PUBLICATIONS
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Translations of David Mathews’ Books
 

After time spent in research and exchanges with Kettering, many of the foundation’s 
international fellows and associates request permission to translate one or more of 
David Mathews’ books . His books have been translated into 16 languages other 
than English, which allows citizens and groups in these countries to take Kettering 
research insights and apply them in their communities .
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Global Impact
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David Mathews and longtime staff member Bob Daley at the Kettering Foundation Board Dinner, 2013.Afsaneh Haddadian is just one of the many staff members, research assistants, and international 
fellows who have worked alongside David on Kettering’s political anthropology research. 
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Finding Ways to Make Democracy 
Work As It Should
Over the past four decades, the Kettering Foundation has expanded its research 
into many aspects of democratic governance as well as various fields that impact on 
democracy, both in the United States and abroad . The foundation has provided 
space for learning exchanges in areas ranging from deliberative decision-making 
to investing in civic life and from public education to the role of journalism, just 
to name a few . Kettering has also had long-term dialogue and exchanges with 
individuals and organizations from Russia, China, and Cuba .

Kettering Foundation Research: 
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Democratic Practices
 

The concept of democratic practices has evolved over the years, but the essence  
and importance to Kettering’s work has not flagged . Democratic practices are  
ways of doing the work people must do if they are to rule themselves . They  
aren’t tools; they promote democratic values and stimulate the learning that  
allows citizens to combat many of their own problems . They are ways of both 
learning and doing simultaneously . The practices aren’t separate activities but 
rather interrelated efforts in a different way of doing politics:

Naming problems to reflect the things people consider valuable and hold dear,  
not expert information alone .

Framing issues for decision-making that not only takes into account what people 
value but also lays out all the major options for acting fairly and with full recognition 
of the tension growing out of advantages and disadvantages of each option .

Making decisions deliberatively to move opinions from first impressions to more 
shared and reflective judgment .

Identifying and committing civic resources, assets that often go unrecognized 
and unused .

Organizing civic actions so they complement one another, which makes the whole 
of people’s efforts more than the sum of the parts .

Learning as a community all along the way to keep up civic momentum . 

The practices, taken together, are a response to the questions raised in every 
community facing troubling circumstances . People want to know how they can 
come together as a community—despite their differences—to sustain their 
community . They aren’t asking for the name of a person or organization that will  
give them answers . They are asking how they can find their own answers .
, .)
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Democracy and Philanthropy: Kettering’s 
Research on Investing in Civic Life

 
The Kettering Foundation’s civil philanthropy research began in 1989, and its basic 
chronology can be seen in terms of time periods that are defined by the larger 
events that were happening in the nation and the world .

The Rise of Civil Society and Conceptual Innovation (1989-1992) 
The rise of civil society was dramatic . It occurred as democratic movements in 
Asia, South America, and Eastern Europe, led by citizen groups creating free 
spaces and generating public will, suddenly became visible to many in the US .  
The Tiananmen Square protests and the fall of the Berlin Wall are among the most 
vivid symbols of the time . 

In 1989, Kettering published the first of three issues of the Kettering Review 
focused on exploring civil society and democracy around the world . The 
Dartmouth Conference, the Western Hemisphere Exchange, and ongoing  
dialogues with the Institute for American Studies at the Chinese Academy of  
Social Sciences provided context and materials for these volumes . These ideas  
on civil society provided a new set of lenses for many foundations . In the spring  
of 1991, Foundation News & Commentary published David Mathews’ essay “The 
Civil Opportunities of Foundations,” in which he observed that “governments can 
build common highways, but they can’t build common ground . Only the public,  
the civil society, the ‘civilians’ themselves can do that .”

The Executive Seminar (1993-1994) 
In 1993, the Council on Foundations authorized the creation of a seminar on civil 
society for foundation executives . Kettering collaborated with the Center for 
Philanthropy at Indiana University to organize a series of three executive-level 
seminars on the subject .
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By the conclusion of the third meeting in the fall of 1994, the executives had 
produced a distinctive framework for understanding civil society, a series of 
questions to guide grantmakers’ further explorations, and a loose network of senior 
foundation leaders who wanted to continue to experiment with civil society ideas 
in their work . 

The seminar had identified a challenge for grantmakers . They noted a disconnect 
between formally organized nonprofit organizations and a public realm that is 
populated by a variety of ad hoc groups and informal associations critical to the 
health of communities and public life . David Mathews described these groups  
as the squares and the blobs (see the early illustration of this concept above), 
respectively, and Edgar Cahn picked up on this description in his book No More 
Throw-Away People and later turned it into a clever animation, “The Parable of  
the Blobs and Squares .”

Individuals 

Civic Associations
Early rendering  

of a “blob”

A “square”
NGOs

Government
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Post-September 11, 2001 
The events of 9/11 proved to be a decisive turning point, and the field entered a 
new phase of reconsidering priorities in what was clearly a new period in American 
society . David Mathews summed up the findings from the work done between 
1993 and 2001 and why it mattered in this new era in “Trends in Philanthropy: 
Democracy as Homeland Security” in the National Civic Review .

In 2003, Kettering and the Pew Partnership agreed to convene a series of dialogues 
that would include both veterans of the civil investing seminars and members of 
the communities that had worked with the partnership . These dialogues showed 
that strong democratic practice is a central and explicit theme in community 
problem solving .

After Hurricane Katrina and the Great Recession (2005-2015)
In the aftermath of the devastation from Hurricane Katrina, once again, many in 
philanthropy asked: “What are our priorities?” Then, in 2008, the bottom fell out of 
the US economy . In the period between these two events, resilience and community 
capacity became increasingly central themes for grantmakers . The Great Recession 
had another effect as well; it resurfaced a set of questions about what philanthropy 
should be accountable for .

Kettering’s response to these developments was multipronged . On questions of 
philanthropy’s role in community capacity, KF program officers Debi Witte and 
Derek Barker began convening meetings with community-based foundations . 
Kettering also worked with Public Agenda on research into accountability, reported 
in Don’t Count Us Out . Work with Philanthropy for Active Civic Engagement 
(PACE) resulted in Philanthropy and the Limits of Accountability . And continuing 
the longstanding practice of working with foundation associations, John Dedrick, 
Kettering’s vice president and program director, joined the PACE board . 

Focus on Measurable Outcomes (1995-2001)
Several things happened in the late 1990s that changed the context for advancing 
civil philanthropy research . New donors and new money were coming into 
philanthropy . Much of it was directed toward strategic or venture philanthropy . 
This new focus placed greater emphasis on measurable outcomes and greater  
focus on evaluation, which seminar participants argued could be a practical 
obstacle to doing civil philanthropy work . 

Kettering’s role was to undertake a series of research studies on both accountability 
and the role of governing boards to better understand the nature of the accountability 
problem and what might be done about it . Collaborations with the Harwood Institute 
resulted in four reports: Strategies for Civil Investing, Squaring Realities, Beyond 
Constituencies, and The Organization-First Approach .
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Democracy in Decline? (2016-Present)
Democracy is undergoing a period of stress that some might even call decline . The 
challenges of our time raise questions about the role of philanthropy and whether 
the sector has acted aggressively and effectively to stem the decline of confidence 
in government, institutions, and one another . 

In 2020, to explore where philanthropy might make more of a difference, the 
Kettering Foundation and the Knight Foundation partnered to hold a series of 
webinars titled Reimaging Democracy . They also invited leading thinkers on the 
future of our democracy to write about the challenges and opportunities for 
American democracy and what role philanthropy can play in addressing those 
challenges . These essays were published as a joint report edited by Melinda  
Gilmore and Derek Barker, Democracy and Civic Life: What Is the Long Game  
for Philanthropy?

Lessons from the Research

• Civil investing is actually investing . It’s philanthropic work that’s  
 aimed at building and strengthening democracy . 

• Building a nonprofit infrastructure is not the same as creating civic  
 capacity . These may be related, but they are not the same . 

• Investing in the capacities of community to do public work is  
 labor and time intensive . It’s deeply relational and requires a long- 
 term commitment . 

• Communications and language are critical, and we don’t have a  
 common language or effective communication strategy for  
 this work . 

A Network
The Kettering Foundation and its allies have been in a relationship somewhat like 
that among the settlers going to the American West in wagon trains . Each party was 
responsible for its own wagon, but they traveled together for mutual benefit . 

Many of these allies are further connected through their own associations and 
networks . Relating to these networks has been both a special challenge and an 
opportunity for the foundation . In order to be in tune with how networks function 
best, Kettering learned it had to stay out of the center as an authoritative figure  
with all the answers . Not being familiar with the different circumstances of the 
organizations in the network, the foundation couldn’t possibly tell them what  
to do . 

What the foundation hopes to create with networks is a mutually beneficial 
relationship among independent parties . 
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The Dartmouth Conference:  
Sustained Dialogue between  
US and Russian Citizens

 
The Dartmouth Conference is the longest continuous bilateral dialogue between 
citizens of the Soviet Union, now Russia, and the United States . It has been  
an attempt to create a sustained dialogue between the two countries for the 
purposes of preventing nuclear war and strengthening the relationship between  
the two countries .

It all began in May 1959, when Norman Cousins went to Moscow to meet with  
the Soviet Peace Committee to propose a simple but grand idea: to engage citizens 
from the two major nuclear powers in a conversation on how to prevent a nuclear 
war . In October of that year, the Peace Committee received approval to move 
ahead with this meeting . 

The first conference meeting was to be held at Dartmouth College in Hanover, 
New Hampshire, in the spring of 1960 . Preparations included negotiating the 
fundamental principles of this dialogue .

The first principle was that participants would be acting as private citizens . The 
other principles were designed to foster an environment that would maximize  
the potential for developing relationships on a human level, thus making it 
possible to raise and confront the most difficult and contentious issues frankly 
and openly . Meetings were kept off the record to create a safe environment,  
free from publicity . Stretching the meetings over five or more days, with 
additional meetings before and after the main sessions, provided ample free  
time for informal conversations and for participants to get to know one another . 

The first Dartmouth Conference, held in Hanover, NH, in 1960.

82



85

KETTERING RELATIONSHIPS AROUND THE NATION AND THE GLOBE
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Translations of Kettering Publications
Public Issues

tmouthDartmD tDDartm
 World Politics itics andandlitics andlitics and

undatResources Founun ationdat

Institute of AmericanInInInst
dies, Chinese AcademyudiudiStututuditudi
of Social Sciencesof Social Scof Social Scf Sof SoAntonio Núñez Jiménez

Foundation for
Nature and Humanity

Another valuable aspect of the dialogue process has been that the agenda is 
cumulative, with issues raised but not fully explored at one session forming the 
basis for the next round . These include arms control, terrorism, regional issues, 
and opportunities for increased exchanges in fields like preventable diseases, 
journalism, religion, and others .
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As for participants, Cousins sought to involve persons whose careers and deepest 
beliefs embodied both the diversity and the breadth of the American experience 
and character . Dartmouth was designed not only to reflect American public 
thinking to our Russian/Soviet partners, but also to share with the American 
public insights about the experiences, ideas, and thinking behind Russian policy 
and behavior gleaned from the dialogue .

The Dartmouth Conference produces three essential kinds of “products .” First, it 
produces creative proposals to convey to our governments and larger societies 
that address specific issues in our relationship . Many of these proposals have 
found constructive resonance in the policy arenas on each side .

Second, and as important, the Dartmouth Conference, by engaging many of  
the same individuals over time, enables each side to understand the experiences, 
the processes, and the reasoning that ultimately shape policy on each side . 
Especially today, this kind of in-depth understanding is sorely needed . 

Third, the diversity of backgrounds, experience, and outlooks represented in the 
Dartmouth delegations encourages the spread of insights into the “other” 
throughout our societies . 

As it relates to the Kettering Foundation’s research, David Mathews has stated 
that “the Dartmouth Conference has given the foundation a great opportunity to 
learn what people, acting as citizens  .  .  . can contribute to international peace .”
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journalists from other countries to Kettering . But public confidence in journalists  
and journalism has continued to decline .

The late David Holwerk, a veteran journalist and Kettering’s director of 
communications from 2010 to 2020, described a revival of interest among 
journalists that has begun to take place this century . Some are eager to try some 
different things . They also seem ready to reexamine questions, such as whether  
their ideas about what citizens do in democracy are accurate or what it means  
to serve the needs of citizens .

Kettering’s Journalism and Democracy internal working group has been 
increasingly busy and the work fruitful . Many journalists are trying to figure  
out how to connect better with citizens and communities, or how to manage the 
difficult tensions that arise even in the best of such connections . Among journalism 
academics both here and abroad, there is a deep wellspring of interest in questions 
related to democracy—not just theoretical questions, but practical ones related to 
the professional training of journalists . In both cases, a sense of existential crisis 
seems to have opened up the willingness to consider questions that just a few  
years ago were not on journalists’ agenda .  

Participants at the 1997 Public Life and the Press seminar included journalist Cole 
Campbell (center) . 

How Can Journalism Serve  
the Needs of Citizens? 
Most institutions of journalism would say they serve the needs of citizens and of 
democracy . So would professional journalists who work for these institutions . And 
there are centuries of thought and writing that make the connection between a free 
press, an informed citizenry, and a properly functioning democracy .

The Kettering Foundation doesn’t have any particular interest in journalism and 
journalists, but it is interested in ways that journalism does or doesn’t contribute to 
the work of citizens and communities in self-rule . 

Kettering’s work with journalists first began in late 1985, when the foundation 
invited journalists to a meeting in Washington to discuss their role in how 
communities learn and to attempt to identify what community journalism is and 
whether it actually exists . In early 1989, Katherine “Kay” Fanning, the first female 
president of the American Society of Newspaper Editors and a great proponent of 
community journalism, became a Kettering board member . Later that year, New 
York University professor Jay Rosen wrote an article for the Kettering Review . 

In 1993 the first meetings of the Project on Public Life and the Press were held . At 
one meeting, David Mathews described a way in which journalists could contribute 
to the work of citizens: “rather than simply telling me what happened, the stories 
would help me focus on what my choices are and prepare me for the process of 
making choices with other people .” This project—which was run by the American 
Press Institute, had support from the Knight Foundation, and was guided by 
Kettering—ran until 1997 . In addition to Rosen, Davis “Buzz” Merritt, Cole 
Campbell, and others were involved . It marked the high point of the public 
journalism movement . 

Over the intervening years, Kettering has engaged with journalists on many 
fronts—broadcast projects, coverage of presidential elections, the link between 
journalism and public deliberation, the role of journalism education in shaping 
journalists’ ideas, the Katherine Fanning Fellowship, which has brought many 
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The central question for these dialogues has been how to maintain a US-China 
relationship in the midst of myriad international challenges . The two sides have 
struggled with the distinction between what their governments were doing and 
saying and what the public, on both sides, thought about the relationship . In spite 
of these challenges, the participants have not only learned more about each other 
but have also been able to present deeper and more nuanced understandings of  
their countries .

Over the years, Kettering networks have held deliberative forums using National 
Issues Forums issue guides on the public’s views of China (China-U.S. Relations: 
What Direction Should We Pursue? and China-U.S. Relations: How Should We 
Approach Human Rights?), and Chinese colleagues embarked on some innovative 
Chinese public opinion research (something that had not really been done before  
in China) . 

The dialogues have not been held in a vacuum, however . World events, particularly 
those involving the US, China, or both, have had an impact, sometimes causing the 
delay or cancellation of a meeting, but the dialogue somehow continued . In 2016,  
a delegation from Kettering travelled to China to celebrate the 30th anniversary of 
the dialogue . 

In speaking of Kettering’s role in this exchange, David Mathews said, “We are 
proud to be one of a small number of US organizations with such a long history with 
China, and we are grateful to both US and Chinese participants for the unbroken 
series of dialogues that have continued through some of the most difficult times in 
the relationship . Their continuity will undoubtedly remain critical as ongoing 
changes in China and the United States necessarily affect the relationship of  
the two countries, demanding the kind of productive analysis and reflective 
atmosphere that only these dialogues can provide .”
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More Than Thirty-Five Years  
of US-China Dialogue

 
The Kettering Foundation first became involved in scientific, technical, and 
educational exchanges with China in 1972, however, the current series of 
exchanges began in 1985 when David Mathews and a small delegation traveled  
to Beijing . The group from Kettering met with representatives of the Institute  
of American Studies in the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) to  
explore their mutual interest in establishing a dialogue among nongovernmental 
organizations that would complement the work of the two governments . The 
purpose of these dialogues was to expand and deepen the interactions and 
understanding between the two societies .

As with all Kettering research, the work has focused on the public . There have 
been two primary tracks: one has been a discussion of military and economic 
relations and the other has focused on comparative studies of the two countries’ 
civil societies . 
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Public Deliberation: Kettering  
Foundation and National Issues Forums

 
Many people have come to know about the Kettering Foundation through the issue 
guides it develops for the National Issues Forums Institute (NIFI) . The issue guides 
support public deliberation on difficult public problems . Kettering coordinates their 
research and development, and NIFI publishes them for use throughout the NIF 
network and beyond .

Kettering sees these guides in two important ways . First, they are themselves 
research reports—accounts of the way citizens name and frame problems, as well as 
the options and tensions between the things held deeply valuable by citizens . Second, 
they are artifacts designed to support a political act: public deliberation . Public 
deliberation can both make clear and generate knowledge about the boundaries of 
political permission . Among all the things we might do to address our problems, what 
should we do? This is perhaps the fundamental political question about any wicked 
problem that society faces, and public deliberation is one way of beginning to 
answer it . 

The NIF experiment was conceived as an effort to make public politics visible to 
policymakers . Once launched, it became clear that such deliberation can also be used 
(in fact, is potentially more productively used) on a community level . Deliberation 
supported by NIF issue guides can generate an understanding of the “public voice”  
or a sense of the public judgment on an issue . And in a community, the same 
deliberation can generate collective, political responses to the wicked problems .  

At a 2015 forum at Lone Star College in Texas, faculty, staff, students, community 
members, and US Representative Sheila Jackson Lee (at left) discussed proposed 
legislation that would allow guns to be carried on campus.

, .)
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The origin story of NIF issue guides is the story of two people meeting and  
creating something greater than what they might have done alone . It was 1981, in  
a conference room of a New York grantmaking foundation . One of the figures was 
David Mathews, newly minted president of the Kettering Foundation . The other  
was Daniel Yankelovich, widely regarded as the dean of American public opinion 
research, and cofounder (with Cyrus Vance) of Public Agenda .

Kettering at that point had the development of deliberative politics as its signature 
initiative . In partnership with Public Agenda, Kettering created the issue guides, 
taught people how to use them, collected the results to share with policymakers, and 
expanded the use of deliberative practices . The important lessons from the research  
in those early days were centered around the practice of encouraging public 
deliberation—weighing what is important in order to choose a direction, in  
full consideration of what we might have to give up to get what really mattered . 
That kind of public deliberation, in a public setting along with other people who 
may place different weight on what is valuable, was intended to encourage more 
thoughtful public choices . 

The connection between NIF and the world of policymakers was clear from the 
outset . Issue guides and the deliberative forums using them were seen as a way  
of bringing the public voice to the policy world . Policymakers need to know  
how the public sees the trade-offs with which they must wrestle .

But the distinctive knowledge produced by deliberative forums is not just 
knowledge about how the public relates to certain issues . In deliberating, citizens  
do more than simply express opinions . They struggle with the issues and what 
should be done . A report on public deliberation thus is not just a report on what  
the public is thinking, like a survey or focus group analysis . Public deliberation 
generates public knowledge . 

Citizens who deliberate together develop an understanding of how they themselves 
could collectively act on problems they face . Deliberating together, we may see 
ourselves acting in community, not just on our own . And so the research purpose of 
NIF issue guides evolved: making a public voice visible to policymakers and also 
supporting community politics .
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The way issues typically get presented on a policy level are manifestly different  
from how citizens see those same issues . Citizens name issues differently, and these 
“renamings” give rise to different options for action—reframings . For example, 
citizens may not think about an “achievement gap” that professional educators must 
address, but they may worry about why different kids seem to get different results for 
reasons that don’t seem fair . The latter formulation of the problem is one in which 
citizens may see themselves having a role . The options for addressing the problem 
will be different and are likely to contain much more that can be done on the level of 
community as opposed to institutionally . And so, for example, a barber might provide 
free haircuts to children if they read a book aloud while he cuts . A community-level 
institution thus can be seen as one of the many actors that can productively be 
involved in the shared enterprise of educating local young people .

Kettering research increasingly shows that citizens see issues in terms of things that 
are deeply valuable to them and that wicked problems involve tensions between these 
things . Evolution has wired humans to seek security, for instance, and has also wired 
them to seek freedom to act . The more of one that we pursue, the less we have of the 
other . An effective issue framework will make these tensions clear . 

This way of framing issues is often at odds with the way these same issues  
are framed in policy discourse, which can pose difficulties when it comes to 
demonstrating the value of public deliberation to policymakers . A Public Voice—
Kettering’s annual event that brings together representatives from community 
forum groups around the country and from national dialogue and deliberation 
organizations, as well as elected officials and staff—explores the contributions 
that a deliberative public makes to addressing some of the most challenging 
issues facing our communities and elected officeholders .
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A Public Voice
 

Since 1991, A Public Voice has sought to address the widening rift between the 
public and government . Each year, the Kettering Foundation, in collaboration 
with the National Issues Forums Institute (NIFI), organizes the program to bring 
together members of Congress and members of the Washington policy community 
with members of the public to reflect on what Americans are saying about the 
complex issues facing the nation . This coming together was especially needed 
because “it hasn’t always been easy to get any real interaction between the two,” 
David has often stated . 

The program was seen as the central thrust in the foundation’s campaign to bring  
a new sense of politics to the consideration of the nation’s political and media 
leadership . It had a single purpose: to show that there is something we can call 
 “a public voice” on complex and troubling public matters . This public voice is 
different from the debate on these issues as it is recorded in the media and 
significantly different from the debate points used by political leaders . 

Unlike traditional briefings, A Public Voice engages policymakers in a conversation 
about public deliberation, how the information that emerges from deliberation differs 
from what can be gleaned from polls and focus groups, and the value this information 
holds specifically for policymakers . A Public Voice also conveys the outcomes of 
nationwide forums on contentious public issues such as immigration policy, criminal 
justice reform, and the rising cost of health care . 

A public voice reflects what people are willing to do—what they consider politically 
“permissible”—when recognizing that there will be costs and often unpleasant 
consequences for moving ahead on shared problems . It clarifies how citizens will 
respond to the difficult trade-offs that are inescapable in policymaking . David noted 
these trade-offs, or tensions, at the close of A Public Voice 2019: “Gray is beautiful . 
By gray, I mean the realm between agreement and disagreement . What has happened 
in our political life is that the gray has all but disappeared . Today, issues have got to 
be either black or white . What deliberation does is bring the gray back .”

The format, venue, and participants of A Public Voice have changed over the years . 
The program originated as a Washington briefing for members of Congress and the 
national news media . It later took the form of a televised panel discussion broadcast 
on PBS stations across the United States . Today, A Public Voice is structured more 
like a roundtable discussion, one that brings together distinguished panelists and 
members of the National Issues Forums network . The format has evolved, yet the 
animating purpose remains the same—to promote dialogue between policymakers 
and members of the deliberative public about the urgent problems facing the country . 



97

For KF, there has been particular interest in learning how NGOs that work  
with citizens in communities are able to align their work with that of an active 
citizenry—especially to address the kinds of complex, pernicious problems that 
require an array of community actors if any progress is to be made . There are  
rich opportunities for learning from the work of FANJ and other organizations in 
encouraging active citizenship to address domestic issues in Cuba, particularly at 
the local level of neighborhoods, villages, towns, and regions . And what KF has 
learned about communities engaging effectively to address complex problems may 
prove useful to FANJ and other NGOs as they engage with local communities . 

Meeting at the Antonio Núñez Jiménez Foundation in Havana, Cuba, in 2014
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Active Citizenship: Research  
with Cuba’s Núñez Foundation

 
Since 1997, the Antonio Núñez Jiménez Foundation (FANJ) and the Kettering 
Foundation have worked together to understand how active citizenship can  
be strengthened and nurtured to better people’s lives throughout the Western 
Hemisphere . “The tendency,” David Mathews has said, “is to think in terms  
of everything that large institutions do for citizens, but it is really the other  
way around .”

The approach that KF has taken in the research with FANJ is consistent with its 
longstanding practice of developing learning exchanges with foundations and 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that work directly with communities .  
As is the case with FANJ, the relationships develop over time and are grounded  
in a shared commitment to experimentation, learning, and communicating what  
the different partners are learning from engaging with citizens in communities  
in their own context . Periodically, the participants meet face-to-face to discuss  
the problems they are addressing, why they are addressing them, what they are 
doing about them, and what they are learning from the work .

One area of research in the collaboration with FANJ has been an exploration of  
the role of communities in addressing environmental protection, conservation,  
and sustainability, particularly in light of pressures for economic growth . Both 
foundations want to understand how communities wrestle with these tensions . 
And building on previous collaborative work with Gulf Coast communities facing 
similar challenges in the US and Cuba, KF has been able to delve more deeply  
into the question of how communities become resilient .
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Finding the Public for Public Schools 
The Kettering Foundation’s interest in public education started, as all of its research 
does, with the responsibilities of citizens in democracy . As citizens, people need to  
be willing and able to shape the futures of their communities, and that requires the 
ability to shape the education of their communities’ youth . How do people and 
community organizations recognize their capacity to educate and to put their 
resources to use? What opens schools to the complementary production of  
education in the community?

Education has been a fundamental interest for the foundation since its inception in 
1927 . For its founder, Charles F . Kettering, the interest was driven by a practical 
recognition of a relationship between democracy and a culture of widespread 
inventiveness, which he saw as the key to prosperity over the long-term . He  
saw inventiveness as “nothing but a state of mind—a friendly, welcoming  
attitude toward change .” To be open to change is to be open to learning . 

“ Why doesn’t ‘engaging the public’ go far enough? Because there   
 may be no public waiting to be engaged . That is, there may be  
 so few people supportive of the idea of public schools—so small  
 a community for these inherently community institutions—that   
 school reform may need to be recast as community building . In other  
 words, certain things may have to happen in our communities before  
 we can see the improvements we want in our schools .” 

  —From Is There a Public for Public Schools?
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In the mid-1980s, the foundation began a series of studies that explored the nature of 
the relationships around education in communities across the United States . The 
research did not study schooling . Instead it was focused on people who were not 
professionally employed by school districts . How do citizens understand their roles in 
the challenge of educating young people, how do they understand their communities, 
and how do they see the public schools in that context? What would it take for people 
to see schools as assets of their community? In 1996 Kettering reported on that 
research in Is There a Public for Public Schools?

The accountability movement was a fascinating example of the practical impact of 
the failure to recognize education as the work of communities of people . As people 
were encouraged to see themselves as consumers rather than co-producers of 
education, political support for ways to hold school professionals accountable 
naturally grew . But in the early 2000s, Kettering undertook a series of studies 
showing how quickly that could change . The foundation learned that when people 
carefully considered the challenges of education in the context of their communities, 
they would rename the challenge in ways that implicated themselves and others as 
actors . It happened naturally . And as it happened, accountability necessarily became 
renamed as well . The key then was how to encourage that renaming—that 
reinvention—of the challenge of education . 

The vibrant research focusing on education practices and the public has continued, 
providing the foundation with myriad insights shared out in reports like Reclaiming 
Public Education by Reclaiming Our Democracy and Pat Harbour’s Community 
Educators . Kettering’s focus on democracy suggests that citizens need to engage  
one another in the fundamental challenge of choosing “how do we want to educate 
our youth?” 
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Rediscovering the Public Purposes  
of Higher Education 
Higher education is a key institution in our democracy, charged with shaping the  
next generation of our citizenry . From Kettering’s perspective, future citizens need 
more than information if they are to be effective actors in public life . They need  
to be able to come together with other citizens—across partisan divides—and  
make a difference in their communities . However, a key challenge underlying the 
foundation’s research is how higher education views its civic role . That is, as these 
institutions have evolved, rather than an engaged citizenry, they have in most cases 
narrowed their role to developing an informed citizenry .

Kettering’s research on higher education, of course, was part of the foundation’s 
shift from technical innovation to democracy and citizenship . At the beginning  
of this shift, the foundation faced a critical puzzle . The dominant narrative was  
that the public was apathetic and uninterested in politics . Low rates of voter  
turnout and opinion data on attitudes toward government reinforced this view .  
There seemed to be no demand for the type of democracy that the foundation  
saw as increasingly necessary to address our nation’s problems . A key insight  
helped shape the research agenda for the next 20 years: perhaps what appeared  
as apathy and disinterest was in fact a deep sense of frustration and alienation .  
While the public may be disgusted with politics-as-usual, perhaps citizens  
could be reenergized by a different kind of politics worthy of their time  
and attention .

In a foreword to College Students Talk Politics, David Mathews wrote, “This  
study found that students have retained a remarkable ‘instinct’ for democratic 
practice; there is a buried civic consciousness in students .”

Within the academy, a concurrent interest in civic engagement was also  
beginning to take shape . A consensus emerged that universities seemed to  
have narrowed their vision and lost their way . Harry Boyte wrote about  
widespread disenchantment among academics with their disconnection from  
public life—even among academics who joined the profession with hopes  
of their ideas contributing to social change .

In recent years, the civic education of college students, while much improved,  
has mostly emphasized individual community-service experiences . But by 
emphasizing such programs, higher education sends students the signal that 
individual service is a more satisfying and direct way of making a difference  
than working through politics and public life . Students are taught to see  
communities as recipients of expertise rather than as ecosystems rich with  
their own civic assets .

In this context, Kettering developed its experiments based on a different  
concept of higher education and its civic mission . Rather than attempting  
to solve problems through the application of expert knowledge, Kettering  
focuses on “wicked” problems rooted in irreconcilable value conflicts . The  
question for Kettering is how to develop the civic skills and habits to address  
these underlying conflicts . If the goal is for the citizenry to be not merely  
informed, but also active and deliberative, what is the role of higher education? 

“Colleges and universities are more than knowledge factories to be   
 judged solely by their efficiency . From the American Revolution   
 through the Civil Rights Movement, they have been part of the  
 greatest experiment of all, an experiment based on the proposition  
 that we, citizens, can actually govern ourselves .”

—From Ships Passing in the Night?
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On December 7, 2021, David Mathews attended his final KF board meeting  
as president and CEO . The Kettering Foundation Board of Directors took this  
as an opportunity to reflect on his lasting impact and express gratitude for his 
visionary leadership .

Tributes from the  
Kettering Board of Directors

Merab Mamardashvili in 1988 at Dartmouth  
XVI in Austin, TX 

, .)

The Story of Merab’s Bug  
Over the years at Kettering, David Mathews has told 
many people the story of Merab’s bug . The story 
originated with the Soviet-era philosopher Merab 
Mamardashvili, who explained how taking into 
consideration other people’s experiences creates  
a new vantage point for understanding problems .  
Here is David’s version of Merab’s telling of the  
story, which appears in Together: Building Better,  
Stronger Communities:

Imagine a little bug, a beetle, crawling on a large white 
ball, perhaps a billiard ball. (Merab used a squirrel in a 
tree.) Everywhere this beetle goes—forward, backward,  
to the right, to the left—he sees nothing but white space. 
Now, imagine that a philosopher appears and asks the 
beetle, “Is space finite or infinite?” Based on his own 
experience, the bug says, quickly and assuredly, “Space  
is infinite. Everywhere I go every day, it is the same.  
I see an endless white surface.” Then the philosopher  
picks the bug up off the ball and holds him above it.  
The philosopher asks again, “Is space finite or infinite?” 
Now, the bug realizes that his space is not infinite at  
all. It is very finite. The point of the story is that other 
experiences, like the philosopher giving the beetle a new 
vantage point, provide us a different understanding of 
reality—the reality of our “ball,” our community.
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David, your professional life experiences have earned you an enduring 
place in America’s history . Your inspiring lifework has been devoted 
to the ideals of democracy through education, public service, scholarly 
research, and exemplary leadership . Your footprints are deep in the 
nation’s landscape as well as that of the Kettering Foundation in the 
broader context .

After years of engagement with Kettering as a public scholar and the 
National Issues Forums, I was pleased to accept the invitation to join the 
Board of Directors a few years ago . Your leadership and Kettering’s work 
influenced my lifework in important ways, which informed my thinking 
about public service, citizen participation and civic responsibility, and 
their interconnectedness to the work of democracy . It helped to actualize 
some of the ideas and ideals I held about our state and nation, and the 
work I would ultimately do in higher education . It’s just been my real 
pleasure to work with you and get to know you . The heart prints you have 
made on those whose lives you have touched are just as large and lasting 
as your footprints . The impact of your work is far reaching and has not 
ended. It will continue to have an indelible impact and inform generations 
yet unborn .

Thank you for your leadership and service and the contributions you will 
continue to make .

All the best,  Beverly W . Hogan
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I met David in 1998 at a National Civic League conference . 
He invited me to Dayton and we started collaborating on 
research to bridge the gap between citizens and legislators . 
David and Kettering research gave me a view of democracy 
I hadn’t seen before and opened my eyes to new possibilities 
of bringing deliberative democracy into state legislatures . 

Thank you, David, for planting the seeds of citizen-
centered democracy that one day will grow inside the 
ninety-nine chambers of our state legislatures . 

Aloha, Les Ihara Jr .

The kind of prophetic voice that David himself has had all 
along, starting in the 1980s—prophecy in the sense not of 
just predicting what’s going to happen in the future but in the 
sense of opening up possibilities and bringing wisdom to 
the conversation . And so I think if we went back to read the 
statements that David made in the 1980s, we would see them 
as truly prophetic in the original sense of the word .

Peter Levine
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served as his full-time researcher after I dropped out of a University of 
New Mexico doctoral program, he hired me to help edit his Secretary’s 
report on the “Changing Agenda of Higher Education,” and later to 
help him design the Kettering Foundation’s associate program . He 
recommended me for the job at Washington College .

The truth is he always rescued me when the chips were down . When I 
was young, professionally uncertain and in need of the next lily pad, Dr . 
Mathews provided it . And when I was at a particularly tough crossroads, 
he taught me to vegetable garden . When I taught college classes, I 
modeled my teaching after his . And when I served as a small college 
vice president, I often thought about his university presidency .   

Our paths diverged somewhat when I joined the Jessie Ball duPont 
Fund, but David graciously late in my career hosted Council on 
Foundations’ colleagues for discussions about philanthropy and 
democracy, and when I retired, David recruited me to serve on the 
Charles F . Kettering Foundation board .

At his core, David is a teacher . The best of teachers . The kind of  
teacher who allows his students to discover for themselves, to stumble  
and fail, to always stand ready with an encouraging word, to gently  
lift them up and send them on their way .  

Thank you, David .

Sherry Magill
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I was a high school senior when the Beta Club newsletter ran an article 
about Dr . David Mathews, a small-town Alabama native and alum who 
had just been named president of the university I planned to attend . 
Emphasizing David’s roots in small-town Alabama, the article spoke  
to me .

Five years later, as a first semester master’s student, I would enroll in 
President Mathews’ American intellectual history class . “The American 
Mind,” designed for college seniors and master’s level students, 
was unlike any seminar I had ever experienced . Our class met in the 
university’s board of trustees room, President Mathews referred to  
us as Mr . and Ms ., and he conducted the class using the Socratic 
method . Students, he explained, would do most of the teaching . All 
intimidating to a first-generation, young college woman who had  
been schooled in an Alabama county public school system .  

To describe Dr . Mathews’ class as life-transforming for me is an 
understatement . Simply put, David is one of the two best teachers 
I ever formally studied with, and one of the two best professional 
mentors with whom I was fortunate to work . 

My academic and professional trajectory would take me to a doctoral 
program at Syracuse University, a small college administrative post at 
Washington College, and a lengthy philanthropic career with a private 
grant-making foundation . 

Along the way, David was always with me — guiding, teaching, 
supporting from a distance . I interned in his office when he served as 
President Gerald Ford’s Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare; I 
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David, four decades ago you set the Foundation on a search 
for answers to the question, “What does it take for democracy 
to work as it should?” That question is even more urgent 
today than it was when you first posed it because democratic 
values and practices are under assault . You attracted 
thousands of citizens and scholars from around the world to 
contribute to Kettering’s work . As a result, Kettering has 
become a unique source of wisdom and inspiration on the 
virtues and challenges of democracy . This is your legacy.   

Ed Dorn

I want to thank you for four decades of working together . 
They have provided me and others a front row seat to 
history . It was at Kettering that I had first heard the inkling 
of Perestroika in the Soviet Union or policy changes in 
China or points of agreement with Cuba . Along with the 
work were adventures, experiences, and fun that were life 
changing . We are all in your debt for creating a pathway 
for international change and taking us along with you .

Suzanne Morse Moomaw
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What I keep coming back to, as a Kettering trustee, is that unlike service 
on any other nonprofit or any other group I’ve been involved with, you 
invited us and inspired us to be stewards of something greater . That sense 
of mission is something your trustees bring to every meeting and to the 
way we look at the world .

You trace the origins of Kettering back to inventors asking questions . 
The poet Theodore Roethke made a humbling observation of his craft 
that keeps coming to mind when you speak of understanding how 
democracy works . He said that “eternal apprenticeship is the life of the 
true poet,” and eternal apprenticeship might also describe the life of 
the Kettering scholar—an unending effort to understand, and then apply 
our understanding, to democracy . You’ve fostered in each of us that 
curiosity and that humility in service of our human community .

Hank Meijer 
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I want to thank you, David, for having built this lighthouse for us and for 
having kept on the light that is in it for the last forty years . I acknowledge 
you didn’t do this alone . You did it with the staff and the network that 
you were able to convene thanks to the power of your ideas and your 
commitment to the values we all share . All of us who have benefitted 
from your work and generosity for such a long time are profoundly 
thankful to you because we have someplace to look at and to come 
back to when we feel lost and in need of strength. And these are 
indeed extraordinary times in that respect . Times in which the Kettering 
Foundation is more needed than ever before . Thank you so much, David, 
for all that you have given me and so many others around the world .

Roberto Saba
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Thirty years of my professional life have been connected with the 
Kettering Foundation in one way or another, without any interruption .  
I came to Dayton for the first time in July 1992 as one of its first 
International Fellows to spend a full year learning from the work of the 
foundation and sharing my own experience as part of the Citizen Power 
Foundation back in my country, Argentina . Three decades later I am 
now part of KF’s Board of Trustees, and I continue learning in this new 
capacity from the Foundation and from my colleagues every single day  
as I did 30 years ago . During all those years, the Kettering Foundation  
and its President, David, were fundamental in shaping my ideas, my  
work, my activism, and my academic career . I am in part what I am  
today, personally, and professionally, thanks to the Foundation and to 
David, to whom I’m profoundly thankful .

During the four decades David led the organization, he has been 
responsible for a great and unprecedented achievement: he has built  
a lighthouse in the middle of the US. Usually, lighthouses are built by 
the ocean, by the coast, but this unique lighthouse was built in the middle 
of US territory, in my second home, Dayton, Ohio . This lighthouse 
became absolutely relevant for many of us around the world who are in 
the complex and sometimes risky business of building democracy in our 
countries, as well as globally . A lighthouse we look for whenever we 
feel lost or confused . As David likes to say, we are not looking at this 
lighthouse searching for answers . We are looking at it in search of the 
right questions and for all we can learn from the national and global 
network that the Kettering Foundation has created under David’s leadership .
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John Dedrick, Gigi Armbrecht, and DM pause from their work at a meeting in Cuba .Members of the foundation’s international network, like Eddie Tuiavii, not only carry Kettering’s 
insights across the globe, they also bring new perspectives and innovations to research exchanges 
here in Dayton (on left) . Dinner in Havana (on right) .
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WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews has written extensively on Southern history, public 
policy, community problem solving, education, and international relations; and 

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews’ books include With: A Strategy for Renewing Our 
Democracy; Together: Building Better, Stronger Communities; Politics for People: 
Finding a Responsible Public Voice; and The Ecology of Democracy: Finding Ways  
to Have a Stronger Hand in Shaping Our Future; and

WHEREAS the Alabama Center for Civic Life was renamed in his honor as the David 
Mathews Center for Civic Life; and

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews helped launch the National Issues Forums (NIF) 
and chairs the NIF Institute, which encourages deliberative decision-making wherever 
public decisions are made; and

WHEREAS the Senate of Alabama on September 20, 2021, honored and commended 
Dr . David Mathews for Professional Achievement; and 

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews, as President of the Kettering Foundation, has 
directed the Foundation’s research on the public’s role in democracy; and

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews has been a tireless champion of the idea that regular 
citizens can make a difference in combating the crisis in democracy now facing the 
United States and countries around the world; and

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews has held firm to the idea that citizen-led democracy 
is one of the great wonders of human history and must be studied, understood, and 
defended; and 

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews is first and foremost a teacher, scholar, historian, 
architect, concerned citizen, husband, father, grandfather, great-grandfather, gardener, 
chef, Alabama native, Southerner, American, internationalist, and public intellectual 
who has helped shape dialogue and deliberation nationally and internationally;

NOW, THEREFORE, we, the Directors of the Charles F . Kettering Foundation, 
hereby recognize Dr . David Mathews and confer upon him the title of Charles F . 
Kettering Foundation President Emeritus . 
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WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews is President and Chief Executive Officer of the 
Kettering Foundation, a position he has held since 1981; and

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews is a former president of The University of Alabama, 
serving from 1969 to 1980, where he taught history from 1965 to 1980; and

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews, at the age of 33, was the youngest college president 
in the country; and 

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews was named one of the “Ten Most Outstanding Young 
Men in the Nation” by the US Jaycees in 1969; and 

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews served as the 11th United States Secretary of Health, 
Education, and Welfare from 1975 to 1977, having been appointed by President 
Gerald Ford; and 

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews has received numerous awards and 17 honorary 
degrees, including member, Nicholas Murray Butler Medal in Silver, Columbia 
University; Educator of the Year, Alabama Conference of Black Mayors; and the 
Brotherhood Award, National Conference of Christians and Jews; and

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews was inducted into the Alabama Academy of Honor, 
the University of Alabama College of Communication and Information Sciences Hall 
of Fame, and the Alabama Healthcare Hall of Fame; and

WHEREAS Dr . David Mathews earned a bachelor’s degree in history and classical 
Greek from The University of Alabama; and

WHEREAS after graduating Phi Beta Kappa from The University of Alabama, he 
received his PhD in history from Columbia University; and
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This commemorative booklet was published for distribution at an event honoring 
David Mathews and his four decades of leadership of the Kettering Foundation, held 
September 27, 2022, in the Mathews Conference Center on the Kettering campus in 
Dayton, Ohio.

The contents of this volume are drawn and adapted from past Kettering Foundation 
publications. We thank the many members of the Kettering staff who have 
contributed over years to the documentation and preservation of the work of the 
Kettering Foundation in its periodicals, reports, and books and in the archive.  
Unless otherwise credited, the photographs and illustrations are property of  
the Kettering Foundation.
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