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Kettering has a long history of  
working with organizations around 

the country that are trying to build a more 
deliberative culture and a more public 
form of politics. Many of these “centers for 
public life”1 first came into contact with 
the foundation through holding delib-
erative forums and using National Issues 
Forums (NIF) materials. And over the 
course of 25 years, Kettering has learned 
alongside them; our research has benefit-
ed greatly from their work and our shared 
reflections on the practical challenges of 
public life in a democratic society. 

By Alice Diebel

NIF and the  
Return to Civil Society

The

Centers for
Evolution 

Public Life:
of  
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Over time, the centers have played 
different roles in their communities, 
including providing basic civic education, 
bridging differences in difficult conversa-
tions, encouraging community problem 
solving, and informing elected officials 
about public thinking. Many of the cen-
ters fill a combination of these roles, as 
has been documented in Scott London’s 
report, tentatively titled Doing Democracy 
(forthcoming). 

In an attempt to better understand 
how these different centers understand 
their work, Kettering brought them 
together in 2009 for a series of small 
workshops to explore core challenges. 
We got a strong sense that the centers 
have become comfortable with the ideas 
that Kettering describes and have moved 
beyond seeing a deliberative forum as an 
end in itself, to seeing it as part of a larger 
practice of a more public and deliberative 
kind of politics. They adapt the ideas to fit 
the interests of their communities.

The value of deliberation
The centers recognize deliberation 

as a different way to practice politics. 
They use deliberation in many aspects of 
community life—personal, professional, 
and vocational. That said, they also see 
that people view public deliberation as a 
means of communicating that is not par-
ticularly natural and that forums can be 
useful ways of modeling how to deliber-
ate together about a shared problem. And 
they understand and value how difficult 
it can be to moderate difficult conversa-
tions, especially in a polarized political 
climate. Developing three options for 
deliberation and avoiding polar choices is 
a valuable tool for these discussions. The 
centers perceive this work as critical to 
changing today’s political discourse. 

The role of tensions in issue framing
The centers understand the impor-

tance of bringing out the tensions among 
the things people hold valuable, and they 
see “weighing” as the heart of deliberation. 
By highlighting the tensions, participants 
actually become a little less certain of 
their own positions, opening up their 

willingness to hear other perspectives. 
The tensions help participants recognize 
the things we all value, rather than seeing 
things in terms of “us versus them.”

Political acting
The centers also told us that both 

citizens and institutions must take action, 
although some centers focus more on 
informing policymakers while others focus 
more on community problem solving. 
They believe that forums can be spaces 
that build a willingness to act, but they 
continue to be stymied when participants 
turn to them and ask, “what happens 
after the forum?” They 
worry about jeopar-
dizing their neutrality 
by supporting any 
particular actions after 
the forum. 

Reporting on  
the results of  
deliberation

When centers 
report out the results 
of deliberation, they 
tend to write lengthy 
papers that focus 
heavily on report-
ing to public officials 
and less on reporting 
back to the public in 
creative ways. Despite 
their efforts, it is often a challenge to get 
public officials to see the value of reports 
on forums because the samples are not 
large or randomly selected. Kettering has 
been interested in learning more about 
whether contextualizing the results of 
deliberation within the stages of public 
thinking that Daniel Yankelovich describes 
might help communities or elected offi-
cials better recognize the policy implica-
tions of public deliberation. The centers 
we talked with recognize that the stage  
of an issue matters: issues are ready for 
deliberation or not, the public recognizes 
a need or not, citizens are hot to act or 
not. Kettering needs further research to 
understand the connection between  
the stages of public thinking and the 
implications to policymaking.

 The centers understand the importance 
of bringing out the tensions among the 

things people hold valuable, and they see 
“weighing” as the heart of deliberation. 

By highlighting the tensions, participants 
actually become a little less certain of 
their own positions, opening up their  

willingness to hear other perspectives. 

Kettering has long recognized that  
a center for public life is an important 
addition to the constellation of commu-
nity and civic organizations, but this  
idea seems to be gaining currency else-
where as well. We see many forms of this 
work across the country taking shape in 
the growth of organizations that promote 
dialogue and deliberation, generally. 
Yet as Scott London’s report reveals, this 
network of centers with its long history 
and reflective practice has something 
important to offer. NIF has proved a valu-
able entry point into deliberative public 
politics—particularly when it is understood 

as just that, an entry point, rather than 
as an event or as an end in itself. We see 
the work of the centers as an important 
antidote to trends of polarization and to 
a general weakening of the civic sphere 
that pose grave threats for our democracy. 
As organizations, they are tackling these 
threats through a variety of approaches, 
and they are making a difference. 

Alice Diebel is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. She can be reached  
at diebel@kettering.org.

1 Kettering has referred to them as public policy 
institutes as well, but this name no longer 
seems to fit. Of course, each center names itself 
according to how it thinks about its work.

Th e  Evo l u t i o n  o f  Ce n t e r s  f o r  P u b l i c  L i f e
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NEW from  
Kettering  
Foundation 
Press Selected Writings of 

Li Shenzhi

To order this book:
Contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. 

You can also FAX your order  
to 1-812-333-4218 or send an  

e-mail to info@ait.net.

Kettering Foundation Press | 2010 
$19.95 • 188 pages 

ISBN 978-0-923993-29-0

Visit the Kettering Foundation Web site at www.kettering.org.

This volume offers the first  
English translations of work by  
Li Shenzhi (1923-2003), a leading  
Chinese statesman and academic,  
who was a premier architect of  
China’s liberal intellectual revival  
in the late 1990s and an uncom-
promising campaigner for political 
reform and democracy in China.

In these pieces, written between 
1991 and 2002, Li Shenzhi considers 
centuries of history; presents a  
worldwide view of cultural, social,  
and political differences; and offers   
glimpses of the possibilities  
for a truly free and democratic  
People’s Republic of China.



To order these NIF publications, contact  
Agency for Instructional Technology  
at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX  
your order to 1-812-333-4218 or send  
an e-mail to info@ait.net.   
For a complete listing of NIF issue guides,  
visit www.nifi.org.

Economic Security:  
How Should We Take Charge  

of Our Future?
As the nation slowly recovers from its worst recession  
in decades, it is a good time to ask how we can best take 
charge of the future, so families can feel reasonably secure, 
parents can help their children prosper, and everyone can 
move toward a financially stable retirement. 

America’s Role in the World: 
What Does National Security  
Mean in the 21st Century?
It is time for us to take stock of America’s role in  
the world. How shall we approach the world in  
an environment of diminished power, increased  
volatility, more competition, and global threats? 

Hot Topics for Deliberation! 
New NIF Guides  

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief
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“The Organization-First Approach reveals the troubling trend  

of nonprofits, foundations, advocacy groups, and others 

becoming increasingly focused inward, consumed by an ethos  

of professionalization that leaves little room for authentic  

engagement or deliberation. The report finds that many of  

these groups have replaced engagement with outreach and  

interface with the public around the organization’s programs  

and agenda instead of the community’s needs or aspirations.”

— David Mathews, President & CEO, Kettering Foundation

Some organizations are reversing the trend toward a decline  

in civil society by creating the spaces and the means for public 

deliberation on a wide variety of local, state, and national  

issues. This report by Scott London describes how many centers 

across the country are building the capacity of citizens to tackle 

tough problems. They promote public life in classrooms by 

developing skills. And they promote public life in communities  

by encouraging citizens to work to address problems and by 

affecting the decisions public officials must make. Kettering Foundation | 2010 
FREE • Coming soon

Kettering Foundation and the Harwood Institute 
for Public Innovation | 2009 
FREE • 24 pages
http://64.239.243.19/

The Organization-First 
Approach

Doing Democracy

by Scott London

A report for the Kettering Foundation

How Programs Crowd Out Community
by Richard C. Harwood and John A. Creighton

To order these publications, contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX your order to  

1-812-333-4218 or send an e-mail to info@ait.net.
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The Kettering Foundation, chartered in 1927, is a research foundation rooted in the American tradition  
of inventive research. Its founder, Charles F. Kettering, holder of more than 200 patents, is best known for  
his invention of the automobile self-starter. He was interested, above all, in seeking practical answers to “the 
problems behind the problems.”

The foundation today continues in that tradition. The objective of the research now is to study what helps 
democracy work as it should. Six major Kettering programs are designed to shed light on what is required to 
strengthen public life.

Kettering is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) research organization supported by an endowment. For more information 
about KF research and publications, see the Kettering Foundation’s Web site at www.kettering.org.

Editor  
Alice Diebel

Copy Editor 
Lisa Boone-Berry

Design and Production 
Long’s Graphic Design, Inc.

Illustrations 
Long’s Graphic Design, Inc.

Connections is published by the Kettering Foundation, 200 Commons Road, Dayton, Ohio 45459-2799. 
The articles in Connections reflect the views of the authors and not necessarily those of the foundation, its 
directors, or its officers.


