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Issue Guides and Issue Frameworks

Issue Guides
and

ISSUE

Brad Rourke

K

ettering research suggests that
one reason citizens avoid getting
involved in public issues is that what they
hear from professionals—politicians, issue
analysts, news reporters, and others—
does not seem to speak to their everyday
concerns. Kettering research, however,
focuses on ways to name public issues
that connect more directly with what
people are seeing in their daily lives.
Our research also suggests that the
conventional professional discourse fails
to identify the trade-offs that citizens
will inevitably face in dealing with issues
that require public decision making and
action. So we study ways to frame public
issues so that the options for action are
clear and reflect things that people hold
deeply valuable—and the trade-offs and
downsides of these options are equally
clear. We think framing issues in ways that
deliberately reveal the choices people face
will more likely result in sound collective
decisions.
As a research organization, one of the
ways Kettering makes its findings avail-

able is through issue guides designed
to promote deliberation. These National
Issues Forums (NIF) issue guides are used
in locally initiated forums convened each
year in hundreds of communities around
the country. Kettering studies what happens as citizens engage with the guides in
public, deliberative forums. (Issue guides
are available through www.nifi.org.)
Over the years, the nature and format
of the issue guides has changed. The
changes reflect Kettering’s learning about
the things that support deliberation and
that discourage it. Those familiar with NIF
issue guides may have noticed that they
are now more brief, typically around 12
pages. We made this change intentionally,
based on observation and reports from
people who use them. We are trying to
develop guides that provide necessary
information without being overwhelming.
From interviews with moderators and
forum convenors, we have learned that
the chief element that can support deliberation is the framework itself. A framework
is simply the main options for action to

address a specific issue, along with the
likely consequences of those actions.
Many forum moderators tell us that this is
fundamentally all that is needed. While it
is ideal for people to have read the issue
guide before participating in a forum, very
often only a few participants have done
so. The summary at the end of the guides
is therefore useful. Just as important,
we hope to avoid setting up a situation
where those who had a chance to read
ahead are “experts” who endeavor to teach
the others what they ought to know. In
some cases, moderators will, in essence,
take apart an existing issue guide, distill it
down to its core framework, and use that
in a forum, instead of the more complete
guide.
Kettering is exploring this phenomenon by experimenting with shorter issue
advisories that outline just a basic
issue framework. The first one,
How Can We Stop Mass Shootings in
Our Communities?, was published
in February 2013, and more are
planned. We want to learn more about
the minimum that can support productive
public conversations. What is too much?
What is too little? This should yield insights
on what is essential and what is ancillary.
Kettering is also beginning to experiment with different ways of making issue
frameworks available. We will be sharing
aspects of the background research that
goes into issue framing in ways that, we
hope, others will be able to adopt and
adapt for their own purposes. Here again,
we are motivated by a question about
what is necessary to spark deliberation.

Questions, Concerns, and Strategies
Less noticeable, but perhaps more
important, is how the issue frameworks
themselves (not just the guides) have
changed over the years. This again reflects
Kettering’s evolving understanding of how
people make choices. The kinds of issues
that require deliberation are ones that pit
things held deeply valuable against one
another, so that there are trade-offs to
any course of action—otherwise the issue
would have long since been addressed
and solved. The deliberative framework
needs to make these trade-offs clear. For
instance, many issues tend to expose a
fundamental tension between security
WWW.KETTERING.ORG
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ISSUE ADVISORY

How Can We Stop Mass
Shootings in Our Communities?
www.nifi.org

T

Overall, the United States has become safer in
recent years. Yet mass shooters target innocent people indiscriminately, often in locales where people
ordinarily (and rightly) feel safe—movie theaters,
college campuses, schools.
How can we stop such violent acts and ensure that
people feel safe in their homes and communities?

he tragic attack at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut,
has raised concerns among many people
across the nation. Other violent episodes, such as
the killing of a teenager who was gunned down after
returning home from the president’s inauguration,
have also drawn attention. While mass shootings are
infrequent, they may be increasing. Each has devastating effects on a whole community.

Option One:

This issue advisory presents three options
for deliberation, along with their drawbacks.

Reduce the Threat of Mass Shootings
Actions

Drawbacks

The problem is that we are too
vulnerable to violence. Communities and homes should be places where
people are safe. The means for carrying
out mass shootings are all around, and
those who might perpetrate them are
free among us. It is too easy for individuals to obtain weapons that are designed to kill a large number of victims
in a short time.
We cannot stop all violent impulses, but we can and should make it
much more difficult for people to act
on them. We need to restrict the availability of dangerous weapons, identify
potentially dangerous people, and
prevent them from carrying out their
plans.

Option

 Restrict assault weapons, highcapacity magazines, and armorpiercing ammunition.

! Stable, law-abiding citizens

 Make involuntary commitment
to mental health facilities easier to
achieve and reopen closed mental
institutions.

! Some people may be unnecessar-

 Require citizens to show cause
for concealed carry permits.

! This might limit people’s ability

A Primary Drawback:
We would give the government
extraordinary control over cherished freedoms.

 Require a mandatory 28-day wait
to purchase firearms and background checks for all, including
purchases from private
individuals.

 Require that citizens keep firearms outside of the home in
secure places, such as gun
ranges.

will lose some of their rights
under the Second Amendment.
ily institutionalized; surrounding
communities will have to
tolerate living with these
institutions.

to defend themselves as it is
hard to anticipate threats that
warrant self-defense.

! This will make it impossible

to use a weapon in self-defense
against animals or other
individuals.

! This will delay people’s ability

to defend themselves. Background checks may weed
out criminals but miss mentally
ill individuals.

1

and freedom: more security entails restrictions on movement and therefore less
freedom.
Early issue books in the 1980s were
intended to be “briefing books for citizens”—similar to the briefing books that

of the trade-offs between things held
valuable less apparent and may provoke
conversations that reflect the dominant
expert view of the competing options.
Recent neurobiological research suggests that, when human beings make
decisions, they weigh the
likely outcomes of a chosen
course of action against
the likely downsides. (Some
research indicates that this is
hardwired.) In other words,
it appears that decision making fundamentally involves
consideration of trade-offs.
This is especially true when
it comes to certain kinds of
public problems.
There are different kinds
of problems that people face in communities:
t 4PNFBSFtechnical and can be solved
unilaterally—for example, how to build
a new jail,
t 4PNFBSFdifficult yet straightforward
or with solutions with known conse-

From interviews with moderators
and forum convenors, we have
learned that the chief element
that can support deliberation is
the framework itself.
policymakers often get, which lay out the
top experts’ views on issues. This paradigm
can result in issue frameworks that have
elements of exactly that approach: Here
are strategy A, strategy B, and strategy
C. Pick one. This is one way to approach
difficult problems, but it can make some
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quences—for example, how to increase
police presence and enforcement, and
t 4PNFBSFwicked; the problem is
disparately located and has tensions
between things held valuable that must
be worked through—for example, what
should we do about a growing sense
of personal vulnerability in our community.
While, in this taxonomy, “difficult” problems are usefully deliberated over, “wicked”
problems require such deliberation.
This insight has led us to focus more
strongly on rooting issue frameworks in
things that are held deeply valuable (for
instance, the need for security, the desire
to be treated fairly, the desire to have freedom to act) by starting with the concerns
held by the public. Our initial research
when developing an issue framework
focuses most importantly on gathering an
understanding of people’s concerns when
they consider the topic at hand.
Taking into account what we have
learned about how people decide, three
key questions drive the development of a
framework for public deliberation:
1. What concerns you about this issue?
2. Given those concerns, what would you
do about it?
3. If that worked to ease your concern,
what are the downsides or trade-offs
we might then have to tolerate?
Responses to these questions,
together, can generate a framework that
makes clear the drawbacks of different
people’s favored options. Facing these
drawbacks is the ultimate concern of
public deliberation.
The practical effect of this is that, over
time, it is possible to see issue guides
move from a “policy-centered” approach
to a more “concern-centered” one.
This leads to questions that Kettering
is continuing to pursue. When people
deliberate together on an issue that is
named and framed in public terms—that
is, the issue expresses the things held
deeply valuable and the options are
rooted in the concerns people bring to
the table, along with expressing the drawbacks—the resulting conversation can be
at odds with the dominant conversation
taking place among policymakers. In fact,

Is s ue G ui des and Issue Frameworks
this is often the case. This gap is of interest to us. How do policymakers view a
public voice when it can be different than
how they view the same issue? And vice
versa? These questions lie at the heart of
the broader NIF experiment.

Hot Topics for
Deliberation

Issue Framing as Practice
Kettering has engaged in research
to develop many issue frameworks and
guides and has exchanged insights with
others who are also doing similar work.
These partnerships and exchanges, in
particular, have led to an insight that the
work of issue framing is best thought of
not as a technique to be mastered but as
a practice to be pursued.
Our research suggests that there is
no perfect way to frame issues. Even
more strongly, it suggests that there is no
book or article that one can read that will
guarantee one can create a useful issue
framework. Like any practice, doing this
work yields new learning, and doing it
repeatedly yields insights that don’t come
from one-off efforts.
We can learn most by exchanging
insights with others as they go about
doing their public work. Sometimes,
however, partners believe Kettering has
a specific process that they need to be
trained in before they can move forward.
Other times, we get questions about
how “our process” differs from others. The
answer is that we don’t have a process at
all; we are studying the practices people
engage in as they go about public work.
As we learn with others, we try to keep
in mind: What is helpful in conveying the
practices of deliberative politics? What
kinds of things get in the way?
What Kettering tries to do is share
insights about alternative ways to go
about the same tasks. Our chief aim is
not to spread the word about a particular insight, but to learn more so that we
might have new insights to share. As you
learn from your own experiments with
naming and framing in your communities, we hope that you will share what you
are learning as well.
Brad Rourke is a program officer at the
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at
brourke@kettering.org.

New NIF
Issue Guides

To learn more about
these issue guides, visit
www.kettering.org.
WWW.KETTERING.ORG
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