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ometime around 2000, I went to
a community-based training in
National Issues Forums (NIF) sponsored
by Jan Hartough at Michigan State University Cooperative Extension. I didn’t
really understand what NIF was at the
time; I just wanted to learn how to work
better in groups and to facilitate better

1942

discussions. I never really put that training
to use—never facilitated a forum in my
community library or organization—but
the idea of framing issues beyond the
usual polarized positions remained with
me. Some three years later, I decided to
use a framework designed after NIF as the
model for discussion materials in my own
research to facilitate deliberation about a
difficult hazardous waste clean-up.
Fast forward another two years, and
I took a job at the Kettering Foundation.
Little did I know when I got this basic
grounding in NIF that it would carry me
forward in such a profound way. I know I
am not alone in that experience of transformative change through exposure to
public deliberation. When I arrived at Kettering, David Mathews asked me to take
on the NIF network as my responsibility.

Tra ns f orm i ng Peopl e and Communities
In that work, I have met some of the most
committed, talented, and bright people
to partner with as scholars and researchers about Kettering’s core research focus:
what it takes “to make democracy to work
as it should.” The research shared by the
network and the foundation has revealed
some consistencies and some opportunities for change over time. This article will
explore some of those changes.
In 1981, Kettering created the Domestic Policy Association (now known as
NIF) as a means of briefing citizens on
important policy issues of the day and
encouraging them to weigh what was
important as they formed their opinions
about such policies. (Bob Kingston goes
into greater detail in his 2012 book, Voice
and Judgment.) The basis for NIF arose out
of the thinking and partnership of David
Mathews at Kettering and Daniel Yankelovich at Public Agenda.
Kettering was at the center of NIF
then, making the development of deliberative politics 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,
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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.
As the numbers of people holding
forums and using deliberative practices
grew, the foundation took its initiatives off
the Kettering grounds and held
large meetings called Summer
Public Policy Institutes (SPPIs)
from 1985 to 1993. The kinds of
things people in the network
were doing grew and developed.
People were learning to frame
issues, write reports on what they
heard in forums, and train others,
further expanding the network.

Kettering’s Focus Shifts
As time went on, Kettering
shifted further and further away
from training and practice toward
research about practice as its
operational focus. The foundation invited others to hold their
own Public Policy Institutes (PPIs)
in their locations so the network
of moderators for NIF would
continue to grow. Kettering no
longer needed to conduct the training on
practice; those in the network picked up
that work. Kettering would refer people to
these PPIs to learn about NIF, and the PPIs
became the “clearinghouse” for NIF in a
particular state or region.
Kettering kept some control over the
development of the PPIs by limiting them

to one per state in those early days. At the
same time, Kettering’s research, which previously emphasized deliberative forums,
was increasingly focused on all of politics,
understanding the problems people face
in communities and the impact of democratic practice on communities. Attempt-

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.
ing to capture the process of arriving at
judgment in the two-hour space of a
forum was frustrating practitioners and
participants alike. Participants in forums
would often ask, “What now?” at the conclusion, looking for some collective thing
to do. Thus, the approaches used by Kettering and by the network of moderators
had to change to address such questions.
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Comparing Two Approaches to NIF

Public Policy Institute

Center for Public Life

Preparing moderators for NIF

Preparing community members
to frame, convene, and moderate
forums—taking part in all of politics

Using NIF issue guides

Adapting NIF issue guides for local use
or framing issues locally

Serving as a convenor of forums

Framing an issue in partnership with
others to build a network of actors and
change community practice

Holding forums open to everyone

Holding forums open to everyone, but
cultivating participants through framing
an issue of local concern

Sending questionnaires and moderator
reports to Kettering for analysis

Developing analytic and reporting
structures within community

PPIs enter a relationship with Kettering
ad hoc

Centers join Kettering in joint learning
as a cohort

PPIs learn from other PPIs

Kettering creates the environment for
experiential learning

PPIs can have a single person at the
center

At least two people must commit to the
work to join a cohort

Started by an initial infusion of Kettering
money

Started by an initial infusion of Kettering
ideas

Participate in NIF research and
programs

Share in Kettering research questions
and design of experiments
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Kettering began focusing its research
away from what policy choices citizens
were making to how deliberative forums
might become part of the fabric of
politics in a given place. The practitioners
who were framing issues and holding
forums in their own communities started
doing research and sharing what they
were learning with Kettering, finding out
what happened before, during, and after
forums, as well as how institutional actors
related to citizens behaving like citizens or
how they might strengthen such citizenship.
The number of PPIs continued to
grow, but they were a disconnected
group, receiving basic NIF instruction
from other PPIs and joining Kettering for
research-oriented workshops once or
twice a year. Such workshops were informative but did not necessarily enlarge the
vision of politics that Kettering itself was
developing. Participants in these meetings
often had questions about their struggles
to change policies or influence policymakers. Their work focused largely on the
forum as the vehicle to create change
or enlarge public thinking; the idea of
change in democratic practice was simmering right below the surface.
Some of us at Kettering recognized
the usefulness of the simmer. We recognized that, while the talk in forums was
incredibly important in building deliberative habits and in helping people enlarge
their understanding of public problems
of all kinds, it was not shifting the politics

Tra ns f ormi ng Peopl e and Communities
of a place so that public life could be more
deliberative or democratic. We wanted
to create a new approach to using NIF
forums in communities.

A New Approach
In 2010, we called on four very experienced PPI directors to help us design
a new approach to the PPI experience.
We were going to work to understand
deliberative politics, not just public policy.
Martín Carcasson, Betty Knighton, Alberto
Olivas, and David Procter joined me and
my colleague, Kettering program officer
Randy Nielsen, in creating a new design
for a research-oriented exchange.
The idea of “research exchange” also
reflected a shift for Kettering. Moving
from the language of learning that occurs
in workshops with a curriculum toward
shared learning in exchange among
mutually interested parties was a shift
the foundation made that paralleled
the change in our approach to PPIs. The
research exchange creates the space to
delve more deeply into the context of
democratic, public deliberative politics
and to learn along with new organizations
beginning to use NIF to plan and design
approaches to improve all of the politics and practices in the places in which
they work. As a result, the design of the
exchanges with new centers continues
to change and develop along with the
centers.
How could we learn more about the
challenges of building more democratic
communities?
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As we did in the past, we returned to
bringing organizations to Kettering all at
once, but the design and intent was different. We knew we had to drop the PPI
label. We started by calling them “centers
for public life” in an effort to recognize
their role in building democratic politics
in the places they operate. No longer institutes solely about policy, they
were hubs in a community
intending to cultivate democracy and local control over
the issues and concerns that
people face every day.
We were particular about
who we selected for these
exchanges. In the past, we
were content with one representative with a strong interest
in deliberative forums, but we
learned that this was problematic. What would happen if
that individual moved on? Our
interest shifted to identifying
organizations with a lasting
presence and commitment to
shaping democratic communities. All new centers had to have at least
two interested people and organizational
support. We asked for a commitment to
join in four learning exchanges held over
time at the foundation and to doing work
in between the face-to-face exchanges.
PPI commitments in the past focused
primarily on holding forums. Commitments in the centers’ exchanges, however,
focused on building relationships for

democratic practice and change. Creating
an identity as a center with a clear mission
is part of the work. Structuring deliberative frameworks and forums involving key
publics meant they had to look beyond
civic education or individual change and
instead work toward addressing difficult
problems in real settings.

Moving from the language
of learning that occurs in
workshops with a curriculum
toward shared learning
in exchange among mutually
interested parties was a shift
the foundation made that
paralleled the change in our
approach to PPIs.
The first centers for public life cohort
started in February 2011, so the experiment with the concept of centers is still
quite new. Many of the organizations are
young enough that their impacts aren’t as
apparent as those with a 20-year history.
However, we have a few insights from this
short period of time. These insights speak
more to the relationship with Kettering in
a “learning exchange” than to the direct

1948

WWW.KETTERING.ORG

17

Tra ns f orming Peopl e and Communities
Kettering vice president and treasurer Brian Cobb; director of administrative services
and program officer Mindy LaBreck; and facilities manager Terry Nichols have written
a series of vignettes about Kettering’s campus, which appear throughout this issue.

Nichols Point
This photo of the foundation campus was taken from Nichols Point.
Named after Terry Nichols, who has served as the foundation’s facilities manager for 29 years, the location provides a view of the entire
campus. The building in the foreground is known as the Trustee House.
Restoration on the house was finished in 2013 and it now provides the
foundation with much-needed meeting space as well as a place for
visiting scholars to live while they work among the foundation staff.
The house was built in 1933 and has been a wonderful addition to
the campus.
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impacts they are having. (See the companion stories by longtime center director
Joni Doherty, and a recent center director
at Wabash University, Sara Drury.)

New Partners? No Problem
First, we were concerned that we
would have difficulty finding organizations
to partner with us: we offered no funding
and no training—only the opportunity to
join a network of joint learning. We have
learned that finding such centers has not
been challenging. More centers are interested in the concepts and ideas than we
have space to manage. We don’t know
whether the size of the response is a result
of a movement toward stronger, citizencentered democracies, or if we are just
better able to find partners.
Second, engaging centers as a cohort
has built stronger networks among them.
PPIs had a solid network to share materials and resources. However, sharing deep
questions together about the challenges
of changing democratic politics in their
communities was less prevalent. Centers
are learning from each other now in
profound ways. More important, they
are learning by creating experiences and
reflecting on them with the group.
Involving centers in Kettering Foundation research in a variety of questions has
built stronger relationships with Kettering
as well as more focused research. For
example, a number of the new centers
work with students, preparing them to
frame issues, facilitate deliberations, and
work more democratically with com-

munity partners. One research outcome
from a number of the centers has been
a series of papers on “deliberative pedagogy.” This research, to be published by an
academic press, has advanced Kettering’s
understanding of civic education in the
academy and will build new scholarship
for the work.
While the shift has had these upsides,
there are also some downsides. The commitment to NIF has diminished. Centers
value NIF as a starting point, but they tend
to focus much more on locally framed
issues. However, these new centers may
impact NIF in important ways, encouraging locally adaptable issue guides, experimenting with formats and design, committing to online forums, and focusing on
policy briefings with selective legislators
rather than large, public events that report
on NIF.
The current approach with centers for
public life appears to have jump-started
the depth and speed of development
among new organizations in the NIF network. While it may have taken early PPIs
10 years to grapple with issues of community impact and change that began with
the forum, the current centers begin with
the politics. Working to affect the politics
might result in a forum that encourages
citizens to recognize the things they hold
valuable, their resources, and how they
might organize to create changes they
care about.
Alice Diebel is a program officer at the
Kettering Foundation. She can be reached
at diebel@kettering.org.

At Franklin Pierce,
Learning
to Make a
Difference
Joni Doherty

T

he New England Center for Civic
Life at Franklin Pierce University
is dedicated to the teaching, practice,
and study of deliberative democracy.
As director of the center, I helped align
the center’s mission with that of the
university. The center was founded in
1998 on the premise that engaged and
deliberative communities are vital for a
healthy democracy and for individuals
to realize their goal of experiencing rich
and fulfilling lives. Through initiatives
that use deliberative democratic practices, the center creates opportunities
for people to become active producers
of knowledge and engaged community members. At first, our efforts were
divided between community-based and
campus-based work; today, about threequarters of the center’s activities are on

campus. We learned that the best way to
realize the center’s mission was to meet
people where they are, and where we are
too—on a rural, small, liberal arts college
campus.
One challenge we faced was connecting the self-interested, personal goals of
undergraduates, who understandably are
preoccupied with doing well academically
and preparing for their future professions,
with the larger public good. We also faced
the challenge of the workload of faculty,
who teach four courses each semester.
There is often little time for civic, cocurricular, or extracurricular activities.
We learned that if we were to engage
these groups, we needed to become
involved in their primary areas of concern.
With that in mind, we began the work of
integrating deliberative practices (includ-

The Kettering-Meyer
Laboratory is completed
at the Southern Research
Institute in Birmingham,
Alabama.
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