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Two
Decades
of
Learning
with

Communities:
A Brief Look
Back at the T
Community
Politics
Workshops

Phillip D. Lurie

he Kettering Foundation has a long
history of research with people
interested in a more democratic approach
to the way that problems are solved in
their communities. One such project was
the Community Politics Workshop, a series
that originated in 1994 as a result of the
Kettering Foundation’s practical research
with Public Policy Institutes (PPIs). These
PPIs, now known as “centers for public life,”
conveyed the value of deliberation, as well
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as the keys for moderating deliberative
forums in their communities. While the
PPIs fulfilled the needs of people wanting
to learn to moderate deliberative, public
forums, we were being contacted by
people who wanted to learn about deliberation but weren’t particularly interested
in organizing and moderating National
Issues Forums.
Thus, at the 1994 summer Public
Policy Workshop at Miami University, a
separate table labeled “Community
Politics” was set up for a dozen people
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who wanted help in understanding the
principles of deliberation without the
expectations of having to organize and
moderate NIF forums. These workshops
were not strictly held in the mold of
teacher and student, nor were they limited
to discussions solely about deliberation.
They were, in a sense, their own set of
seminars in which participants and facilitators (including foundation staff, associates,
and experienced practitioners) would
share ideas and experiences, so that both
could learn about the ideas of public politics and what is needed for a community
to solve its problems democratically.

Experiments in Learning
Indeed, these workshops were rooted
in the joint learning of both the Kettering
Foundation and the Community Politics
teams. The central challenge for Kettering was how to experiment with ways
to make that transition in a workshop
series—one that does not lead people
into the sense that they come to be
taught well-defined tools that can somehow guarantee their communities will
work better, but rather to develop insights
that hold the promise of helping to create
the foundation for a different way of doing
things, the details of which they have to
imagine and try out themselves. Watching these groups imagining and trying
things out, we could learn more about the
ideas themselves—about how to name
problems in ways that people will recognize them, and about how the insights of

deliberative politics can be put into practice in various places. The foundation and
community teams are learning together
and, in so doing, having an impact on
the character of political practice in a
community.
Given this challenge of joint learning,
it became apparent that there were too
many ideas and no time to connect these
ideas with the work of participants back
home. Thus, the format of the workshops
was changed. Initially, the workshops
were one-time sessions, then
a series of two or three workshops over a one-year period,
and finally a series of six workshops over a two-year period.
The results of the changes
in format were twofold: First,
participants were able to
spend more time learning the
ideas of community politics
and thinking about what
those ideas meant in the context of their own community.
There was time for discussion
of these ideas rather than simply naming and defining the
key terms. Second, participants agreed
to take what they’d learned during the
sessions and apply it to work back home.
Having teams try these ideas out in their
communities improved the quality of
Kettering’s research because we were
able to learn from their firsthand experiences. This brought out a “realness” in our
research that lecture-type workshops—

workshops based solely on teaching—
failed to capture.
The Community Politics Workshop
series had dual goals:
1. learning what it takes for a community
team to create the opportunity and
space for the practice of public politics
on an ongoing basis, and
2. learning what it takes for the community teams to be able to share that
understanding and skill with others in
their community.

The Kettering Foundation
has a long history of research
with people interested in
a more democratic approach
to the way that problems are
solved in their communities.
In the 1998-2000 workshop series, for
example, the bulk of time and attention
was devoted to accomplishing the first
goal, and the teams all made remarkable
progress in bringing the process of public
deliberation to their communities. In the
following workshop series in 2000-2002,
more attention was given to the second
goal, and we sought more explicitly to
equip the community teams to teach the

Pollster George
Gallup joins the
Kettering board.
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elements of community politics to others
in their communities.
After the switch to the two-year cycle
of Community Politics Workshops, teams
came from the following communities:
• 1998-2000: Summit County, Ohio;
Owensboro, Kentucky; and Kanawha
County, West Virginia.
• 2000-2002: Allendale County, South
Carolina; East St. Louis, Illinois; and
Helena, Arkansas.
• 2002-2004: Stillwater, Oklahoma;
Campbellsville, Kentucky; and
Tuscaloosa, Alabama.
These teams consisted of people in
both the private and public sectors. In
fact, the foundation was quite thoughtful about the question of what makes for
a successful Community Politics team.
While we had no definitive answer as to
the making of a truly successful team,
we did identify several characteristics
of teams that contributed to success,
including (1) capable and dedicated team
leaders; (2) team members with time,
interest, and a sense of responsibility;
and (3) teams based in communities that
have some degree of social fabric or civic
life. Examples of participants include a
newspaper publisher, social agency staff,
a bank vice president, a chamber of commerce director, school officials and staff, a
hospital president, a United Way director,
and staff from nonprofit institutions. Prior
experience with these ideas was not a
prerequisite.

Community Politics Workshop, 2000

When Communities Work Together
After more than a decade working
with community-based teams, it is difficult
to capture what we have learned in a few
scant paragraphs. Moreover, these efforts
have been one part of a larger research
initiative, situated within KF’s Community
Politics and Leadership program area, so
the outcomes reflect the aggregation
of data from all of these related efforts.
Nonetheless, over the years, we’ve learned
quite a bit about how communities work
together democratically to address the
problems they face.

• Community teams grew in their
understanding of the goals and
potential of deliberative practices.
As people began to engage in the
practices of community politics, they
tended to express their goals as either
striving toward changing the political
culture or making progress on a serious
problem. This could be simplistically summarized as those who wanted to convene
forums and change decision-making processes versus those who wanted action.
However, over time, the thinking of most
participants evolved to understand that
both goals are intertwined. None believed

The Institute for Development
of Educational Activities
(/I/D/E/A/), a program that
focuses on the problems with
elementary and secondary
education, is established.
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deliberation was an end in itself, but they
took differing views of the role of the convening organization in fostering action.
Overall, we have learned that motivated
citizen groups can understand the potential of public politics in their community.

• Deliberative practices, as conveyed to
these community groups, were labor and
time intensive.
One readily apparent problem faced
by most teams, especially those that rely
heavily on people who volunteer outside
of their jobs, is that deliberative practices,
at least as shared in the workshops, have
been labor and time intensive. In many
cases, team members report decreasing
their activity because of other demands
on their time. Finding ways to allow the
public to do its work in ways that are less
burdensome and more natural would
allow teams, especially those without paid
staff, to sustain the democratic practices
over time.

• Community teams could frame issues
and hold forums but had difficulty
making an impact.
Overall, the community teams participating in these workshops could, with
varying degrees of success, name, frame,
convene deliberative dialogues, network,
evaluate their efforts and progress, and,
if desired, play a role in fostering citizen
action. As a result, most community teams
could claim some positive impacts as
a result of their work. However, despite
years of thoughtful effort, the Community
Politics teams acknowledge that, at best,

their work resulted in small pockets of
change. At worst, some reflect that their
efforts (despite being well thought out
and labor intensive) had virtually no lasting
impact on politics-as-usual or the community as a whole. Confronted with the
limitations of largely volunteer teams and
the realities of politics-as-usual in their
communities, all of the community teams
have struggled. Progress, if any, toward
embedding and sustaining deliberative
practices in the community in any way
that really makes a difference or making a
dent in serious problems has been uneven
at best.

• Community teams often operated in a
“parallel universe,” disconnected from
politics-as-usual, or faced resistance
when confronting politics-as-usual.
Community Politics teams had difficulty developing democratic practices
that complement institutional practices.
Oftentimes, community institutions used
deliberative forums as a means to get
input from citizens to justify existing
proposals or satisfy a public participation
requirement. Sometimes teams faced
outright resistance from local institutions,
which were hesitant to change. Team
members often found that they were
not able to bring enough local decision
makers or funders to appreciate the need
for deliberative public decision making,
despite the best efforts of their team and
their partner organizations.
While the workshop series ended to
allow for an internal review of our learning,

The Kettering Foundation
moves its main office
from 42 N. Main Street in
downtown Dayton to the
Financial South Building
on Far Hills Avenue.

the research has continued on in other
ways. We are still experimenting today with
how people in communities solve problems together. The foundation researches
the ways that distinct groups attempt to
constructively affect the politics of naming
and framing problems in their community—as well as how they collectively
address them. That is, how do innovations,
which are designed to change the nature
of the workings of political interactions in
a community, work?
Learning exchanges are built around
experiments and the practical implications
of carrying out innovations. We are interested in learning more about:
1. how innovations can be initiated;
2. the potential barriers to trying new
ways of solving problems together
in communities;
3. assuming that innovations occur, the
political outcomes of the innovations
in practice, which includes changes
in interactions regarding particular
problems; and
4. the development of self-consciousness
among citizens of key democratic
practices and ways to make them
citizen-driven.
We are studying how political entrepreneurship can be done with democratic
intent.
Phillip Lurie is a program officer at the Kettering
Foundation. For more information on the
Community Politics Workshop series, or for any
questions or comments, he can be reached at
plurie@kettering.org.
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