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Becoming a citizen leader is a developmental 
process. Moderators and convenors need a 
community that will nourish and foster the gradual 
transformation taking place. Merely learning the 
technical skills of organizing and moderating 
a forum will not result in the deep learning that 
must take place to sustain the citizen leader role. 
Sustaining citizen involvement requires a shift in the 
way one thinks about local political action and the 
role of citizens in that action. Our Sustaining Citizen 
Leadership Model suggests that local community 
organizations that are interested in promoting 
deliberative discussion and recruiting moderators 
might take the following actions:

 Allow time for reflection during a deliberative 
discussion. Have participants converse on the 
experience of participation. Ask participants to 
reflect on how this discussion may be different  
from other controversial discussions. 

 Invite participants to observe a discussion. 
Discuss with interested participants the ways 
participants come to take ownership of the 
issues. Engage in conversations with interested 
participants about how their beliefs concerning 
citizen involvement are evolving. 

 Invite interested participants to attend a center 
for public life workshop. Before attending, brief the 
participants on what to expect and what questions  
to ask. After the workshop, provide reflection 
exercises for the participants. Schedule a 
meeting with experienced moderators to discuss 
experiences, techniques, and tools. Connect the 
process of moderating to the values regarding 
citizen participation. 

 Support the new moderators by inviting him 
or her to attend meetings at your center for public 
life, keeping in e-mail contact, and bring the new 
moderators to a Kettering Foundation event or  
other forums.

executive SummAry
This study attempts to explain how ordinary 
citizens who have convened, supported, or 
moderated a local community forum sustain their 
interest and commitment to the use of deliberative 
discussion as a way for a community to come 
to know, own, and act on locally generated 
knowledge. This project investigated two  
research questions. 

 How does exposure to public deliberation 
influence participants to become or not to become 
local political actors?

 How do moderators or organizers of public 
deliberation forums become political actors in their 
communities?

 To address the research questions, a theoretical 
model that might explain how ordinary citizens 
become committed to community political action 
was developed from the literature on adult learning 
and from conversations with known supporters 
of deliberative discussion and long-term forum 
organizers. Four individuals were invited to attend 
a meeting at which a focus-group-like discussion 
was held on the topic of becoming a moderator. 
Each individual had an opportunity to tell their story: 
their journey toward membership in a local group 
with a charter to promote deliberative dialogue in 
the community. Their stories and an introspective 
look at our own journeys toward commitment were 
used to build the model. 
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Based on theory and interviews, the model also 
suggests that becoming a moderator involves a 
process over a prolonged period of time. Attending 
a center for public life workshop or a forum is only 
a beginning step in the process of becoming a 
moderator. Attendance is not a sufficient condition 
for sustaining a moderator. Becoming a moderator 
involves a change in perspective, the development 
of contacts with other moderators, and guided, 
gradual involvement with the tasks related to 
organizing and conducting forums. Becoming a 
moderator involves developing relationships with 
a network of deliberative discussion practitioners 
and having that network support and guide both 
the skills and perspectives that support the idea 
that citizens have a voice and can use that voice 
to influence the way local issues are resolved. As 
Collins, Kersey, and Savage (2007) suggest:

A fundamental idea of democracy is the 
exchange of ideas. . . . In a democratic society 
deliberation is expected so that no single idea 
rules on the basis of tradition, power, or prestige. 
It is a democratic ideal that the best idea will 
prevail through discourse and discussion; 
because the best idea will have been subjected 
to questioning, amendment, modification, and 
competition with other ideas. The best idea 
will ultimately be a combination of all the ideas 
brought to light by the diverse group who will act 
on it (p. 362).

Sustaining citizen involvement in local community 
issues is enhanced through the process of training 
moderators who can work in the community to 
help convene and facilitate a reasoned exchange 
of ideas, which is so crucial to a democracy. 
Individuals make decisions to become moderators, 
but it is the deliberative discussion community who 
supports and encourages the transition from forum 
participant to community discussion moderator. 
Our model suggests that the transition is not 
necessarily the result of attaining skills for leading 
and conducting forums, but rather the result of 
developing values and beliefs that support citizen 
participation and efficacy in owning and acting on 
political issues. 

FuLL report

introduction

 Deliberative practices can create a public, assist 
the public in finding its voice, and influence civic 
actions in communities (Daubon 2005; Mathews 
2008, 1999). The community forum—a space for 
structured dialogue around contemporary issues—
brings together people of diverse backgrounds 
in informal learning encounters to discuss the 
public good. The ways participants associate 
after attending forums, participate in political or 
other social activities, or form networks might 
be considered indicators of the influence of the 
public deliberation on the political life of a local 
community. Public deliberation conducted in 
spaces and places where adults might gather 
to discuss public issues may enhance the 
networks and relationships in that community. 
A key to a productive community forum—and 
subsequent action—is the forum moderator. 
Moderators challenge and encourage citizens 
to engage with the issues affecting daily life in 
their communities, but do not interfere in the 
dialogue or use their expert knowledge to direct 
the group (Grisham 1999; Lacy 2001). By promoting 
dialogue and encouraging diverse citizen voices 
from the community, practitioners of deliberative 
democracy, moderators, and convenors can 
help restore citizen involvement in the decisions 
affecting their communities. However, little has 
been studied concerning ways to sustain the 
leadership necessary to create the spaces and 
places for public deliberation. The moderator is a 
key figure in promoting the values and practices of 
deliberative dialogue. While some citizens attend 
moderator training to learn new skills and new 
techniques, the question of why an ordinary citizen 
adopts the practices of public deliberation and 
remains active in community politics has not been 
systematically studied. 
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A reSeArch ApproAch

This study attempts to explain how ordinary citizens 
who have convened, supported, or moderated a 
local community forum sustain their interest and 
commitment to the use of deliberative discussion 
as a way for a community to come to know, own, 
and act on locally generated knowledge. This  
project investigated two research questions: 

 How does exposure to public deliberation   
 influence participants to become or not to   
 become local political actors?

 How do moderators or organizers of public   
 deliberation forums become political actors   
 in their communities?

 To address the research questions, a theoretical 
model that might explain how ordinary citizens 
become committed to community political action 
was developed from the literature on adult learning 
and from conversations with known supporters 
of deliberative discussion and long-term forum 
organizers affiliated with the Council for Public 
Deliberation in Ohio. Four individuals were invited 
to attend a meeting during which a focus-group-
like discussion was held on the topic of becoming 
a moderator. Each individual had an opportunity 
to tell their story, their journey toward membership 
in a local group whose charter is to promote 
deliberative dialogue in the community. Their 
stories and an introspective look at my own journey 
toward commitment were used to build the model. 

conceptuAL FrAmeworK

Kettering Foundation defines "community 
politics" as ideas and practices that can create an 
engaged citizenry in a community. Citizen politics 
describes the way a community goes about the 
business of making decisions and addressing 
problems (League of Women Voters 2005; Severyn 
2004). Public deliberation has been viewed as 
a methodology for changing the ways ordinary 
citizens act and confront local issues. While 
deliberation is seen as a methodology for engaging 
in rational discourse, how citizens experience the 
process in terms of transforming their worldview 
regarding local political action, has not been 
studied. The theory of transformative learning can 
help explain how and why adults change their views 
of themselves as political actors (Mezirow 1990). 
Transformative- learning theory postulates that 
actors undergo phases of learning, which result 
in changes in an individual’s meaning-making 
structures. These changes influence the ways 
an individual thinks, feels, and acts in the world 
(Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgarten 2007). While 
the original studies focused on transformative 
learning as a cognitive process, later work 
recognizes that transformative learning can 
embrace a more holistic approach, involving bodily, 
spiritual, and psychodynamic processes of learning 
(Taylor 2000). 

Transformative-learning 
theory postulates that actors 
undergo phases of learning, 
which result in changes in an 
individual’s meaning-making 
structures. 
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A critical component of the change model 
is the use of dialogic processes at both the 
conscious and unconscious levels (Elias 1997). 
The outcome is an adult who is more accepting 
of other viewpoints, connected to larger issues, 
and more committed to an integrated worldview. 
Transformative-learning involves a challenge 
to a citizen’s habitual way of responding to 
political issues; a questioning of the assumptions 
surrounding the role of citizens in political 
action; critical reflection on assumptions; 
dialogic encounters with others who hold similar 
perspectives; and acting on new perspectives 
developed through testing of new roles and 
meaning-making structures. Transformative-
learning provides a new worldview and a new 
view of the self as political actor. Stages of 
transformative learning include: experiencing 
a disorienting dilemma; self-assessing beliefs, 
values, and habitual ways of responding; critically 
assessing assumptions; recognizing that others 
have gone through a similar process; exploring 
options; formulating a plan of action; and 
reintegrating (Mezirow 2000). Transformative 
learning theory can provide a framework for 
understanding how ordinary citizens become 
involved with deliberative discussions and, in turn, 
actively promote the concept in their communities. 
Transformational learning accounts for deep and 
permanent changes in the meaning structures 
that guide our lives. Meaning structures are the 
assumptions, values, beliefs, and expectations that 
structure experience. The application of theory 
and experience to the question of how citizens 
sustain their involvement in community politics 
resulted in the Sustaining Citizen Leadership (SCL) 
Model. Each of the components of the SCL model 
is derived from aspects of transformative-learning 
theory. The model theory attempts to explain how 
citizens come to change their customary and 
unexamined ways of perceiving community politics 
and acting in the world by adopting and sustaining 
a new perspective. Simply, it is how we interpret 
political actions and live our lives as involved 
citizens.

SuStAining citizen LeAderShip modeL

A model for sustaining citizen leadership describes 
the developmental tasks a moderator passes 
through to develop a way of thinking and acting 
that sustains engagement as a local community 
political actor. The SCL model consists of the 
following stages: concern that current political 
actions are not adequate for dealing with complex 
community problems; comparing beliefs and 
values; conversing with a new political community; 
committing to a new role; and continuing the 
work. The SCL model provides a thematic tool for 
interpreting how moderators live the values of the  
deliberative process. 

concern

The process begins with a disorienting dilemma—a 
feeling that our usual ways of acting and knowing 
are not congruent with our expectations. Perhaps 
a citizen has been recruited to be a moderator at 
a local community forum or has been approached 
by other involved citizens to convene a forum. Or 
perhaps the citizen attends a forum due to curiosity 
or interest in a topic. Deliberation represents an 
alternative way for a community to engage with 
issues and talk about issues (Mathews 2008). But 
deliberation also entails a different way we might 
come to think about citizen involvement, the value 
of discourse, and how a forum can give voice to 
those who might not ordinarily be heard. These 
observations may begin to generate questions, 
such as, why do I think the way I do about citizen 
actions, what do I value, what do I want to be like 
as a political actor, what is it about talk that brings 
a community together? King (2005) refers to these 
questions as “generating transformational learning 
opportunities.” One community convenor, John, 
was concerned over the lack of feedback from 
citizens on important health issues. The ideal of 
citizen voice—combined with the lack of space for 
dialogue to occur—was a disorienting dilemma: 
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Consideration of these values and beliefs begins 
to modify the mental models citizens bring to civic 
discussions. An experienced forum convenor 
expresses the values behind a strong belief in 
deliberative discussion and citizen participation:

We are about creating a space where citizens 
can engage and talk. We provide a chance for 
people to talk. We do this because somebody 
has to in order for our democracy to work. The 
government can’t do it, should not do it. Ordinary 
people should do it. Forums create the space to 
allow people to engage and create that feeling of 
commitment. You cannot do that in unstructured 
conversations. 

 This is the beginning of new meaning structures.  
To deepen awareness of the change in values— 
and to bring to consciousness the underlying 
meaning of a new way of thinking about community 
politics—a dialogue with members who support 
forums is necessary. 

I became involved through my work in the 
health department. We were looking for a good 
way to do outreach in the community around 
a particular process and looking at getting 
some public feedback about an issue that we 
thought the public didn’t have much grounding 
in and we were interested in the public process 
possibilities. That was really my personal 
interest also because most of my involvement 
with the health department through my whole 
career has been some degree of public process 
involvement and different types of involvement. 
But for me personally it was being able to see 
a whole range of possibilities in terms of how 
public process models and types of process 
that could be applied in the community.

 The experience of observing or moderating a 
forum leads to the next process of reflecting on the 
beliefs and assumptions of citizen involvement.

compAring BeLieFS And vALueS

Underlying the deliberative discussion is a set of 
beliefs and values regarding citizen participation 
(Reason 1994): 

 Ordinary people can create knowledge that   
 arises from their experience in local    
 communities. 

 Participation creates a sense of ownership;   
 local citizens own the problem and the 
 situation. 

 Participation is fundamental to building   
 community capacity to take action. 

 Participation means honoring the contributions  
 of those who attend, who become involved in   
 the dialogue and subsequent actions; it is   
 honoring diverse viewpoints.

 Participation reduces the distance between   
 those who live the problem.
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converSing with A new poLiticAL 
community

Transformation in the way citizens think about local 
political actions is dependent upon finding support 
from others who have experienced the change 
and the power of forums to help communities 
deal with local issues. Talking with others about 
emerging values, reading articles and texts on the 
use of deliberative discussions, and associating 
with others who lead and convene forums are 
essential elements to building new habits of the 
mind. This is a crucial stage. If support is not found, 
new ways of thinking about citizen politics may not 
take hold. The emerging citizen leader struggles 
between the old and new frames of reference. 
Tang (1997) suggests, “One can always interpret 
evidence or facts in a way that fits one’s existing 
consciousness. It is therefore essential that the 
structure of consciousness itself be changed 
in order for transformation to occur.” A guide is 
necessary to encourage and support the change. 
Support can be in the form of follow-up from 
forum leaders or sponsors of moderator training 
workshops. Experienced colleagues are needed to 
assist the citizen leader to better understand their 
needs for change. This occurs primarily through 
talking with colleagues about the experience. If 
support and dialogue with others are present, the 
citizen leader may move to the next stage in which 
new roles are developed. 

committing to deveLoping new roLeS 

Attending centers for public life or moderator 
training workshops illustrates a commitment to try 
on new roles. The workshop is a place for citizen 
leaders to meet and interact with others who are 
in a similar stage of transforming their views and 
models concerning political processes. A center 
for public life workshop can establish expectations 
for changed roles and ways of acting. Attending 
with an experienced moderator or supporter of 
community forums builds the value base necessary 
to support the change. Attending the center for 
public life workshop is not necessarily a technical 
experience, but an experience in which one can see 
and become involved in the underlying processes 

guiding citizen politics. This is a deep knowledge-
acquisition experience. Having an opportunity to try 
out new roles, new ways of engaging with others, 
in a safe and supportive environment reinforces 
new norms of acting in different ways. The center 
for public life provides a space for beginning to 
integrate new ways of thinking and assessing the 
consequences of one’s new actions. Keeping a 
reflective journal of the experience is a tool that will 
continue the dialogue and illustrate the changes 
that are taking place cognitively and emotionally. 
A committed community forum organizer, Chris, 
speaks to the importance of having a group of like-
minded individuals to sustain the effort:

If I didn’t have this group to come back to or 
support me I probably wouldn’t be doing forums 
anymore at the library. Because I get done with 
a forum at the library and I think “Oh, what is the 
point?” It’s nice to have a group of people come 
together and talk but then they go home and 
nothing has really come from it but I still hold 
out hope and I’m supported by the feeling in this 
group, there is some good, some intrinsic value to 
having people get together and talk about issues.

continuing the worK

Becoming part of the deliberative discussion 
community, and maintaining links with the 
community after acquiring knowledge from a 
workshop, helps reintegrate new thinking patterns 
with the daily life of the citizen leader. The 
reintegration process occurs over a long period of 
time. Practicing the new ways of thinking and acting 
(perhaps as a comoderator), receiving feedback on 
performance from experienced forum leaders, and 
becoming part of a forum network, are tools that 
can be used to build competence and confidence to 
support the transformation. In this stage, roles and 
ways of acting are emerging as new mental modes 
for interpreting civic action. In this stage, a new 
sense of self—one who can have positive impact on 
the community—has emerged, along with a mission 
of intervening and using discourse to engage the 
community in local issues (Elias 1997). 
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 A forum organizer illustrates the impact that 
a forum can have on the community and the 
organizer’s role in the forum. Mary expresses the 
value of deliberative discussion as learning to 
appreciate others’ points of view: 

Our impact is to make a report describing what 
we as citizens are feeling about these issues 
and what we are doing. It is important to have 
these forums so that citizens can learn about the 
issues and make an attempt to be involved and 
to be more aware. It is not to adopt a particular 
choice but to appreciate different ideas. The 
forum provides a framework for friends to 
come together and talk about serious things in 
an honest manner. I hope through the forums 
that people will connect, interact, write letters, 
contact their representatives—and people do. 
I watched the connections. Some trade phone 
numbers so they can talk about this after the 
forum. I would be very comfortable if one person 
says, “This is what I believe and I am willing to 
meet with any of you to pursue this.” By doing 
forums we are just starting the process and 
hope it continues on its own. Once people start 
thinking about a situation and realize that no one 
has the right answer, it frees people up.

Charles, a citizen leader who has been involved in 
organizing and leading deliberative discussions, 
depends on his cofacilitators—and those who have 
labored before him as forum organizers—as a 
means to sustaining his perspective:

We stay together because it is inherently a very 
hard task to get people together to reason . . . to 
deliberate in a reasoned manner and after awhile 
you say, “What’s the point?” But then, you know, 
you can have some effect. [I am] still committed 
to that core idea and we are just now supporting 
each other in applying it to our different venues or 
organizations. It is a matter of faith that the public 
will become a deliberative body. . . . It stretches 
my imagination when I think of, you know, the 
population of Columbus or the population of 
Franklin County that we are having an effect on 
those million people within the bounds of Franklin 
County. On the other hand, when I start losing 
faith that this really has much . . . effect on anyone 
or anything, I think of people that have had 
generational connections with this organization.

Continuing the work is based on the idea that the 
Council for Public Deliberation (CPD) is changing 
the way citizens talk and act on issues. It is the 
belief in the power of the people to accept the 
process and to use the process to promote the 
good in their communities.

Becoming a citizen leader is a developmental 
process. Moderators and convenors need a 
community that will nourish and foster the gradual 
transformation taking place. Merely learning the 
technical skills of organizing and moderating 
a forum will not result in the deep learning that 
must take place to sustain the citizen-leader role. 
Sustaining citizen involvement requires a shift in 
the way one thinks about local political action and 
the role of citizens in that action. Our Sustaining 
Citizen Leadership Model (see Figure 1) suggests 
that local community organizations that are 
interested in promoting deliberative discussion 
and recruiting moderators might take the following 
actions:
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 Allow time for reflection during a deliberative   
 discussion. Have participants converse on the  
 experience of participation. Ask participants to  
 reflect on how this discussion may be different  
 from  other controversial discussions. 

 Invite participants to observe a discussion.   
 Discuss with interested participants the  
 ways participants come to take ownership  
 of the issues. Engage in conversations with  
 interested participants about how their beliefs  
 concerning citizen involvement are evolving. 

 Invite interested participants to attend   
 a center for public life workshop. Before   
 attending, brief the participants on what  
 to expect, questions to ask. After the  
 workshop, provide reflection exercises  
 for the participants. Schedule a meeting  
 with experienced moderators to discuss   
 experiences, techniques, and tools.    
 Connect the process of moderating to  
 the values regarding citizen participation. 

 Support the new moderators by inviting them  
 to attend meetings at your center for public   
 life, keep in e-mail contact, and bring the new   
 moderators to a Kettering Foundation event   
 or other forums.

The model also suggests—based on theory and 
from interviews—that becoming a moderator 
involves a process over a prolonged period of 
time. Attending a center for public life workshop 
or a forum is only a beginning step in the process 
of becoming a moderator. Attendance is not a 
sufficient condition for sustaining a moderator. 
Becoming a moderator involves a change in 
perspective, the development of contacts with 
other moderators, and guided, gradual involvement 
with the tasks related to organizing and conducting 
forums. Becoming a moderator involves developing 
relationships with a network of practitioners of 
deliberative discussion and having that network 
support and guide both the skills and perspectives 
that support the idea that citizens have a voice and 
can use that voice to influence the way local issues 
are resolved. As Collins, Kersey, and Savage (2007) 
suggest:

A fundamental idea of democracy is the 
exchange of ideas. . . . In a democratic society 
deliberation is expected so that no single idea 
rules on the basis of tradition, power, or prestige. 
It is a democratic ideal that the best idea will 
prevail through discourse and discussion; 
because the best idea will have been subjected 
to questioning, amendment, modification, and 
competition with other ideas. The best idea 
will ultimately be a combination of all the ideas 
brought to light by the diverse group who will act 
on it (p. 362).

Sustaining citizen involvement in local community 
issues is enhanced through the process of 
developing moderators who can work in the 
community to help convene and facilitate the 
reasoned exchange of ideas that are so crucial to a 
democracy. Individuals make a decision to become 
moderators, but it is the deliberative discussion 
community that supports and encourages the 
transition from forum participant to community-
discussion moderator. Our model suggests that the 
transition is not necessarily one of skills in leading 
and conducting forums, but in developing values 
and beliefs supportive of citizen participation 
and efficacy in coming to own and act on political 
issues. 

Figure 1: Sustaining Citizen Leadership Model
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