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one that diverts resources and good will away from 
deliberation and toward other activities. 

The authors are troubled by the implications of the 
survey results for leadership and legitimacy. Online 
survey respondents preponderantly assigned to 
their organizations the two relatively less action-
oriented missions of four choices offered. (See 
figures 8 and 9.) While it is true that a deliberation 
is successful if it meets a stated goal of promoting 
learning and mutual understanding, organizations 
that do not gradually move their goal posts outward, 
towards problem solving and community action, risk 
deliberation burnout and self-marginalization. 

However, this is not to argue that learning and 
mutual understanding are unworthy objectives. 
They are sustainable when deliberators are 
“captives” (e.g., students) or the agreed purpose is 
pedagogy, either within the community, on campus, 
or within the classroom. But failure to move beyond 
these purposes in most cases forfeits leadership 
on community issues or problems, diminishing 
institutional legitimacy over the long run and 
risking the label of “all talk, no action.” Of course, 
leadership and legitimacy are poorly served when 
an organization over-reaches its abilities. A virtuous 
cycle depends on institutional self-awareness, 
training, outreach, incremental success, and a vision 
for the future.

Perhaps the most likely explanation for the 
survey results is that few respondents are part of 
organizations that have learned how to balance 
the role of trusted convenor with that of enabler of 
actions that emerge from deliberation. Of the 13 
NIF affiliates represented by those interviewed, only 
4 affiliates appeared to have a confident grasp of 
how to balance these roles. This is a very tentative 
conclusion, as we interviewed no more than two 
persons from any single organization. 

The survey results suggest that deliberation 
organizations vary in their orientation to action. A 
much deeper and wider survey sample, one that 
goes beyond NIF affiliates to span a greater array 
of institutions and methods of practice in the field of 
deliberation, is necessary to test for these theorized 
differences in a statistically reliable way.

executive SummAry
three key insights emerge from this  
study of 230 survey responses and  
20 oral interviews with niF-affiliated  
practitioners of deliberative forums  
and community politics:

 Convenor leadership is critical; training and   
 skills for working with activist groups are  
 needed to transfer the excitement of  
 deliberation into action, while balancing the  
 role of trusted convenor.  

 Achieving a balance between process and   
 action championship is a difficult, long- 
 term, and entrepreneurial challenge; an  
 awareness of how to achieve this growth is   
 rare and suggests a need for mentorship and   
 other efforts to transfer these skills.

 Deliberation as advocacy for the unempowered  
 has proven frequently to be rewarding;  
 involvement with more empowered groups  
 is fraught with greater risk. Deliberation   
 organizations within institutions of higher   
 learning have weak appetites for such   
 risk. Some, consciously or unconsciously,  
 may be serving as incubators for new, outside  
 organizations that may be able to fill the gap.

The lion’s share of survey responses (87 percent) 
and oral interviews came from members of 13 
National Issues Forums (NIF) affiliates. Of these  
13 organizations, 10 were based at colleges  
or universities.The story that emerges is one of 
virtuous cycles of deliberation and action that 
advance, painstakingly, when endowed with political 
and entrepreneurial energy by individuals and 
organizations that are committed to carving out a 
useful role for deliberation in community politics. The 
virtuous cycle starts when success at championing 
the first deliberative process establishes trust in a 
convenor. With each virtuous cycle, the convenor’s 
ability to bring the key actors to the table with a 
shared understanding of purpose is enhanced and 
greater challenges undertaken. Conversely, a poorly 
conducted deliberation can initiate a vicious cycle, 
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FuLL report

the reSeArch methodoLogy

The authors first undertook a confidential online 
survey that measured the views of 230 respondents 
on the 3 hypotheses. The survey posed 23 questions 
that assessed institutional and individual factors 
that might provide insight into the hypotheses. 
Each respondent’s completed survey was scored 
to measure rejection or support of the various 
hypotheses. Throughout this report we use the word 
respondents when referring to views reflected in the 
survey. The survey questions and the method used  
to score them are shown in Appendix A.

The survey period began October 11, 2007, and 
closed on December 7, 2007. Survey respondents 
were solicited by e-mail invitations to moderators, 
facilitators, and convenors of National Issues 
Forums (NIF), using 660 e-mail addresses supplied 
graciously by NIF affiliate organizations. The 
respondents represented 42 NIF affiliates. However, 
the lion’s share of responses (87 percent) came 
from a subset of 13 NIF affiliates. Of these 13 
organizations, 10 were based at colleges  
or universities.

Second, we selected and confidentially interviewed 
20 volunteers from among the 96 survey 
respondents. In the interviews the authors posed 
12 questions to assess institutional and individual 
factors that might shed light on the 3 hypotheses, 
as well as a 13th question inviting an open-ended 
response. Throughout this report we use the word 
interviewees when referring to results from the oral 
interviews, all of which were conducted by telephone. 
The oral interview questions are listed in Appendix 
B. The oral interviews were taped and transcribed. 
Key themes and examples were isolated from these 
transcriptions and used to prepare this report. 

The telephone interviews began on February 4, 
2008, and concluded on March 10, 2008. Interview 
subjects included self-described convenors (5), 
facilitators (7), and moderators (8). We selected 
interviewees in each of these three categories 
to achieve a balance of less, more, and most 
experienced practitioners, and for a balance of low, 
middle, and high survey scores. The interviewees 
represented 13 NIF affiliates; 11 interviewees are 
current employees of an NIF affiliate organization; 
2 are retired from NIF affiliate organizations 
but continue to volunteer their services, and the 
remaining 7 are volunteers.

LiterAture review

The recipe for successful deliberative forums is a 
deceptively simple paradox. Its appeal to community 
participants largely rests upon its apolitical nature, 
yet it seeks to achieve distinctly political outcomes.  
Therefore our literature review sought to isolate the 
decidedly neutral aspects of deliberative forums— 
the facilitator as process leader, the sponsorship of 
a community “space” where self-interested behavior 
boils away, the issue-at-hand as multifaceted— 
and to purposely contrast it with the desire to spur 
action based on collective choice making. This 
inherently political aspect of deliberative forums  
may challenge local authorities and contribute, 
directly or indirectly, to social movements that  
seek to achieve particular outcomes.

The recipe for successful 
deliberative forums is a 
deceptively simple paradox. 
Its appeal to community 
participants largely rests 
upon its apolitical nature, yet 
it seeks to achieve distinctly 
political outcomes.  
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Deliberative forums convened under the auspices 
of the National Issues Forums network evidence 
the challenge, and the paradox, of the necessary 
combination of two roles: those of process 
champion and action champion. Accordingly, the 
literature review defined the roles of convenor, 
facilitator, and moderator and these definitions  
are those used in our survey and in one-on- 
one interviews.

Convenor: An individual who sets or helps to set 
goals for public deliberative forums and who recruits 
and leads the facilitators and moderators who 
conduct those forums. Possible goals may include, 
but are not limited to (in ascending order of action 
orientation):

 Public deliberation as an end in itself

 Fostering mutual understanding of public policy  
problems or issues

 Assessing community needs

 Developing action plans to address public policy  
problems or issues

The convenor may or may not be neutral about all 
proposed actions or ideas put forward. She or he is 
both a process and an action champion.

Facilitators: They lead and advocate a group 
process where all participants can respectfully  
express varying ideas, opinions, and concerns  
for the purpose of achieving the goal(s) set by the 
convenor. Facilitators are both process and action 
champions.

Moderators: Like the facilitators, they are individuals 
who lead and advocate a group process where all 
participants can respectfully express varying ideas, 
opinions, and concerns. However, they do not have 
responsibility for achieving a stated group goal, other 
than the conduct of deliberation itself. Action may or 
may not result from the process, and the moderators 
do not prompt it. Moderators are process champions 
and not action champions.

The literature review also provided a relatively 
comprehensive overview of the political and apolit-
ical roles of deliberative forums as practiced by NIF 
affiliates. It described the roles and responsibilities 
of facilitators and how and when neutrality may be 
appropriately applied within the deliberative setting. 
It identified the stated political mission of the
institution that sponsors deliberative forums, the NIF 
affiliate, and paralleled it with social movements 
that also seek policy impacts. Finally, it enumerated 
the need for a safe place where political concerns, 
wishes, and ideas can be aired within an apolitical 
environment.  

The complete literature review for this project is 
provided in Appendix C.

reSeArch hypotheSeS

the research tested three hypotheses:

 Hypothesis One: A relationship exists between  
the safe place that deliberative forums provide and 
the spurring of community action.

 Hypothesis Two: Forums that are likely to 
challenge powerful local interests, to include   
business, cultural, and political authorities,  
are  exceptional.

 Hypothesis Three: The role of the action and 
process champion or facilitator (versus that of the 
moderator or process champion only) in purposively 
spurring community action as a result of deliberative 
forums is critical.

The results are explained for each hypothesis in the 
sections that follow.

hypothesis 1 - A Relationship Exists 
Between the Safe Place That 
Deliberative Forums Provide and the 
Spurring of Community Action
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Oral interviewees agreed unanimously that 
deliberation as “a safe public space for discussion” 
is important. However, getting there is not always 
easy. The skills of individuals and organizations 
matter. 

One interviewee said that when action follows 
deliberation, deliberators (1) feel they have been 
listened to and (2) they take more responsibility for 
action upon themselves. Interviewees included self-
described champions of the deliberative process, 
community action, or both. 

Survey responses used to evaluate the hypothesis 
were designed to:

 Evaluate the survey respondent’s organization’s 
autonomy and effectiveness   
(Q10-17).

 Evaluate the respondent’s personal autonomy,  
effectiveness, and skills (Q4-9).

 Give a number for recent controversial forums   
by the respondent’s organization since January   
1, 2006 (Q18).

 Indicate the desire for controversial forums by   
the respondent’s organization in the future (Q20).

 Indicate the respondent’s view of whether   
forums have affected the community’s ability   
to engage on locally controversial issues (Q10).

 Ascribe a primary mission to the respondent’s   
organization, from less to more action-oriented   
(Q19).

oral interview questions used to evaluate the 
hypothesis were designed to:

 Invite an explanation of why or why not a “safe   
public space” for discussion is important (Q1).

 Invite open-ended additional observations   
before closing the interview (Q13).

The stronger the respondent’s evaluation of his  
or her organization’s autonomy and effectiveness, 
the higher the number of controversial forums 
conducted since January 1, 2006, and the greater 
the willingness to do more in the future. (See  
Figures 1 and 2 page 6.) 

The stronger the respondent’s self-evaluation of 
autonomy, effectiveness, and skills, the stronger 
the perception that the organization’s forums had a 
favorable and timely effect on the community, and 
that additional controversial forums should take 
place in the future. (See Figure 3 page 6 and Figure 
4 page 10.)

Online respondents also indicated that the more 
favorable the experience of controversial forums, 
the more the willingness to do controversial 
forums in the future and the higher they valued the 
organization’s autonomy and effectiveness. (See 
Figures 5 and 6 page 10.) 

Finally, and perhaps reflecting a normative more than 
an objective view, the fewer the recent controversial 
forums reported, the stronger the desire was 
expressed for holding them in the future. (See  
Figure 7 page 14.)

The survey’s findings suggest varying cultures and 
missions among the 42 organizations surveyed. 
However, the sample size is too small to make 
statistically significant comparisons. For the 13 NIF 
affiliates with the most participants, sample sizes 
ranged from 6 to 34, with a mean sample size of 15. 
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creAting SAFety

A number of interviewees with the most experience 
of difficult and controversial deliberations highlighted 
improvisational tactics as the critical factor in the 
creation of a safe public space. Pre-deliberation 
convening tactics include:

 Preliminary round tables of the like-minded,   
focused on what deliberating with opponents   
could achieve.

 “Shuttle diplomacy” before (and sometimes   
during and after) public deliberations, in which   
the convenor serves as a messenger among   
parties unwilling or unable to talk freely.

 Off-the-record initial deliberations, to short-  
circuit grandstanding.

 Initial ground rules that stipulate no outcomes  
or recommendations will be discussed.

In order to test whether organizational attitudes 
towards community action differ, a future survey 
would need to cover in depth a larger number 
of large organizations that conduct public 
deliberations, necessarily including organizations 
outside the NIF network. 

experience oF convening 
creAteS A commitment  
to Action

The connection of forums and action by 
interviewees varied with their length of experience. 
The greater the person’s experience, and 
especially the greater the experience of convening, 
the more that interviewees cited a dilemma: it is 
difficult for a convenor to maintain the trust of all 
parties and to serve as a disinterested champion 
of the deliberative process, while giving meaning to 
deliberation as an activity that is purposive, i.e., one 
that is not “all talk, no action.”

Respondents and interviewees with less experience 
indicated a greater willingness to be satisfied 
by deliberation in which a safe public space is 
established, allowing deliberators to speak freely 
and learn from one another. However, interviewees 
of longer experience cited dialogue burnout as a 
motivator for them to engage in fostering action, 
rather than leaving it to deliberators and community 
organizations. One interviewee described a 
compromise approach: “I am a champion of the 
process, and a champion of actions that emerge 
from the process.”
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Figure 1, Hypothesis 1 -   A  Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n=174)

Number of controversial forums since 1/1/2006 (Q18)

Figure 3, Hypothesis 1 -   A Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That 
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n=174)

           
The ability of this community to engage on locally controversial issues 

has been favorably affected by timely forums. (Q10)
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Figure 2, Hypothesis 1 -   A Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n=164) 
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One experienced convenor indicated that the 
toughest challenge is to provide a deliberator the 
safety to change his or her mind in the presence of 
the deliberator’s own highly organized and self-
interested peer group.

other inSightS

One interviewee found that working through 
community foundations was an effective way to 
serve as a process champion, and to avoid process 
without action. The community foundations handle 
the balancing of the process and action roles. 

The interviewees clearly and easily distinguished 
between their experiences of forums in which a 
safe public space was established and those in 
which it was not. Several interviewees shared the 
insight that the reflection period tells the story. When 
deliberators were comfortable sharing changes in 
their views and progress in their learning, there was 
success. When deliberators did not want to reflect, 
and they were anxious to leave, the deliberation failed.

Several interviewees said that deliberations on 
student life controversies, and other values issues, 
confront a dual challenge. First, the moderator or 
facilitator must be trusted, which favors use  
of students rather than faculty or other staff;  
second, however, student facilitators or  
moderators need experienced assistance  
to conduct discussions among peers who  
sometimes harbor vehement feelings. 

hypothesis 2 - Forums That Are Likely  
to Challenge Powerful Local Interests 
Are Exceptional

The oral interviewees generally considered no 
issue to be off-limits to deliberation, but they varied 
greatly in their ambitions and experience regarding 
deliberative forums as means to community action. 
Exceptions to that were several interviewees whose 

profession is community action; they indicated they 
would be uninterested in deliberation if it did not bring 
about community action. 

Our hypothesis was supported in the survey, and 
elaborated by interviewees. Deliberative forums that 
are likely to challenge powerful local interests are 
exceptional, but they do exist. On the other hand, 
deliberative forums that empower individuals and 
community organizations at little expense to the 
interests of others are highly valued and seemingly 
more frequent. These are typically deliberations that 
fill a political vacuum in disadvantaged communities.

Many interviewees had experience with forums that 
“bombed,” but that is not to say the forum was poorly 
chosen; rather, the forum was poorly prepared and 
executed. Further, there appears to be a mismatch 
between the desire to use deliberation to defuse 
community controversy and the lack of confidence 
among less experienced moderators or facilitators 
that they can effectively deal with such situations. 

we evaluated the hypothesis against survey 
responses that: 

 Give a number for recent controversial forums by  
the online respondent’s organization since January 
1, 2006 (Q18).

 Ascribe a primary mission to the respondent’s  
organization, from less to more action-oriented 
(Q19).

 Indicate the respondent’s view of whether   
forums  have affected the community’s ability to   
engage on locally controversial issues (Q10).

 Self-evaluate the respondent’s personal   
autonomy, effectiveness, and skills (Q4-9).

 Indicate the desire for controversial forums by   
the respondent’s organization in future (Q20).

 Indicate the respondent’s length of experience  
(Q2).

 Ascribe a primary mission to the respondent’s  
organization, from less to more action-oriented 
(Q19).
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 Convenors were asked to describe the  
governance structure of their organizations and 
whether the governance of their organizations 
helped determine why they see their organizations as 
being better at process or as an action champion, or 
as achieving a satisfactory balance (Q12).

 All interviewees were invited to make open- 
ended additional observations before closing the 
interviews (Q13).

LeArning From the exceptionS

Two interviewees talked about deliberations that 
challenged powerful interests. In one instance, the 
organization has become adept at working through 
logjams among entrenched interests. In another, 
the organization finds it has empowered ordinary 
citizens to overcome a lack of initiative and outreach 
on the part of community leaders. Both of these 
examples involved rural planning and development. 
Both interviewees suggested that the convenor 
must have an action orientation from the start. The 
convenor must not assert expertise on what that 
action should be; the convenor’s expertise is only on 
the process for determining that action.

One interviewee talked about a situation in which 
the community politics are so tangled that what is 
needed is a convenor from outside the community 
with purely professional credentials. The good news 
is that this convenor will be welcomed; the bad news 
is that the engagement will not be sustained. In the 
interviewee’s experience, either the money to pay 
the convenor will run out, or the convenor’s lack of 
community roots will prevent the convenor from 
sustaining follow-up.

For many NIF affiliates—such as those at land-
grant universities—the stakes are high if institutions 
are perceived as having taken sides on issues. 
Such issues may be politically explosive, and the 
institution risks being perceived as self-interested 
or ideologically inspired. This is a particular problem 
when research findings at the institution have 
unhappy implications for politically empowered 
local interest groups. Two interviewees told us 

oral interview questions used to evaluate the 
hypothesis were designed to:

 Solicit examples of a successful deliberation 
that led to action in the community, whether 
organized by the NIF affiliate or someone else,  
and an example of a successful deliberation that 
did not lead to action (Q4).

 Solicit examples of a deliberation, whether  
organized by the NIF affiliate or someone else, 
that others in that organization, its parent (if any), 
or the community found unwelcome or opposed. 
Interviewees were asked to name or describe 
the (actual or presumed) key proponents and 
opponents of the deliberation; and asked whether 
the deliberation was worthwhile, in hindsight (Q5).

 Solicit examples of a deliberation that should  
have been done, or ought to be done in the future, 
despite the unwelcome or opposing reaction it 
might provoke within the organization, its parent (if 
any), or the community. Interviewees were asked 
to name or describe the (actual or presumed) key 
proponents and opponents of the deliberation and 
asked why was it or would it be worthwhile despite 
such an  unwelcome or opposing reaction (Q6).

 Solicit examples of a deliberation that should  
NOT have been done, or ought NOT to be done  in 
the future, due to the unwelcome or opposing  
reaction it provoked or might provoke within the 
organization, its parent (if any), or the community. 
Interviewees were asked to name or describe 
the (actual or presumed) key proponents and 
opponents of the deliberation and asked why was 
it or would it be better to forego such a deliberation 
(Q7).

 Convenors were asked whether their 
supervisors as officials of the NIF affiliate were  
the same or different from their supervisors as 
faculty or staff members of a parent institution  
and to name the two sets of supervisors if they 
were different (Q11).
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that unpopular research findings by their faculty 
colleagues had rendered certain important local 
policy matters politically off-limits to convening by 
their organizations.

The convenor must have 
an action orientation from 
the start. The convenor 
must not assert expertise 
on what that action should 
be; the convenor’s expertise 
is only on the process for 
determining that action.

reServed, deFenSive, or unreAdy?

Survey respondents appeared reserved, defensive, 
or unready to acknowledge an action orientation 
that challenges powerful local interests. An action 
orientation is, for the most part, unstated or denied.  

Controversy was ascribed to forums more frequently 
by those who did not state or who denied an action 
orientation than by those who embraced an action 
orientation. For example:

 Of the four action orientations presented by  
the survey question, most respondents ascribed to 
their organizations the two relatively less  action-
oriented missions of the four choices offered. This 
reserved attitude was maintained regardless of 
the respondent’s (1) years of experience (Figure 
8 page 23) or (2) degree of participation in recent 
controversial forums (Figure 9 page 23).

 Paradoxically, respondents who ascribed to their 
organizations the two relatively less action-oriented 
missions of the four choices somewhat defensively 
indicated a greater frequency of controversial 
forums recently than respondents who ascribed 
stronger action orientations to their organizations 
(Figure 9 page 23).

Explaining a reserved stance. Abandoning a stance 
of absolute neutrality is not easily done or admitted 
to by deliberation practitioners.

 One interviewee indicated that convening, 
opening doors, and building trust among convening 
partners is the hardest job. Success at convening  
is a necessary condition for success in bringing 
about action. 

 How can we champion action while maintaining 
trust on all sides? One interviewee deals with the 
dilemma by championing action that emerges from 
deliberation, and only that.

 In another suggestion of a reserved stance, 
survey respondents who ascribed a more action-
oriented mission to their organizations nonetheless 
scored themselves and their organizations relatively 
lower in the share of forums deemed controversial 
(Figure 9 page 23).

Another manifestation of reserve was a comfort 
zone. A college-based interviewee described his 
organization’s ability to “own” an issue that is internal 
to the college, e.g., student life issues, pedagogy, 
or college resource or program planning efforts. 
When issues are owned by the outside community, 
the organization lends its expertise, but only upon 
request; it does not take the lead.

Explaining a defensive stance. Again looking at 
Figure 9, we note that most respondents ascribed 
to their organizations the two relatively less action-
oriented missions of the four choices offered, but 
ascribed to those same organizations a higher 
frequency of controversial forums. 

Explaining unreadiness. Perhaps the most likely 
explanation is that relatively fewer respondents 
are part of organizations that have learned how to 
balance the role of trusted convenor with that of 
enabler of actions that emerge from deliberation. 
Of the 14 NIF affiliates represented by those we 
interviewed, only 4 appeared to have a confident 
grasp of how to balance these roles. This is a very 
tentative conclusion, as we interviewed no more than 
two persons from any single organization. 
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Figure 4, Hypothesis 1 -   A Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That 
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n= 163)

           
Should this organization choose topics for public deliberation that are more locally 

controversial than it has in the past? (Q20)
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Figure 5, Hypothesis 1 -   A Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n=165)
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The ability of this community to engage on locally controversial issues has been 
favorably affected by timely forums. (Q10)

Figure 6, Hypothesis 1 -   A Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n=174) 
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Figure 7, Hypothesis 1 -   A Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n=164)
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We found that deliberation organizations clearly 
vary in their orientation to action. Unfortunately, a 
much deeper and wider survey sample, one that 
goes beyond NIF affiliates to span a greater array 
of institutions and methods of practice in the field 
of deliberation, would be necessary to test for these 
theorized differences in a statistically reliable way.

oppoSition to deLiberAtion

Relatively few interviewees gave examples of 
deliberation issues that had provoked an opposing 
or unwelcoming response from within their 
organizations, a parent body, or the community.  
The few examples came in three forms:

 Two interviewees admitted candidly that 
support or opposition from the college president 
to a deliberation on high profile economic issues 
determined whether the issue could be deliberated. 

 College faculty opposition to deliberation of 
particular issues is often based more on efficacy 
arguments. These critics view students as too poorly 
informed to deliberate usefully, unless they have 
direct experience or knowledge (e.g., alcohol, race, 
or gender controversies in student life).

 Other critics of deliberation are fully committed 
to an advocacy model. If there is a need for 
education on the issue, in their view, lectures are  
the right approach.

hAndLing tough iSSueS

Some interviewees second-guessed decisions not 
to deliberate values or cultural issues that are feared 
as challenging, since the issues have not gone 
away or gotten better. One interviewee asserted NIF 
should prepare issue books on (1) the prison pipeline 
(cycles of dropout, conviction, and recidivism) and (2) 
the Iraq War. One other interviewee said, cryptically, 
that there are unseen filters on some topics and 
some people; in these cases issues of concern are 
off-limits to deliberation and discussion.

Others singled out forums on immigration that 
were failures due to unwillingness to include critical 
viewpoints. Eventually, once those viewpoints were 
brought into the deliberations, the effort became 
serious and worthwhile.

deLiberAtion And A hippocrAtic 
oAth

When pressed for examples of deliberations that 
would be too controversial, three interviewees replied 
in terms analogous to the portion of the Hippocratic 
Oath, which that exhorts physicians to “first, do 
no harm.” One interviewee asserted the time has 
come for immigration forums locally because “the 
community is not handling the issue well.” Two other 
interviewees indicated the bottom line on deliberating 
any issue would be not to “make it worse” by 
convening a public deliberation.

One interviewee said handling a high-tension issue 
initially in a large, public forum is unlikely to allow 
all participants to feel safe. Convening in multiple, 
smaller forums is a better initial step. Another 
interviewee argued that some locally contentious 
political issues should be allowed to “cool off” before 
attempting deliberation. Convening deliberations 
privately among selected individuals when topics are 
particularly sensitive is another technique reported to 
allow trust to build in communities where trust among 
groups is low.

Timing is an important factor that impacts 
deliberation. As one interviewee noted, the convening 
organization must have a good sense of the people’s 
readiness to engage; in order to have a successful 
deliberation, the public cannot be burned out on  
the issue.
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community action; this, they said, is a necessary 
step in institutional development, albeit one that first 
requires a reputation as a trusted convenor. Some 
emphasized making deliberation a component of 
ongoing community engagement, to avoid the pitfall 
of deliberative events that appear, in retrospect, to 
have few concrete effects. Only in rare instances will 
the steering wheel spontaneously change hands, i.e., 
community organizations will infrequently react to a 
deliberation by taking the lead in following up.

These conclusions emerged clearly from the oral 
interviews. However, the key survey question (Q1) 
was poorly worded and yielded inconclusive results.

Deliberations geared to  
action are more productive 
and challenging than 
those that focus on values. 
Deliberations on values have 
emotional ramifications 
for participants, but are 
nonetheless less provocative 
than deliberations that 
potentially will result in 
concrete community action. 

we evaluated the hypothesis against survey 
responses that were designed to:

 Evaluate the online respondent’s personal 
autonomy, effectiveness, and skills (Q4-9), and those 
of the institution (Q10-17).

 Ascribe a primary mission to the respondent’s 
organization, from less to more action-oriented 
(Q19).

 Indicate the respondent’s view of whether 
forums have affected the community’s ability to 
engage on locally controversial issues (Q10).

orgAnizAtionAL cuLture AppeArS 
moSt importAnt

Experience has no effect on the perceived action 
orientation of the respondent’s organization, nor on 
the number of controversial forums judged to have 
taken place since January 1, 2006. This suggests 
the perceived action orientation is a function of the 
culture of the organization, and not a matter of the 
individual’s views becoming less rose-colored with 
maturity. (See Figures 8 and 10 page 23.)

One interviewee argued that deliberations geared 
to action are more productive and challenging than 
those that focus on values. Deliberations on values 
have emotional ramifications for participants, 
 but are nonetheless less provocative than 
deliberations that potentially will result in  
concrete community action. 

In sum, oral interviews and a number of indicators 
from the survey results suggest strongly that  
a certain degree of organizational skill and 
confidence is necessary to take on the challenge  
of taking action. 

Hypothesis 3 - Understanding the 
Distinction between Facilitation and 
Moderation Is Critical to Action

Consciousness of the moderator/facilitator 
distinction increased with experience of deliberative 
forums as an element of community politics.  
Many oral interviewees without the experience  
of convening did not distinguish between the 
moderator and facilitator roles. Our hypothesis  
was poorly supported.

Instead, interviewees indicated that, in terms of both 
preparing and following up on deliberative forums, 
what is most important is a convenor’s openness to 
action. A few interviewees judged their organizations 
should move away from a process-only emphasis 
to one that encompasses a role in ensuing 
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moving From educAtion to Action

“How do we make action happen?” asked an 
interviewee who stated that the deliberation 
community does no training in social action. Perhaps, 
the interviewee suggested, it’s necessary to give 
dialogue and deliberation practitioners the skills 
to transfer the excitement of deliberation into 
action, or, as one interviewee described it, action-
based deliberation. Another interviewee suggested 
that follow-up or impact studies on community 
deliberation are needed.

Some community-based advocacy organizations 
that participate in public deliberations are 
uncomfortable with the open-ended nature of 
deliberation and with the possibility that deliberators 
may not follow the advocates’ lead. Based on 
reports from interviewees, some are reluctant to 
provide opponents of their agenda with adequate 
representation. Taking the risk of letting deliberators 
decide things for themselves is an unacceptable 
leap of faith for some advocacy organizations.

Some deliberation organizations, for their part, fear 
that by putting an issue up for deliberation they help 
to legitimate advocates who may not represent 
the community or a valid concern—the choice to 
deliberate a particular issue is recognized as a 
consequential act for community politics. 

The respective missions of deliberation and 
advocacy organizations can come into conflict 
if these concerns are not acknowledged and 
reconciled up front.

An interviewee who is a convenor said that a trusted 
convenor can be thrust into action by parties who 
remain wary of one another and who, in the wake of 
a successful deliberation, find themselves in need 
of a trusted agent to carry out agreed steps. That 
convenor says, “If you are an effective process 
champion, you will eventually be pushed into the role 
of action champion.” 

 Indicate the respondent’s view of whether 
distinctions between convenors, facilitators, 
and moderators are important, adhered to, or 
understood (Q1).

 Indicate the desire for controversial forums by 
the respondent’s organization in future (Q20).

oral interview questions used to evaluate the 
hypothesis:

 Invited a description of the interviewee’s role 
at the NIF affiliate and any other organizations 
involved in public deliberations, in terms of 
whether that role is more that of a champion of 
the deliberative process as a “safe public space,” 
that of a champion of community action, neither of 
those, or both (Q2).

 Asked whether the distinctions between 
convenors, facilitators, and moderators were 
important, adhered to, or understood (Q3).

 Asked whether the interviewee identified as a 
champion of the deliberative process, a champion 
of community action, neither, or both. Interviewees 
were also asked whether there would be any 
instance in which that role might change and  
why (Q8).

 Asked how an interviewee feels after 
moderating or facilitating a controversial forum 
when it goes well and when it doesn’t, and how they 
define success (Q9).

 Asked whether an interviewee’s organization 
is better at process or as an action champion, or 
whether a satisfactory balance is achieved, and 
whether other community organizations that use 
deliberation perform the process or action roles 
better (Q10).

 Invited open-ended additional observations 
before closing the interview (Q13).
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Respondents who ascribed the most action-oriented 
mission to their organizations were relatively modest 
or skeptical about their personal and organizational 
autonomy, effectiveness, and skills. Such evaluations 
were highest for those who ascribed a middle-of-
the-road action orientation to their organizations. 
A majority of those with low evaluations ascribed 
to their organization the least action-oriented 
mission. (See Figure 11 page 24.) This suggests 
that the convening organization’s self-confidence, 
and the perceived community good will towards the 
convenor, can determine whether to go forward.

how to bLunder

One interviewee spoke despairingly of mistrusted 
convenors, in this instance members of a college 
administration. The interviewee cited many 
instances of “insincere deliberation,” at times 
when these administrators were compelled to seek 
mutually mistrusted faculty input on matters like 
planning and resource allocation. In this person’s 
view, the result of an insincere deliberation is 
worse than when a deliberation is mishandled and 
“bombs.” Administration decisions ultimately reveal 
the deliberations as a contrivance, a vicious cycle 
of reciprocated mistrust deepens, and deliberative 
methods are discredited. 

Another interviewee gave an example of campus 
deliberation gone awry because the convenor did 
not trust the process: deliberations on student life 
issues (e.g., sex, substance abuse, race or gender 
relations) in which students are expected to discuss 
their questionable behaviors freely in the presence 
of campus authority figures, which students will not 
do. Again, the purpose of the deliberation is poorly 
served, and deliberation is discredited as a problem-
solving tool. Several interviewees expressed 
frustration that college administrators are tentative 
or reluctant to rely on deliberation in working to 
resolve student life controversies. 

An interviewee from another organization indicated 
that the organization had hurt itself by limiting itself 
to using the NIF method, when other approaches 
may have been more appropriate, especially when 
working with advocates for a highly organized 
reform movement. The interviewee candidly 
acknowledged a shortcoming in preparing that 
movement’s advocates for what an NIF forum 
involved, in particular the limitations that moderators 
would impose on the advocates’ ability to dominate 
discussion. 

No                     Probably not            Don’t know                  Maybe                          Yes 

No                    Probably not            Don’t know                  Maybe                        Yes 

The ability of this community to engage on locally controversial issues has been 
favorably affected by timely forums. (Q10)

Figure 6, Hypothesis 1 -   A Relationship Exists Between the Safe Place That
Deliberative Forums Provide and the Spurring of Community Action (n=174) 
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with extensive experience generally cited successful 
relationships with institutional leaders as an 
important element of the organization’s ability  
to move from deliberation to action.

One interviewee indicated that on political or 
public policy issues, the organization tended to 
take a process orientation. However, on capacity 
development, economic planning, and other, longer 
term issues, the organization tended to move 
closer to championship of action. Maintaining the 
organization’s perceived neutrality is the reason for 
taking the different approaches.

Poor understanding of roles

Understanding of the distinctions between 
facilitators and moderators was poor among 
most oral interviewees and not grounded in an 
understanding of the different objectives of 
facilitators and moderators. One interviewee, who 
understood the distinctions, believed that confusion 
of moderation and facilitation can impede learning 
or acting. In this person’s view, methods and goals 
must be aligned. The dialogue and deliberation 
field would benefit from agreed upon definitions of 
moderation and facilitation that can be explained 
clearly to the public and policymakers.

poor wording oF A Survey 
queStion (q1) yieLded 
inconcLuSive reSuLtS

Most respondents felt distinctions between 
convenors, facilitators, and moderators are 
important, adhered to, or understood, and that 
the community’s ability to engage on locally 
controversial issues has been favorably affected by 
timely forums. However, a majority of respondents 
who did not feel distinctions between convenors, 
facilitators, and moderators are important, adhered 
to, or understood, also agreed that the community’s 
ability to engage on locally controversial issues 
has been favorably affected by timely forums. (See 
Figure 12 page 24.)

SucceSS StorieS

One interviewee said, “My supervisors don’t 
understand what I do. But they support what I do.” In 
other words, deliberation as an end in itself will not 
generate institutional support but when it serves 
the ends of a community development or another 
college or university program, it is welcomed.

An interviewee from another organization indicated 
that the organization had reached the stage 
where it is now comfortable with its key actors 
writing about and sharing their rich experiences 
with a wider audience. This organization uses 
deliberation in three ways: as a pedagogical tool, 
as a way to manage student life issues, and as a 
tool for community involvement. This and a few 
other campus-based deliberation organizations 
have cut their teeth on the challenge of taking 
action by tackling student life controversies. 
Another interviewee suggested that a good college 
deliberation organization combines a variety of 
faculty skills and practice areas into a framework of 
democratic practice and civil purpose, with a strong 
emphasis on community service.

Setting the goal up front – education or action?

Success is measured against a forum’s 
predetermined goal. If better mutual understanding 
is all that the convenors seek, a deliberation that 
delivers only dialogue, and no action, is a success. 
The key is to pre-establish the goal and ensure it is 
widely understood.

An experienced interviewee affirmed this view. 
However, this person described forums that produce 
no action as being akin to getting dressed for a party 
with no place to go. Action-oriented people—and 
some advocacy organizations—are frustrated  
by that.

Interviewees who self-identified as facilitators 
and moderators had few insights into how the 
governance of their organization affected it. 
Interviewees who self-identified as convenors or 
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antagonized parties behind the scenes before 
asking them to deliberate publicly. Training and 
cultivation of skill sets are essential in order to 
support deliberation organizations that wish to 
achieve a balance between the roles of process 
and action champions.

Deliberation as advocacy for the unempowered has 
frequently proven to be rewarding. Involvement with 
more privileged groups is more fraught with risk. 
Deliberation empowers the public, and it is most 
welcome in communities and on issues where few 
feel empowered. Conversely, in communities and 
on issues where issue advocates and groups are 
highly empowered and engaged, practitioners of 
deliberation tread lightly, if at all. One interviewee 
noted a lengthy deliberation attempt that failed 
to get off the ground when one of the interested 
parties took the matter to court. If the litigation fails 
and the status quo ante is restored, this interviewee 
expected his organization would invest no further 
effort in seeking a deliberated outcome in that 
particular community.

Deliberation empowers 
the public, and it is most 
welcome in communities 
and on issues where few feel 
empowered. Conversely, in 
communities and on issues 
where issue advocates and 
groups are highly empowered 
and engaged, practitioners  
of deliberation tread lightly,  
if at all. 

Similarly, respondents who did and did not favor 
additional controversial forums in the future were 
divided proportionally among those who did and did 
not consider that distinctions between convenors, 
facilitators, and moderators are important, adhered 
to, or understood. (See Figure 13 page 24.)

These equivocal results suggest strongly that the 
conflated wording of a key survey question (Q1) 
confused respondents. The question was added to 
the oral interviews in order to elicit better information, 
described above.

reFLectionS
inSightS About the reLAtionShip 
oF deLiberAtion to poLiticS

three key insights emerge from the study.

Convenor leadership is critical. A corps of skilled 
moderators and facilitators is necessary, though 
insufficient, in order for deliberative forums to bear 
successfully on community politics. The sine qua non 
is a convenor with the ability to bring the key actors 
to the table with a shared understanding of purpose. 
Most of all, this purpose must be clear to all involved, 
on the part of the deliberation organization and 
among members of the public invited to participate.

Achieving a balance between process and 
action championship is a difficult, long-term, and 
entrepreneurial challenge. With the exception 
of practitioners with hard-earned experience, 
there is poor understanding of how organizations 
can be faithful to their own neutrality as trusted 
convenors as well as to the need for championship 
of deliberative outcomes. Many practitioners shy 
away from being associated with advocacy and 
do not acknowledge the risk that inaction will 
lead to deliberator burnout. Successful convenors 
have learned from mistakes and taken ad hoc, 
often entrepreneurial approaches. Particularly 
for deliberations with potential consequences for 
community action, a key is to build trust among 
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LegitimAcy

The educational institutions that house almost 
all the organizations covered in this study are 
prominent community actors. We assume college 
presidents are sensitive to maintaining and building 
the institution’s standing in the community. When 
internal organizations that carry out deliberations 
move into the community, that standing is engaged 
and affected, for good or ill. Hence, as one might 
expect, all the college-based deliberation programs 
examined in this study viewed community service as 
part of their missions. 

There was no evidence that potentially 
consequential deliberation programs ventured into 
nearby communities for purely academic purposes. 
However, we learned of one deliberation series that 
produced a substantial agenda for community action 
on a well-understood local challenge, which, due to 
a lack of follow-up action is, in retrospect, viewed as 
tantamount to having been an academic exercise.

In a real-world political environment, the deliberation 
program must contribute to the solution of local 
social, economic, or political dilemmas, and in 
ways that reflect credit upon the organization, its 
community partners, and its institutional home. 
Training leaders in dysfunctional communities to 
use deliberation as a tool of social empowerment 
is a frequently chosen and worthwhile challenge, 
albeit not innovative or creative, insofar as Everyday 
Democracy (formerly Study Circles Research 
Centers) has shown the way. 

Another approach is the use of deliberation to 
address the chronic student life issues of substance 
abuse and racial and gender tensions. However, 
unlike work in disadvantaged communities, tackling 
student life issues bumps uncomfortably into old 
ways, specifically the conflicted college cultures that 
struggle to acknowledge and deal with the persistent 
and predictable consequences of these and other 
negative student behaviors. 

innovAtion, creAtivity, And 
LeAderShip

The story that emerges from this study is one of 
virtuous cycles of deliberation and action that 
advance, painstakingly, when endowed with political 
and entrepreneurial energy by individuals and 
organizations that are committed to carving out a 
useful role for deliberation in community politics. The 
virtuous cycle starts when success at championing 
the first deliberative process establishes trust in a 
convenor. With each virtuous cycle, the convenor’s 
ability to bring the key actors to the table with a 
shared understanding of purpose is enhanced and 
greater challenges undertaken. Conversely, a poorly 
conducted deliberation can initiate a vicious cycle, 
one that diverts resources and good will away from 
deliberation and towards other activities. 

As one interviewee explained it, issues that allow 
the organization to exercise and build its skills 
with a captive audience are attractive. In a college 
environment, pedagogy and internal administration 
are two areas in which deliberation skills can  
be developed and used with little political risk.  
Student life issues, however, are more fraught  
and challenging.

As noted above, deliberation as advocacy for the 
unempowered has often been rewarding whereas 
involvement with more empowered groups is fraught 
with greater risk. Deliberation organizations within 
institutions of higher learning have weak appetites 
for such risk. Some, consciously or unconsciously, 
are beginning to serve as incubators for new, 
outside organizations that may be able to fill the 
gap. In the course of our interviews, we learned of 
two instances in which associates of NIF affiliates 
have formed nonprofit organizations to carry on 
community deliberation outside the confines of 
the educational institution where these persons 
acquired and honed their skills. While hinted at by 
one interviewee, we are curious to know whether 
perceived constraints on an educational institution’s 
involvement in local politics are a factor in their 
chosen work.
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The authors are troubled by the implications of 
the survey results for leadership and legitimacy. 
Survey respondents preponderantly assigned to 
their organizations the two missions with the lesser 
action orientations of the four choices offered. While 
it is true that a deliberation is successful if it meets 
a stated goal of promoting learning and mutual 
understanding, organizations that do not gradually 
move their goal posts outward, towards problem 
solving and community action, risk deliberation 
burnout and self-marginalization. This is not to argue 
that learning and mutual understanding are unworthy 
objectives. They are sustainable ones when 
deliberators are captives (e.g., students) or  
the agreed purpose is pedagogy. But failure to move 
beyond these purposes forfeits leadership, fails to 
enhance legitimacy, and risks the label of “all talk,  
no action.”

Of course, leadership and legitimacy are poorly 
served when an organization over-reaches its 
abilities. A virtuous cycle depends on training, 
outreach, incremental success, and a vision for  
the future.

networKing

we comment on the role of networks at several 
levels.

Sustaining the internal network. First, the mundane 
matter of electronic communication and record 
keeping is critical. There are organizations that have 
a firm handle on their e-mail lists, and there are those 
that do not. At the former, generally (but not always) 
the director has a subordinate who keeps the list 
updated and growing; at the latter, the keeping of 
the list is one of many responsibilities the director 
juggles. When a director is able to secure valuable 
administrative support, delegating and prioritizing 
the management of the e-mail list-keeping will 
strengthen the bonds in the organization’s corps of 
facilitators, moderators, and other supporters. 

We were told several times that reflection on the part 
of convening organizations is key to identifying what 
works and what does not in public deliberation.

A troubling insight on leadership and legitimacy

The legitimacy of a deliberation program rests on 
its ability to develop and share valuable skills with 
members of the community, and on the program’s 
ability to empower the community to use those 
skills effectively. We can view an organization’s 
legitimacy in terms of credit earned for the scale 
of the problems it has tackled. Viewed in this way, 
legitimacy is the other side of the coin of leadership. 
Leadership and legitimacy generally advance and 
retreat in tandem, dependent on risks taken and 
results achieved. 

While it is true that a 
deliberation is successful 
if it meets a stated goal of 
promoting learning and 
mutual understanding, 
organizations that do not 
gradually move their goal 
posts outward, towards 
problem solving and 
community action, risk 
deliberation burnout and  
self-marginalization. This is 
not to argue that learning  
and mutual understanding 
are unworthy objectives.
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a different place, under different auspices, and on 
different topics. The NIF affiliate planted seeds in 
the community that have sprouted willy nilly. The view 
of the authors is that this, too, is a good thing.

Navigating the political realm. The toughest 
relationships to develop and sustain in the 
network appear to be those that extend upward to 
government leaders and that are mediated by a 
college president. In two interviews we heard about 
deliberation choices that pivoted entirely on the 
attitude of a college president towards a particular 
issue. These experiences fray nerves of convenors 
and diminish good will among supporters. They are a 
good example, perhaps, of why a parallel network of 
deliberation, outside a deliberation organization that 
resides in an educational institution, can provide a 
safety valve on issues that are difficult for educators.

One more challenge to legitimacy is the potential 
for conflict between research and deliberation 
activities housed in the same educational institution. 
Two interviewees told us that, on controversial 
environmental matters of local concern, unequivocal 
research findings by others at the institution had 
prejudiced the ability of the institution’s deliberation 
program to convene effectively on that issue.

In sum, achieving a balance between process and 
action championship is a difficult, long-term, and 
entrepreneurial challenge. Awareness of how to 
achieve this balanced growth is rare; it suggests a 
need for skill-building, mentorship, and other efforts 
to transfer these skills to organizations that are 
ready to make the leap to working with community 
advocates, and to take on issues that are heartily 
contested by empowered advocacy organizations 
and partisan interests at the local level.

Organizations that have made 
the leap beyond deliberation 
as dialogue or pedagogy, 
and moved into community 
action, depend critically on 
relationships with other 
community organizations. 

Meaningfully engaging external actors. At a more 
fundamental level are the networks of support and 
adherence that constitute the organization. The 
innermost ring includes paid faculty or staff, and 
sometimes students and key volunteers. Community 
organizations and occasional moderators and 
facilitators are at the next remove. This study 
interviewed several facilitation professionals who 
had volunteered for NIF member organization 
events; these professionals’ experience is rich, 
extending deep into both the local community 
and the field of practice. By happenstance or not, 
none of these interviewees were involved in the 
governance of the organizations where they had 
volunteered. Some or most may not be interested 
(we failed to ask) but they have a lot to offer.

Organizations that have made the leap beyond 
deliberation as dialogue or pedagogy and moved 
into community action, depend critically on 
relationships with other community organizations. 
In two instances, an interviewee indicated that 
community organizations were building a parallel 
organization to the NIF affiliate, in order to more 
readily take the initiative in using deliberation as a 
tool of community action. In situations where long-
term organization (usually college) staff members 
retire into the community, the formation of parallel 
organizations strikes the authors as a good thing. 
Another interviewee, also a long-time NIF affiliate 
staffer who is now retired, told the authors that every 
week in that community there is a deliberation in 
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be to deliberate next on a long-term vision for the 
city, while looking for issues that are amenable to 
instigating near-term action. It is clear that another 
“talk shop” will have little appeal to the people and 
organizations that are already empowered, unless 
new faces are brought in.

Moderating and facilitating. Our deliberations thus 
far have been purely educational, which has allowed 
us to train youth and adult moderators to use a 
conversation plan and scripted questions. However, 
if we are to move toward a conscious orientation 
to action, we will need to field more adults and to 
intensify their training.

Research. We recognized, and corrected along 
the way, a number of mistakes in the design of 
our Deliberative Forums and Community Politics 
research. One insight of this research—that 
deliberation organizations vary in their orientation 
to action—unfortunately cannot be tested without 
a much deeper and wider survey sample, one that 
goes beyond NIF affiliates to span a greater array  
of institutions and methods of practice.

Overall, a rule of thirds seemed to apply to data 
collection. A little less than one-third of NIF affiliates 
supplied substantial e-mail lists of convenors, 
facilitators, and moderators, numbering in the double 
digits. In all, NIF affiliates provided 660 e-mail 
addresses. Just more than one-third of those we 
contacted via e-mail, 230 persons, completed the 
survey. Finally, a bit more than one-third of those 
completing the survey, 96 persons, volunteered for 
an oral interview.

LeArning

The Center for Voter Deliberation of Northern Virginia 
began operations in 2007. It is independent and 
without an affiliation to an educational institution. 
Our first deliberation program is an experimental one 
in a small municipality that is wealthy, well educated, 
and politically autonomous— Falls Church, Virginia. 
Our success or failure there will depend less on 
our ability to empower community organizations 
and more on our ability to show an already highly 
empowered network of people and organizations 
a better way to involve more people in community 
politics. There are several insights we have  
gained from our Deliberative Forums and  
Community Politics research that we aim to  
apply in Falls Church.

Improvisation and entrepreneurship. On our board 
we have a community anti-development activist 
who is running in a May 2008 election for the city 
council; and, we have the campaign manager for two 
incumbents in favor of development running for re-
election. Although we held two deliberations in 2007 
that focused on what has become the key issue 
in the upcoming election (a major redevelopment 
project), electoral (and other) preoccupations of 
our board have prevented us from doing a pre-
election deliberation this spring. Instead, we have 
started a community journalism effort, building on 
the strong interest of one of our board members, 
and recognizing strong demand from the community 
for neutral reporting. (Falls Church has only one 
weekly newspaper at this writing and there is 
otherwise relatively poor information sharing among 
the populace, except for a small cadre of heavily 
involved citizens.)

Enabling action. Working in a civically active 
community, we have been quickly confronted with 
the danger of deliberation burnout. The deliberations 
have been the most welcomed by new residents 
of new high-rise condominiums. Nonetheless, 
protagonists in the fight over further development 
have little appetite for another forum in which 
they must endure one another, unless there is 
something to be gained. The common ground may 
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updAte 2014
by Beth Offenbacker

I found the deliberative forums research project 
conducted by CVDNVA  fascinating for three 
reasons. First, it emphasized that the agenda 
or purpose that a convenor establishes for the 
deliberation is a key determinant in the ability to drive 
action outcomes from that deliberation. If there is no 
champion for action, it may or may not flow from that 
deliberation. Sometimes dialogue and deliberation 
is enough, and other times an action orientation is 
needed. This project result has been particularly 
important for me as a researcher and it influenced 
my subsequent dissertation work, which includes 
a key finding that there are several clusters of 
outcome types that result from public engagement. 

Second, there was reluctance on the part of 
convenors interviewed to champion action. Generally 
there was a need to remain neutral and not be seen 
as advocating for one position or another. As a 
corollary to this work, deliberations hosted by the 
Center for Voter Deliberation of Northern Virginia 
have included an action rubric as a part of each 
meeting.

Based on insights from Harris Sokoloff at the 
University of Pennsylvania, the rubric asks three 
questions:

 What can individuals do to respond to the issue?

 What can the community do to respond to 
 the issue?

 What can the government do to respond to  
the issue?

The rubric has shown that it is possible to focus 
on actions as part of a deliberative process while 
still remaining a neutral convenor. However, it is 
important to note that CVDNVA is one of the rare NIF 
affiliates that is not associated with a university and 
this distinction may give CVDNVA more leeway in 
using this rubric than is available to fellow affiliates 

Contrary to our expectations, we encountered no 
genuine skeptics of deliberation in the online surveys 
and oral interviews. They exist, per the testimony of 
our oral interviewees but, perhaps predictably, they 
cannot be found among people who have affiliated 
themselves with an NIF member organization.

From the oral interviewees we learned that the online 
survey respondents whose answers reflected the 
most conservative (rather than skeptical, as we had 
wrongly hypothesized) views towards deliberation 
are those who have the most experience. This 
generational pattern did not reflect differing 
attitudes towards deliberation’s fundamental value. 
Rather, it seemed to reflect experience of failures 
as well as successes, and a keener sense of the 
challenges in convening, and in incorporating 
deliberation into community politics.

By the same token, interviewees with the most 
experience were least likely to view deliberation 
without action as desirable or sustainable.

From the oral interviewees 
we learned that the online 
survey respondents whose 
answers reflected the most 
conservative (rather than 
skeptical, as we had wrongly 
hypothesized) views towards 
deliberation are those who 
have the most experience. 
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may or may not have contributed meaningfully to 
the problem resolution and moreover it can be 
particularly hard to assess this prospective influence 
without research analysis.

These factors can in turn make it difficult for people 
in general to see value in deliberation given other 
time demands. An action orientation can, however, 
provide a basis for community problem solving 
on difficult challenges about which people care 
deeply, in that the deliberation seeks to bring people 
together to discuss and, at the same time identify, 
how individuals, the community and government can 
address a common problem.

In sum, the CVDNVA project further highlighted 
for me the important link that can be drawn 
between deliberation and problem solving within a 
democracy when there is an action orientation to 
the conversation. Additional research that examines 
how other institutional sponsors of deliberative 
processes, such as public agencies, can best use 
deliberation and an action orientation in support 
of community problem solving could be a valuable 
contribution to the literature.

that are part of larger public institutions. A study  
that explores the use of this rubric among university-
affiliated NIF network members could be an 
intriguing way to further examine the dynamic of 
deliberation at an institutional level.

Further, it is especially important here to draw out 
the distinction between the concept of action and a 
specific action itself. The CVDNVA rubric is one that 
supports action from deliberation conceptually; we 
do not specify or advocate any particular positions, 
policies or tasks. Rather, we envision ourselves as 
facilitators of that conversation among community 
members and reporters with a duty to honestly report 
what members of the community say in response 
to the rubric’s questions. We distinguish our role in 
this way when communicating the findings from our 
community deliberations.

Third, this study reinforced the insight that 
deliberative outcomes and action outcomes from 
deliberation differ. The literature has many wonderful 
examples of how deliberation has enhanced 
dialogue and understanding at the community level 
about differing perspectives and policy needs. 
Although dialogue and understanding certainly are 
outcomes, generally the literature does not focus on 
the action outcomes of deliberation. Research in this 
area could further build credibility for deliberation 
among people with more of a problem-solving 
orientation, especially public managers who tend to 
have this type of focus in their work.

A related issue that this result raises is how loosely 
coupled actions from deliberation can be if there is 
not an action orientation to the deliberative process. 
There often appears to be a long loop of intervening 
variables between conducting a deliberation and 
taking steps to address the issue; the deliberation 

 W. Corbett and B. Offenbacker, Deliberative Forums & Community Politics: What is the nature of the relationship between 
deliberative forums and community politics? Under what conditions to convenors, moderators, and participants come 
to understand public deliberation as a political act, or as part of a political process? “Center for Voter Deliberation of 
Northern Virginia, 2008.”
B. Offenbacker, Inclusive Management in Action: An International Study of Public Engagement. “Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University, 2010.” The study proposes a public engagement framework (based on 66 interviews with 
public managers, elected and appointed officials, and public participation consultants in 12 countries) that includes 
clusters of outcomes, continuous events and capacity building as its core elements.
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Figure 11, Hypothesis 3 -  Understanding the Distinction between Facilitation and 
Moderation Is Critical to Action (n=164)

Figure 12, Hypothesis 3 -  Understanding the Distinction between Facilitation and 
Moderation Is Critical to Action (n=203)

Figure 13, Hypothesis 3 -  Understanding the Distinction between Facilitation and 
Moderation Is Critical to Action (n=190)
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Information gathered in this survey will help identify 
and devise a tool for assisting with balancing 
between these two roles.

your invoLvement in thiS 
reSeArch

 confidentiality. The final question asks whether 
you would participate in a follow-up interview by 
telephone and, if so, for contact information. you may 
opt out of providing your information and participating 
in the interview phase of the project. Regardless 
of your choice, when we report the results of the 
online survey, we will not associate any identifying 
information you provide with your specific answers.

 voluntary participation. your participation is 
voluntary. you may discontinue participation at any 
time without penalty. No compensation is provided 
for your participation in this project.

 Age requirement. By completing this survey, you 
certify that you are at least 18 years of age.

questions about the project and how it is being 
conducted? 

Please address any questions to the project director, 
Bill Corbett of the Center for Voter Deliberation 
of Northern Virginia at (703) 927-0531, or Bill@
VoterDeliberation.org. Alternatively, you may contact 
Dr. David Moore, chair, Institutional Review Board, 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University,  
at (540) 231-4991 or moored@vt.edu.

Appendix A 
onLine Survey text & 
Scoring method

the Survey

Section 1: introduction (all respondents)

This survey is undertaken by the Center for Voter 
Deliberation of Northern Virginia under a research 
contract from the Kettering Foundation as part of 
a nationwide research project. A collective report 
from this survey, including your responses, will 
also be made available anonymously to [name of 
respondent’s center for public life].

The survey includes 23 questions and statements. 
Some are multiple choice and some ask for a written 
response. The survey should take 15 to 20 minutes 
to complete. Please read all of the instructions 
before beginning.

purpoSe

This survey investigates how center for public life 
convenors, facilitators, and moderators balance 
between the role of neutral convenor, or “process 
champion,” and the role of political actor, or “action 
champion.”
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1. In your experience, are distinctions between 
convenors, facilitators, and moderators important, 
adhered to, or understood? you may comment in the 
box below.

  yes    

  No

  Don’t know

2. Please indicate the total length of your experience 
as a convenor, facilitator, or moderator of public 
deliberative forums.

  Trained but no experience

  Less than 1 year

  1 to 2 years

  2 to 5 years

  5 to 10 years

  10 years or more

3. Please check all boxes that apply to the roles you 
have played in public deliberative forums.

  Convenor

  Facilitator

  Moderator

  Trained as Facilitator or Moderator, but  
  no experience yet

  None of the above

Section 3: balancing process and action 
responsibilities (facilitators and moderators only)

Please respond to the questions and statements 
below, using the following definitions.

A forum is a large deliberative discussion, such as 
one conducted by [name of respondent’s center for 
public life].

A locally controversial topic is one that people in 
your community consider when voting upon ballot 
measures and in elections for local, statewide, and 
national office.

begin the Survey 

Section 2: identify your experiences (all 
respondents)

This survey is for persons with experience of 
convening, facilitating, or moderating a public 
deliberative forum. We define those roles as follows. 

Convenor:  An individual who sets or helps to set 
goals for public deliberative forums and who recruits 
and leads the facilitators and moderators who 
conduct those forums. Possible goals may include, 
but are not limited to

 Public deliberation as an end in itself

 Assessing community needs

 Fostering mutual understanding of public policy 
problems or issues

 Developing action plans to address public policy 
problems or issues.

The convenor may or may not be neutral about all 
proposed actions or ideas put forward. She or he is 
both a process and an action champion.

Facilitator:  She or he leads and advocates a group 
process where all participants can respectfully 
express varying ideas, opinions, and concerns, 
for the purpose of achieving the goal(s) set by the 
convenor. Facilitators are both process and action 
champions.

Moderator: Like the facilitator, an individual who 
leads and advocates a group process where all 
participants can respectfully express varying ideas, 
opinions, and concerns.

However, she or he does not have responsibility 
for achieving a stated group goal, other than the 
conduct of deliberation itself. Action may or may not 
result from the process, and the moderator does not 
prompt it. Moderators are process champions and 
not action champions.
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7. Would your preceding response change so that it 
became closer to “No” and further from “yes”?

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know

The following hypothetical statement relates to 
questions 8 and 9.

Suppose this organization holds a forum on a 
particular locally controversial issue WITH NO 
support from ANy relevant local institutions 
(e.g., political, business, cultural, or educational 
authorities).

8. Are your training and skills in facilitation sufficient 
to serve as an advocate for action that respects the 
desires of all participants? 

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know or lack training in facilitation

9. Are your training and skills in moderation sufficient 
to serve as a neutral process leader, making room 
for all perspectives? 

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

Section 4: Forums, controversial topics, and your 
community

Please respond to the questions and statements 
below, using the following definitions.

This organization refers to [name of respondent’s 
center for public life].

4. My role as a neutral process leader is my primary 
responsibility. Attention to community action or other 
goals is secondary.

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know

5. My ability to serve as a facilitator or moderator 
is unaffected by my preexisting relationships with 
some forum participants, including organizational 
and community leaders.

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know

6. I can serve as a neutral process leader, 
making room for all perspectives, and also as an 
advocate for action that respects the desires of all 
participants.

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know

The following hypothetical statement relates  
to question 7.

Suppose the ability of this organization to hold a 
forum on a particular locally controversial issue 
depended upon support from one or a few important 
institutions that are closely interested (e.g., political, 
business, cultural, or educational authorities).



29

13. I am concerned that I or this organization could 
be held accountable for a forum where participants 
are critical of political, business, cultural, or 
educational authorities or policies.

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

14. Is it better for this organization to hold a forum on 
a particular locally controversial issue ONLy WHEN it 
secures the support of the relevant local institutions 
(e.g., political, business, cultural, or educational 
authorities)?

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

The following hypothetical statement relates to 
questions 15, 16, and 17.

Suppose that this organization held a forum on a 
locally controversial topic that is a top election issue 
in this community. Assume that the forum’s outcome 
left the controversy unresolved.

15. Could that lead to the denial or withdrawal of 
necessary financial or institutional resources to 
conduct new forums afterward?

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

A forum is a large deliberative discussion, such as 
one conducted by [name of respondent’s center for 
public life].

A locally controversial topic is one that people in 
your community consider when voting upon ballot 
measures and in elections for local, statewide, and 
national office.

This organization refers to [name of respondent’s 
center for public life].

10. The ability of this community to engage on locally 
controversial issues has been favorably affected by 
timely forums.

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

11. The ability of this organization to hold forums on 
locally controversial issues depends upon political 
or financial support from a few important institutions 
(e.g., a parent educational institution, a local 
government, or a foundation).

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

12. The success or failure of recent forums has 
no influence on the possible choice of a locally 
controversial topic in the future.

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 
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Section 5 – conclusion (all respondents)

19. What do you consider to be the primary mission 
of this organization? Check one.

   Public deliberation as an end in itself

   Assessing community needs

   Foster mutual understanding of public  
   policy problems or issues

   Developing action plans to address   
   public policy problems or issues.

20. Should this organization choose topics for public 
deliberation that are more locally controversial than 
it has in the past?

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

21. Please write in the space below one or more 
locally controversial topic(s) for a forum that you 
would like to see, or check “None:”

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

   None

22. Are there other questions we should have asked? 
If yes, please give the question and your own answer 
to it.

   yes: ______________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

   No

16. Could that lead to the denial or withdrawal of 
necessary human resources to conduct new forums 
afterward? As an example, might community leaders 
refuse to participate in new forums afterward?

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

17. If participants had criticized powerful local 
interests (e.g., political, business, cultural, or 
educational authorities), would your answers to the 
two preceding questions be closer to “yes” and 
further from “No”?

  yes

  Maybe

  Probably not

  No

  Don’t know 

18. Please indicate the number of forums held by this 
organization since January 1, 2006, that, in your view, 
posed a locally controversial topic.

  0

  1

  2

  3

  4

  5

  6 or more
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Scoring method

Questions 4-17 and Figures 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, and 11 
scored

Survey questions 4 through 17 are scored as follows 
to measure acceptance or rejection of the three 
hypotheses tested in this study. The higher the score, 
the higher the respondent’s evaluation of the skills 
and autonomy of herself (questions 4 through 9) 
or her organization (questions 10 through 17). The 
online survey text begins on the following page.

Scoring method for Questions 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10,  
and 12:
yes = 2
Maybe = 1
Don’t know = 0
Probably not = -1
No = -2

Scoring method for Questions 7, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 
and 17:
yes = -2
Maybe = -1
Don’t know = 0
Probably not = 1
No = 2

In the preceding report, one or both of the axes 
in Figures 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, and 11 display scores 
aggregated according to the above methods.

Questions 1-3, 18-23 and Figures 5, 7-10, 12-13 
unscored

No scores are assigned to responses for survey 
questions 1, 2, 3, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, and 23. 

In the preceding report, Figures 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 
and 13 each present comparisons of the responses 
to two online survey questions without use of any 
scoring method.

 

23. Are you available for a 20  to 30 minute follow-
up interview by telephone? If yes, please provide a 
telephone number and e-mail address.

  yes

Telephone ___________________________________

E-mail _______________________________________

 
 

   Not interested in being considered for  
  a follow-up interview

THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
PARTICIPATION!
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unwelcome or opposing reaction it provoked or 
might provoke within your organization, its parent 
(if any), or the community? Name or describe the 
(actual or presumed) key proponents and opponents 
of the deliberation. Why was it or would it be better to 
forego such a deliberation?

8. you described your role as [a champion of 
the deliberative process, that of a champion of 
community action, neither of those, or both of 
those]. Would there be any instance where your 
role might change to become more [a champion 
of the deliberative process, that of a champion 
of community action, neither of those, or both of 
those]? Why or why not?

9. How do you feel after you’ve moderated or 
facilitated a controversial forum? What is that like  
for you, when it goes well and also when it doesn’t? 
How do you define success?

10. Do you see [name of organization] as being 
better at process or as an action champion, or is 
a satisfactory balance achieved? Please explain. 
Are there other community organizations that use 
deliberation to perform the process or action  
roles better?

convenorS onLy

11. Is your supervisor as an official of [name of 
organization] the same or different from your 
supervisor as a [faculty or staff] member of [name of 
parent educational institution]? If they are different, 
who are the two sets of supervisors?

FAciLitAtorS/moderAtorS onLy

12. What is the governance structure of [name of 
organization]? Does the governance of [name of 
organization] help determine why you see [name 
of organization] as being better at process or as 
an action champion, or as achieving a satisfactory 
balance?

Appendix b 
orAL interview queStionS

For ALL

1. In what way, if any, do you consider deliberation 
a “safe public space” for discussion? Why is a safe 
public space for discussion important or unimportant 
to you?

2. Please describe your role at [name of 
organization] and any other organizations where 
you are involved in public deliberations. Is your role 
more that of a champion of the deliberative process 
as a “safe public space,” that of a champion of 
community action, neither of those, or both of those?

3. In your experience, are the distinctions between 
convenors, facilitators, and moderators important, 
adhered to, or understood? 

4. Can you give an example of a successful 
deliberation that led to action in your community, 
whether organized by [name of organization] or 
someone else, and an example of a successful 
deliberation that did not lead to action?

5. Can you give one or more examples of a 
deliberation, whether organized by [name of 
organization] or someone else, that others in your 
organization, its parent (if any), or the community 
found unwelcome or opposed? Name or describe the 
(actual or presumed) key proponents and opponents 
of the deliberation. Was the deliberation worthwhile, 
in hindsight?

6. Can you give one or more examples of a 
deliberation that should have been done, or ought 
to be done in future, despite the unwelcome or 
opposing reaction it might provoke within your 
organization, its parent (if any), or the community? 
Name or describe the (actual or presumed) key 
proponents and opponents of the deliberation. Why 
was it or would it be worthwhile despite such an 
unwelcome or opposing reaction?

7. Can you give one or more examples of a 
deliberation that should NOT have been done, 
or ought NOT to be done in future, due to the 
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Appendix c 
A LiterAture review

bALAncing the roLeS oF proceSS 
chAmpion And Action chAmpion

The recipe for successful deliberative forums is a 
deceptively simple paradox. Its appeal to community 
participants largely rests upon its apolitical nature, 
yet it seeks to achieve distinctly political outcomes. 
This literature review seeks to isolate the decidedly 
neutral aspects of deliberative forums—the 
facilitator as process leader, the sponsorship of a 
community “space” where self-interested behavior 
boils away, the issue-at-hand as polycentric— and to 
purposely contrast these aspects with the desire to 
spur action based on collective choice making. This 
inherently political aspect of deliberative forums may 
challenge local authorities and contribute, directly or 
indirectly, to social movements that seek to achieve 
particular outcomes.

Deliberative forums convened under the auspices of 
the National Issues Forums (NIF) network evidence 
the challenge, and the paradox of the necessary 
combination of two roles: that of process champion 
and action champion.

the facilitator/moderator as process champion

It is important to begin with a broad understanding of 
the nature of facilitation and the role of the facilitator 
or moderator. What is it? How does it work? What 
benefits result from it? What skills and attributes are 
associated with effective facilitation? Here we use 
the term facilitation to reflect the responsibilities 
that persons also known as “moderators” carry out 
at community forums sponsored by centers for public 
life that are affiliated with the NIF network.

According to Farrell and Weaver, “facilitation is a 
process in which a person helps others complete 
their work and improve the way they work together.” 
Facilitators are extensions of this process, 
specifically assisting groups with clarifying tasks, 
redefining group member roles, planning projects 
or coming to closure/finishing projects, making 
decisions, planning meetings, improving in-group 

For ALL

13. Is there anything you would like to add?

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________ 
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task accomplishment and to, at the same time, 
maintain self-awareness for how his or her own 
strengths and weaknesses can be used as an 
“instrument” (Farrell and Weaver 1998) along the 
way. See Figure 1 for a depiction of Farrell and 
Weaver’s model of facilitation.

According to Briggs and Nunamaker (1996) 
the productivity of the group can be affected 
by a number of factors that the facilitator can 
help control. These include goal congruence 
(“participants develop the same goals so that they 
can pull in the same direction at the same time”), 
deliberation (“participants must learn to reflect, think 
and calculate effectively and in a structured and 
creative manner”), communication (“participants 
must be able to talk and to listen effectively”), 
information access (“participants must be able to 
capture information effectively”), and minimizing 
distractions (“distractions can severely affect the 
productivity of the group. They should therefore 
be kept to a minimum”). In addition, McFadzean 
(1998a) and McFadzean, Somersall, and Coker 
(1999) identify process congruence, where there is 
agreement about the problem-solving techniques 
to be used, and trust (in order to facilitate open and 
honest dialogue) as supplemental factors.

relationships, mapping processes, resolving 
conflicts, and making sense of large amounts of 
information (Farrell and Weaver 1998). 

Facilitators also summarize discussions, refocus the 
group on the subject-at-hand and offer evaluative 
feedback (Auvine, Densmore, Extrom, Poole, and 
Shanklin 2002). In fact, Farrell and Weaver (1998) 
identify nine distinct facilitator roles. A facilitator:

1. Is “concerned with helping people do things”

2. “Helps people find a view and articulate it”

3. “Helps people concentrate and be clear in the 
here and now”

4. “Helps people think, to communicate their 
thoughts”

5. “Helps people to make meaning of tone and 
direction, to function well at the required pace”

6 “Hopes others will engage in the process”

7. “Helps others make meaning of hopes and 
dreams; pushes appropriately on boundaries”

8. “Helps others articulate a shared vision and 
common purpose”

9. “Helps people to respond to things that are new 
and things that remain the same” 

Auvine et al. (2002) and MacNeil (2001) note the 
important role of the facilitator in promoting the 
sharing of responsibility among participants, which 
we identify as critical for productive community 
deliberations. According to Auvine et al., “the effect 
of this sharing can be to equalize the responsibility 
for the success or failure of the group (in whatever 
way that group has defined its goals and function) 
and to allow more people to have control in 
determining what happens within the group and what 
decisions are made.”

For this reason facilitation is largely task-oriented. 
It is the responsibility of the facilitator to assist the 
group with achieving the goal-at-hand by monitoring 
group dynamics and promoting those dynamics 
that support the group purpose, to develop and 
implement a process that leads the group towards 

Figure 1: Farrell and weaver’s 
model of Facilitation (1998)

proceSS 
Actions and tools  
that help a group  
get its work done

group 
Understanding  
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SeLF 
Using yourself  
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tASK 
The work the  
group is trying  

to get done



35

The second value is responsibility, involving 
self-responsibility and sensitivity to the degree 
of responsibility that participants “are prepared 
and able to take.” Third is cooperation, where the 
participants and the facilitator “work together to 
achieve collective goals.” Fourth is honesty, involving 
the honest representation of the facilitator’s own 
“values, feelings, concerns, and priorities in working 
with a group” as well as the facilitator’s own abilities. 
Doing so sets the tone for mutual expectations 
between the facilitator and the group members.

The fifth value is egalitarianism. “Each member 
has something to contribute to the group and is 
provided a fair opportunity to do so.” Participants can 
choose to participate or not participate. Further, the 
facilitator acknowledges that she or he “can learn 
as much from the participants” as the participants 
can learn from the facilitator. We can easily see 
how these five values are reflected in the design of 
deliberative forums as practiced by NIF affiliates.

Distinctions are also made in the literature between 
reason-based, manageable change and more 
spontaneous or dynamic change as a result of group 
facilitation, which may have bearing on the skills and 
attributes of the facilitator. 

For example, Rough (1997) proposes that in order 
to understand facilitation, “we must recognize 
that there are two fundamentally different kinds of 
change” that take place in groups. These are Type 1 
or manageable change and Type 2 or self-organizing 
change. (See Table 2 for a more detailed description 
of Rough’s concept.) 

Facilitation is increasingly appealing as a 
management and leadership skill. Macneil (2001) 
describes how the skills associated with facilitation 
can assist supervisors with achieving organizational 
learning: “In organizations, a fragmented learning 
process is characterized by individuals learning 
separately without any inclination to share their 
knowledge. An effective informal learning process 
is one that enables the team members to make a 
transition from this “‘solitary’ state into that of team-
based communication and sharing of learning.” 
We would also argue that such skills are essential 
for communitywide learning vis-a-vis deliberative 
forums, for the purpose of stimulating awareness of 
collective as well as individual responsibilities.

Based on Auvine et al. (2002), the normative setting 
within which facilitation occurs may also have 
an impact on the effectiveness of the process. 
According to the authors, “facilitation . . . works best 
when certain values are accepted and practiced not 
only by the facilitator, but by the entire group in which 
facilitation occurs.” In fact, Auvine, et al. propose five 
values that should anchor the facilitation processes. 
The first is democracy. This value is defined  
as meaning:

Each person has the opportunity to participate 
in any group of which he or she is a member 
without prejudice; the planning of any meeting 
is open and shared by the facilitator and the 
participants; the agenda is designed to meet 
participants’ needs and is open to participant 
changes; and for the period of time during 
which the facilitator is working with the group, 
no hierarchical organizational structure  
is functioning.

type 1 chAnge
mAnAgeAbLe chAnge 
Rational 

“Change can be predetermined, measured  
and controlled” 

Static change 

type 2 chAnge
SeLF-orgAnizing chAnge
Transformational and nonrational 

Reflects spontaneous changes in course  
that are “not plannable”

Dynamic change

table 2: rough’s type 1 and type 2 change (rough 1997)
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responses to “suggest that quality participation may 
have short- and long-term effects on participants,” 
even for just one meeting where public agencies 
are the process sponsors. There are also process 
effects on participants. “Over the long run, exposure 
to some meeting qualities may make participants 
more tolerant of disagreement among those 
attending meetings,” Halvorsen observes. 

In fact, Halvorsen’s work indirectly highlights the 
critical roles of both the facilitator and the process 
sponsor on an institutional level:

It is important to note that even good 
quality participation may negatively affect 
some participant beliefs. However, when 
associations between beliefs and exposure 
to comfortable, convenient meetings with 
meaningful discussion were significant, 
they were also positive. Therefore, public 
administrators should ensure that public 
meetings meet these criteria. Doing so may 
enhance participant views of the organizing 
agency and make them more tolerant of 
those with whom they disagree. Both could 
have positive implications for public agencies 
(Halvorsen 2003, 541).

Most notably, the political context surrounding 
deliberative forums is equally as important as the 
facilitator and institutional host. The work of Amenta, 
Caren, and Olasky (2005) examines the influence of 
the US old-age pension movement on the provision 
of “old age assistance,” as it was then known and 
the 1939 Senate vote in favor of pensions for senior 
citizens. Their work reveals that political contexts 
do in fact “mediate the influence of a challenger’s 
mobilization and strategies,“ and that, when 
combined with assertive actions that may threaten 
to decrease or increase power, control, or continued 
viability of government officials, “far-reaching state 
outcomes” may result. 

Political mediation theory is key here for 
understanding the value of context. The theory 
posits that “political conditions influence the 
relationship between a challenger’s motivation and 
collective action on one hand, and policy outcomes 
on the other. It holds that mobilization and collective 
action alone are often insufficient to effect changes 

Each approach relies on different skills. Further, 
intentionality is key; the dynamic facilitator may 
use the same techniques for working with a group 
as does a facilitator relying on a static style, “but 
always to support the self-organizing dynamic” of 
Type 2 change. Type 2 change is change that can be 
accomplished under the group’s control in order to 
resolve challenges before it, whereas Type 1 change 
emphasizes managing external resources or forces 
to accomplish change. Finally, Rough’s writings 
suggest that, beyond the intentionality of particular 
techniques, the facilitator’s awareness of intended 
outcomes is a significant aspect of facilitation 
success (1997).

Burson’s model (2002), which progresses from 
discussion to dialogue based on the work of Isaacs 
(1999), is similar to Rough’s Type 2 change in that 
it proposes a more collaborative approach to 
facilitation. Following this approach, dialogue is 
distinguished by its focus on choice making within 
the group, as compared to a discussion orientation 
that is more focused on defending a position, 
controlling the conversation, and debating and 
synthesizing opposing views. 

Through the use of dialogue, participants deliberate 
or weigh options while suspending judgment. This 
lays the groundwork for a more reflective discussion 
that “explores underlying causes, rules, and 
assumptions to get to deeper questions and framing 
of problems” (Burson 2002). It leads to what Burson 
terms a generative dialogue, in that it “invents 
unprecedented possibilities and new insights.”  
The parallels between Burson’s work and the 
moderator practices embraced by NIF affiliates  
are readily apparent.

The possibility for stimulating breakthroughs in 
how communities together conceive of common 
problems and how these problems might be 
addressed—both individually and collectively—
is a central aspiration of the deliberative work 
undertaken by NIF affiliates. Evidence encourages 
this aspiration. For example, Halvorsen (2003) 
uses a combination of factor and reliability analysis 
to support the hypothesis that “quality public 
participation can positively transform participant 
beliefs.” She develops three indices using participant 
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As a political actor, involvement is essential. Rochon 
and Mazmanian (1993) suggest “that gaining access 
to the policy process is the most effective path for 
movement organizations to have an impact on policy 
outcomes, because authorities are often more 
willing to offer inclusion in the process than they are 
to accept movement demands for policy change.” 
In this way, NIF affiliates are positively positioned to 
encourage political action on the part of participants 
as a byproduct of being apolitical, pluralistic bodies.

The potential appeal of political action to a 
deliberative program’s supporters and sponsoring 
institution (if any) should be emphasized. According 
to Rochon and Mazmanian (1993), “one answer 
to the puzzle of why people get involved in social 
movements is that participation in small groups that 
engage political issues through protest and direct 
action is personally rewarding. . . . Participants in 
political protest frequently see their involvement as a 
defining moment in their lives, after which they come 
to live differently,” creating and stimulating “a sense 
of empowerment.” The authors’ work suggests that 
participation as a means for honing self-identity is 
critical for sustaining any particular movement’s 
activities, an idea that echoes the works of 
organizational scholars, such as March (1994). It 
also reflects social identity theory as developed 
by Tajfel and Turner (University of Twente Website 
2007), in which individuals have several “identities” 
that are derived from perceived membership in 
several different groups.

Gamson (1990) distinguishes the success of social 
movements in two ways. One is the gaining of new 
or additional advantages for the group, which could 
be described as effecting policy change. Second 
is the group’s acceptance as validly representing 
social interests that in turn gain legitimacy. Rochon 
and Mazmanian (1993) suggest a third success 
indicator, which is the change or transformation of 
social values. Generally, the idea of such movements 
is to stimulate “progressive contagiousness and [an] 
accumulation of micro-changes” with the potential 
for providing “larger changes” (Riouful 2004). 

in public policy that would benefit a challenger’s 
constituency.” Relationships, then, exist “between 
mobilization, strategies, and structural and short-
term political contexts” (Amenta, et al. 2005).

inStitutionS: bALAncing the 
roLeS oF proceSS And Action 
chAmpion

It may, then, be important to consider the sponsoring 
entity—the NIF affiliate—as simultaneously an 
apolitical and political actor in and of itself. It is 
apolitical in the process sense, but very similar to 
a social movement in the way that the literature 
generally captures it. Such collective action 
(Oberschall 2000) is often invoked “when people 
excluded from the polity oppose the authorities on 
the redress of wrongs” and public policy matters, 
both using unconventional and conventional means. 
While the NIF affiliate itself may not perceive itself 
or the community (its surrogate) as “wronged,” the 
pluralistic nature of the topic selection process, 
may well arrive at such a judgment either overtly or 
subtly. Alternatively, the institution may perceive the 
potential for myriad interests to be prospectively 
“wronged” should the issue-at-hand fail to be 
addressed.

The theory of collective action, according to 
Oberschall (2000), “specifies four macro-societal 
conditions for social movements”—dissatisfaction, 
ideology, capacity to mobilize, and opportunity, “and 
a micro-model of participation by challengers in 
opposition actions” (in the case of NIF affiliates, this 
would include the sponsoring of deliberative forums, 
instead of actions such as “petitions, protests, 
demonstrations,” and strikes that normally form the 
bedrock of collective action movements). The costs 
and benefits of participation “depend largely on the 
expectations of challengers of how many others will 
join.” The conflict dynamic between the targeted 
issue and the challengers, the authorities, and the 
movement participants is a third component of  
the theory. 
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authors cite a third and final reason for why protest 
groups are included, which is “to improve their 
own oversight capabilities” of the matter-at-hand. 
Rochon and Mazmanian suggest legislative bodies 
find it efficient and politically useful to enable 
interest groups and movement organizations to 
monitor and challenge the administrative process, 
as proxies for themselves.

Goertz (2004), in describing poliheuristic  decision-
making theory, notes that its essential core is 
comprised of “the noncompensatory principle:  
major losses on a key dimension (political, domestic, 
foreign, or whatever) cannot be compensated for 
by gains on other dimensions.” This means that 
“losses on one key goal cannot be substituted for 
or compensated by high values on other goals.” It is 
therefore intimately related to the concept of loss 
avoidance in first eliminating decision options “that 
are unacceptable on key dimensions,” and then 
maximizing the alternatives that remain. That is to 
say, decision makers seek to avoid losses during 
both phases, since disappointment or success in 
either phase is not transferable. 

Such institutional responses may often be the by 
product of previous direct involvement by social 
movements in the policy process. Rochon and 
Mazmanian (1993) observe that the fact that “the 
increased use of consultation is largely a response 
to movement politics is suggested by both the timing 
of the initiation of consultation mechanisms—often 
just after a movement has derailed some project—
and the fact that procedures for consultation 
are most rigorous in issue areas where popular 
mobilizations have been the most widespread.”  
They cite the site selection and construction of 
nuclear power plants and toxic waste storage 
facilities as examples.

FAciLitAtion SKiLLS AS Action 

Chesters and Welsh (2004) describe how social 
movements seek to align individual goals for the 
purpose of collective gain in the direction of “the 
prevailing political opportunity structure.” This 
perspective is indicative of Kingdon’s (1995) policy 
window, a process involving the potential overlap 
between problems, politics, and proposals. At least 
two of the elements must overlap in order for the 
“window” or opportunity to open, allowing the idea to 
get on the agenda (Coffman 2007).

Opportunity costs, however, do exist for those 
seeking to achieve political change, whether through 
overtly political methods or otherwise. In a study of 
political activism by black religious congregations, 
Brown (2006) notes how these organizations assess 
internal resources, including “social ties, human 
capital, civic skills and other political resources” 
when identifying whether to take action on their 
congregation’s social and religious interests.

The reaction of political authorities to social 
movements generally appears to be containment. 
Rochon and Mazmanian (1993) postulate that 
officials often err when offering a place at the policy 
development table for social protesters, because 
of a false belief that doing so will allow the officials 
to maintain control of policy outcomes—whereas 
in fact, it eventually enhances the power of social 
protest groups. They also propose that while 
politicians may wish to exercise responsiveness to 
the demands of protest movements, they likewise 
“fear retribution” from constituents should they 
“simply give in” to such policy demands. 

In this way, officials seek to provide a forum for the 
airing of concerns and at the same time appear to 
look for opportunities to “satisfice” (March 1994) 
when making policy. Whereas maximizing “involves 
choosing the best alternative,” the idea of satisficing 
in this instance involves choosing the alternative or 
alternatives that are “good enough” to satisfy the 
breadth of constituents. Doing so effectively has the 
potential for serving the containment purpose that 
Rochon and Mazmanian note earlier.

Not only can they avoid responsibility for no-win 
decisions, but officials “also gain credit for involving 
citizens in the decision-making process, following 
the American tradition of political inclusion.” The 
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others, assertiveness, patience, sensitivity to other’s 
needs, and a sense of humor. In addition, Schulte 
emphasizes the importance of observation:

The heart of a good facilitator is his or her 
ability to observe the situation at all times.  
No one skill is more important to the facilitator 
than that of being able to observe, or intently 
listen, with the eyes, the ears, the heart. . . . 
While the team is busy working through  
their agenda, the facilitator must observe  
his or her behavior, the team members, the 
process, the progress of the team, and the 
meeting schedule.

On the individual level, Schulte notes that the 
facilitator must maintain self-awareness at all times. 
This means control of one’s emotions; attention 
to attitude, to words and to tone and finally, “the 
willingness and desire to help each team member 
contribute to the process.” Moreover, the facilitator 
must be mindful of the group’s goal and the 
group’s development as a team. The facilitator is a 
nurturer of the team itself, promoting team building, 
celebrating accomplishments, and providing 
recognition. 

Schulte, like Hustedde and Score (1995), Garmston 
(2004), and Carlson and Spears (1996) also 
emphasizes the importance of maintaining 
neutrality about the topic being addressed, which 
in some instances may conflict with a decidedly 
action orientation cited previously by scholars 
like Farrell and Weaver, Auvine et al., MacNeil, and 
others. Specific techniques, such as interest-based 
negotiation (Wolf 2005), also call for neutrality on 
the part of facilitators who engage it in the course 
of mediation. This raises the essential point that in 
the case of NIF affiliates, it may be possible for a 
facilitator to be “neutral” about the choices-at-hand 
and at the same time capable of spurring the group 
toward action, as long as it is the group—and not the 
facilitator—that is choosing the steps it wants 
to take. 

SKiLLS

If political action, then, is desired, how do NIF 
affiliates best achieve it in an apolitical fashion? 
The essential role of the facilitator or moderator and 
the attendant skills again emerge. The literature is 
abundant with descriptions of the skills necessary 
for successful facilitation.

McFadzean (2002) identifies a number of facilitator 
competencies, as she terms them. At the macro 
level, human relations and human communications 
are identified as “perhaps the two most important 
skills” for facilitators. This is followed by an 
understanding of the problem area or task-at-hand 
and subsequently, the planning and development of 
a process for fulfilling the group’s goals. Other key 
competencies include developing and managing 
group dynamics, problem solving and decision 
making, personal growth and development, and 
finally, communication. 

The depth and sophistication of these eight 
facilitation skills become more advanced the 
higher the group level; McFadzean observes how 
these skills can “act as a useful guideline for 
training and evaluating facilitators.” Further, they 
can be instrumental in matching a facilitator to 
group and task, and for the purpose of mentoring 
budding facilitators. (See the Addendum for a 
complete, detailed list of McFadzean’s five types of 
competencies.)

Warihay (1992) observes that “the best facilitators” 
demonstrate seven essential characteristics. These 
include respect, self-disclosure, self-confidence 
coupled with self-disclosure, directness, the ability 
to question, observation skills, and the ability to 
confront appropriately. Effective facilitation also 
“requires a good intuitive sense of timing” (Long 
1992).

Schulte (1999), by comparison, cites six attributes 
of effective facilitators. They are an enthusiastic 
and positive attitude, the desire to serve and to help 

3As defined by Mintz (2004, 1993), poliheuristic choice theory “postulates a two-stage decision process in which the menu 
for choice is narrowed initially by a noncompensatory analysis that eliminates options by the use of one or more heuristics 
(cognitive shortcuts).  Remaining alternatives are then evaluated in an attempt to minimize risks and maximize benefits.”
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A final point concerning commitment to act 
concerns the actual enacting of whatever 
actions have been decided upon. We have 
suggested that the process of developing 
mutual obligations within groups can be a 
force promoting commitment to a particular 
set of decisions. There may also be a sense 
that the workload is being shared among the 
participants. Commitment to the group can 
then provide the social pressure to force the 
momentum of action itself; people are more 
likely to carry the actions forward if they have 
to account to a future meeting” (10).

Finally, the facilitator’s simultaneous attention to 
team dynamics is important (Schulte 1999). The 
facilitator is responsible for creating a trusting 
environment, resolving conflicts, ensuring the 
opportunity for participation by all group members, 
promoting group cohesiveness, and identifying and 
supporting the group’s natural leaders. Perhaps 
most significant, given the responsibility of moving 
the group towards goal achievement, the facilitator 
plays a significant role as a teacher through 
the use of consensus decision making and  
problem-solving methodology, brainstorming,  
and multivoting techniques.

creAting A “SAFe” inStitutionAL 
SpAce

We now turn to the third substantial element of 
the deliberative forum paradox—the community 
forums as “safe” space. Habermas’ idea of the 
“public sphere” (1974, 1989) calls to mind the 
need for a place where public-minded and open-
ended discussion can take place. Such a place 
“is a central and elusive concept of civic life and 
refers to qualitatively distinct democratic practices 
understood to be central to vibrant democracies” 
(Baiocchi 2003). If institutions are the places where 
ideas live, a safe public space is the institution 
necessary for the idea of deliberation to take root.

Professions that consider facilitation or mediation 
as part of their core skills also reflect a desire for 
neutrality. For example, the nursing publication Nurse 
Educator (1983) identifies neutrality as desirable for 
helping nurses to “see the gaps in their functioning;” 
likewise, the social work profession (Parsons 1991) 
embraces neutrality as part of a social worker’s 
inherent mediator role. Interestingly, a 3-year study 
of 32 custody mediation cases in New Jersey family 
court identified two distinct mediation styles—one 
that focused on maintaining neutrality and a second 
that did not. The second style, where mediators 
“were willing to depart from neutrality . . . was found 
to produce a more structured and vigorous approach 
to conflict resolution . . . [and one] which resulted 
in more generally favorable attitudes towards the 
mediation experience” (Kressel, Frontera, Forienza, 
Butler, and Fish 1994).

There appears to be a fine line, then, between 
advocating for a particular action on the part of the 
group by discretely or explicitly pushing the group 
in one or more particular directions, and generally 
pushing the group in some direction that is oriented 
towards action, as Garmston (2004) suggests. 
This emphasizes the important process role of 
the facilitator, per Carlson and Spears (1996), 
which thereby frees participants to “focus on the 
issues.” The intent is to solve the problem through 
action agreed upon by the group, rather than for the 
facilitator to lead the group towards a resolution that 
reflects his or her own personal interests or desires.
For example, in instances where computerized 
Group Decision Systems are used for problem 
solving, the facilitator “retains great discretion, 
throughout the process of work with a group, to both 
shape the social process and manage the form of 
analysis,” according to Huxham and Cropper (1994). 

The authors note how, when using facilitator-led 
GDS, the facilitator plays an important role in 
assisting the group to determine actions to be taken 
in response to the problem-at-hand and stimulating 
the assumption of responsibility for these actions: 
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Ideally, Baiocchi says, the public sphere is 
characterized by discussions that are neither self-
interested nor strategic but rather that represent the 
common interest. Participants assume a secondary 
attitude, demonstrating their ability to “abstract 
their own position and consider it in relation to the 
positions of others.” Baiocchi takes care to define 
the public sphere as “an instance of open-ended and 
public-spirited communication”—a definition that has 
implications for the potential action orientation this 
literature review will explore later in this section. It is 
also important to note when the public sphere is not 
present—when outspoken, articulate participants 
habitually dominate others, when participants “tend 
to agree to common terms not in their interest,” and 
when a movement comprised of experts begins  
to form.

He details three contextual factors that theorists 
have described as affecting the appearance of the 
public sphere. These include the social bases of 
democracy or the presence of a civic infrastructure, 
the political culture itself, and the state’s role in 
“enabling the public sphere.” As noted earlier in 
Amenta et al., the role of context appears to be an 
important determinant—in this case, in fostering an 
open arena where public problems can be aired, 
discussed, and assessed.

Building on Evans and Boyte (1992), Polletta (1999) 
carries Habermas and Baiocchi further, tying the 
public sphere directly to social action. “Free spaces 
supply the activist networks, skills, and solidarity 
that assist in launching a movement,” she states. 
Such spaces “also provide the conceptual space in 
which dominated groups are able to penetrate the 
prevailing common sense that keeps most people 
passive in the face of injustice, and are thus crucial 
to the very formation of the identities and interests 
that precede mobilization.” Most notably, “free 
spaces offer people not the opportunity to penetrate 
the sources of their subordination, since they are 
already obvious, but to preserve and build upon a 
collective record of resistance.”

The concept of the public sphere today is not only 
applied geographically. Wyatt, Katz, and Kim (2000) 
use exploratory factor analysis and multidimensional 
scaling to propose that deliberation does not 
always formally occur in person but is increasingly 
commonplace in the electronic sphere. Their 
analysis identified two factors (personal 
conversation and political conversation) that 
cover nine different subject areas. Interestingly, 
the Wyatt et al. study also notes how some types 
of conversations are more likely to occur in safe 
environments and with people around whom they 
feel safe to discuss controversial or difficult topics. 
In doing so, this work suggests the importance of 
deliberative processes that are purposefully neutral, 
open, and inclusive.
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where a private foundation or organization provides 
“leadership and financial support for public 
deliberation and for the training of moderators 
for deliberation.” The unique characteristics and 
particular contexts associated with each of these 
distinctive types may provide us with a glimpse of the 
degree of variance that exists when NIF affiliates 
operationalize the paradox of an apolitical process 
coupled with purposive political action on the ground. 

While far from providing a complete review of 
the critical questions under consideration for this 
research project, we believe the foregoing review 
may shed light on how organizers and facilitators 
alike may effectively balance their complementary 
roles as both process and action champions.

 

concLuSion

This literature review has provided a relatively 
comprehensive overview of the political and 
apolitical roles of deliberative forums as practiced 
by NIF affiliates. In doing so, it has described the 
roles and responsibilities of facilitators, and how 
and when neutrality may be appropriately applied 
within the deliberative setting. It has identified the 
determined political mission of the institution that 
sponsors deliberative forums, the NIF affiliate, and 
has paralleled it with social movements that also 
seek policy impacts. Finally, it has enumerated 
the need for a place where political concerns, 
wishes, and ideas can be aired within an apolitical 
environment.  

It is also important to note that the process of 
carrying out the political and apolitical roles 
described above is far from monolithic among 
NIF affiliates. For example, Kettering Foundation 
(Stewart 2006) has identified four different 
approaches to how NIF affiliates carry out their 
work, each with unique vulnerabilities and strengths. 
These include: building “support around the 
sponsoring institution’s core mission,” where the 
institution fosters a “safe space” for community 
public deliberation and forums are used “to address 
critical political issues in the community”; “public 
deliberation as one significant way to meet a 
core mission of an institutional unit,” where the 
sponsoring institution pursues “a strategy of 
identifying and championing public deliberation” as 
a critical component for fulfilling charter-defined 
obligations to assist communities with solving their 
respective problems; developing “a coalition of 
interested organizations and individuals,” where 
the sustainability of the deliberative forums “would 
be strengthened by bringing into a collaborative 
relationship, with minimum formal organization, 
those persons and organizations with an interest 
in public deliberation”; and, securing a long-term 
foundation commitment to public deliberation,” 
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Addendum
McFadzean’s Five Competencies (2002)
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The foundation seeks to identify and address the challenges to making democracy work as it should through 
interrelated program areas that focus on citizens, communities, and institutions. The foundation collaborates 
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