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WWith this issue of Connections, 
the Kettering Foundation introduces 
three significant initiatives for the 
newsletter. 

The first is a decision to change 
Connections from a biannual publica-
tion to an annual. This new schedule 
corresponds with Kettering’s review 
cycle, which goes like this: each 
year, Kettering focuses its research 
through a particular point of view, 
or, as we say at the foundation, lens. The foundation’s 
research has three fundamental foci: citizens, communi-
ties, and democratic institutions. This reflects Kettering’s 
hypothesis that democracy requires the following:

• citizens who can make sound decisions about their 
future;

• communities of citizens acting together to address 
common problems;

• institutions that are legitimate in the eyes of citizens 
and that support a democratic society.
By publishing Connections once a year, it will serve as a 

record of the foundation’s research focus over the previous 
12 months. Therefore, as you’ll find throughout the follow-
ing pages, this issue of Connections reflects the foundation’s 
research over the last year—through the lens of citizens. 

The second initiative is the addition of a new section, 
the “Readers’ Forum.” As its name implies, the new section 

What You Need to Know about Connections

features reactions and comments 
by Connections readers, who were 
invited to review drafts of many 
of the articles that appear in this 
newsletter. With the help of our col-
leagues Connie Crockett and Alice 
Diebel, we interviewed 13 people 
from around the country about how 
their experiences relate to these 
articles. This feedback is organized 
into three articles related to the 

foundation’s hypothesis about democracy, as noted above. 
The “Forum” is described in more detail on page 33.

To make the new section a true “Readers’ Forum,” 
the foundation has devised a new way for readers to 
react to—and even to read—Connections. This is the 
third initiative: the creation of a new discussion area on 
the foundation’s Web site, www.kettering.org. On the 
Web site you’ll find a new section devoted to this issue of  
Connections and comment areas where readers can parti-
cipate in a forum around the ideas expressed in the articles 
published in this issue. 

The addition of both the print and online “Readers’ 
Forum” is an attempt to help readers better connect to 
Connections—and the Kettering Foundation. But remem-
ber: the online forum will only be as good as you our 
readers make it. 

—Deborah Witte and Bob Mihalek



WWW.KETTERING.ORG �

33 Readers’ Forum: Your Connection 
 Bob Mihalek and Deborah Witte 

34 What Citizens Can Do . . . and Can’t 
 Deborah Witte

35 Local Boards and Citizens:  
 A Mixed Relationship  
 Bob Mihalek

37 Putting the Public  
 Back into Public Administration 
 Deborah Witte and Bob Mihalek 

4	 Politics	from	the	Perspective	of	Citizens	
	 David Mathews 

	 Citizens	and	Local	Politics:		
	 Transforming	Community
7 The Paradox of Place in  
 American Federalism 
 Lara Rusch  

10 International Democracy 
 Kenneth A. Brown  

	 Citizens	and	Bureaucratic	Systems:		
	 Gaining	Influence
12 Public Administrators and Citizens:  
 Solving Community Problems Together 
 Alice Diebel  

16 Public Agencies and Citizen  
 Engagement: Getting Beyond  
 the Customer-Service Model 
 Phillip Lurie 

18 The Persistence of Power:  
 Changing the System When  
 the System Won’t Listen 
 Kenneth A. Brown  

	 Citizens	and	Local	Boards:		
	 Opening	Doors
19 Citizen Boards: When Local Isn’t Enough 
 Paloma Dallas 

23 Public Engagement  
 in Five Colorado School Communities 
 Alice Diebel  

	 Citizens	and	Collective	Action:		
	 Demonstrating	Results
25 Democracy’s Challenge:  
 Reclaiming the Public’s Role 
 John Doble with Janay Cody 

28 Deliberation and Public Action  
 Elena Fagotto, Archon Fung,  
 and Libby Kingseed 

30 Sources of Deliberation  
 Edited by Libby Kingseed

CONNECTIONS
C O N T E N T S

	 What	Others	Are	Saying
31 Who Cares About the State of Democracy  
 . . . and What Is It They Care About?  
 Edith Manosevitch

R E A D E R S ’  F O R U M 

	 Books	Worth	Reading
40 The Next Form of Democracy: 
 How Expert Rule Is Giving Way  
 to Shared Governance . . .  
 and Why Politics Will  
 Never Be the Same 
 By Matt Leighninger,  
 reviewed by Harry C. Boyte 

41 Local People: The Struggle for  
 Civil Rights in Mississippi 
 By John Dittmer,  
 reviewed by Caitlin Bortolotto 

42 Profit with Honor:  
 The New Stage of Market Capitalism  
 By Daniel Yankelovich,  
 reviewed by Matthew Johnson 



CONNECTIONS 2007�

As noted on page 2, Connections  
will now be published annually 

rather than twice a year because we are 
devoting a full year to reviewing the  
foundation’s research in each of the three 
areas that Kettering does studies. The 
change has helped us improve our iden-
tification of research opportunities. And 
the extra time has allowed us to get more 
information from our readers, as you will 
see in the new section of Connections 
called “Readers’ Forum.”

Our principal finding from all the 
research done on the way citizens see  
our political system is that people from  
all walks of life in the United States are 

from the Perspective  
of

By David Mathews

saying that they can make a difference 
in their communities—at least some-
times—although they quickly add that 
their influence doesn’t carry over to what 
they refer to as “democracy.” Research-
ers have also heard more people saying 
that they should be making a difference. 
Consequently, our research in this area has 
gradually shifted from diagnostic studies 
to pursue the logical follow-up questions: 
What do people think it would take in 
order for them to make a difference? What 
would have to change, and what would 
be needed to bring these changes about?

This last finding about people’s desire 
to make democracy work better raises a 
related issue for the foundation: how do 
we come up with useful insights about 
what would be required for democracy to 
work as people think it should? The simple 
answer is that insights come from the way 
research organizations go about interro-
gating their evidence. But what must that 
interrogation be like when democracy 
is concerned? Recently, we have spent a 
good deal of time discussing that chal-
lenge, and I’ll say a bit about where we are 
at this point.

 Citizens
saying much the same thing about  
the political system: “we can’t make a 
difference.”  Whether citizens are talking 
about elections, their communities, or 
the major institutions in the country, the 
refrain is the same. Citizens believe there 
is little chance that they or “people like 
them” can do anything to act effectively 
on their concerns. They blame profession-
al politicians and moneyed interests. They 
also blame their fellow citizens for being 
too self-serving.

Having heard many of these same 
complaints since the 1970s, researchers 
are now reporting some exceptions to 
the usual complaints. More people are 

Politics
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People who said that they could  
make a difference in their community 

seemed to contradict themselves by  
adding that what they did locally didn’t 

make a difference in “democracy.”  
 In the United States, democracy is rooted 
in communities, from local school boards 

and juries to municipal elections. What 
is behind this seeming contradiction? 

Is what we are hearing just a matter of 
semantics or something far more serious?

Research when democracy is the 
subject is trickier than research about 
something when there is a fixed objective 
and progress toward meeting it can be 
measured. In the latter case, researchers 
can assemble evidence about the prog-
ress being made and evaluate it against 
the goals. Democracy, however, is a moral 
ideal applied to political practice. As an 
ideal, its proper application is always 
open to debate. In other words, studying 
democracy forces us to look at both what 
is happening and what should be hap-
pening. But what should be is constantly 
being redefined. So the research has to be 
open-ended, that is, open to ever-chang-
ing answers about what should be.

What research on democracy does 
share with research on other subjects is 
the necessity of raising questions. The 
better the questions, the more we learn. 
But the most useful questions, in the case 
of research on democracy, don’t lead to 
definitive answers; they should lead to 
insights that allow people to imagine 
what democracy might be. In sum, the 
direction research takes is determined by 
the questions that are brought to bear on 
the evidence. And the pay-off, or “prod-
ucts,” for Kettering are insights that are 
available to others.

The foundation has discovered that 
good questions are often provoked by 
looking at contradictory evidence. The 
contradictions may be indications of a 
deeper problem behind the more obvi-
ous problem. For example, conversations 
in one community indicated widespread 
concern about the quality of the public 
schools. Conditions were so bad that the 
buildings were unsafe, yet people were 
dead set against a tax levy for the school 
system. The contradiction was obvious. At 
that point, someone seeing the apparent 
discrepancy asked whether both findings 
might be valid. So by probing beneath 
the surface, researchers discovered a hid-
den logic. People had decided that the 
school system was such a poor manager 
of tax funds that they couldn’t depend on 
new funds being used effectively. Passing 
a levy wasn’t going to be enough. This 
perception was the problem behind the 
problem.

We have spotted a similar contra-
diction in the findings about citizens’ 
frustrations with the political system. 

People who said that they could make 
a difference in their community seemed 
to contradict themselves by adding that 
what they did locally didn’t make a dif-
ference in “democracy.” This contradiction 
prompted a question worth consider-
ing for future research: what do people 
really mean when they say that the work 
they do in their communities isn’t part of 
democracy? After all, in the United States, 
democracy is rooted in communities, from 
local school boards and juries to munici-
pal elections. What is behind this seeming 
contradiction? Is what we are hearing just 
a matter of semantics or something far 
more serious?

The interrogation of 
evidence in the instan-
ces just cited doesn’t 
necessarily go on in 
an orderly fashion in a 
research environment. 
Discussions may appear 
chaotic (although chaos 
theorists assure us it is 
just a different type of 
order). Comments made 
in Kettering meetings, 
for instance, travel 
through the foundation; 
the thinking grows and 
mutates as more people 
are drawn into the 
conversation. Both in 
meetings and after, one 
comment sparks anoth-
er. Someone makes an 
observation that doesn’t 
seem on track until 
another person makes 
a connection. If we are 
lucky, insights emerge 
along the way.

In each year’s review, we try to cre-
ate an environment that will prompt the 
questioning that leads to insights. In this 
issue of Connections, you will find the 
contradictory evidence grouped around 
four options that might allow citizens to 
make the difference they say they want 
to. There is one other reason for using this 
kind of framework. Kettering’s research is 
highly collaborative, and we can’t move 
ahead, even in a direction that seems 
promising, unless there are organizations 
on the ground that have a self-interest in 
integrating Kettering’s insights and those 

of others who have similar insights into 
their own work. As we explain, the foun-
dation studies aerodynamics; we don’t fly 
airplanes. We depend on these collabora-
tions to find out how our research is  
interpreted and what impact it has. And 
the questions raised by looking at con-
tradictory evidence often bring to mind 
other organizations or institutions that 
may have a self-interest in furthering 
the research. Exploring the hidden logic 
behind the opposition to the school levy 
was very important to the local school 
board. Connections readers help the  
foundation by pointing us to potential 
collaborators.

In this issue, you will find background 
articles, interviews, and studies that flesh 
out options that might allow citizens to 
make the difference some say they should. 
The four options are (1) to try to make 
national politics more like community 
politics, (2) to make institutional bureau-
cracies truly accessible and accountable, 
(3) to open more entry points into the 
system, other than just voting booths, per-
haps by starting with citizen boards, and 
(4) to demonstrate that citizens can do 
things collectively that will indeed make a 
difference in our democracy.
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Certain articles on these options strike 
me as especially informative, and I’ll try to 
explain why. Take the question of whether 
what works locally can be transferred to 
national politics. Some scholars argue that 
the national political system was—and 
still is—dependent on citizens making a 
difference locally, that the “little republics” 
(communities) have always been and still 
are essential to the viability of the big 
republic. For instance, communities pro-
mote the banding together that allows 
people to make a difference by acting 
collectively. From this perspective, the val-
ues and ways of doing business that are 
found in the best of local politics must be 
reflected in national politics.

 Other evidence suggests that the 
lessons from local politics will never be 
accepted nationally because, some say, 
communities have proven to be narrow-
minded, filled with prejudices, and prone 
to corruption. Small towns, local neigh-
borhoods, and placed-based or geograph-
ic communities fell out of favor during the 
civil rights/states’ rights clash. Rather than 
bedrocks of democracy, they came to be 
seen as a major source of the country’s 
problems. Consequently, as Martha Der-
thick reports in her research, “the place of 
place,” or the positive role that communi-
ties might play, disappeared as a serious 
consideration in national politics. Lara 
Rusch’s summary of Derthick’s findings in 
Keeping the Compound Republic explains 
how this has happened. (In reading her 
summary, keep in mind the difference 

between the case for returning local con-
trol, which is made by both governmental 
and nongovernmental agencies, and the 
argument for states’ rights, which is made 
largely by governmental agencies.)

On the issue of institutional account-
ability, see Brian Cook’s analysis of the 
accountability movement. He is among 
those scholars who worry that the 
measures intended to ensure transpar-
ency and citizen access are doing just 
the opposite: they are driving a wedge 
between citizens and the institutions 
created to serve them. The counterargu-
ment is that accountability measures are 
working and are popular with citizens 
who believe that government agencies, 

schools, and even 
nongovernmental 
organizations must be 
held more responsible 
for what they do. The 
only problem with 
the requirements is 
that they aren’t strict 
enough. 

Paloma Dallas 
reviews the broad-
ranging literature on 
citizen boards. Some 
articles make the case 
that these boards are 
vital instruments of 
democratic gover-
nance, and several 
cite Kettering research 
being used by boards 

to engage communities more effectively. 
Phillip Boyle, at the University of North 
Carolina, argues that a board’s legitimacy 
depends as much on how decisions are 
made as what the decisions are. Jane 
Urschel calls for school boards to look 
beyond the conventional governing 
parameters set by law and meet their obli-
gations to democracy. 

For evidence that citizens themselves 
are responsible for many of the problems 
they complain about, note Alan Wolfe’s 
latest book, Does American Democracy Still 
Work? He believes Americans use their 
cynicism about the political system to 
avoid taking responsibility. On the other 
hand, scholars like Harry Boyte and com-
munity activist groups like the Industrial 
Areas Foundation have come to a differ-
ent conclusion: they have found that a 

sense of responsibility grows as people 
begin to work together to solve problems 
that affect their self-interest. Citizens will 
work together out of self-interest even 
if they don’t particularly like or trust one 
another. When people recognize that 
water coming into the far end of the boat 
is eventually going to reach them, they 
will welcome those who have buckets for 
bailing, almost regardless of who they are.

Still other evidence suggests that 
citizens aren’t working with each other 
because our highly professional/techni-
cal society doesn’t believe that much 
can be accomplished by citizens. Maybe 
that’s the problem behind the problem. 
The conventional wisdom is that citizens, 
as individuals, can pay taxes, obey the 
laws, and vote, but that is about it. The 
rest is up to professionals. For example, at 
the taping of the A Public Voice program 
last year, the problem of rebuilding New 
Orleans was described as depending pri-
marily on restoring the levees, which can 
only be done by engineers. Certainly there 
are problems that can only be solved by 
professionals. Yet studies, such as John 
Dittmer’s book on the role that local 
people played in the civil rights move-
ment, show that there are other problems 
that can’t be solved without the work of 
citizens. (Read a review of Dittmer’s Local 
People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Missis-
sippi on page 41.) That said, perhaps the 
most potent counterargument against 
writing off the contributions of citizens is 
being made by the persistent people we 
heard in the research—those who insist 
they must be able to make a difference.

The new section in Connections reports 
on the “Readers’ Forum,” a new venture  
for disseminating our work and engaging 
others in considering its relevance to their 
own work. This “forum” isn’t of the usual 
sort found in magazines and letters to 
the editor. Participants in this forum aren’t 
speaking off the top of their heads. They 
have had an opportunity to look at the 
evidence we have collected and bounce 
ideas off one another. We hope the 
“Forum” will add to the evidence and help 
refine it more. You may not have partici- 
pated yet, but the floor is open on the 
Kettering Web site: www.kettering.org.

David Mathews is president and CEO of the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at 
dmathews@kettering.org.

When people recognize that water  
coming into the far end of the boat is 
eventually going to reach them, they will 
welcome anyone who has a bucket for 
bailing, regardless of who he or she is.  
Maybe future research should be about 
what causes people to recognize common 
dangers and interrelated interests.
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Transforming Community

Citizens and Local Politics

By Lara Rusch

This essay summarizes concepts from 
Martha Derthick’s Keeping the Com-
pound Republic: Essays on American 
Federalism (Washington, D.C.: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2001).

Historically, the place-based com-
munity, often defined as a unit of 

government, had played a preeminent 
part in American politics and governance.” 
(152) In the current era of rapid com-
munication and globalization, we are 
challenged to think creatively about the 
relationship of place to democratic gov-
ernance. Keeping the Compound Republic, 
historian Martha Derthick’s compilation 
of essays on federalism, tells the history 

of the balance of power among levels of 
government in the United States, parti-
cularly between Washington, D.C., and  
the states. 

The intent of this summary is not to 
review the book, but to help contextualize 
the Kettering Foundation’s current focus 
on the citizens’ perspective. Derthick’s  
discussion of federalism shows how the 
landscape of intergovernmental interac-
tion has changed and helps us imagine 
what that means for citizenship in mul-
tiple, overlapping political communities.

In the colonial period, local govern-
ments “did the things that connected 
people to the polity on a daily basis.” (45) 
From before the nation’s founding and 
into the early 20th century, towns and 
counties were the most salient govern-

ments to most citizens. While administer-
ing schools, poor relief, road construction, 
and police protection, localities raised 
more tax revenue and spent more than 
the federal and state governments com-
bined. (13) While the developing states 
“created a framework of law within which 
local governments functioned, they did 
not closely supervise its application.” (45)  
Even the states’ constitutional agreement 
on a national identity could not immedi-
ately change the predominance of local 
governments in civic life—though their 
compromise created an inherent tension.

Derthick argues that American fed-
eralism is a paradox that grew out of an 
early, critical bargain. This bargain was 
an arrangement among Americans who 
could not decide whether they were one 
national community or many local com-
munities. They opted for both: “Americans 
moved paradoxically both to centralize 
and decentralize.” (5) The framers of the 
U.S. Constitution compromised between 
a federation of states and a unitary 
national government, dispersing power 
and allowing for both intergovernmental 
collaboration and competition for the 
people’s favor. (4) Though the Constitu-
tion was weighted to the national, the 
framers’ notion of a compound republic 
conveys their ambiguous intent. Believing 
the task of governance too much for one 
sovereign state “they sought to assemble 

Paradox
Place
The

of
in American Federalism

“
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majorities of two different kinds: one com-
posed of individual voters, the other, of 
the states as distinct political societies.” (3)  

Much of Derthick’s book describes 
government’s increasing support for indi-
vidual rights and representation, which 
played out in debates over national versus 
state or local control. As the 19th century 
waned, the states gradually asserted 
themselves over localities in response to 
national trends in education and special-
ization. Professions developed, creating 
state education agencies and charity 
boards to impact schools and local relief 
efforts. What began as states gathering 
information and offering advice, later 
became federal “grants-in-aid with condi-
tions attached” in the Progressive Era. (15) 
These grants were deliberatively delocaliz-
ing. For example, the Social Security Board 
“pressured states to establish statewide 
standards of needs and assistance, such 
that benefits would no longer vary among 
local places.” (16) Merit systems and pro-
fessionalization distanced welfare workers 
from attachments to place. State and  
local employees became more responsive 
to national bureaucracies, as they were  
prohibited from local partisan activity.

In the New Deal, Congress claimed 
broad powers to spend and regulate local 
government. While embedding a belief 
in national responsibility for common ills, 
President Roosevelt also honored feder-
alism by expanding intergovernmental 
cooperation to implement social welfare 
programs. The “middle tier”—the states—

became the heavy lifters of implementa-
tion, enabling more ambitious national 
programs. 

But Derthick argues that the most 
profound changes in federalism were to 
come in the civil rights era. In multiple 
cases during the 1960s, the Supreme 
Court rejected the local polity as “an entity 
meriting representation in the state legis-
lature.” Whereas state senates had typically 

represented local governments, court 
decisions favored the majoritarian  
“one person, one vote” doctrine over the 
representation of other governments.  
The Supreme Court required that districts 
be roughly equal in population so that 
the ratio between citizens and their rep-
resentative was the same. One long-term 
outcome has been a redistricting process 
in which incumbents try to maintain their 
edge by dividing local places, including 
county lines. (19) 

Even more transformative was the 
new importance of descriptive categories 
over place-based identity in federal law.  
In order to challenge the oppressive use 
of racial distinctions in law and practice, 
Congress altered local social structures 
and regulated relations between citizens 
and governments. Given localities’ disre-
gard for individual worth based on race, 
Congress shifted the federal balance of 
power “for the sake of constitutionally 
guaranteed individual rights. In a clash 
between individual rights and a set of 
institutions that dispersed government 
power, rights won.” (151-152) 

Derthick’s advocacy for federalism 
does not amount to an argument for 
states rights as typically understood. While 

Martha	Derthick, Keeping the Compound Republic: Essays on American  
Federalism,	Washington,	D.C.:	Brookings	Institution	Press,	2001,	p.	152.

Historically, the place-based community, often defined as a unit  

of government, had played a preeminent part in American politics 

and governance, most particularly and fundamentally in the design of 

representative arrangements. The institutions of federalism had pro-

tected the place of place in the American political system. In modern 

society, the territorial community is exposed to many technological, 

sociological, and economic insults. As the institution of federalism 

weakened, the territorial community lost governmental protection, 

and this contributed to diminishing its importance relative to all the 

other types of groups that form and make claims to political favor.
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decentralized power has often protected 
the privileges of local elites, she reminds 
us that centralized power is no protection 
from the “omnipresent peril of concentrat-
ed privilege.” (4) Inequality and prejudice 
have persistently found new avenues of 
expression, despite the rights revolution. 

The “place of place” in American life 
was reorganized by many factors more 
influential than deliberately delocalizing 
policy. Numerous wars and superpower 
status, economic development, the inter-
state highway system, and urban renewal 
all stimulated the geographic and social 
mobility of U.S. citizens. Suburbanization 
and the proliferation of municipalities 
enable the creation of exclusive commu-
nities. Derthick describes this as the social 
form of federalism, “a leading ground of 
the continuing American battle between 
liberty and equality.” (84-85) Private 
governments, known as “common inter-
est developments,” increasingly supply 
utilities and other services to consumers, 
replacing local governments that are 
struggling financially. People are invent-
ing private settings in which to practice 
local politics.

What is the impact of these changes 
on citizens’ relationship to their govern-
ments, and on their role in government? 
The growing complexity of intergov-
ernmental relations and the increase in 
federal regulation of local activity com-
plicates political accountability. When 
Congress shares funding responsibility 
with the states, and when enactment 
takes place in multiple levels of govern-
ment, it is unclear who is accountable for 
policy outcomes. States and localities are 
required to follow federal mandates with-
out discussion of local priorities. Which 
community’s values should be upheld in 
the evaluation of a program and how will 
conflicting values be weighed?

Federalism was meant to increase 
opportunities for self-rule. In response  
to the question, should we be one com-
munity or many? federalism says, yes! 
Consider the alternatives: If we are only 
one national community then we cede 
local influence and cultural specificity 
to whatever has been hashed out on a 
national stage, where nationally approved 
values are interpreted in ways unfamiliar 
to our experience. If we are many com-
munities and not unified in any principles, 

we have little redress to our community’s 
mores, hierarchies, and boundaries.

Derthick’s understanding of federal-
ism is valuable because it presents the 
decisions of community membership 
as a political endeavor. In contemporary 
scholars’ search for human connection 
and social capital, the word community is 
often framed in terms of its support and 
intimacy, or conversely in terms of its  
“dark side”—the coercive aspects of that 
bonding. But having to act within and 
among different communities of scale 
(to choose among values and policies 
that affect you and others) sets in relief 
the politics inherent to building any 
community. Within the institutions of 
political communities “people define the 
objectives of their collective life, whether 
through deliberation—the democratic 
ideal—or through a struggle among 
power holders.” (10) The benefit of Keep-
ing the Compound Republic is maintaining 
a conversation about these trade-offs at 
every level of political community. 

Given that the national government’s 
influence has grown tremendously, U.S. 
citizens clearly value a national commu-
nity, while they also value aspects of 
national heterogeneity that localism 
maintains. An increasing interest in envi-
ronmental localism, and in regional or 
metropolitanwide governance, suggests 
a revival in appreciation for place-based 
community. The refraction of federalism 
in every possible issue multiplies venues 
for citizen action on policy. At the same 
time, it is more difficult to grasp the locus 
of a problem or how many steps would 
be needed to solve it. Citizens may chase 
solutions up a federal ladder and discount 
each other or themselves as political 
actors.

The national government’s expenses 
have grown with its influence. Derthick 
argues that a key government failure is 
its failure to balance means and ends: it 
is overly ambitious. As Daniel Yankelovich 
and Isabella Furth write in the Fall 2006 
issue of the National Civic Review, politi-
cians tend to point at citizens for “wanting 
it all,” while citizens say they want work-
able solutions. What is the proper role of 
citizens in balancing the means and ends 
of government? What kinds of citizen 
involvement would help government 
work within the people’s means? Has the 

Daniel	Yankelovich	and	Isabella	Furth,	
“Public	Engagement	in	California:		
Escaping	the	Vicious	Cycle,”	National  
Civic Review,	Fall	2006,	p.	11.

Building Bridges Between  

Citizens and Leaders: Ten Rules  

for Leaders on Heeding the Public  

Voice

 1.  If leaders and the public are out 
of sync, leaders must take the  
initiative.

 2.  Frame issues from the public’s 
point of view rather than that  
of the experts.

 3.  Address the public’s concerns,  
not those of the experts.

 4.  Let the public know that leader-
ship is listening and responsive.

 5.  Consider only one or two issues 
at a time.

 6.  Don’t rely on open-ended  
discussion; formulate a limited 
number of choices.

 7.  Highlight the values implicit in 
choices.

 8.  Help people move beyond  
wishful thinking.

 9.  When values conflict, encour- 
age pragmatic compromises  
over ideological purity.

 10. Use dialogue to build trust.

movement away from the place-based 
community affected that balance and citi-
zens’ role in it?  

There appears to be no turning back 
from a national community, but there 
could be a truer connection between 
what the nation agrees is valuable and 
our capacity to achieve it.

Lara Rusch is a predoctoral research associate 
with the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached 
at rusch@kettering.org.
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the country’s leaders, but they overlook 
the fact that those in power are a product 
of the system and the society in which 
they live. “The common man in the street 
has not looked at himself as being part of 
the corruption problem,” she explained. 
“Whereas he is part of it because, indirect-
ly, those who occupy political positions are 
goaded into corruption by their relations 
and friends,” she said. “They tell them, ‘This 
is your opportunity to make money. If you 
come back empty-handed you are a fool.’”

The Challenge of Democracy— 
Transforming People

Nigeria is hardly alone in its struggles 
among the world’s emerging democra-
cies. In 1900 just 15 percent of the world’s 
population lived in democracy. Today it is 
the world’s most prevalent form of gov-
ernment and most of those governments 
are relatively new—part of the so-called 
“Third Wave” of democratic reform that 
swept across Africa, Latin America, and 
Eastern Europe in the 1970s and 1980s. 
There was no plan to all of this, and for 
many the triumph of democracy seemed 
all but inevitable. By the 1990s, in country 
after country, that early euphoria was soon 
replaced by a growing sense of despair 
as old ethnic conflicts and new economic 
problems mounted. 

While outside experts and observers 
stress the importance of changing systems 
and laws in emerging democracies— 
guaranteeing free and fair election and 
reforming institutions—those working on 
the ground believe that the real key to 
building a vibrant and stable democracy 
is engaging and empowering its citizens. 
Before one can transform a government 
they say, one has to transform its people. 
Empowering citizens is not the end point 
of political reform, but its starting point.

The insights and beliefs of these  
international workers in democracy offer 
food for thought—not just when it comes 
to addressing the concerns of emerging 
democracies, but also when it comes to 
addressing the concerns of established 
democracies like our own in the United 
States. Because their problems are so 
strong and their struggle with democracy 
is so new, they are more ready to con-
sider new approaches and question old 
assumptions.

A Cure-All Tablet

When democracy finally returned 
to Nigeria in 1999 after nearly 

a decade of often bloody military rule, 
expectations were high. The prevailing 
attitude, said Bike Akinduro, with the 
Upline Resources Foundation, was, “Now 
we have a cure-all tablet which is democ-
racy. Now that we have swallowed it, all 
of our problems are over.” For some, she 
said, the feeling was simply, “Hurray! We 
are free! We can do what we like.” Many 
believed it meant that the government 
would provide everything. Others thought 
it meant that the country’s struggling 
economy would finally improve.

Disappointment soon followed. “They 
waited the first year, second year, third 
year, fourth year,” Akinduro said. “Now  
people are disillusioned because it seems 
as if democracy has not solved these 
problems after all. There’s still unemploy-

ment. There’s still poverty. Corruption 
is still there.” By early 2005 the public’s 
patience had worn so thin that tribal  
leaders were calling for a national confer-
ence to discuss the country’s possible 
dissolution.

Getting democracy to work in Nigeria, 
however, will require more than just 
reforming elections or government insti-
tutions, Akinduro believes. “A problem  
that has mounted over 33 or 35 years will 
not go away in one day. But the people 
are not patient. They are not satisfied  
with government.”

Instead, Akinduro insists, solving the 
problem of democracy in Nigeria depends 
far more on transforming citizens than 
reforming political leaders or government 
institutions. Corruption, she explained, is 
a case in point—and as a former govern-
ment official in her native Ondo state it is 
something she is intimately familiar with. 
People inside and outside of Nigeria, she 
explained, often blame the problem on 

International

By Kenneth A. Brown
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Russia—Changing Citizen Mentality
“I was a product of my system and 

my country. I didn’t think I would ever be 
interested in politics because for people 
of my generation politics was like a swear 
word, sort of like trash,” explained Svetlana 
Gorokhova with the Russian Library for 
Foreign Literature and a former inter-
national fellow with the Kettering  
Foundation.

In the early 1990s jubilant crowds  
took to the streets of Moscow to celebrate 
when the newly elected government of 
Boris Yeltsin withstood a takeover attempt 
by Communist hardliners. Little more than 
a decade later, that early enthusiasm for 
the possibilities of democracy has worn 
thin in the face of continued economic 
difficulties and an increasingly violent  
ethnic struggle with Chechen rebels. 
Above all, however, the implications of 
Russia’s new democracy are still sorting 
themselves out.

“People are very disillusioned because 
they cannot find their place in the politi-
cal system,” Gorokhova said. In her work 
with the library’s substantial community 
outreach and education program, she 
has made extensive use of deliberative 
forums to address issues like race relations 
and Russian-American relations. Those 
forums are useful, she explained, not just 
for understanding the public’s values, but 
also in getting people to work through 
their differences together and think about 
politics in a new way. 

This is what we are always trying 
to explain to people—that this is 
politics. This is politics. Politics is 
not the elite sitting somewhere 
making decisions for you. You can 
make a difference. People at first 
say, “Oh no, no, no.”  Then they start 
changing. This is one of the high-
est challenges in Russia: to change 
the mentality. It’s not enough just 
to change the system. The system 
should be changed. But, again, it’s 
all inside us. It’s inside our heads 
and hearts.

Argentina—Who Frames the Issues?
Like Nigeria and Russia, Argentina has 

also had its own struggles with democ-
racy. Once the most prosperous nation in 
Latin America, since the early 1980s the 
country has been hammered by a series of 

economic and political crises that began 
during military rule in the 1970s and grew 
steadily worse during its transition to 
democratic rule in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Citizens, however, are still determined to 
give democracy a chance, says Roberto 
Saba, one of the Kettering Foundation’s 
first international fellows, but they are  
still struggling to define just what that 
idea of democracy means. “Much of our 
work in the community takes the experi-
ences and ideas that underlie deliberative 
democracy,” said Saba, now head of a  
civil society group in Buenos Aires. 

The political system and the party  
system are totally discredited, but  
they are still hanging on to power.  
I feel that the community has begun 
to understand that it cannot leave 
everything in the hands of the  
politicians—and that real change  
is possible if they get involved.

Defining just how and when citizens 
should be involved with government, 
however, is not an easy task, nor an exact 

C i t i z e n s  a n d  L o c a l  Po l i t i c s

Alan	Wolfe,	Does American Democracy Still Work?,	New	Haven,	CT:		
Yale	University	Press,	2006,	pp.	15-16,	47-48.

To America’s great credit, democracy exists, and any American 

can take advantage of its benefits. And to America’s great shame, all 

too many Americans have become passive spectators in the hurly-

burly of democratic politics, unwilling to play much of a role in its 

operations, yet ever ready to complain when it fails to meet their 

needs. . . .

Ultimately the American public’s lack of information about poli-

tics stems neither from cognitive limitations hard-wired into the 

brain, nor from the failure of such institutions as the media to pro-

vide them with the information they need, nor from the traumatic 

experience of having politicians disappoint them. Information gaps 

exist for one reason only: Americans have the choice to care about 

politics and have chosen not to. They may think that withholding 

their support from politicians is a way of punishing them. But it is 

not; their failure to inform themselves allows their political leaders 

tremendous leeway to get what they want. . . . When it comes to 

politics, Americans rely on their cynicism to escape from their  

obligations, and they trust their naïveté to counter their ignorance. 

science. Citizen participation does not 
necessarily mean a public takeover of the 
legislature or presidency, nor sitting in on 
every policy decision. 

A good place to start, Saba believes, 
is finding ways for citizens to be the ones 
who set the political agenda for their  
communities and their country. 

I think part of the frustration in all our 
democratic systems is related to the 
fact that citizens feel alienated from 
the agenda—an agenda set by some-
body else. By the media, by the gov-
ernment, or by the political parties.  

He explained: 
The problem is that we, as citizens, 
do not pay much attention [to] who 
names and frames the issues. And I 
think that the naming and framing of 
issues is half of the political struggle. 
It is the first step in making citizens 
more powerful in democracy.

Kenneth A. Brown is an associate with the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at 
kbrown@kettering.org.
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they feel responsible for meeting the 
demands of their leadership role, yet at the 
same time, they recognize that they must 
cede a larger role to citizens in decision 
making.

While wrestling with the many barriers 
to successful public engagement (how to 
do it, how to use it, and what its impact is 
on the community), they blamed citizens 
and professionals alike for engagement 
strategies that have failed. In their experi-
ence, they have observed problems with 
the way citizens behave, the way elected 
officials react, and their own self-created 
professional barriers. They also recognized 
the need for all three groups to work 
together to build communities that foster 
public engagement. 

Working with Citizens
Public administrators, such as city and 

county managers, have expertise in solving 
the problems of a municipality. This exper-
tise has its own language, set of actors, and 
level of confidence that shuts out citizens 
who cannot find a place for their own work 
among the experts. The challenge for pub-
lic administrators is to find ways to invite 
citizens back into the public square without 
assuming the role of trained problem solv-

Frustrated with the challenges of 
engaging the public, 16 city and 

county managers from across the United 
States met in October 2006 for a two- 
day conversation focused on a draft of 
Public Administrators and Citizens: What 
Should the Relationship Be?, a Kettering 
Foundation manuscript. During this 
meeting, these managers expressed a 
real desire to work with citizens and even 
offered strategies for how it might work. 
They expressed a strong interest in creat-
ing an effective and different relationship 
with the public. Like many professionals, 

Together 

Solving  
Community 

Problems
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By Alice Diebel
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ers who take care of everything. 
This group of managers believed that 

public administrators should play a key 
role in building effective, deliberative 
communities that might be better able 
to make progress on the challenges they 
face. They cited professional ownership of 
problem solving as a barrier to connecting 
with citizens. They also recognized that, 
as leaders, they must fight their desire 
to always be responsible for fixing every 
problem. 

These managers reported that the 
public tells them that they are efficient, 
but not necessarily effective. In other 
words, professional problem solving is not 
always enough when engaging with the 
public. To be more effective at engage-
ment, some of the public administrators 
recognized that government is not the 
hub of the wheel, but one of the spokes. 
They need to get things started but also 
need to know when and how to back 
away, listen, and let the public do its work.

Changing the relationship with the 
public begins with changing the culture 
of the office, the managers reported. To 
change the culture, one city manager 
said he was going to create “free-roaming 

chickens,” or people in government who 
aren’t shut off in a single departmental 
office, but rather take their laptops and 
cell phones and cut across departmental 
boundaries. Boundary-crossing work is 
intended to stimulate change by sharing 
ideas among peo-
ple who tradition-
ally work in the silos 
of bureaucracy. 

Cross-cutting 
conversations can 
open thinking to 
shared issues and 
move the conver-
sation away from 
problem-focused 
work. These con-
versations can help 
public administra-
tors focus their 
attention on  
values, or the ques-
tions about what 
is important, rather 
than what is urgent. 
Several managers 
have used appreciative inquiry and its 
methods to understand a community’s 

values rather than the technical kind of 
problem solving that typifies city and 
county government. In other words, build-
ing on what is good and valuable in a 
community and strengthening its assets 
turns a different lens on what is wrong in 

a community—as public administrators 
are trained to do. These managers see 
these measures as a step toward working 
with the public to create new measures of 
success.

Working with Elected Officials
Another barrier public administrators 

face in public engagement is their rela-
tionship with elected officials. In the  
traditional relationship, elected officials 
have a unique relationship with the pub-
lic, building constituencies, responding 
to vocal special interests, and developing 
policies that are supported or rejected 
by virtue of the office. Public administra-
tors are expected to support the elected 
official’s policies and avoid creating con-
stituencies that may appear to compete 
with these policies. In some cases, elected 
officials may be partisan or polarizing to 
an extent that can challenge broad citizen 
engagement on important issues. One 
city manager said it is often harder to get 
the council to move off a position on an 
issue than the citizenry.

This group of managers recognized 
that their relationship with elected officials 
needed to change when it affected how 
they interacted with the public. Some of

Citizens and Bureaucratic Systems

Changing the relationship with the  
public begins with changing the culture of 

the office . . . people in government who 
aren’t shut off in a single departmental 

office, but rather cut across departmental  
boundaries. Boundary-crossing work is 

intended to stimulate change by sharing 
ideas among people who traditionally 

work in the silos of bureaucracy.
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sustained way is a difficult challenge to the 
managers. They said citizens are too quick 
to back away when the answers are not to 
their liking. 

The managers said that citizens dislike 
conflict and try to avoid it, though they 
complained that citizens create conflicts 
as well. Managers face caustic attitudes 
and name calling from citizens who have 
no respect or trust in their government. It 
seems there is limited space for construc-
tive conflict. Other citizens have a victim 
mentality. Getting them to be part of the 
solution is a challenge. The other side of 
this coin is that the public does not want 
to be steered. If citizens feel manipulated 
they will not participate. 

Managers struggle to increase partici-
pation or broaden the cast of characters 
beyond the “usual suspects.”  Yet they find 
that many citizens groups resist broad 
participation. Those groups who have had 
the attention of public administrators for a 
long time are wary of getting new people 
involved.

The conversation was not all about bar-
riers. The managers had ideas about how 
to build a more “civil” public space, one that 
is constructive and facilitates broad partici-
pation. Building community was seen as a 
critical first step for changing the relation-
ship between citizens and their govern-
ments and the nature of participation. They 
recognize that a major loss has been the 
lack of space for people who have different 
perspectives to talk to each other—while 
still maintaining a relationship with each 
other. As it is now, typical citizen conversa-
tions tend to be among people who think  
the same.

One way to retrieve this public space, 
build new organizations, and develop lead-
ers is to take advantage of projects that 
people feel passionate about. With this 
focus on developing a community that can 
organize anew, managers would shift their 
thinking about how they define effective-
ness. They said the effective project would 
be one that has developed new leaders 
or organizations. These new organiza-
tions form from the grass roots and often 
attract new faces that dilute and reenergize 
groups generally populated with the usual 
suspects. 

Neighborhood organizations would 
appear to be the likely place for citizens 

Meeting the Challenges
The managers also said citizens need 

to take the initiative and get involved.  
The loss of social capital or community 

was a recurring 
theme during the  
discussion. One 
administrator report-
ed that citizens live 
in isolated enclaves 
where they “go home, 
lock the door, and 
turn on reality TV.”  
Thus there is no  
community for 
administrators to 
engage. One city 
manager complained 
that a citizen spent 
more time grumbling 
about a graffiti  

problem than it would have taken to  
pick up a brush and paint over it.

Often citizens are not prepared to 
help in any ongoing way. Some citizens 
behave as though expressing an opinion 
one time is sufficient involvement. Get-
ting and keeping citizens involved in a 

the public administrators in this workshop 
have found that citizen engagement has 
actually helped improve the relationship 
between elected officials and administra-
tors. One city manager said he developed

a solid relationship with the community, 
which provides a foundation for elected 
officials to build on. To maintain a rela-
tionship with elected officials, this city 
manager would arrange a community 
meeting and invite the elected official  
to “meet me in the neighborhood.”

Neighborhood organizations would 
appear to be the likely place for citizens  
to begin to relate to government. But 
neighborhood organizations are often 
small bureaucracies in themselves  
and not representative of citizens.

H.	George	Frederickson,	The Spirit of Public Administration,	San	Francisco:	
Jossey-Bass,	1997,	pp.	231-232.

We should manage public organizations and institutions in such a 

way as to enhance the prospects for change, responsiveness, and citizen 

involvement. . . . To whom are public administrators responsible? To 

the elected executive? To the Constitution and the laws? To the elected 

legislators or their subordinates? To professional standards and codes of 

ethics? The answer, of course, is that we are responsible to all of these. 

But the answer is contingent on the issue at hand; it is a necessary but 

not sufficient answer.

The broader and more serviceable answer is that public administra-

tors are responsible to the citizens. We are responsible for weighing 

and balancing constitutional and legal issues with political issues and 

for making decisions that reduce to our best understanding of policy 

implementation in a democratic context. We are responsible for a kind 

of moral agency to the citizens.
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to begin to relate to government. But 
neighborhood organizations are often 
small bureaucracies in themselves and not 
representative of citizens. One manager 
called the actors in these organizations 
“neighborcrats”  because of their ten-
dency to set rules and boundaries that 
limit the open, transparent organization, 
which is more engaging. Neighborhood 
organizations don’t bring in passionate 
people needed to stimulate public acting 
because outsiders may offer a different 
viewpoint or a new way of doing things 
that affects the neighborcrat’s power and 
influence. One city manager provided an 
example of the resistance citizens have to 
joining traditional organizations in a story 
about a community meeting to build a 
recreation center. A woman asserted her 
rights as an unaffiliated citizen. She said, 
“I’m not a member of a neighborhood 
organization and I don’t want to be. But 
the city still represents me.” 

Citizens can be more effective when 
organized within the community, yet 
one of the tensions in any organization is 
around the question of who is represent-
ed and who is excluded. To be effective, 
the city managers believe there needs to 
be a coalition of organizations working 

Brian	J.	Cook,	Bureaucracy and Self-Government: Reconsidering the Role of 
Public Administration in American Politics,	Baltimore,	MD:	Johns	Hopkins		
University	Press,	1996,	pp.	134-135.

An increasingly vicious circle has emerged in which anxiety about 

control and accountability of public administration has led to more 

extensive, more complex controls, which in turn have increased the 

bureaucratic distance between administrators and the public they are 

expected to serve. This distance then raises new worries about control 

and accountability and brings about the introduction of another layer 

of controls. . . .  An expanding share of valuable political and gov-

erning resources is consumed in creating and tending this complex 

matrix of controls, with no noticeable improvement, in the aggregate, 

in the relationship between the public and public administrators,  

or in individual or systemic capacity for self-government. Indeed, 

precisely the opposite would appear to be the case.

together for citizens to remain engaged. 
These coalitions become networks of 
actors pulling in the same direction. Yet 
managers recognized that network gover-
nance raises issues about the relationship 
between government and the network in 
a democracy. 

The city managers see the role of gov-
ernment as one of setting expectations 
and auditing the democratic practices of 
the organizations, offering support to  
new organizations that encourages fair 
participation and protects the individual’s  
voice. One approach to build more effec-
tive neighborhood organizations, or  
community organizations of any type, is to 
begin discussions and get agreements on 
what democracy looks like. This work can 
only be done through building a trusting 
relationship, built over time in the public’s 
space: citizen driveways, supermarkets, 
coffee shops, and the like. 

What the managers began to under-
stand when they left the workshop was 
that citizens do not always want to be 
led. When the issues are seen as “public,” 
citizens are capable of stepping up and 
naming the problem and organizing 
themselves in a way that they are impli-
cated in the solution. The question for 
these managers is, how will they build 
relationships with these ever emerging 
citizen-based organizations rather than 
simply cater to the needs of customers 
waiting to be served?

Alice Diebel is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. She can be reached at 
diebel@kettering.org.
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toward citizen problems required a  
customer-service attitude. This mind-set 
was ingrained into the staff through  
banners in the halls and with stickers, 
pens, and so on, all with the inscription 
“Celebrate the Customer.” It was an initia-
tive that failed and 
ended when a new 
county manager took 
office, and became 
the “champion” the 
department needed  
to move it in another 
direction.

It was noted in 
the Summer 2006 
issue of Connections 
that a champion is 
a staff person in a 
leadership position 
who can incorporate 
democratic practices 
into the work of an 
organization and lead 
successful examples 
of citizen engagement 
that feature a new 
relationship between 
the agency and the public. In this case, 
the new relationship was one of shared 
responsibilities. Instead of the “complain-
react” relationship that characterizes a  
customer-service attitude, there is a two- 
way conversation in which both the agency 
and citizens must take responsibility for 
action. Thus the questions have changed 
from what can we do for you? to what can 
we do together?

Changing the conversation with 
citizens about services was not the only 
aspect that needed changing. Staff  
members had to learn to communicate 
differently with each other as well. By 
increasing collaboration among staff  
with respect to public engagement 
practices, ideas and knowledge could be 
disseminated in various programs and 
neighborhoods. This could also bring 
about changes in how citizens view and 
work with the department.

However, while the conversations 
have changed, the structures remain the 
same. Clark County staff has not changed 
the means through which they engage 
the citizenry, which includes town adviso-
ry boards, citizen advisory councils, focus 
groups, and community forums. They  
continue to work through established  
systems, but now when citizens engage, 
they see themselves as potential actors.

This paradigm shift did not hap-
pen overnight or without provocation. 
Department staff went through training in 
mediation and public-servant orientation. 
They are now evaluated according to the 

principles of public engagement through 
performance review and incentive pro-
grams. Of course, changes take time, and 
the new philosophy of the Clark County 
Department of Parks and Community Ser-
vices is by no means a finished product.

The San Jose Department of Planning, 
Building, and Code Enforcement is anoth-
er example of a government agency that 
is struggling with its identity as a provider 

By Phillip Lurie

How do government agencies and 
administrators go about their 

daily work in a way that invites citizens 
into the decision-making process? It’s 
an important question. It doesn’t mean 
administrators reinvent their positions or 
add additional tasks to their already heavy 
workload. Instead, they approach their 
current work differently; it is not doing 
something different, but doing what you do 
differently. In most cases, this is a mental 
hurdle that is difficult to overcome, but 
there is some evidence that such a trans-
formation is possible.

In 2005, The Harwood Institute for 
Public Innovation looked at governmental 
agencies in various states and found that 
they were struggling with what it means 
to engage citizens in a meaningful way. 
The Clark County, Nevada, Department of 
Parks and Community Services realized 
that in order to be more effective it need-
ed to change the way it worked with 
citizens. This department had historically 
worked under the rubric that citizens  
were customers, and as such, responses 
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 Staff members had to learn to  
communicate differently with each other  

as well. By increasing collaboration among 
staff with respect to public engagement  
practices, ideas and knowledge could be  

disseminated in various programs and  
neighborhoods. This could also bring about 

changes in how citizens view and work  
with the department.
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Carmen	Sirianni,	“Can	a	Federal	Regulator	Become	a	Civic	Enabler?	Watersheds	
at	the	U.S.	Environmental	Protection	Agency,”	National Civic Review,	Fall	2006,	
p.	33.

In recent years, under both Democratic and Republican adminis-

trations, EPA’s Office of Water (and especially its Office of Wetlands, 

Oceans, and Watersheds) has become innovative and effective in helping 

to build the capacity of civic organizations to share in the enormously 

complex work of protecting and restoring our nation’s watershed com-

monwealths. However imperfect and incomplete its efforts to date, EPA 

has developed critical design components—funding, training, network 

catalyst, technical assistance, data systems, management models, regula-

tory alignment—that make it increasingly possible for citizens to step 

up to the plate, not just as advocates and protesters but as skilled and 

effective coproducers of public goods and usable knowledge. The agency 

has been engaged in reinventing itself along many fronts in order to 

fulfill its core regulatory mission of “protecting human health and the 

environment,” but perhaps it has also been discovering, as it were, its 

“civic mission” to help build the capacity of citizens, communities, and 

diverse stakeholders to engage in active stewardship and collaboration 

toward these ends.

Citizens and Bureaucratic Systems

Commitment, however, cannot come 
solely from the department. It must also 
come from the citizens. A key challenge 
is getting beyond the vocal majority and 
reaching those citizens who do not nor-
mally attend community meetings. This 
cuts across socioeconomic, racial, and gen-

of customer service. This agency has real-
ized that while customer service is the 
appropriate response for an information 
desk or for fixing potholes, it does not 
adequately address larger community 
issues dealing with growth and planning. 
As such, they have developed outreach 
programs that seek to engage not just 
the vocal minority, but the silent majority 
as well.

One of these programs works with 
community-based citizen groups, each 
comprised of approximately 25 people 
from local businesses, faith communities, 
schools, and neighborhood residents. 
These advisory committees work with 
department employees in planning 
meetings and community workshops to 
discuss large-scale planning and develop-
ment. Whereas before, department staff 
would engage in public relations and 
simply provide information on what was 
to occur, now they work hard to get citi-
zen perspectives and incorporate them 
into their plans.  

Like Clark County, the staff in San Jose 
has undergone training in facilitation and 
moderation and is learning to communi-
cate with each other to share knowledge 
and incorporate what they are learning 
into their daily work. In addition, their 
performance reviews also take into 
account their initiatives in engaging the 
public. All of this has helped to change 
the mind-set of the employees. Now 
they can make long-term commitments 
toward these practices.

der lines, making it especially difficult. In 
addition, citizens who are involved often 
do so for their own pet projects or for the 
short-term. So keeping them involved is 
difficult as well. However, these challenges 
have not stopped the San Jose Depart-
ment of Planning, Building, and Code 
Enforcement from continuing to dedicate 
its time and resources to involving citizens 
in meaningful ways.

Many governmental agencies are 
slowly realizing a customer-service ori-
entation is no longer adequate. In order 
to solve complex community problems, 
citizens must be involved as active par-
ticipants in the decision-making process. 
This does not necessarily require a reor-
ganization or the addition of several new 
tasks. It can be accomplished through the 
existing structures with some additional 
training. Thus, the paradigm can shift, and 
by engaging citizens from the beginning, 
administrators are realizing that they can 
succeed in their goals more easily and 
efficiently.

Phillip Lurie is a program associate at the  
Kettering Foundation’s Washington, D.C., office.  
He can be reached at plurie@kettering.org.
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that it is impossible to have one without 
the other. The question, as Putu suggests, 
is how to go about it.

Critical economic decisions today 
are typically made by professionals—the 
economic and financial elite—with little 
or no public input. At issue are not only 
the actions and policies of international 
groups like the World Bank and the World 
Trade Organization, but also major corpo-
rations and private financial institutions. 
As one representative from Ghana termed 
it, “I believe there will be no democracy  
in Ghana until there is democracy all 
around the world.” Economic decisions, 
like political decisions, they suggest, will 
be significantly better if they truly engage 
citizens. Democracy, they say, needs to 
reach beyond simply political issues into 
the all-important question of economic 
development. Power, however, is persis-
tent and this notion will undoubtedly 
need time to take root and find its way 
into practice.

Changing the System and Engaging 
Institutions

Citizen engagement then is not 
enough on its own if it is not coupled 
with institutional engagement—if insti-
tutions are not ready and willing to  
recognize the capabilities of citizens for 
action. That hard lesson has been clearly 
demonstrated in Latin American countries 
like Brazil. While the country has a number 
of innovative aspects of its constitution  
to encourage citizen involvement and 
many cities have provisions for direct citi-
zen involvement, there is a growing sense 
that there is a larger, more powerful,  
and yet indefinable system in place that 
makes real public action impossible.

When the current Brazilian president, 
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, first took office  
in 2003, he was not only the first left- 
leaning candidate to win office in nearly 
half a century—he had also grown up 

poor himself, leaving school at age 12 and 
working as a shoeshine boy and street 
vendor to help support his family. Hopes 
were high, not only because he had made 
addressing Brazil’s extreme gap between 
rich and poor a cornerstone of his cam-
paign, but also because he understood 
the plight of the disadvantaged so clearly. 
Once in office, however, his ambitious 
plans proved hard to implement, and Lula 
himself was soon forced to make com-
promises with the Brazilian congress and 
international banks.

“After a few years we’re seeing that  
it’s not that easy,” said Telma Gimenez, a 
former Kettering fellow who teaches at 
Brazil’s University of Londrino. The inability 
to change the system, in turn has created 
a lot of frustration—with not just Lula, 
but with the possibilities of politics and 
democracy as it currently exists. “The 
question is, how can we—with a diverse 
country like ours, with this enormous gap 
between the rich and the poor—make 
a conciliation of our different conflicting 
interests?” Recent events have taught 
people that “it’s not just a question of 
replacing one group with another,” she 
explained. “It is more complicated. We 
have learned that politics is not just black 
and white.” But this is not entirely a bad 
thing, she said.

I think it helps our understand-
ing of democracy—because we 
may start thinking in terms of our 
own engagement instead of just 
looking for a savior, for someone 
who’s going to do everything for 
us—because we know that’s not 
going to happen.

The question is, however, will people 
be able to change the system if the system 
is not willing to listen?

Kenneth A. Brown is an associate with the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at 
kbrown@kettering.org.

By Kenneth A. Brown

In 1994, South Africa’s first truly free 
elections brought Nelson Mandela and 

his African National Congress to power. It 
marked an end to apartheid rule and the 
end of decades of political discrimination 
and social injustice brought on by the 
country’s longstanding policy of strict 
racial segregation. The economic inequali-
ties created by apartheid rule, however, 
have proved harder to tackle. Five years 
after the end of apartheid, with an unem-
ployment rate of more than 30 percent 
and a murder rate six times as high as  
that of the United States, as many as one-
out-of-five black South Africans were  
telling pollsters they were better off  
under apartheid rule.

No one, of course, is seriously advocat-
ing a return to apartheid rule—but the 
poll numbers suggest, at least at the  
surface, how deep the public’s sense of 
frustration runs. “What people say is that 
we have the crown but not the jewelry,” 
said Mpho Putu with the Institute for 
Democracy in South Africa and a former 
Kettering fellow. What they mean, he 
explained, is that while democracy is 
flourishing, the country’s economy is still 
struggling. “The question is,” he said, “how 
do you merge the two?”

Beyond Politics: Democracy and  
Economics

The problematic relationship between 
democracy and economics issues is a re-
curring theme among those in Kettering’s 
informal international network whether 
one is talking about the unpredicable 
political and economic world of post-
Communist Eastern Europe or the strug-
gling economies of Africa and Latin 
America. Meaningful citizen engagement 
in political affairs, as many in the network 
term it, is a revolutionary idea—but the 
idea of meaningfully engaging citizens 
on major economic questions is an even 
more radical one. Many, however, suggest 

Changing the System When the System Won’t ListenPOWERThe	Persistence	of

Citizens and Bureaucratic Systems
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Citizens and Local Boards

Opening Doors

The situation is familiar: a concerned 
citizen shows up for a meeting of 

the municipal board, the local transit 
board, the school board. She is given three 
minutes to voice her concerns. When she 
finishes, she is asked to sit down. No one 
responds. The next person stands up and 
expresses his concerns. Then the next. Still, 
no one responds. The meeting moves on 
to the next agenda item. For many citi-
zens, it is a very unsatisfying experience.  
It hardly seems an exercise in self-rule. 

But it is. Or at least it is supposed to 
be. Local citizen boards, such as these, are 
meant to be some of the primary entry-

When

Isn’t Enough
Local 

Citizen Boards 

By Paloma Dallas

ways for people to engage in politics. It 
is through these boards that people are 
supposed to be able to weigh in on the 
problems that affect their lives. Scholars 
say that these boards are some of the 
mediating institutions that link our indi-
vidual, private sphere with our shared, 
public sphere. As such, these boards, as 
well as the boards of local nonprofit  
organizations and foundations, should 
provide a means of civic ownership of the 
organizations and institutions that they 
oversee, a way for citizens to help shape 
their communities. 

Part of the reason these boards ought 
to be so accessible to citizens is that they 
are local. In theory, citizens rub shoul-
ders every day with the people serving 
on them, or at least they have a better 
chance of running into these board  
members at the grocery store than they 
do their representatives in Congress,  
or even their representatives in the state 
legislature. And ideally, being part of 
the same local community makes for 
some common concerns, which can be 
addressed on a workable scale. 

 And yet Kettering research has found 
that citizens often feel as shut out from 
these boards as they do from the institu-
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tions of state and national government. 
Many people feel “alienated from politics 
and community affairs—and powerless 
to do much about them,” reported Doble 

Research Associates in their November 
2006 report on the “Democracy’s Chal-
lenge” forums. And although that report 
and others have also found that citizens, 
at least sometimes, feel that they can 
make a difference in their communities, 
boards are seldom, if ever, heralded as  
the vehicles for making that difference. 

It has been argued that boards have 
become too focused on their fiscal and 
legal responsibilities and have lost sight 
of their role in providing an entryway 
into politics for citizens. Yet board mem-
bers might respond that meetings that 
are open to the public are a means for 
providing an entryway into politics. And 
indisputably, the sunshine laws that 
established these meetings in the 1970s 
were designed to improve transparency 
and public accountability for government 
agencies. And if practices such as setting 
time limits and not responding directly  
to citizens’ concerns are viewed as limiting 
citizen participation, the intent is not  
malicious. 

Board members complain that few 
citizens attend public meetings until the 
situation is dire. And when they finally 
show up at meetings, citizens can be 
disruptive and even abusive, sometimes 
launching into tirades that can exacerbate 
problems. A recent article from the Detroit 
Free Press describes a school board meet-
ing in which audience members showed 
their frustration by humming, shouting, 
and throwing grapes. Security guards 
were brought in to establish order. 

This is an extreme case, but the emo-
tions are not unfamiliar. Board members 

recognize that citizens are often person-
ally, and profoundly, affected by the deci-
sions being made about their communi-
ties, so they understand why emotions 

may run high. Still, in 
order for boards to run 
effective and efficient 
meetings and just plain 
get things done, many 
argue, there must be 
a mechanism for mov-
ing things forward and 
keeping things civil. 

The problem, how-
ever, goes deeper than 
the protocol of meet-
ings. The real problem 

has to do with the role that citizens play. 
It has to do with what is meant by public 
accountability. Even if people are civil and 
meetings run smoothly, the role available 
to the public is usually minimal. Citizen 
participation is usually limited to listening 
to experts and airing grievances. The hard 
work of making decisions and weighing 
the trade-offs among the possible solu-
tions is left for board members to do in 
private—and usually so is the work of set-
ting the agenda to begin with.

In the case of the boards of not-for-
profit organizations and foundations, the

problem is even more complex because 
their obligations to the public are less 
straightforward. While these boards are 
not legally required to hold public meet-
ings, they are beholden to the public in 
a more indirect way—as not-for-profit 
organizations, they purport to serve the 
public’s interest. That is why they are given 
tax-exempt status. And many boards 
argue that their obligation to democracy 
is to ensure these funds are put to good 
use. Their job is to guarantee investments 
are productive and projects effective, as 
well as to secure funding for the future. 
But should they do more? Is that the 
extent of their accountability to the pub-
lic? Is it even the kind of accountability 
that the public expects?

Part of the trouble with talking about 
accountability is that it has developed into 
this rather narrow, legalistic, even financial 
notion. What Kettering research has found 
is that citizens want something else. They 
want a relationship with institutions, a 
sense that what they say and think counts. 
What they would like is an account of why 
officials or board members make the deci-
sions that they make. They want to feel 
that the individuals who serve on boards 
are responsive to their concerns. 

Kettering research has found that  
citizens often feel as shut out from these 
boards as they do from institutions of  
state and national government. 
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Judy	Freiwirth	and	Maria	Elena	Letona,	“System-Wide	Governance	for		
Community	Empowerment,”	The Nonprofit Quarterly,	Winter	2006,		
pp.	24-25.

[Centro Presente, a Latino rights organization in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts,] undertook a process to become an organization 

“of the community.” Its long-range goal was to build power within 

its community, and Centro’s leaders realized that if they were to be 

true to their mission of community empowerment, they needed to 

overhaul and completely transform their governance system. . . .

If nonprofit organizations are to be truly accountable to their 

communities and constituencies, democracy has to be at its core. 

Yet, by and large, the nonprofit sector has tended to replicate  

structures and processes that do not foster democracy within orga-

nizations. We have observed that traditional governance models, 

based on outdated top-down “command and control” paradigms, 

still dominate. Such hierarchical structures not only run counter to 

democratic values and ideals, they often impede an organization’s 

achievement of its goals and, ultimately, its mission. If the voices 

of those who are directly impacted by our actions are not included 

in key decision-making processes, we too often arrive at wrong 

conclusions or decisions that are incongruent with constituencies’ 

needs, let alone with our missions.

C i t i z e n s  a n d  L o c a l  B o a r d s

Why Are Expectations So Different?
The narrow notion of public account-

ability that has developed may be part of 
a general trend to professionalize politics 
and exclude ordinary citizens from the 
political realm. In her book, Diminished 
Democracy: From Membership to Manage-
ment in American Civic Life, Theda Skocpol 
documents how beginning in the 1960s, 
many local, chapter-based civic organiza-
tions found it more cost effective to hire 
a professional staff and move to Washing-
ton to lobby the federal government than 
to continue to work with volunteers in 
local chapters. 

Although citizen membership in 
associations and organizations still exists, 
the role of citizens is generally reduced 
to paying dues and, if given any say at all 
in the priorities of the organization, it is 
through surveys in which members rank 
their priorities among a fixed set of pre-
established options. This strategy may 
have increased organizations’ effectiveness 
at making a particular issue or agenda 
visible on the national stage, but it has 
reduced the opportunities for individual 
citizens to engage in politics, particularly 
at the local level. It may be that citizen 
boards, in their efforts to be effective, have 
similarly excluded citizens, albeit unwit-
tingly. 

One problem may lie in the way 
board members relate to one another, 
and therefore, the public. Disagreements 
always exist over what is in a community’s 
best interest, and often those disagree-
ments will lead to polarization in the  
community. Sometimes board members 
will replicate that polarization. When that 
happens, and debates ensue between two 
camps, it can be very difficult for citizens 
who don’t fall into either of the camps to 
weigh in on the conversation. Ironically, 
however, even when board members 
work together to surmount polarization, 
the results can be equally problematic for 
citizens. When members seek consensus 
by deferring to one another or engag-
ing in logrolling—supporting one issue 
in exchange for a colleague’s support of 
another issue—the conversation is like-
wise closed to citizens. And in both cases, 
there is usually a failure to thoughtfully 
examine all potential solutions to a prob-
lem—and weigh the trade-offs inherent  

in choosing one solution over another. 
In his new book, Infotopia: How Many 

Minds Produce Knowledge, Cass Sunstein 
describes some other group dynamics 
that might keep board members from 
recognizing and deliberating on the full 
range of options available. Simply listen-
ing to others’ opinions may lead people to 
self-censorship, he argues, either because 
people fear being ridiculed or disliked or 
because their respect for a colleague keeps 
them from contradicting his or her posi-
tion. When there appears to be a general 
consensus on a matter, Sunstein writes, 
someone who disagrees with the group 
might not voice his opinion for fear  
of unnecessarily delaying the decision-
making process.

Other research on leadership has 
shown that it is particularly difficult for a 
leader to “resist the social pressure from 
within his or her social circle to agree with 
close friends concerning how to interpret 
widely shared core values,” write Prasad 
Balkundi and Martin Kilduff in a 2005 article 

for The Leadership Quarterly. Since many 
trustees tend to sit on multiple boards 
and are often part of a small, local elite, 
they might be reticent to challenge the 
prevailing ideas or beliefs of the group. 

Yet many will bristle at the suggestion 
that they succumb to these influences. 
They might insist that they don’t self- 
censor and aren’t affected by groupthink 
or other social pressures. If they defer  
to one another, it is because of their 
respect for one another’s expertise and  
an attempt to move things along. But 
what if this impetus to get things done 
and defer to expertise contributes to the 
exclusion of citizens?  

Another prevalent, and understand-
able, practice may also be to blame. The 
problem has been articulated in relation 
to grantmaking foundations, but it might 
also apply to the boards of nonprofits, or 
even municipal and school boards. The 
problem is that foundations often base 
their strategies on what has been proven 
to work, something that makes perfect  
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sense, until one looks more closely at 
some unintended consequences. By  
following so-called proven strategies, 
foundations as well as boards tend to limit 
their own thinking and creativity. George 
Frederickson, a professor of public admin-
istration at The University of Kansas, writes 
in a June 2003 paper for the Kettering 
Foundation that the practice breeds  
isomorphism, which is the “pattern of 
increasing similarity, homogeneity, and 
congruence between and among organi-
zations in similar fields.” The more that 
boards tend to follow one another, the less 
likely innovative new practices will occur.

The other problem is that when  
following what works, there is an implicit 
understanding that what is desirable is a 
foregone conclusion. The reality is often 
otherwise. The president of one grant-
making foundation argues that rather 
than looking at what works, foundations 
should be asking who cares. Experts can 
provide technical solutions, but only citi-
zens can say what is important to them 
and why. And this information is neces-
sary both to understand why something  
is a problem and to understand what sort 
of solution might best be able to address 
people’s concerns. 

What Might Boards Do?
It is not in the scope of this article 

to make sweeping recommendations. 
And even if Kettering knew what boards 

ought to do, which it doesn’t, it would be 
antidemocratic for us to tell them. How-
ever, it might be helpful to look to some 
of the insights of people who have been 
wrestling with these very issues. One of 
them, Jane Urschel, is the associate execu-
tive director of the Colorado Association 
of School Boards (CASB). Writing in the 
spring 2004 issue of PRISM, a publication 
by CASB, Urschel states that school board 
members need to rethink “our attitude 
that we are the experts.” The real question, 
she says, is “how can we reestablish the 
mission of the school in the context of the 
larger purposes of the community?” Her 
question might be posed more generally 
to citizen boards: how can they reestablish 
their own missions in the context of the 
larger purposes of the community? 

At the Kettering Foundation, we 
would argue that the purposes of the 
community are more than the particular 
values of a place, which are probably 
diverse and often at odds with one anoth-
er. The purpose of a community, in its 
most profound sense, is to work together 
to confront the problems that the people 
of that community, collectively, encounter. 
So if the work of boards is to operate in 
the context of that purpose, of that fun-
damental, democratic purpose, then they 
must operate in such a way as to allow, 
even facilitate, though at least not block, 
this collective work of the public in a 
community. This broader notion of public 

accountability and democracy in general 
has sweeping implications for many institu-
tions, but it might have particular meaning 
for citizen boards. 

Another insight comes from Phillip 
Boyle, who teaches in the School of Govern-
ment at the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill. In the same issue of PRISM, 
he writes that “in a democratic society, 
how we decide is as important as what we 
decide.” The key, according to Boyle, lies 
in recognizing the underlying core values 
that are at play in any decision. “To gov-
ern democratically, board members must 
learn how to facilitate public conversations 
about the core values that underlie public 
choices,” writes Boyle. He argues that all 
public problems are informed by four basic 
values: community, equality, prosperity, and 
liberty. These values provide the underlying 
motivation for our decision making. It is a 
similar notion to what we at Kettering have 
referred to as people’s primary imperatives. 
These are the societal equivalents of the 
personal need for food and water. They are 
what social psychologists have called the 
“end-goals,” things such as equality, peace, 
or security; or the means for these goals, 
such as the importance of being honest, 
ambitious, or forgiving. 

If decisions are recognized in terms of 
the trade-offs among these values, a cer-
tain common ground can be established 
as to what is fundamentally at stake in a 
particular decision. This does not imply that 
a consensus can always be found. It simply 
opens up the conversation so that what is 
at stake is articulated in terms people can 
identify with. It also might help align poten-
tial solutions to a problem with those things 
that are most important to people, and to a 
community.  

But maybe the larger question for 
boards to consider is what it would mean 
for them to take up Urschel’s challenge 
to understand their role in the context 
of democracy—in the context of citizens 
working together to solve the problems 
that they face collectively. How might 
accepting this challenge alter the way 
boards function? How might it affect citi-
zens’ perceptions of their ability to shape 
their communities? And how might it affect 
the role of citizens in our democracy? 

Paloma Dallas is an editor with Kettering Foundation 
Press. She can be reached at dallas@kettering.org.

Phillip	Boyle,	“Do	School	Boards	Matter?,” PRISM,	Spring	2004,	pp.	19,	21.

Public problems occur when people pursue different public values. 

To solve a public problem, public officials must first identify which  

values are at stake. Once they have done that, they must make two kinds 

of choices. First, they must decide which value or values they want 

more of, and second, they must decide how much to give up of one 

value to get more of another. . . .

Seldom do citizens elected to office know everything they need to 

know or how to do everything they need to do. To govern effectively, 

board members must learn to work in a political system laden with 

value conflicts—one with many players but nobody in charge. To gov-

ern democratically, board members must learn how to facilitate public  

conversations about the core values that underlie public choices.

C i t i z e n s  a n d  L o c a l  B o a r d s
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in Five Colorado  
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pen when local school boards attempt to 
change their relationship with the public. 
The CASB research highlights the factors 
that contribute to a gap between citizens 
and schools and among citizens them-
selves. These include districts with large 
and growing populations, professional 
educators who watch out for teacher 
self-interests, and school-board efforts to 
protect the educators. These factors make 
citizen engagement a challenge for the 
schools.

Despite the challenge, the CASB 
believes school boards are well suited 
to engage the local community. It sees 
school boards as the bridge between 
school professionals and citizens. The 
CASB recognizes that bridging diverse 
community and professional staff interests 
poses a challenge that requires school 
boards to lessen their focus on internal, 
administrative issues of accountability 
and instead turn attention outward to the 
community. 

The five communities studied by the 
CASB had mixed success building this 
bridge. In three of the cases, the relation-
ship change between the public and the 
school board was short lived. Because the 
boards had already determined the issues 
and the possible options to be considered 

How can citizens and school boards 
work together to educate a com-

munity’s children? This is the question 
posed by the Colorado Association of 
School Boards (CASB). To find an answer, 
the CASB studied the community- 
engagement efforts of five Colorado 
school districts. 

The resulting series of unpublished 
cases provides examples of what can hap-
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before going to the public for support, the 
public felt betrayed. The public believed 
that what they had to say was being 
ignored and that they were simply being 
used to legitimate the board’s predeter-
mined decisions. In these cases, the gap 
did not close, and the long-term relation-
ship between the public and the school 
boards may even have deteriorated. 

Two of the Colorado cases stood apart 
from the others and their differences can 
be instructive. In the Sheridan school 
district, the city council and school board 
began collaborating to address significant 
community problems related to crime 
and safety that impacted the schools. 
Public forums about safety were held and 

were well received by the community. 
Enlisting others in improving the crime 
and safety problem helped members of 
the school board relate to the commu-
nity as a long-term partner on issues of 
mutual concern. The school board and 
citizens worked together on what was 
defined as the community’s problem, not 
just the school’s problem. This board saw 

that its concerns about 
crime and safety should 
not, and could not, be 
resolved through internal 
school action alone,  
but required involving 
the larger community  
in understanding  
and addressing these 
concerns. 

Similarly, in Jef-
ferson County, the 
school superintendent 
redesigned the district’s 
governance practices to 

connect with the community’s values. 
The superintendent established regular 
conversations between the school board 
and a large segment of the community it 
typically did not hear from. The conversa-
tions led to policy and curricula changes 
that reflected the community’s values. 
This change in relationship between the 

Boards must understand that  
they have a commitment to the public 
that includes building an ongoing  
relationship to address concerns that 
require a whole-community response.

school board and the public remained 
strong even when there was a change in 
superintendents.

The Sheridan and Jefferson cases 
teach the importance of changing the 
way school politics is done in a commu-
nity. Three of the school boards saw  
the public in an instrumental way. They 
saw engagement as a way of legitimizing  
predetermined solutions rather than 
working together with citizens to iden-
tify and address shared problems. These 
school boards focused on issues in a way 
that implicated the schools as the only 
actor in solving the problems rather than 
seeing the community as having a role. 
They were not changing how they inter-
acted with the public in any meaningful 
or lasting way. However, in Sheridan and 
Jefferson counties, the change in how 
they interacted came before the problems 
were clear and the solutions determined. 
Conversations began with questions 
about what the citizens want their com-
munity and schools to be and then moved 
to more specific issues. 

These two cases demonstrate that 
school boards can establish mutually  
satisfying long-term relationships with  
the public. Yet for this to happen, boards 
must understand that they have a com- 
mitment to the public that includes  
building an ongoing relationship to 
address concerns that require a whole-
community response. The Sheridan and 
Jefferson school systems minimized the 
kind of internal board politics typically 
seen in school boards and turned to their 
community for supportive deliberation. 
For changes like this to occur, the school 
and school boards need to revise their 
understanding of the roles they and the 
public can play. When given a chance to 
engage authentically in decision making, 
the public is likely to step up to the plate. 
It is this kind of intentional change in 
relationships that creates the fertile envi-
ronment needed for citizens to engage 
problems publicly over time. 

Alice Diebel is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. She can be reached  
at diebel@kettering.org.

Jane	W.	Urschel,	“Fed	Up!	Can	School	Boards	Reconnect	with	Communities	in	
Order	to	Govern	Education	and	Learning?,” PRISM,	Spring	2004,	pp.	16-17.

How would it matter if school boards recovered the sense of being 

citizen boards of education? One implication is that they would have to 

learn to engage communities, frame issues of contention, and facilitate 

dialogue in order to rebuild strong relationships with the public. They 

would have to collaborate with families by responding to their diverse 

needs. They would need to form partnerships among public schools, 

private schools, home schools, businesses and churches. In short, they 

would need to work together to form alliances with their rivals. The 

role of the locally elected school boards would be to fulfill the goals  

of the community—not just the goals of the school district—through  

balancing the competing values of democracy: liberty and equality, 

community and prosperity. 

C i t i z e n s  a n d  L o c a l  B o a r d s
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 Democracy’s
The Roots of Our Trouble

Public engagement has sharply 
declined over the past few decades, peo-
ple said, so that Americans have become 
spectators in the democracy instead of  
its citizen-proprietors. Americans have 
pulled back, retreated, withdrawn from 
the public square and public life. In spite 
of all the blogs and the ardent involve-
ment of activist groups, most do not feel 
connected or believe their voices are 
heard. Some felt differently about the local 
level, including a Florida woman who said, 
“I’m a participant in my community, but 
I’m not sure that’s necessarily being a par-
ticipant in democracy in America. Beyond 
the community, I’m a spectator.”  Nearly all 
felt alienated beyond their community.

As they deliberated about the forces 
driving people away from public life, some 
talked about a culture of consumerism 
and a focus on status symbols. A woman 
from San Diego, California, added, “We’re  
a culture [that’s] super-sizing! Get a bigger 
house, get a bigger car. And you get all 
wrapped up in that.”  Others cited a loss  
of public space, including subdivisions 
without sidewalks, fewer places where 

Something’s Wrong

In scores of NIF forums across the 
country in 2006, small groups of typical 

Americans met to deliberate about the 
role of citizens in a democratic society. As 
they did, people repeatedly said some-
thing is wrong in the country, things are 
off track. But beyond their sense that we 
are headed in the wrong direction and 
their diminishing confidence in both polit-
ical parties, participants saw something 
more fundamental, something deeper, 
below the surface that is far more trou-
bling. During these forums, they grappled 
to identify what troubled them, its causes, 
and what might be done about it.     

Reclaiming the 
Public’s Role

Challenge

By John Doble 
with Janay Cody

C i t i z e n s  a n d  C o l l e c t i v e  A c t i o n

Demonstrating Results
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people can meet informally and talk about 
public issues, and more and more gated 
communities that segregate the privi-
leged from the larger community. A man 

in Orange County, California, explained, 
“Communities [are] designed to be tucked 
away so that people can’t find it.”  Partially 

because of technology including the Inter-
net, more and more Americans, including 
children, are withdrawing, cocooning, 
staying home instead of being active in 

community life. 
Some blamed 

the media, saying 
they undermine 
core values by 
broadcasting 
inappropriate 
messages, sensa-
tionalize the news, 
and exacerbate 
people’s alienation 
through cyni-
cal or superficial 
reporting, which 
increases people’s 
cynicism. Others 
argued that leader-
ship is culpable. 
Students in Mission 
Viejo, California, 
said policymak-
ers are happy to 
keep people in 
the dark because 

an uninformed, uninvolved citizenry does 
not cause problems. Still others blamed 
a lackadaisical citizenry, focused on the 

superficial. “We had more American Idol 
voters than [in] any presidential vote in 
the history of the country,” one man said. 
In Montgomery, Alabama, people said it 
is a citizen’s responsibility to be involved 
in the democracy, not the government’s 
responsibility to “entice people to get 
involved.” 

But whatever the causes, people 
feared the effects, including what some 
saw as a spiral downward, a vortex of ever 
increasing alienation that could mark the 
end of the American Dream—a comfort-
able home and secure future in a safe, 
desirable neighborhood. A Dayton, Ohio, 
area man said, “They say that in 2020, 
there won’t be any more middle class. 
[But] we’re not raising our voices; we’re 
not doing anything about it.”

Three Tensions Emerge 
As they deliberated, three central ten-

sions emerged in these forums, tensions 
involving democratic values, democratic 
practices, and democratic government. 
Many struggled with the relationship 
between politics and government versus 
their most deeply held religious values. 
For example, some said values instruction 
had no place in the public schools while 
others said there may be little alternative. 

Whatever the causes, people feared the 
effects, including what some saw as a  
spiral downward, a vortex of ever increasing 
alienation that could mark the end of the 
American Dream—a comfortable home  
and secure future in a safe, desirable  
neighborhood. . . . “They say that in 2020, 
there won’t be any more middle class.  
[But] we’re not raising our voices; we’re not 
doing anything about it.”

C i t i ze n s  a n d  Co l l e c t i ve  A c t i o n
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Ernesto	Cortes	Jr.,	“Toward	a	Democratic	Culture,”	Kettering Review,	Spring	
2006,	pp.	48-50.

The organizing process is about putting a relational concept of 

self-interest in tension with being concerned for others. It enables 

people to understand that sustaining and developing their own self-

interest requires them to be concerned with the self-interest of others. 

This doesn’t happen naturally, but only through the institutions that 

develop the relational context in which people begin to understand 

that for their children to do well in school requires a public education 

system that enables other people’s children to succeed as well. Or, as 

Benjamin Franklin so prosaically put it: If we don’t hang together, we 

all hang separately. . . . 

For Aristotle, politicalness had nothing to do with politicians, but 

rather with our disposition to seek the company of one another and 

form philia—or what he called political friendships. Such friendships 

emerge among people who collaborate, work together, fight together, 

hold each other accountable, and care about each other’s mutual 

development. . . . Philia is not about intimacy, or warmth or affection; 

it is about the disinterested capacity to be concerned about the Other’s 

well being; the Other who has become your comrade, with whom 

you are in solidarity, but not necessarily always in agreement. Philia 

requires both face-to-face engagement and the capacity to step outside 

of oneself and see the Other as having a claim on us. It requires rec-

ognizing the Other’s dreams, aspirations, hopes, and anxieties, as well 

as his or her depth and complexity. To put it another way, for philia to 

begin to develop you must know the Other’s story.

“If you only put [values education] in the 
church and home, some families don’t 
have either. So at what point do you get 
the values if you’re not in church and your 
home is dysfunctional?” asked a woman in 
suburban Seattle, Washington.

Many saw tensions between service 
and involvement and the demands of  
private life. They said that Americans focus 
far too much on their rights and not 
enough on their responsibilities, adding 
that taking responsibility through civic 
involvement breaks down barriers, 
improves communication, and reduces 
people’s isolation and what an Iowa mod- 
erator called today’s “me-mindedness.”   
On the other hand, they saw social forces 
pulling people toward “the private”  
including more single parents, more 
households in which both partners work, 
longer workdays, longer commutes, and 
more relocations for employment-related 
reasons, all of which make it difficult to be 
as involved as people were a generation 
or two ago. 

Many wanted to make the political 
system more responsive to the general 
public interest instead of just narrow,  
special interests. Participants felt that citi-
zen involvement increases citizens’ ability 
to hold officials accountable, adding  
that greater accountability can affect far- 
reaching changes. A man in a Los Angeles,  
California, forum said, “When you have 
small groups of people taking action 
locally, you can make a big difference.”   
But many questioned whether any 
change would be long-lasting, saying  
that money, like water, would inevitably 
seep into the political system. 

Moving Forward
In spite of what might seem like their 

rather grim assessment about the state of 
the democracy, including their unresolved 
struggle with an array of core tensions, 
many participants, by the end of these 
forums, concluded that their initial take 
was not quite right. Initially, they saw the 
issue as beyond their control—moral val-
ues, a decline in community life, and an 
unresponsive political system were things 
they are powerless to affect. But by the 
end of the forums, people were making 
connections—saw how community life 
relates to values education, how values 
and community connect to national 

C i t i ze n s  a n d  Co l l e c t i ve  A c t i o n

affairs, and how all three add up to some-
thing greater than any one of them. 

Not everyone felt this way, of course. 
Some went out as cynical and dispirited  
as when they came in. Others left the 
forums “stewing” about the issue—more 
likely to see how the pieces fit, more 
aware of the trade-offs, working through 
their feelings about conflicting values: 
religion in politics, the role of the schools, 
community involvement, rights and 
responsibilities including public service, 
and what to do about money in politics. 

On the whole though, these results 
suggest that national dialogue focused 
on public involvement about this trou-
bling issue might be key to reducing the 
alienation, mistrust, and cynicism, which 
are so widespread. Public deliberation just 

might rejuvenate the hope and public-
mindedness that typify the nation at its 
best, because by the end of the forums, 
some participants—some, but far from 
all—concluded that they, after all, had a 
significant role to play in dealing with the 
issue. After their long deliberation, some 
claimed the issue as their own: this is “our” 
problem, they said, not the government’s 
problem, not “their” problem. Democracy’s 
challenge, they said, is a challenge facing 
citizens like ourselves. 

John Doble is senior vice president and  
director of research with Public Agenda. He can  
be reached at jdoble@publicagenda.org.

Janay Cody is a research associate with  
Public Agenda. She can be reached at  
janay.cody@gmail.com.
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learn that there are needs they have 
overlooked or get new ideas to solve old 
problems and improve service delivery. In 
many cases, elected or other government 
officials are purposely invited to delibera-
tive forums because they have the author-
ity to address issues discussed at these 
forums. Therefore, involving them is the 
first step to promote action and change. 
In addition, if decision makers are present 
in public forums, they are more likely to 
be held accountable by other participants, 
thus creating additional incentives for fol-
lowing up on possible recommendations. 

Those who decide to strategically 
convene deliberative events are prepared 
to use forums as an opportunity to gather 
community input and to generate action 
and change. They promote deliberation 
as a process to deal with locally relevant 
issues where traditional meetings have 
failed. Public deliberation that addresses 
topics that are deemed urgent by the 
community are more likely to draw high 
participation and engagement. In an era 
when people have limited time and end-
less options for how to spend it, delibera-
tion needs to be relevant if citizens are 
to participate, let alone engage in follow 
up. In some cases, deliberative forums 
do generate hunger for more delibera-
tion and follow-up work, but they rarely 
translate into collective mobilization or 
organizing unless someone emerges to 
take charge of organizing. 

In those instances when follow-up 
actions do occur, they are generally taken 
by civic organizations or public institu-
tions whose members were engaged in 
the deliberative forums. In Clarksburg, 
West Virginia, for example (see “Sources 
of Deliberation,” page 30), there was 
significant follow-up after a forum on 
underage drinking because the event had 
been carefully planned to include all the 
actors who were already working on the 
problem. The forum was an opportunity 
to bring these actors together and form a 
coalition to address underage drinking in 
a more systematic way. In this case, public 
deliberation enabled coordination, which 
led to planning follow-up actions. 

Another significant effort based on 
deliberative practices are the Connecticut 
Community Conversations (see “Sources 
of Deliberation”), which are designed to 
promote coordination of action even prior 

Many deliberative democrats  
envision a world in which delib-

eration is a greater part of our everyday 
political and social lives; they suppose  
a world in which deliberation is widely, 
even universally, practiced. While previous 
 research focused on the character of 
deliberation itself, this article focuses  
on the impact of intentionally designed 
and structured public discussions that  
are initiated and organized largely by 
civic entrepreneurs who are committed 
to the notion that public deliberation can 
improve the quality of public life and  
public decisions. We suppose that delib-
erative practices will yield more sustained 
effects when they are incorporated into—
and thus when they transform—the  
communicative and decision-making  
routines of organizations, institutions, and 
the communities of which they are a 
part. We call this notion of incorporation 
“embedded deliberation.” 

Different types of actions can be 
prompted by participating in deliberative 
forums. Deliberation may provide personal 
enrichment and even transformation. In 
general, public forums are an occasion to 
introduce the public to a more delibera-
tive analysis of policy issues, so they can 
be exposed to a variety of opinions and 
grasp the complexity of certain topics. 
Deliberative events should increase par-
ticipants’ civic-mindedness. 

Deliberation may also influence deci-
sion makers to change public policies 
or improve service delivery. Sometimes 
being exposed to public deliberation can 
be an eye-opening experience for elected 
officials or other policymakers. They may 

By Elena Fagotto and  
Archon Fung

Public
Deliberation  

and

Action

This article is excerpted and adapted  
by Libby Kingseed from Embedded  

Deliberation: Entrepreneurs,  
Organizations, and Public Action,  

for the William and Flora Hewlett  
Foundation (April 14, 2006). 
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their investment of time and organiza-
tional resources and their understanding 
of deliberation as an actionable tool will 
lead convenors to maximize the outcome 
of deliberations. Con-
venors will be ready to 
capture the benefits 
of public deliberation, 
for example, by being 
prepared to act on 
inputs gained from  
the deliberation, 
bringing together the  
“right” players to 
promote change, or 
using deliberation 
to promote civic 
engagement. Second, 
when deliberation is 
used over time, convenors become more 
sophisticated and improve their abilities to 

In an era in which people have limited 
time and endless options for how to 

spend it, deliberation needs to be relevant 
if citizens are to participate, let alone 

engage in follow up.

C i t i ze n s  a n d  Co l l e c t i ve  A c t i o n
to deliberation. According to their bylaws, 
the Conversations must be organized by 
a group of at least 6 organizations, which 
in turn need to assemble an even larger 
planning committee (of around 20) to 
ensure broad outreach and diversity of 
opinions. The planning phase requires 
such a significant investment of time and 
energy that convenors have an interest  
in maximizing the outcomes of the Con-
versations. Therefore, organizers use the 
Conversations’ feedback to further their 
objectives. Given the number of par-
ticipants (around 100) and the focus on 
diversity, the Conversations are an impor-
tant tool to provide community input that 
can be used to create momentum and 
promote action and policy change. 

Clearly, when groups or organizations 
embed public deliberation, action is more 
likely to occur for several reasons. First, 

reach out to broader coalitions or involve 
key partners. Presenting deliberation as a 
relevant process that organizations should 
use to achieve their objectives, not as 

an abstract concept, is fundamental to 
deliberation’s continued practice.  

Since public deliberation requires sub-
stantial commitments of time, resources, 
and energy from local partners, it creates 
what we define as “ownership.” Therefore, 
when intentional deliberation results in 
public action it is usually undertaken not 
by the participants in public deliberation 
directly, but rather by institutions and 
organizations that have ownership of the 
practice and are prepared to act on its 
outcomes. It is only when organizations 
have ownership of the deliberative pro-
cess that they intentionally embed it in 
their decision making and are prepared to 
act on deliberations’ outcomes. Convenors 
need to be prepared to capture the ideas 
and momentum generated by public 
deliberation; otherwise, interest for action 
will rapidly vanish.

Practitioners and scholars alike should 
together develop a more complete and 
coherent understanding of these and 
other crucial elements that connect the 
very underexplored connections between 
deliberative forums and public action.

Elena Fagotto is senior research associate with the 
KSG Taubman Center at the John F. Kennedy School 
of Government at Harvard University. She can be 
reached at elena_fagotto@ksg.harvard.edu.

Archon Fung is associate professor of public policy 
at the John F. Kennedy School of Government  
at Harvard University. He can be reached at 
archon_fung@harvard.edu.

 Libby Kingseed is an archivist and researcher  
at the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached  
at kingseed@kettering.org.
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State of
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Since the object of the research described in Embedded Deliberation was to learn something about  

the paths and patterns that lead from deliberation to action, we searched for cases in which we had 

reason to believe that deliberative practices had become fairly widespread and repeated over time. Two of 

our four case studies clearly focus their efforts on bringing citizens together in their communities for the 

discussion of community issues: West Virginia’s National Issues Forums and Connecticut’s Community  

Conversations about Education.

West Virginia’s National Issues Forums
Established in the mid-1990s, the West Virginia Center for Civic Life (the Center) promotes “nonpartisan 

community discussions of important public issues.” The Center is hosted at the University of Charleston. 

Much of the Center’s success can be attributed to its director, Betty Knighton.

Besides assisting communities in framing issues for public dialogue, training moderators, and convening 

forums, the Center also works with other organizations interested in convening forums. This partnership is  

a strategic decision to maximize the impact of the Center’s limited resources. The Center has helped the 

Prevention Resource Center, which designed and convened a series of forums on underage drinking across 

the state, and the West Virginia Coalition Against Domestic Violence, which convened more than 20  

forums to increase public awareness on domestic violence. The Center is well established at the University 

of Charleston, where it trains students, faculty, and staff, thus embedding deliberation in some course  

curricula.

Connecticut’s Community Conversations about Education
Since 1997, the Community Conversations about Education have involved more than 6,000 citizens in 

deliberative forums across Connecticut. Sponsored by a local foundation, the Graustein Memorial Fund, and 

directed by the League of Women Voters, the Conversations reached more than 80 Connecticut communi-

ties, some of which held multiple Conversations over time. Since Conversations aim at bringing together a 

diverse group—by race, age, education, income level, and gender—convenors plan outreach activities very 

carefully and try to address possible obstacles to participation. 

Besides focusing on deliberation as a way to illuminate the complexities of a problem and enrich the 

public’s judgment, Community Conversations have a significant collective action component. As stated 

in the Community Planning Guide, by the Institute for Educational Leadership and Public Agenda, the 

Conversations’ purpose is to “help communities find common ground for public action and ways to work 

together to address educational issues.” Several of the League’s requirements are designed to create a fertile 

environment for action: A convenor must find five cosponsors; moderators help participants identify com-

mon ground and possible actions; organizers compile notes from conversations into a document that is 

circulated among participants and decision makers to promote change and local action; and convenors are 

encouraged to organize follow-up meetings, which build on the recommendations that emerged during 

the deliberation and give citizens a sense that deliberation is the first step of a process to promote change.

 

Sources	of  Deliberation
Edited by Libby Kingseed, from Embedded Deliberation
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expensive colleges and that many Ivy 
League schools experienced “negative 
learning” whereby seniors scored worse 
than incoming freshmen.  

A second area of foci underscores  
the importance of social interactions as the 
foundation of democracy. Here scholars 
view social ties and social networks as 
essential means that enable citizens to 
work together and bring about change and 
progress in their communities and country. 
For example, Robert Putnam, in his seminal 
book Bowling Alone, worries about the state 
of American democracy in light of declin-
ing rates of citizen involvement in social 
groups and institutions. A recent study by 
sociologists McPherson, Smith-Loving, and 
Brashears in the June 2006 American Socio-
logical Review points to a dramatic increase 
in social isolation in the past 20 years. This 
study compares national survey data from 
1985 and 2004 and finds that the number 
of Americans who say they have no one 
with whom to discuss important matters 
has more than doubled; and the number of 
people that Americans have in their closest 
circle of confidants has dropped from about 
three to two. 

Many voices share Kettering’s  
concern about the state of 

democracy. Yet an array of perspectives 
emerges as we try to unravel what these 
voices are saying. Some believe democ-
racy is thriving and point to phenomena 
like blogging, increased youth volunteer-
ing and voting, and the impressive civic 
response to recent national crises, such 
as Hurricane Katrina. Others feel that our 
democracy is at stake, pointing to a gen-
eral public sentiment of alienation from 
representative institutions and a sense 
that citizens have little say in politics.  
Following is a brief outline of four differing 
areas of foci within the study of democ-
racy, with examples to illustrate each one. 
I hope this will provide some context and 
insight to Kettering’s current work. 

One area of focus is institutions and 
public officials. Here the concern is about 
decreasing voting turnouts, low levels  
of political interest and knowledge, and 
public trust in political institutions. For 
example, last year, the Center for Con-
gressional and Presidential Studies in the 
School of Public Affairs at the American 
University in Washington, D.C., initiated  
a biennial Conference on the State of 
American Democracy. The event centered 
on issues like redistricting, voting law, and 

campaign finance reform. In the opening 
address, David Broder, Washington Post 
columnist, noted the importance of the 
conference:

Whether it’s because of the way  
districts are drawn, the way cam-
paigns are financed, or the ways 
in which parties are organized, it 
is almost impossible for individual 
members of Congress to live up 
to their own expectations. . . . 
Institutionally, we need the kind of 
change that will make it possible 
for politicians to begin to behave 
in a responsible way. 

A related example comes from higher 
education. The Intercollegiate Studies 
Institute (ISI) recently released data from 
a random sample of 14,000 students from 
50 colleges and universities across the 
country, measuring their knowledge of 
American history and institutions. ISI has 
found that college seniors scored only 
1.5 percent higher than freshmen and 
their overall average score was “failing” at 
53.2 percent. The study also found that 
students at relatively inexpensive colleges 
learn more about civic education, on  
average, than their counterparts at  

By Edith Manosevitch

About the
State of

Democracy  
. . . and What Is It  

       They Care About?

Who Cares 
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CASE Foundation recently presented 

what might be regarded as a third area 
of focus—a citizen-centered approach to 
democracy which examines the extent  
to which citizens are taking part in the 
political processes that affect their every-
day lives. This approach “views people as 
proactive citizens, rather than consumers 
of services . . . helps people form and pro-
mote their own decisions, build capacities 
for self-government, and develop open-
ended civic processes.” CASE calls to:

move away from defining and 
viewing civic engagement as a 
set of tactics (voting, volunteer-
ing, service, or organizing) or 
outcomes (planting more trees or 
increasing the number of people 
who vote). Instead . . . focus on 
creating opportunities for ordinary 
citizens to come together, deliber-
ate, and take action collectively  
to address issues that citizens 
themselves define as important, 
in ways that citizens themselves 
decide are appropriate and/or 
needed whether it is political 
action, community service, volun-
teering, or organizing. (7) 

CASE agrees with Richard Harwood that 
Americans have been drifting away from 
the political arena due to the increasing 
sentiment that citizens have little effect, if 
any, on the health of their community and 
nation. (See Connections, Summer 2006.) 
They call on us to promote a cultural ethos 
of civic engagement that will give people 
a sense of public purpose and a belief that 
their voice matters in larger issues. 

And finally, what about the Internet? 
With so many people blogging, consum-
ing news online, using e-mail to mobilize 
citizens for public action, fundraising, 
boycotting, and more, it is only natural to 
witness widespread interest in the role of 
the Internet in democracy. Much research 
comes from the field of communication 
exploring an array of questions, such as 
the role of the Internet in citizens’ politi-
cal knowledge, political participation, and 
engagement; as well as its effects on 
personal relationships, community devel-
opment, globalization, and more. But 
other fields are also inquiring about the 
Internet and democracy. For example, an 
emerging area of interest in the public 
administration field is e-government: the 
use of information technology to promote 
citizen participation in the budget and 

fiscal decisions of government at all  
levels. (See Justice et al., 2006 in American  
Review of Public Administration, 36:3.) 
Clearly the Internet is a broad concept 
that incorporates a wide array of usages 
and consequently varying effects. As 
it becomes an integral part of citizens’ 
everyday life, it has an enormous capacity 
to affect contemporary democracy, and 
we have yet to learn just how. 

These voices about democracy do 
not contradict one another. Indeed, 
The National Conference on Citizenship 
recently launched America’s Civic Health 
Index—a comprehensive approach to 
assessing democracy. The index brings 
together most of the areas 
of foci illustrated above. It is 
comprised of nine categories 
for measuring citizenship, 
including connecting to civic 
and religious groups, trusting 
other people, connecting to 
family and friends, giving and 
volunteering, staying informed, 
understanding civics and poli-
tics, political participation,  
trusting and feeling connected to major 
institutions, and expressing political views. 
The index creators worry about the gen-
eral decline in America’s civic health over 
the past 30 years. Specifically they point 
to a steady decline in trust in one another 
and in connections to civic groups, family, 
and friends. Also, the data suggest that 
more Americans are living alone, people 
are less informed about public affairs, 
and Americans’ trust of and connection 
to key institutions have been largely 
on the decline. But the data highlight 
some hopeful signs as well, in particular 
an increase in volunteering and voting 
among young Americans. Notably, this 
index also documents online behaviors. 
It reveals that while newspaper reading 
is on the decline, a steady rise appears in 
reading blogs. The data also show that  
the heaviest Internet users are “more 
aware of all kinds of political information, 
including arguments contrary to their 
own beliefs, than lighter Internet users  
or nonusers.” (24) 

These findings are intriguing, but 
perhaps more intriguing is the index itself 
and the underlying statement it makes. 
Democracy requires establishing tools  
to assess it, and it requires ongoing pub-

lic dialogue about what it means. The 
authors draw a parallel with economic 
growth. Americans have well-established 
measures of economic growth (i.e., infla-
tion, unemployment, gross domestic 
product, and more) and use them to 
evaluate economic policy. In the same 
way, the authors argue:

We believe that our nation can 
and should do a better job in  
collecting, reporting, and debating 
the implications of data. . . . For  
we know that when our civic 
health is vibrant, our communities 
and country are stronger, and our  
own lives are enriched.

The International Institute for Democ-
racy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) makes 
a similar claim on the international level. 
IDEA finds that despite the mushrooming 
of democratic forms of government in 
many regions worldwide, there is declin-
ing support for democracy around the 
globe, which is due in part to citizens’ 
perception that democratic institutions 
have not effectively responded to citi-
zens’ demands for economic and social 
progress. IDEA encourages others to 
assess democracy and monitor trends as 
a means of supporting and promoting 
democracy worldwide. It provides a com-
prehensive democracy assessment tool  
on its Web site for others to use.

The account above is far from compre-
hensive; a simple Google search will attest. 
Many more voices out there are engaging 
in dialogue about the state of democracy, 
too many to include in this brief outline. 
Kettering Foundation’s work is no doubt 
well situated in a broad context of nation-
al and international interest in researching 
democracy. 

Edith Manosevitch is a research associate with 
the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached at 
manosevitch@kettering.org. 

 Democracy requires establishing  
tools to assess it, and it  

requires ongoing public dialogue  
about what it means.



This newsletter is called Connections. Why Connections? Who or what are we  

trying to connect? If you’re at a loss to answer that question, we hope you won’t be 

after reading the following new section, the “Readers’ Forum.” 

When we thought about the title Connections, we realized there were few ways 

for you, the reader, to actually connect to or comment on the articles in this newslet-

ter. Our idea is to provide a space, in print as well as online, for stories and reflections 

about our shared civic life. This space is the “Readers’ Forum.” As a way to get the ball 

rolling, we engaged a few of our readers around a couple of articles from this issue. 

We used the articles as common background for a conversation about how citizens 

relate to other citizens, how citizens work in community, and how citizens relate to 

officeholders or other professionals.

We held a series of four conversations with small groups of Connections’ readers 

over a period of a week last April. We talked to community activists, policymakers, 

university professors, bureaucrats, nonprofit executives, and others just like you. 

We learned a lot. Our readers shared how the articles related to their own experi-

ences. They talked about the tensions and contradictions the articles surfaced. They 

gave us their best thinking. For example, an active NIF participant from Texas told us 

that, from her experience, some experts don’t purposefully try to exclude citizens, 

but citizens often don’t feel qualified to participate in some decisions. “By accident 

we’ve created a citizenry that doesn’t know they’re wanted, they’re qualified, and 

that their values are all they need” to get involved, she said. Other participants spoke 

of the barriers created by special interests and suggested that special interests exist 

even in small communities and on local boards. They made it clear that special inter-

ests are not just a K Street phenomenon. You’ll find these kinds of insights and more 

in the articles that follow. 

The editors of Connections hope the “Readers’ Forum” inspires you to engage  

with us around the ideas of citizens and their roles in democracy. We invite you to be 

a part of an experimental online discussion. Just log on to www.kettering.org and 

click on the “Readers’ Forum” link. There you will find a community of citizens and 

scholars ready to discuss how they think about and practice the democratic arts.  

See you online. 

—Bob Mihalek and Deborah Witte
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What Citizens 
Can Do . . .  
and Can’t
By Deborah Witte

Margie Loyacano was eager to attend 
her first school board meeting in New 
Lebanon, Ohio. She wanted to talk to 
board members about testing in the 
schools. The dialogue—such as it was—
didn’t last long. “They didn’t want to hear 
what I had to say,” she said. “They only 
wanted me to hear what they had to say.” 

Disappointed but not discouraged, 
she and other parents kept coming  
back. But nothing seemed to improve.  
As Loyacano saw it, the board became 
increasingly less responsive and more 
ineffective with each passing year. School 
levies failed repeatedly. School programs, 
such as art and music, were cut. 

The parents were fed up. But they 
refused to give up. They decided they 
would have to step up and try to make 
the changes they wanted themselves.  
Although “we didn’t always know what 
it was we should be doing,” Loyacano 
said, they did succeed in making some 
small changes in the schools. The bigger 
change, however, was in the community. 
Citizens were coming together around 
their shared concerns, building a commu-
nity, and creating a public. 

Eventually the citizens of New Lebanon 
voted in new school board members.
The new board invites the public in and 
works more willingly with citizens. Parents 
are participating in school activities and 
showing up for other community events. 
Other members of the community are 
attending programs as well. Even the 
school building is more open as seniors in 

the community now use the hallways as a 
walking track. 

While this tale of citizen action could 
be seen as simply a classic case of “throw 
the bums out,” Loyacano observed, this 
story is not simply a case of bad behavior 
on the part of school board members. As 
another participant in our series of inter-
views for the “Readers’ Forum” said, after 
listening to Loyacano’s story, board mem-
bers need to be supported by citizens 
when they take risks and tread into new 
territory. Board members need to know 
that citizens want to work with them. 

“It may be,” as Paloma Dallas points out 
in her article on citizen boards on page 
19, “that citizen boards, in their efforts to 
be effective, have . . . excluded citizens, 
albeit unwittingly.”

Grass Tops, Not Grass Roots
One community organizer from  

Helena, Arkansas, who works at the grass-

roots level trying to persuade citizens to 
speak up, struggles with the idea that 
deliberation empowers people. While 
she firmly believes in the process and has 
experienced people actually taking action 
to help themselves, she said she has also 
experienced everyday citizens finding 
themselves weeded out of the decision-
making process, especially when the  
decisions are made around money.

She recalled a “heart-wrenching” 
experience in her community when civic 
engagement played a key role in the 
development of a plan to move the com-
munity into a more productive growth 
mode. Grassroots citizens were involved in 
the planning, but once the goals for the 
project were established, the citizens were 
denied the right to vote on them. This 
type of power grab makes it difficult for 
citizens to believe in any process. 

The experience in Helena, the com-
munity organizer said, caused some  

R E A D E R S ’  F O R U M 

CONNECTIONS 2007��



Sims also told about an effort to 
rename a street in Grand Rapids for Martin 
Luther King Jr. The effort gained ground 
in community forums, attended by 
newspaper and television reporters who 
publicized the outcomes. Finally the rec-
ommendation to name the street Martin 
Luther King Jr. Drive was taken to the city 
commission. But the commission wasn’t 
buying it. They found a “nice” way around 

what the people really wanted by giving 
the street the unofficial, and secondary, 
designation, Martin Luther King Jr.  
Memorial Drive. The powerful listen  
nicely in Grand Rapids, Sims said, but  
the people see through them. 

Sims shares the same dilemma as the 
community activist from the South. How 
can you help citizens learn that politicians 
don’t have to agree with you, that they 
may not come to the same conclusion as 
you do about what should be done? The 
community steering committee on which 
Sims serves struggles with this question. 
Were the politicians really listening? If so, 
how could they sidetrack and trivialize 
what so many citizens clearly wanted? 

citizens to vow never again to participate 
in a community meeting. Moreover,  
these citizens learned that staff members 
from the development agency later com-
mented that the planning process did not 
include the kind of citizens they desired; 
they were looking for the community’s 
“grass tops,” not the grass roots. One  
lesson she learned is that institutions can 
have a different idea of what it means to 
be a grassroots citizen. People will leave 
the poor out of decisions and still claim 
they’ve involved the grass roots in their 
efforts. The way some decisions are made 
in her community, she said, makes her 
think that at times “democracy is a farce.” 

Too often, this community orga-
nizer said, she and her colleagues find 
they have to apologize to citizens who 
have agreed to participate in commu-
nity forums because their voices were 
discounted. It’s hard to rally people to 
engage in the community’s affairs, she 
said, because experience tells citizens 
that the outcome isn’t likely to be what 
they wanted—when interest groups that 
know the ropes circumvent the wishes 
of the majority. “When you’re working to 
empower people,” she said, “they ought to 
get a little credit.” 

Sidetracking Citizens
Sad to say, other participants in our 

“Readers’ Forum” interviews related all 
too easily to these stories. Yvonne Sims 
from Grand Rapids, Michigan, wondered 
whether people in power even want poor 
and less well educated citizens to vote, 
because so many impediments are put in 
their way. Before the last election in Grand 
Rapids, Sims explained, precincts were 
changed with little publicity. This caused 
considerable confusion on Election Day. 
But even when voters found their correct 
precincts, she said, poll workers often 
couldn’t find people’s names on the rolls. 
It left you with a bad feeling, she said. “But 
we’ll hang in and vote no matter what.”  

Members of her steering committee, 
Sims said, wonder how they can encour-
age people to continue to participate  
in deliberative dialogue when their deci-
sions can so easily be circumvented.

Deborah Witte is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. She can be reached at 
dwitte@kettering.org.
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to be—when interest 
groups who know the 
ropes circumvent the 
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Local Boards  
and Citizens:  
A Mixed  
Relationship
By Bob Mihalek

If our interviews for the “Readers’ 
Forum” are any indication, the relation-
ship between citizens and local boards  
is certainly mixed. Certainly we heard 
some success stories, such as Marjorie 
Loyacano’s report on how citizens helped 
shape her local school board’s public 
engagement efforts, “What Citizens Can 
Do . . . and Can’t,” which is retold on  
page 34. 

But for every positive story, the  
people we interviewed told several more 
negative accounts. While by no means 
a representative sample, our interviews, 
nonetheless, show that not all public 
engagement efforts are sincere. Citizens 
perceive that some are orchestrated to 
manipulate the public or to get citizens to 
rubber-stamp officials’ wishes. 

Consider what Mike Robinette, a 
former director of the Miami Valley 
Regional Planning Commission in Dayton, 
Ohio, had to say during one interview. 
Robinette’s agency, which is made up of 
numerous county and municipal govern-
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ments and other entities in the region, 
was required to seek public input on 
issues with which it was dealing. Elected 
officials and the “elites,” as Robinette 
called them, would support the agency’s 
engagement effort “as long as they could 
control it.” But when they lost control of 
an issue—and its outcome—they would 
“push back.” 

The agency’s efforts to engage citizens 
had other problems. Sometimes, after the 
agency would reach out to citizens, Robi-
nette said, the organization’s members 
would ignore what citizens told them and 
move ahead with their own approach. 

John Gordon, a former school super-
intendent who now works for the Arizona 
School Boards Association, told similar 
stories of insincere public engagement 
efforts. For instance, elected members of 
local boards—knowing how they wanted 
to respond to an issue—have instituted a 
public process solely to get the commu-
nity to support their original plan. Perhaps 
worse is when a board forms a committee 
to lead the public through a deliberative 
process, but then ignores what the public 
has to say. 

According to Migwe Kimemia, a  
staff member with the American Friends  
Service Committee in Ohio, the school 
board that oversees his children’s schools 
often ignores input from citizens and 
instead imposes its own policies on the 
community. The board “only comes to the 
community when they have a [tax] levy” 
on the ballot, he said. 

Earning Credibility
One of the few positive reports from 

our “Readers’ Forum” interviews came from 
Yvonne Sims, a longtime National Issues 
Forums organizer in Grand Rapids, Michi-
gan. Government officials in Grand Rapids 
say that NIF forums are valuable because 
they are the only place officials can hear 
from citizens who are not lobbying for 
or complaining about something, Sims 

explained. Hearing what citizens have to 
say has also helped shape officials’ deci-
sions. For instance, when city and county 
commissioners asked the Grand Rapids 
NIF steering committee to assist with a 
forum on violence in their community, 
they expected the normal turnout of 50 
or 60 people. Instead, 300 community 
members showed up. While the crowd 
size was impressive, more significant 

were the results of the forum. As partici-
pants deliberated about the problem of 
violence, they raised a related concern 
about unemployment in their community. 
More acutely aware of this connection, 
the commissioners partnered with local 
employers to organize job fairs. 

Linda Hoke, the director of the Coun-
cil on the Southern Community at the 
Southern Growth Policies Board, a think 
tank concerned with economic develop-
ment issues in the South, noted that the 
organization regularly engages citizens 
about issues that concern them. These 
public practices give the agency credibil-
ity with both policymakers and the public. 
Policymakers, Hoke said, have come to 
believe Southern Growth’s work is “more 
rooted in reality.” Instead of convening 

blue-ribbon panels, the organization gath-
ers citizens to talk about economic-related 
issues in their communities. 

Main Street’s Special Interests
Why did we hear so few success  

stories? Gordon pointed to the boards 
themselves, emphasizing that local gov-
erning boards need to have “sustained 
leadership” to develop and maintain 
an interest in engaging the public. This 
approach has to be “institutionalized”  
so it can continue after the boards experi-
ence changes in leadership, he said.  
Establishing a policy of public engage-
ment also helps create conditions in 
which new board members acknowledge 
that a system is in place. Boards that do 
not engage the public and actively listen 
to their concerns, Gordon said, are usually 
busy “putting out fires” or dealing with  
the “tyranny of the urgent” all the time.

Kim Sebaly, an associate professor in 
the Department of Education Founda-
tions and Special Services at Kent State 
University in Ohio, said boards shouldn’t 
wait until a crisis arises to engage citizens 
on policy issues. In fact, he said, engaging 
citizens could help boards avoid some cri-
ses. “It doesn’t do any good to jump from 
crisis to crisis,” Sebaly said. 

Many local boards “don’t have the 
wherewithal to function and deliberate 
in a good manner,” Gordon said. He cited 
several reasons for his analysis: boards fail 
to listen to the public, they are too influ-
enced by special interests, and they are 
obligated to follow mandates by federal 
and state governments. Furthermore, he 
said, some boards are pulled by “so many 
different factions.” The divisions on some 
boards run so deep, Gordon said, they 
can’t even elect a board president. 

Divisions on local boards are often 
based on political disagreements. Sebaly 
contended that school boards, in particu-
lar, are highly politicized. For instance, he 
said, many school board members serve 

Boards that do not 
engage the public and 
actively listen to their 
concerns are usually 

busy “putting out fires” 
or dealing with the 

“tyranny of the urgent” 
all the time. 
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on boards to protect or advance a particu-
lar agenda. Some citizens then respond 
to this by running to advance their own 
interests or backing a candidate who 
supports their own agenda. This circular 
gamesmanship keeps groups from talking 
to one another about how to solve their 
community’s problems. 

Indeed, our “Readers’ Forum” inter-
views underscore the point that special 
interests are not just a K Street phenom-
enon—they are also a problem in local 
politics. As Gordon noted, many people 
run for office because they want to pro-
mote a particular interest, get someone 
out of office, or use their service on a local 
board as a stepping stone to higher office. 

Leadership by Example
Cronyism is another problem that can 

plague local boards. Kimemia described 
the neighborhood association system 
in Dayton, where he lives, which is sup-
posed to serve as a way for citizens to get 
involved in their local government. But 
when he first got interested in the system, 
which includes seven neighborhood 
boards, it was club-like and filled with 
insiders who knew one another. Citizens 
would call meetings, and leaders on the 
neighborhood boards would not show 
up. 

“We had a leadership crisis,” he said. 
You could not find “authentic leadership,” 
which, he said, all boards need to be 
effective. He defined “authentic leadership” 
as leadership that has “vision and passion 
for the community, which is deeply rooted 
in trying to show leadership by example” 
and is removed from special interests.

Valerie Lemmie, a former city manager 
who now serves as chair of the Board of 
Directors of the National Academy of Pub-
lic Administration, said boards that want 
to engage the public need to identify 
issues that directly affect people. Instead 
of asking citizens to comment on budgets 

or how City Hall is managed, she said, 
officials should bring citizens in to discuss 
things that affect their lives, issues that 
bother or concern them. 

Bob Mihalek is a research associate with the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at 
mihalek@kettering.org.

Putting the  
Public Back  
into Public 
Administration
By Deborah Witte  
and Bob Mihalek

Most public administrators think  
their job is to manage an institution. But, 
in fact, they’re responsible for building 
community. 

That’s what one administrator, Jim 
Ley, who oversees a county government 
in Florida, said during one of our group 
interviews for the “Readers’ Forum.” It’s 
a striking statement because it gets at 
the heart of the disconnect often found 
between administrators and the public. 
If administrators are managing an institu-
tion, it becomes easy to view people as 
the clients to be served. But if they are 
building community, then citizens are 
partners critical to their success. 

Ley, a 33-year veteran, acknowledged 
his role in perpetuating the customer- 
service model found in many public  
agencies. The problem is there’s “no 
reward for risk,” he said, so public officials 
simply do what they’ve always done,  
and that means continuing to focus on 
service. “Eighty percent of the people  
in this profession are maintenance  
managers,” Ley said. 

The administrative profession, he said, 
does not celebrate those managers and 
agency directors who have embraced 
public engagement and made it a part  
of their governments’ regular routines. 
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Indeed, our interviews with several 
current and former government adminis-
trators and school superintendents made 
it clear that the customer-service model 
has become pervasive in government 
agencies at least in part because admin-
istrators have become complacent. Ley, 
for instance, wasn’t the only one in the 
“Readers’ Forum” interviews who described 
the timidity found in the administrative 
profession. 

Charlie Irish, a retired school super-
intendent from Ohio, said there’s a “great 
fear on the part of school officials to act 
differently from how they have always 
acted,” a statement that could have easily 
been made by a city manager or county 
administrator. Somehow public officials 
need to be inspired to take risks, they 
need something that will “take that fear 
away,” Irish said.

Ley is trying to get officials in his 
county government to act differently. For 
the last few years, he said, the govern-
ment has been trying to “break through 
the old model” that sees citizens as cus-
tomers and take a new view that sees  
citizens as stakeholders. He said this 
type of change is difficult to implement 
because the boards that oversee public 
governments approach problems differ-
ently than citizens might and often prefer 
to satisfy people rather than engage  
them about problems. 

“Throwing money at [a problem] 
makes the board feel good,” Ley said. 
“It’s quick, easy, and gets good editorial 
responses.” He has found that his board 
wants to create clients because “it’s easier 
to give than to engage.” While this may be 
a quick and expedient method, he said, “it 
doesn’t solve a thing.”

Kim Sebaly, an associate professor in 
the Department of Education Founda-
tions and Special Services at Kent State 
University in Ohio, wondered whether 
citizens really want something other than 
the customer-service model. After all, he 

said, it’s comfortable for citizens as well as 
for public officials. He suggested that we 
need to know more about the other side 
of the coin we call bureaucracy; we need 
to know more about citizens who don’t 
engage. Are citizens simply lazy?

Price of Being Too Good
The customer-service model allows 

professional government staff to play the 
role of experts responsible for solving their 
communities’ problems, crises, and chal-
lenges. Experts often respond to problems 
by saying, “this is our job,” we will tackle 
this issue because that’s the “way the sys-
tem works,” Irish said. This attitude creates 
a disconnect between professional admin-

istrators and citizens, who are basically 
told, there’s nothing for you to do here.

Irish compared this mentality to the 
complaint that Washington, D.C.’s “Inside-
the-Beltway” culture is disconnected from 
the rest of the country. Beltway mentali-
ties also have emerged in communities 
around the country, he said, leaving  
citizens outside looking in and feeling  
powerless to make decisions in their  
community because, they believe, that 
authority belongs to those on the inside. 

Mike Robinette, a former director  
of the Miami Valley Regional Planning 
Commission in Dayton, Ohio, said experts 
either do have all the answers or think 
that’s the case, so they see citizens as 
“roadblocks.” 

He told the story of an attempt to 
regionalize the 911 emergency call  
service in a large Ohio county. Everything  
he knows professionally as an adminis-
trator told him that this move would be 
good for all the communities involved: it 
would save each municipality money  
and manpower and allow them to pool 
their resources and improve services. 

From the perspective of public offi-
cials, there seemed to be no downsides 
to the plan. But when the plan was pre-
sented to the public, they balked. While 
the public understood all the benefits 
of a regional 911 plan, they valued their 
security more and were concerned that 
a regional emergency system would 
treat them as a number while being less 
effective. They were concerned that what 
they saw as a large bureaucratic system 
would actually make them less secure, so 
they pushed back. To his colleagues’ way 
of thinking, the citizens had prevented 
progress.

The complacency that one inter-
view participant described as plaguing 
the administration profession could be 
blamed on the fact that the profession 
itself is full of skilled, well-meaning admin-
istrators. They have become experts in 
running agencies, municipalities, and 
counties. Administrators “have gotten 
too good at what we do,” Ley, the county 
administrator in Florida, said. “We have 
gotten too good at solving problems, 
and we have forgotten about engaging 
citizens.” 

Leaving Citizens Out
Listening to the public and getting 

the public’s input is often put off because 
of time constraints, admitted John Gordon, 
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a former school superintendent who  
now works for the Arizona School Boards 
Association. Similarly, several people who 
participated in our interviews described 
how local boards of education often fail 
to hear the voices of their citizens. They 
find it difficult to function in a deliberative 
manner because they are sometimes fac-
tionalized. Often, they only want citizens 
to rubber-stamp their decisions. 

Jule Zimet, an active National Issues 
Forums participant in El Paso, Texas, said 
that experts don’t purposefully try to 
exclude citizens, but in some decisions, 
citizens don’t feel qualified to participate. 
“By accident we’ve created a citizenry 
that doesn’t know they’re wanted, they’re 
qualified, and that their values are all they 
need” to get involved, she said.

Adding to the many pressures already 
facing administrators are special interests 
that work hard to rally around pet issues. 
Ley said issue advocates have taken over 
the role experts often play on issues that 
concern them. When public officials open 
up a process for citizen participation, he 
said, issue advocates can often dominate 
that space, squeezing out the citizens. 
Not surprisingly, public administrators find 
it easier to relate to special interests. At 
the same time, public officials are drawn 
to advocates, which also leaves citizens 
behind. 

Ley recalled one effort his admin- 
istration launched in which citizens were  
invited to participate in small-group 
conversations around the county. These 
weren’t your typical conversations 
because they focused on involving people 
who were not considered the “usual  
suspects.” However, once a local arts orga-
nization got a handle on the engagement 
process the county was using, the arts 
organization’s members attempted to take 
over the process “because their agenda 
wasn’t showing up” in the conversations. 

Robinette, the former regional plan-
ning director in Dayton, presented this 
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problem in simple terms: public officials 
don’t know what strategies they should 
use to engage citizens, so they approach 
advocates. 

“Breaking Chains and Locks”
If administrators are going to 

embrace citizen participation as part of 
their work, said Sebaly, the Kent State 
professor, they need to learn to make a 
“mental shift.” He suggested that public 
agencies are really “expert agencies.” He 
wondered, how do you turn expert-
based agencies into citizen-based agen-
cies? 

Making such a monumental change 
in most government bureaucracies is 
bound to be difficult. Robinette reflected 
that there was no institutional structure 
to facilitate a process that gets two sides 
talking about an issue. There is no way 
to begin to craft a different relationship 
between agent and citizen, where each 
could begin to understand what the 
other holds valuable. More than simply a 
mental shift, he saw the need for struc-
tural change. He asked himself, how far 
could he go, as an expert, in disengaging 
from the accepted procedures of his  
profession? Where could his roles as 
bureaucrat and citizen merge?

As Ley said, you have to “break chains 
and locks” and create discomfort in an 
organization to change it. 

But the only way there’s going to be 
a “real dynamic structural change” within 
institutions, Robinette said, is through 
grassroots citizen involvement. Those 
who run public institutions protect both 
the status quo and themselves, so it’s  
up to citizens to demand change. Unless 
citizens “wake up and get engaged,”  
he said, “we’re going to struggle to go 
forward.”
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Books Worth 
Reading
The Next Form of Democracy: 
How Expert Rule Is Giving 
Way to Shared Governance . . . 
 and Why Politics Will Never 
Be the Same
By Matt Leighninger 
Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 
2006

The vitality of the American com-
monwealth has always been rooted 

in civic agency. U.S. citizens have cared 
about schools and government, parklands 
and civic rituals to the extent they partici-
pate in their making and sustenance. 

In The Next Form of Democracy, Matt 
Leighninger shows that a new chapter  
in our commonwealth may be dawning 
after decades of privatization and the  
gating of our imaginations as well as of 
our neighborhoods. 

Leighninger, who has spent more 
than a decade working with communities 
across the country, writes from the front-
lines of a fledgling citizen movement.  
The Next Form of Democracy is infused  
with a democratic faith in people and in 
practical civic experiments at the heart  
of the democratic tradition. 

Through storytelling, itself a crucial 
method of democracy building,  
Leighninger analyzes civic efforts like Kuna 
Alliance for a Cohesive Community, a 
citizen-based initiative in a booming sub-
urb of Boise, Idaho, and well-known civic 
experiments such as Neighbors Building 
Neighborhoods in Rochester, New York. 

Leighninger sees engagement as a 
new politics, mingling practical self-inter-
ests with civic concerns. “In communities 
throughout North America,” Leighninger 
writes, “the skills, capacities and frustra-

tions of ordinary people are 
spilling over into the political 
process. . . . Despite their dis-
gust with politics, or perhaps 
because of it, citizens have 
become a stronger, more 
vocal force in public decision 
making than at any time in 
the last 100 years.”  This poli-
tics is also driven by officials’ 
self-interests. “Practitioners  
in planning, education,  
law enforcement, human 
relations, environmental pro-
tection, housing, economic 
development and public 
health are realizing that they 
need more support if they  
are going to succeed.”

The Next Form of Democracy is an in-
depth look at the citizen movement from 
the vantage of governance—patterns of 
interactions between government and 
citizens. Leighninger develops an insight-
ful critique of the dominant roles of  
citizens, such as voter, volunteer, power-
less outsider, and association member. 

However, he reproduces a major flaw 
in contemporary democratic theory, the 
separation of citizenship, located in civil 
society, from work. Thus, for instance, in 
his extended discussion of schools, he 
contrasts “citizens,” understood as residents 
of places, with “educators.” But teachers 
were once understood as citizens—
indeed, as leaders in the life of commu-
nities—precisely because of the civic 
qualities and authority derived from their 
work. We once had citizen businessmen 
and -women, citizen doctors, citizen politi-
cians, citizen clergy, and citizen college 
professors, along with civic bricklayers and 
civic bus drivers. 

The strength of American democracy 
as a society and not simply a state was its 

grounding in myriad publicly productive 
efforts, which in turn rooted many institu-
tions in civic culture. We need to renew 
a broad understanding of the citizen as 
the cocreator of democratic society if we 
are to see the regrounding of professions 
and institutions needed for broad civic 
revitalization. In this process, building 
democratic governance is an aspect of  
the larger task of developing civic agency, 
our collective capacities for powerful,  
productive public action. 

Leighninger cites the famous 1903 
remark by W.E.B. Dubois that the prob-
lem of the 20th century “is the color line.” 
Racism has not disappeared as a public 
question; indeed, it feeds other forces 
that divide the citizenry and weaken our 
capacities for cooperative public action. 
Today, most people feel powerless to 
transform those forces that erode the 
commonwealth. The central problem of 
the 21st century is the development of 
civic agency that can tame such forces, 
address our common challenges, and revi-
talize our common world. 
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The Next Form of Democracy is an 
extremely helpful contribution to this 
public work.

—Harry C. Boyte

Harry Boyte is codirector of the Center for  
Democracy and Citizenship at the University of 
Minnesota. His next book, copublished by the  
Minnesota Historical Society and the Kettering 
Foundation, is The Citizen Solution. He can be 
reached at boyte001@umn.edu.

Local People: The Struggle for 
Civil Rights in Mississippi
By John Dittmer 
Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 
1995

Local People is a historical narrative 
inspired by the banding together of 

citizen leaders to overcome the injustices 
of the Jim Crow South. John Dittmer  
presents the peoples’ fight for civil rights 
and the Mississippi suffrage movement 
with true conviction. 

Dittmer’s book features civil rights 
leaders who lacked national media atten-
tion or who have been broadly catego-
rized in other history books. By focusing 
exclusively on the Mississippi story,  
localized leadership and the strength of  
grassroots efforts is unveiled. Civil rights 
were won in individual states, particularly 
in the South, where Jim Crow laws and 
terrorist actions by supremacist groups, 
such as the Ku Klux Klan, kept all citizens 
from enjoying equal rights. Dittmer 
recounts the horrific lynching of Emmett 
Till and others who were falsely accused 
of sexually assaulting white women or 
committing other similarly heinous crimes. 
Each story serves as a reminder of the 
inhumane treatment blacks in the Deep 
South faced on the grounds of racial 
superiority from whites. Countless exam-
ples of false imprisonment and deplorable 
treatment of nonviolent demonstrators 
bear witness to the endurance required  
of citizens whose actions and voices 
whites attempted to keep quiet. 

Early in the book, 
desegregation of schools 
is discussed in response to 
the Brown decision. School 
desegregation, like voting 
rights, was a hot topic issue  
for Mississippians. Fostering 
a collective voice for African 
Americans on the subject  
of school equality was 
one of many challenges 
these citizen groups faced. 
For example, the African 
American clergy favored 
the continuance of all-black 
schools, which they saw  
as a way to preserve their 
heritage and teach black  
citizenship. Citizens first 
came to realize that main-
taining the status quo of 
segregation of schools and 
other public places would 
only prolong the treatment 
of blacks as second-class 
citizens. The clergy were 
one of the last to rally in 
support of desegregation. Dittmer tells 
another story of how religious leaders in 
Mississippi failed to mobilize until a peace-
ful group of civil rights marchers were 
falsely arrested and held without charges 
in a prison-camp arrangement.

In Local People, there are previously 
untold stories about the disillusionment 
of the citizen activists who stifled prog-
ress at various points of the civil rights 
movement in Mississippi. Community 
leaders like Dave Dennis and Bob Moses 
of the Council of Federated Organiza-
tions for example, grew discontented and 
depressed in the mid-1950s after years of 
civil, lawful demonstrations were retaliated 
against by violence and murder. Citizen 
organizing groups were failing to achieve 
any advancement in voting and civil rights 
for African Americans. Citizen groups 
became disenchanted due to internal 
fighting and external pressures. Racial ten-
sions between civil rights workers derailed 
the work of the Mississippi rights move-
ment. Racial tensions within the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC), along with general feelings of 
defeat, led to a decrease in college stu-
dent volunteers traveling to Mississippi 
during the summer to advocate civil 
rights. In tandem with the racial tensions, 
sexual discrimination caused factions 
within the SNCC project. Racial and sexual 
discrimination within civil rights advo-
cacy groups is commonly excluded from 
history books, perhaps for fear it would 
make the citizen leadership look weak. 
On the contrary, Dittmer reveals the per-
severance required to achieve equality of 
rights. Coalition-building groups like the 
SNCC and the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People face 
the same barriers as all communities in 
terms of finding common ground. John 
Dittmer’s work serves as an unpleasant 
reminder of the cruelty that governments 
and citizens can bring upon other citizens 
and the injustices of the American tradi-
tion. Local People is a well-told historic  
recollection of the rollercoaster battles 
citizen advocacy groups faced in securing 

B o o k s  W o r t h  R e a d i n g



CONNECTIONS 2007��

Profit with Honor: The New 
Stage of Market Capitalism
by Daniel Yankelovich  
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006

Perhaps even more troubling than 
recent questionable business  

practices and corporate scandals, says  
Dan Yankelovich in Profit with Honor,  
are the ways governments are trying  
to hold businesses accountable and rec-
tify their wrongdoings. Increased laws 
and regulations seem to be the primary 
method, but fall very short of their noble 
purposes because they do not have a  
normative climate to support them.  
Yankelovich advocates for a combination 
of regulations and norms that mutually 
support each other in encouraging com-
panies to do the right things, not the 
wrong ones. He offers a timely plea for  
the business community to turn the scan-
dals of recent years to good use, both for 
business itself and for the larger society. 

He contends that the main cause  
of recent scandals is “an extraordinary  
convergence of three trends, the sort of  
rare phenomenon that generates what 
people like to call ‘a perfect storm.’” (3) 
The three trends are deregulation, linking 
the richest part of CEO compensation to 
the vagaries of the stock market, and the 
steady importation of social norms from 
the larger culture into corporate life. The 
combination of these forces, Yankelovich 

says, “invents a machine 
for scandal.” (4)

Coupled with in-
creased corporate  
scandals and unethical  
behavior, Yankelovich 
points to the wider  
context of the American  
public. He contends 
that we have become 
“absorbed in, and dis-
tracted by, a struggle 
to rediscover our own 
ethical bearings.” (16) In 
essence, Americans want 
firmer ethical ground 
on which to stand, but 
are not exactly sure how 
to obtain it. They know 
something is terribly 
wrong, but do not have 
a clear sense of what 
it is, much less how to 
fix it. Most Americans, 
Yankelovich says, believe 
businesses should play a 
pivotal role in restoring 
ethical behavior. He contends that  
Americans now expect a higher standard  
from businesses: Americans want car 
manufacturers to lessen our nation’s ener-
gy dependence, BP and Shell to research 
alternative fuels, and Citigroup and other 
financial institutions to address the capital 
needs of developing nations.

He also posits seven deadly norms 
that are causing ethical confusion in Amer- 
ica, especially in the business community: 
equating wrongdoing exclusively with  
illegality; winning at any cost; gaming the 
system as good sport; viewing “conflict of 
interest” as insignificant; regarding CEOs  
as royalty; twisting the concept of share-
holder value; and equating free-market 
economies with deregulation. In isolation, 
each of these deadly norms is destructive 
to society, but, as Yankelovich asserts,  
their combined effect is the most destruc-
tive, as they are undermining traditional 
American adherence to the principle of 
enlightened self-interest, or more com-
monly stated, that one can do well by 
doing good. 

Having significant experience in  
both the social sciences and business, 
Yankelovich does a great service to frame 
and analyze the growing problem of  
corporate wrongdoing that appeals to 
a broad readership. He goes beyond fram-
ing the issue and offers recommendations 
for businesses to become more ethical. 
Yankelovich introduces “stewardship  
ethics” to convey the commitment to care 
for one’s institution and those it serves  
in a manner that responds to a higher 
level of expectations. Furthermore, stew-
ardship ethics is an idea that reconciles 
long-term profitability with the greater 
public good, concepts that some may see 
as mutually exclusive. This vision is surely 
needed, as sweeping change is already 
happening in the business world, and 
people have higher expectations of how 
businesses should operate.

— Matthew Johnson

Matthew Johnson is a research assistant with 
the Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at  
mjohnson@kettering.org.

justice and equality in Mississippi, going 
as far back as the mid-1940s. Perseverance 
and grace are required of all grassroots 
organizers who desire to achieve collec-
tive action to break down the state of 
discrimination, violence, and hatred and 
to restore human decency. 

— Caitlin Bortolotto

Caitlin Bortolotto is a former research assistant 
with the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached 
at caitlin.bortolotto@yahoo.com.
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Books Available  
from Kettering  
Foundation Press
Reclaiming Public Education by Reclaiming Our Democracy
By David Mathews

Thankfully not another hefty research report proposing a slate of school reforms . . . 
to cure what ails the public school system. Rather, the book is a field guide both for 
reengaging the public in public schools specifically and for mobilizing Americans 
for “public work” to act on public problems.

—William Porter, executive director, Grantmakers for Education 
 from Foundation News & Commentary 

Voices of Hope: The Story of the Jane Addams School for Democracy
Edited by Nan Kari and Nan Skelton

An essential contribution to the debate about public education in America.  
Its subject, the Jane Addams School for Democracy, does not belong to  
the government. It is not a nonprofit corporation. It does not grant diplomas  
or give grades. Yet, in a profound sense, it is a “public school,” a model of  
what happens when Americans of all ages and backgrounds come together 
voluntarily to create knowledge, understanding, and power. The spirit of  
Hull House and the civil rights movement’s citizenship schools is still alive  
in Minnesota today and deserves our careful attention.

—Peter Levine, director, CIRCLE  
 (Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning  
 & Engagement), University of Maryland

Speaking of Politics: Preparing College Students  
for Democratic Citizenship through Deliberative Dialogue
By Katy J. Harriger and Jill J. McMillan

Follow a group of 30 students through 4 years at Wake Forest University  
as they develop the skills and interests needed to become involved and 
responsible citizens. Includes prescriptions for how deliberative practices 
might be adopted at other institutions of higher education—as at least  
one antidote to political disaffection among young people. 

For more information about these and other publications,  
visit www.kettering.org.

To order these and other Kettering Foundation Press publications  
Call: 1-800-600-4060
FAX: 937-435-7367
E-mail: ecruffolo@ec-ruffolo.com
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