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Rethinking
Public Engagement

Why we need to rethink public engagement and how to promote a culture of active citizenship

BY SHAYNE KAVANAGH, VALERIE LEMMIE, AND MARTIN CARCASSON

hebudgetisthe mostimportant
policy documentthata
local government produces
because it outlinesresources
fora community’s policy
priorities. Assuch, ithasbeen
recognized for decades that
localgovernments should doa
better job engaging citizensin the budget
process. The standard avenue for citizen
engagementin the budget processis often
limited to a public hearing or two, which
typically happens after important decisions
have already been made and often amounts
tolittle more than a chance for citizens to
airtheirgrievances atamicrophone.

e About the word “citizen”

By “citizen,” we mean people who share

a civic identity. This is the “self” in self-
government. It also means participation in
the creation and receipt of public goods.
This is the “government” in self-government.

New forces have emerged that
suggestlocal governments need to
consider public engagementinanew
light. Before we examine these forces
and theirimplications, we must
recognize that public engagementis
the most difficult part of planning
and budgeting. To take on a difficult
problem, we should first define the
problem before attempting to solve
it. In that spirit, this special section
will firstreexamine the reasons for
public engagement—because knowing
why we do public engagement sets
us up to understand how to do public
engagement.

We will also strive to “thinklike a
chefand notacook.” A cook follows
aprescribed recipe butrunsinto
problems when the recipe does not fit
the situation. A chef, however, has
deeper understanding and knowledge
thatthey can adapt to the situation.

I
i\REIHlNKlNG BUDGETING Asout GFoa’s RETHINKING BUDGETING INITIATIVE

Local governments have long relied on incremental line-item budgeting, in which last year's budget becomes next year’s with changes
around the margins. In a world defined by uncertainty, this form of budgeting puts local governments at a disadvantage, hampering their
ability to adapt to changing circumstances. As we all know so well, the ability to adapt has become essential over the last two years—
and will certainly remain so for some time. The premise of the Rethinking Budgeting initiative is that the public finance profession has
an opportunity to update local government budgeting practices with new ways of thinking and new technologies to help communities
better meet changing needs and circumstances. The Rethinking Budgeting initiative seeks out and shares unconventional but promising
methods for local governments to improve how they budget, and how they embrace the defining issues of our time.

Inthis special four-part feature, we
take on the monumental challenge of
rethinking current models of public
engagement. We'll examine the
“why” behind public engagement to
understand how crucialitis, especially
in our age of polarization. We'll also
offerinsightinto how and when to
engage the public, especially with co-
creation, which can dissolve divides.

9 Public engagement defined

“Public engagement” refers to the activities
by which people’s concerns, needs,
interests, and values are incorporated into
decisions and actions regarding public
matters and issues. This usually includes a
combination of providing access to relevant
information, gathering input, discussing

and connecting, identifying and providing
choices, and deliberation on major decisions.
(Tina Nabatchi and Matt Leighninger, Public

Participation for 21st Century Democracy,
Jossey-Bass: 2015.)
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PART 1

Why Public Engagement

IS Important

good place to startrethinking

public engagementistofirst

consider why it'simportant. If

we know why local governments

need publicinput, we can

design public engagement
accordingly. Traditional reasons for public
engagementin planningand budgeting
include building trustin the decision-
making process, defining community
priorities, improving the quality of
outcomes, improving relationships
between the public and public officials,
and building stronger support for the
resulting decisions. While these reasons
are still valid, we contend thattheyare
incomplete. In this section, we examine
fourreasons why public engagement is
importanttodayin away thatis distinct
from decades past, and what conditions
giverise tothesereasons.!

(Re)Establish legitimacy of local
government as an institution

Inmostdecades after World WarII, the
legitimacy of government was taken for
granted. A government needslegitimacy
to function, but today, the legitimacy of
governmentisin question.2 Many people,
especially young people, feel they need to
disruptinstitutionsin order to be heard.
Animportant contributor to thisloss
oflegitimacyis aloss of public trustin
governinginstitutions. Many people
donotbelieve public officials will act
onbehalf of the entire community
and that the voices of low-income,
Black, Indigenous, and people of
color will continue to be unheard and
marginalized. For an increasing number
of families, the American dream seems
unattainable, with income disparities

as high astheyhave beenin ourrecent
history.® People look to government for
solutions thatare notforthcoming. People
alsolookto government tobe a partner
withthem inrecognizing and addressing
shared community problems, and to be
seen as a co-producer of public goods

with governmentrather than a passive
bystander, customer, or client. Since 2020,
we have seen numerous public protests
demanding more responsive government
on topics as diverse asracial justice,
COVIDrestrictions, reproductive rights,
and school curriculums. These protests
have become amovement, and they
demand an affirmative response from local
government—one that putscitizens at the
center of public problem-solving—if our
democracy istoworkasitshould.

Theloss of public trustis accompanied
byincreased divisiveness or polarization,
makingitdifficult for people to bridge the
divides that separate them. Yet when given
the opportunity toname the issues they're
concerned about, frame the context of
theissue, deliberate, and act together to
address the issues, most people are willing
towork through tensions and trade-offs
to find common ground and solutions
they canlive with. Engagingcitizensin
democratic and complementary ways helps
them build relationships of trust with other
citizens and with public officials, gain
confidence in our governinginstitutions
through shared work and responsibility,
and become owners of the solutions or co-
producers of public goods with government.

Another contributor to government'’s
loss of legitimacy is the “information
tsunami” in which society now finds
itself. Welivein an age of an extreme—
and exponentially increasing—volume
of available information.* Before,
citizens had limited information about
government, and thatinformation was
intermediated by government itself
or perhaps one or two media outlets
(such as, the local newspaper). Today,
citizens have more information sources
like Facebook, NextDoor, and Twitter.
Tomake matters worse, the incentives
faced by these platforms encourage
sensationalism, provoking outrage,
and presenting users with information
that confirms their preexisting beliefs.
This is especially true of social media,
whichisthe mostimportant source of
information for many people.®
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The sheer volume of information
available means that citizens are likely
to downgrade the authoritativeness of
any sole source and cherry-pick sources
thatfeed them their preferred narratives.
This creates anegative feedback loop.
Sources that provide simple narratives
cateringto current biases getmore
attention, thus creating an incentive
for them to domore. Sources that try
to provide quality information areata
disadvantage because they can't compete
as well for the public's attention. Citizens
becomeless certain thatthey canbelieve
what government officials (or expertsin
general) say and question the legitimacy
of institutionslike government.

Thisisnotthe only way the
information tsunamibringslegitimacy
into question. The missteps of local
government are laid bare as never before.
Some missteps may be exaggerated (or
fabricated) and others arereal, buteither
way it creates a gap between the perceived
performance of government and
government's claims of competence. The
problem is not that the people who make
up the institutions of local government
are corruptorincompetent, butthatthe
issueslocal government deals with are
often complex, and institutions’ ability to
deal withthem are finite.

Align public expectations
with what government can
realistically accomplish

Ithasbecome a truism among public
managers that the public expects more
from the government than they are
willing to pay for. But there is scant
research on the public's expectations
versusreality. Survey results supplied
to GFOA by Polco suggest that public
managers’' observations may be accurate.
A majority (approximately 75 percent) of
residents across American citiesreport
that the quality of services from their
localgovernmentis “good” or “excellent.”
Yet the same respondents alsorate the
value of services for the taxes paid to the
local government poorly—a49 ona0to
100 scale, where 1001is “excellent” and O
is “poor.” This may imply that although
day-to-day services are satisfactory,
citizens are looking for more from their
government than theyare getting.

Part of the problem is thatthe
rhetoric of democratic politics has

Protests have become a movement, and they

demand an affirmative response from local government—
one that puts citizens at the center of public problem-
solving—if our democracy is to work as it should.

become misaligned with whatlocal
governments can achieve. Failure
occurs when the public’s expectations
and the government’s claims of what
itcanaccomplish diverge from reality.
Elections often incentivize attacks on
current officeholders (blaming them for
problems) or big promises of how new
candidates will solve problems (which
rarely come to pass)—both of which tend
toundermine faithin government. This
divergence between public expectations
of government and government’s
capabilitiesis a potential problem for all
localgovernments, evenifitisa
matter of the public expecting flawless
street conditions in exchange for
minimal taxes.

Theissue the publicis concerned
aboutis often more complex than
street conditions. In the Polco survey,
respondents were most critical of housing
and economic opportunities. Complex
problemslike thisdonothave tidy
technical solutions and cannot be solved
to everyone’s satisfaction.® Compromises,
trade-offs, and continuous management
oftheissue are the only resolution. For
example, a shortage of affordable housing
requires greater density of housing to
address. But the success of NIMBYism
(“notinmybackyard”) shows that there
isnoshortage of people who prefer lower
density, atleastin theirneighborhood.
So, ifgovernmentis expected to “solve”
issues like affordable housing, it will be
putina position of almost certain failure.
Theresultof failure is to further sap local
government’s legitimacy.

Asanillustration of expectations
versusrealityinlocal government
planning and budgeting, let’s consider
the “equity” movement in budgeting.
GFOA has written extensively about

theimportance of considering equity
inbudgeting as one of the elements of
fairnessin budgeting.” But the rhetoric
around equityin budgeting sometimes
goes beyond what government can

do. For example, the stated aims of
budgeting in equity sometimes imply
thatequal outcomes for members of

the public should be agoal. One can
question whetherlocal government has
the ability (or the writ) to achieve this
goal, especially when a citizen's own
agency hasanimportantimpactonthe
extenttowhich theyachieve the outcome
in question, and where government
intervention may be seen as overreach
into private affairs.

Get feedback from a fractured public

Inthe heyday of the traditional budget,
the 1960s, society was far more
conformistthanitis today. Society

has been becoming steadily more
individualistic since then. Add to that
theinformation tsunamithatencourages
further and faster fragmenting of the
publicinto groups that cohere (usually
temporarily) around some issue of
shared interest.

Thismeans thereisno single “public”
that government can get feedback from.
The “public” thatengagesinlocal issues
(the people who attend city council
meetings, participate online, and email
council members and staff) ismade up
of self-selected individuals who have an
interestin thatissue. These people are
notrepresentative of most citizens. Many
citizens may notfeel they have a stake
intheissue athand or may be content
with the status quo. Others may not have
access to the decision-making process.
Government cannot make decisions
based on the voices of those who show
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Public engagement can inform both types of elected officials by providing a clearer sense
of constituents' preferences (while helping refine those preferences), or by helping elected
officials think through the issue and make wiser decisions.

up and who are notrepresentative of the
interests of the larger community. So, what
isthe purpose of public engagement?

First,itistohear from people with a
stakein theissueathand. These people
may berepresented by an interest group.
However, in other cases, they may
not. Low-income people or members
of marginalized communities may
nothave theresourcesto organize, the
time to attend public meetings, or feel
welcome. Hearing from people with a
stake helps government understand
those with the most tolose (or gain) from
the outcome of a decision. Minimizing
losses and figuring out how to make as
many people as possible better off is
essential tomaximizing the total benefit
for the community. This may help defuse
potential conflictamong those for whom
the stakes are highest. In many cases,
the people with the most tolose are
historically marginalized populations.
Thisisbecause these groups, by definition,
donothaveresources at their disposal or
access to the policymaking process. Even
alossthatisnotsolargein mostpeople’s
estimation could hurtamarginalized
group becauseitisrelativelylarge,
compared to the resources they have.

A second purpose is tobolster
government’s legitimacyin the eyes of
the public thatis most affected by the
issue. Legitimacyisthe government'’s
ability tojustifyits decisions with diverse
stakeholders. Legitimacy helps engage
the publicin co-creating solutions that
government authority can help enact.
Conventional public engagement, like
the public hearing, often delegitimizes
government because people do not feel
heard, do not understand how decisions
aremade, and get the impression that
government officials are notinterested in
public opinion.

Finally, public engagement cuts across
different perspectives on democracy.
Public engagement may support “direct
democracy,” or giving the public the
power to make decisions. In this case, the
representativeness of the participants
would be critical. But public engagement
is often one part of a broader planning/
budgeting process that helpsinform the
decision-making of elected officials.
This supports a “representative” form
of democracy. Some elected officials
see themselves as delegates (votingin a
way thatrepresents their constituents’
preferences) and others more as trustees
(voting for what they thinkis best).
Public engagement can inform both types
of elected officials by providing a clearer
sense of constituents’ preferences (while
helpingrefine those preferences), or by
helping elected officials think through
theissue and make wiser decisions.
Eveninaprocessthatsupports
representative democracy, it would be
idealif the participants were a cross-
section of the entire community. In any
event, high-quality public engagement
will provide better information than the
common alternatives like traditional
public hearings, closed-door meetings
with interest groups, social media
trends, and more.

Provide an alternative to the
politics of cynicism

A public fractured into temporary

and shifting interest groups cannot
provide sustained, coherent solutions
totheissuesthat people are concerned
about, especially when issues are
complex, where no perfect or permanent
solution is possible. On top of thisisthe
questioned legitimacy of government—
the institution that might have the
authority to provide or atleast coordinate

N

@

asolution. So, if the public can't provide
asolution, and the delegitimized
government can't either, then opposition
to the status quo provides amessage that
agroup can cohere around. This “politics
of cynicism” lacks unifyingideas,
programs, or plans for a solution. In fact,
when one is proposed from within the
opposition group, the group tends tolose
cohesion because the members of the
group must confront the complexities
required to solve the problem that
originally brought the group together.

High-quality public engagement must
provide an alternative to the politics of
cynicism, channeling citizen interest
into constructive dialogue and a search
for solutions.

The four reasons are inspired by: Martin Gurri, The Revolt of
the Public and the Crisis of Authority in the New Millennium,
Second Edition (Stripe Press, 2018).

According to Pew Research Center, American’s trust in
government dropped from 77 percent in 1964 to 18 percent
in 2017. Around that time, Americans’ belief that the federal
government serves their interest went from 64 percent

to 21 percent. Though these statistics are focused on the
federal government, we should acknowledge that: 1) local
government typically fares better than the federal (and state)
government in these polls, but also 2) their respective scores
are often correlated, which means declining federal scores do
not bode well for local government.

See for example: “Most Americans Say There Is Too Much
Economic Inequality in the U.S., but Fewer Than Half Call It a
Top Priority,” Pew Research Center, January 9, 2020, and “Gini
Index of Money Income and Equivalence-Adjusted Income:
1967 to 2014,” U.S. Census Bureau, September 16, 2015.

The term “information tsunami” was coined by Martin Gurri,
The Revolt of the Public and the Crisis of Authority in the New
Millennium.

In 2019, the Pew Research Center found that over half of
Americans (54 percent) either got their news “sometimes” or
“often” from social media. Facebook was the most popular
social media site where American adults got their news.

This is closely related to the concept of “wicked problems”

in public discourse. For one of the earliest discussions of this
topic, see: Horst W.J. Rittel, and Melvin M. Webber, “Dilemmas
in a general theory of planning,” Policy Sciences, 4(2), June
1973.

GFOA's Financial Foundations Framework identifies “fair
treatment” as one of the five pillars of a solid financial
foundation. Equity is one facet of fairness within that pillar. An
example of a more recent publication is: Shayne Kavanagh
and Jake Kowalski, “The basics of equity in budgeting,”
GFOA, February 2021.
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The Search for Solutions

norganizing premise of GFOA’s
Rethinking Budgetinginitiative
isthat budget officers need
tobe “chefs, not cooks.” This
means that the budget officer,
like a chef, needs to understand
the available raw ingredients and how
to combine and prepare them to suit the
intended audience. A cook, by contrast,
only follows arecipe that was provided
by someone else. Thisisthe difference
between real knowledge and know-how.!
When it comes to public engagement,
thereisnosetrecipe thatlocal
governments can follow because
the needs for public engagement are
context-specific. To give an example,
public engagement could be used either
to: 1) getinput from the public, which
would be one factor used by the elected
board to make a decision; or 2) have
the public make the decision. Neither
of these options are inherently better,
and which to use will depend on factors
like the nature of theissue athand and
how much local officials are willing or
able to defer to public opinion. There are

other contextualissueslike this thatthe
designer of public engagement will need
tothink through.

In that spirit, this section will offer
broader design principles for public
engagement (the rawingredients), along
with examples of how those design
principles might be putinto practice.
Taken together, these principles will
allowlocal governments to fulfill the
purposes of public engagement, as
discussed in the previous section. A good
chefknowsthatadishmightbe made
better by leaving out certain ingredients,
and likewise, the design principles should
be used selectively—applied where they
fitand left aside where they donot.

Butbefore we dive into the details
ofthe design principles, let's strike a
note of optimism. Recentresearch has
highlighted reasons tobe optimistic
aboutpublic engagementinlocal
governments.? For example, people are
inherently social creatures who seek
purpose and community. Thismeans
that, with a good process, people can come
together to address difficult problems.

Further, people are inherently creative,
pragmatic, and collaborative problem-
solvers—and the design principles we
will discuss can help bring out and
accentuate these strengths.

© PRINCIPLE 1

Quality over quantity: more public
engagement isn't always better.

There are reasons to be just as cautious
about over-engagement as under-
engagement. For one, low-quality
public engagement can do more
harm than good. In fact, one study
suggested thatattending a typical
public meeting was associated with a
lower sense of efficacy and belonging
tothe community!® High-quality
public engagement costs time and
money, so if a high volume of public
engagement comes at the expense of
quality, it might be better to have low
volume but higher quality.? Also, the
publicisalready overwhelmed with
information, so the goal should notbe
toadd to the information tsunamibut
rather to cut through it.
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Butbefore designing public engagement,
alocalgovernmentneedstofind the
issues where public engagementhas the
best chance of being effective. Here are
some examples of issues that may be
ripe for productive public engagement:

= The decision-making process contains
time and space for the public'sinput to
influence the government’s direction.
Iftheissue hasalready been “decided,”
engagement will be less effective, and
participants may become frustrated.
For example, the traditional budget
hearingtakes place atthe end of the
budget process after most (if notall)
important decisions have been made.
Public engagement could happen
before the budget process, allowing
government officials tolearn what
issues the public feels are most
important. The budget can then direct
resources to address those issues.

Issues are primarily defined by
tensions among positive values such
as freedom, safety, and equality.
People on all sides of the issue want the
best for the community, even if their
definitions of “best” differ.

All major stakeholdersrealize that

the status quo of the issue under
discussionisn't sustainable. This
could be, for example, the budget itself,
where there are big and persistent
deficits, or there might be some
community concern (such as public
health, safety, and more).

= The commitmentand action of
multiple groupsisnecessary tomake
progress on the issue.

= Thereisa“middle ground” onthe
issue, and people could be brought
over toit. In contrast, highly polarized
issues thathave devolved in stark
win-lose terms will have less potential.

= Different stakeholders may
misunderstand how others perceive
theissuebutbeopentohavinga
good-faith conversation with people
onthe “otherside.”

= Resources exist to supportthe
decisions that come out of public
engagement.

These criteria have critical implications
for engaging the public in planning and
budgeting.

First, picking therightissueis
the indispensable starting point for
productive public engagement.

Second, the “rightissue” maynotbe the
entire budget! Local governments have
limited resources for public engagement,
sorather than tryingto engage the public
on the entire budget, it may be better to
picka specific topic thatis of interest
to the community. For example, an
assistant city manager worked for a small
town where trees were an important
partof the community’s character. The
public was engaged in a conversation
abouthow to assess the stock of treesin
the community, which led to funding
in the nextbudget for a special project
toinventory the trees and their health.
The budgetin the year after that created
funding for ongoing assistance from an
arboristtomaintain treesin publicrights
of way. Of course, local governments can
engage the public in conversation about
the wider budget, butitisnotrequired for
productive public engagement.

Third is to know the goal behind
engaging the public, which canrange
from informing citizensabouta
decision thathas already been made,
toempowering them to make the
decision themselves.® Most public
engagementin public finance will be
midway between these two, where the
public’sinvolvement is used to help
malke the decision butis not the final
word. Knowing the goalis important for
acouple of reasons. It sets expectations
for all stakeholders, including elected
officials, staff, and citizens. Italso
informsthe design of the engagement. For
instance, ifthe goalis toinform, then the
design should avoid giving participants
theimpression thatthey are decision-
malkers. If the goalis to engage citizens

in the decision-making, the design must
allow them to participate effectively but
also malke clear to citizens what role their
participation playsin getting to the final
decision.

The fourthimplicationisif theissuesat
hand arenotagood fit with engagement—
thatis, if you donot have the institutional
capacity for public engagement—you
mightbe better off not doing public
engagement. Youneed the institutional
capacity to see public engagement
through to a successful conclusion.

© PRINCIPLE 2

Build or bolster the institutions
to support public engagement.

High-quality democratic decisions
depend on high-quality democratic
institutions. Further, lasting democratic
legitimacy does not come from
charismatic leaders; it comes from
institutions. Thus, local government must
investininstitutions that can support
high-quality public engagement, which
requires more resources butislikely to
arrive at better, more widely supported
decisions. This will be more efficient
overall, considering that quick but poor
decisions can be costly over time.

That said, building the institutional
capacity for better public engagement
in the budget office may be difficult
formany local governments. Public
engagementrequires specialized
skills that might not match the skills
and interests of existing staff, and the
resources may not exist tocreatea
permanent new capacity in the budget
office.

Sohow might this capacity be
created? The budget office could work
more closely with other elements
within local government that do have

People on all sides of the issue want the best for the
community, even if their definitions of "best” differ,
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capacity for public engagement. Some
publicinformation or communication
departments are growing beyond
the traditional public relations
role to support high-quality public
engagement. For example, in the
City of Mississauga and the City of
Burlington, both in Ontario, the public
information office playsaleadrolein
public engagement around the budget.
Other municipalities, such as Larimer
County and the City of Longmont, both
in Colorado, have developed internal
facilitation teams. Employees across
multiple departments dedicate time
outside their normal duties to build their
skills through dedicated training. When
adepartmentneeds help, they can call
on thatinternal group for assistance.
Butinstitutions don'thave torely
on their employees. Examples of
outside resources include universities,
community foundations, philanthropic
groups, otherlocal governments, and
civic organizations. For example, a
contractwith alocal consultant or
university could provide as-needed
support for public engagement. Relying
on outside consultants can be costly,
but the cost of no engagement or low-
quality engagement can be even more
significant overall. An alternative
could be using citizen leadership
academies, which have traditionally
prepared citizens towork on boards and
committees. Those academies could
train citizens to volunteer as facilitators.

© PRINCIPLE 3

Think of public engagement
as an improved capacity for
sense-making.

The “information tsunami” we described
earlier challenges our ability tomake
sense of the world around us. Public
engagement supports government

in transforming the noise around
localissuesintoamore useful form.
Conventional engagement—such

as surveys thatlackrigor, one-at-a-
time-at-the-microphone, emails to
elected officials, and social media
posts—collectindividual opinions and
preferences. Butsuch dataislimited
in terms of perspective, questionable
in terms of accuracy, and lacking in
terms of recognizinginherent tensions
and trade-offs. Too often, people are

When it comes to public engagement, there is no set
recipe that local governments can follow because the
needs for public engagement are context-specific.

talking past each other, focusing on
differentaspects of the issue or different
underlying values. As aresult, simple
“magic bullet” solutions or blame games
dominate, and processes can’t tap into
the best of human nature: our creativity
in addressing complex challenges.
Quality engagement must first
process and filter raw public datainto
quality information that allows the
public to engage with it productively
and deliberatively. Formatslike “issue
guides” (nifi.org/en/issue-guides/
issue-guides) walk the reader through
the nuances of anissue and the choices
the communityis faced with, without
leading them to a conclusion. The goal
istoavoid the shortcuts and spark our
bestthinking. This art of framing for
deliberation rather than framing for
persuasion®is a skill local governments
must develop capacity for to support
quality public engagement. Think
of public engagement as a “weather
station” that provides feedback on the
prevailing winds of public opinion, as
opposed to the thumb-in-air of relying on

public hearings, social media, and more.
Intheend, communities need processes
that can turnraw data and opinion into
quality information and questions, and
then, through authentic engagement and
discussion, into usable knowledge and
mutual understanding, which canlead
towisdom, high-quality decisions, and
collaborative action.

Public engagement as sense-making
helps the public make sense of what
local government does and can do. Itcan
help the public better understand local
government’s capabilities and limits. It
can help create ashared sense of reality
between the public and public officials.
This happens by bringing them into the
decision-making process and face-to-
face with the complexities and hard
trade-offsathand.

So, whatare the methods governments
can use for sense-making? Many
conventional engagement processes—
such as surveys, citizen comment, and
open houses—are focused on gathering
opinion and on “input.” Thatraw datais
necessary, butit'sonly the beginning.
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“Deliberative engagement” methods are
critical for moving raw data down theline
toward wisdom. Such processes focus on
interaction and rely on key components,
such as high-quality background
information, that help participants
engage inissues with more nuance, small
group discussion, clear ground rules

for conversation, diverse participants,
capable facilitators and, perhaps, trusted
third parties (perhaps a minister/clergy
member or a school official) who can
help bridge trust between citizens and
government.

Asresearch on social psychology
demonstrates, humans are not wired to
interact with opposing views on difficult
issues, so building capacity in these
componentsis critical to transforming
our polarization-ready brains, atleast
temporarily, into ones that are willing to
deliberate.” The information coming out of
deliberative forumsis different than that
coming out of a survey or one-at-a-time-
at-the-microphone. Itis data that shows
how people engage each other, how they
work through tough issues, and which
trade-offs they are willing or unwilling
toaccept. Mostimportant, quality
deliberative processes can often spark
human creativity since participants
cannotrely on simple solutions or the
blame game and thus often develop new
ways toaddress their shared problems.

Thisisnottoimply thatlocal
government should be awindsock and go
with whatever the prevailing winds are
or to imply that citizens should accept
local government as-is and give up hope
thatit can address difficult problems.
High-quality public engagement also
works to refine public opinion by helping
citizensunderstand the complexities at
work and how those might be addressed.
The deliberative process brings

together public opinion with expert
knowledge, tappinginto the best of each
while working to avoid either of them
dominating too much.

© PRINCIPLE 4

Help the public engage with
complexity.
Many of the community challenges
thatinspire the passion of citizens are
complex problems. Complex problems
are distinct from problems that are
merely complicated. Ajetengineis
complicated, but once you do understand
it, you can make changes and get
predictable results. A system like the
economy is complex, with unpredictable
results arising from the interactions
of itsmany moving parts. You cannot
“fix” complex problems. Rather, itis
besttorecognize the possible trade-
offs, the competing values underlying
those trade-offs, and then negotiate the
resulting tensions. Examples of complex
problemslocal governments contend
with include public safety, drug use,
education, and public health.

Complex problems pose a challenge
to public engagement because they defy
easy answers and therefore contribute to
the politics of cynicism. In the absence
of aclear solution, those interested in
the problem cohere around being against
the status quo and look for people to
blame for the status quo (often public
officials). This can lead public officials
to perceive the public as unreasonable
and therefore impossible to productively
engage with. Though the publicis not
inherently unreasonable, they can adopt
unreasonable views in the contextof a
complex problem.

See Part 3, “Helping Citizens Engage
with Complexity,” for useful strategies.

High-quality public engagement also works to refine
public opinion by helping citizens understand the
complexities at work and how those might be addressed.

© PRINCIPLE 5

Push back against the politics
of cynicism with the politics of
co-creation.

Localgovernments can partially offset
the politics of cynicism by fostering a
politics of co-creation. Public engagement
canbe designed to promote mutual
understanding and a desire to jointly
work toward solutions. Rather than
focusing on what divides the community,
focus on what unitesit. This approach
isknown as “appreciative inquiry,” the
premise of which is to focus participants
on agreeing on what theylike or value
about the community and on ways to
build on those strengths and do more of
what people like. This stands in contrast
to the politics of cynicism, which focuses
onwhat people are against. The general
approach to appreciative inquiryis:

= Identify what participantslike or feel
positively aboutin the community or
find “bright spots” within theissue
under discussion.

= Decide how to preserve or do more of the
things people like or value or expand ox
multiply the “bright spots.”

= Putthe designsinto practice.

For more ways to help citizens work
together, see Part 4, “Fostering a Politics
of Co-Creation.”

© PRINCIPLE 6

Revitalize the responsibilities
that go along with rights.

In ademocratic form of government,
citizens have certainrightsand
responsibilities to uphold the democratic
government that guarantees those rights.
Inthe heyday of traditional budgeting,
the 1950s through the 1970s, a strong
sense of communitarianism prevailed,
marked by interdependence and
cooperation. Since then, individualism
hasbecome more prevalent, marked
byindependence and egoism.® As
individualism has become dominant
inrecentdecades, there hasbeen more
emphasis onindividualrights and less on
our collective responsibility to maintain
the system that guarantees those rights.
Local government canreinvigorate the
discussion of citizens’ responsibilities
under ademocratic system and
find balance betweenrights and
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responsibilities. This can startby
shifting the fundamental question
being asked of citizens from “What do
youwant?” to “What would you do?”
and, ultimately, “What should we

do?” (meaning, the governmentand
public together). This takes the citizen
outof therole of an individualistic
consumer of public services and makes
them part of a team effort to address
community problems. This shiftcan
have another, perhaps unexpected,
benefit: creating empathy for public
officials. Once citizensrealize that
the choices are hard, they may come
tobetter understand therealities and
limitations of government.

The bestway to bring this perspective
into public engagementin planningand
budgetingis torequire participants to
work through making trade-offs—rather
than asking for more, they must decide
what they are willing to give up in order
togetit. Ideally, this would include
conversations with fellow citizens
and negotiating preferencesin a group
setting. The deliberative processes
discussed in “Helping Citizens Engage
with Complexity” could help.

Thisleadsus toamore powerful
expression of citizen responsibility:
coproduction. Coproductionis “a
process through which inputs from
individuals who arenotin the same
organization are transformed into
goods and services.” When citizens
actively contribute to civic discourse,
theynotonlyinform public policies—
they can become co-producers with
governmentin the delivery of services.
Rather than playing a passive role with
governmentacting on their behalf, as
co-producers, citizens become active
contributorsin the conception, design,
steering, and management of public
goods and services. Public engagement
works best when itis woven into the
fabric of civic life, creating a culture of
shared problem-solving. Itis more than
aninitiative dusted off at budget time
and then mothballed until the following
year. Coproduction is about building
civic capacity and aligning professional
routines with the work citizens do to
fix public problems. Through public
engagement, citizens and local
government officials can identify
community assets and resources that

Hampton, Virginia, Makes Coproduction Work

In the City of Hampton, Virginia, a group of community organizers requested the city to finance
construction and operation of a new neighborhood center for sports and educational programs,
even though there was a city-funded recreation center less than two miles away. While the
city and community had different interests, a deliberative public engagement process led to
an acceptable solution for all parties.

The city and neighborhood residents agreed to work together to find a viable solution. The
city agreed to renovate and maintain a vacant and abandoned junior high school that was
originally built for Black students and was closed in 1968, when public schools were integrated.
Neighborhood residents volunteered to operate the facility, including providing program and
staff support. This win-win scenario resulted in the adaptive reuse of a vacant and abandoned
historic school building in the Black community that many residents had a sentimental attachment
to; the opportunity for neighborhood residents to provide the programs and services they
wanted; and a partnership between the neighborhood and city hall that met the interests of
both. The Yarborough Henry Thomas Community Center (above) has been in operation for
almost 30 years, offering a mix of public and community programs for neighborhood residents.

can be used to address public problems
and coproduce the goods and services that
enhance and support economic viability
and civiclife.

public engagement mechanisms that
foster citizen responsibility for their
government by engaging them in making
trade-offs and/or coproduction.

systems, and more (see canr.msu.
edu/nci/). Theyareused tobring
together stakeholders, identify issues,
and work together to find solutions.
Charrettes could work for issues
besidesinfrastructure, where experts
and community members must work
together to solve a problem.

Following are some examples of

Asset maps catalogimportant services
and resources (see resources.depaul.
edu/abcd-institute/resources/Pages/
tool-kit.aspx]). Knowing the resources
available across the community to
address complex problems is the first
step toengaging those resourcesin
coproduction.

Budget games or simulations put
participantsin the position of proposing
hypothetical solutions tobalance a
budget. Thisrequires participants to
engage with the hard trade-offs that
balancing abudgetrequires (see
gfoa.org/materials/gfr822-tools-of-
engagement).

Neighborhood councils could be
used notonly toidentify issuesthe

Charrettes are often used in the design
ofbuildings, parks, transportation

neighborhood is concerned about butalso
tomobilize residents to address the issue.
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Procedural justice is critical because people are more
willing to accept a decision or action that goes against
their self-interest when they perceive that the process
that led to the decision was fair and transparent,

© PRINCIPLE 7

Develop robust strategies for
dealing with bad actors.

The unfortunate companion tothe
politics of cynicismisthe proliferation
of “bad actors” in public engagement.
Bad actors disrupt the process, eschew
compromise, and impede productive
conversation. The solution starts with
recognizing thatnotall bad actors are
the same. Conventional bad actors are
notnecessarily out tointentionally
sabotage public engagement or spread
misinformation; they may feel thatthey
are notbeing heard or may hold beliefs
thatare extreme or misguided. This
isdistinct from what we might term
“bad-faith actors” who are unwilling
toengage in a good-faith conversation
abouttheissuesathand and might
even personally gain from continued
conflict—personal satisfaction or
status among their peers by “standing
up to government,” for example.

Local government can design public
engagement tolimitthe damage that
both kinds of bad actors can do and limit
theirinfluence.

A starting pointistodesign public
engagement to strive for “procedural
justice,” or the sense that the process
used toreach a decision was fair. Are
the decision-makers doing their best to
be objective and neutral? Isit clear how
the process works? Are participants
treated with dignity, and do they have
avoice? Procedural justiceis critical
because people are more willing to
acceptadecision or action thatgoes
against their self-interest when they
perceive that the process thatled to the
decision was fair and transparent.*°
The mostintransigent bad-faith actors
may only be satisfied by getting all of

what they want, or it may not be possible
to satisfy them. But procedural justice
helps ensure that more persuadable
participants are willing to support (or
atleastnot fight) decisions that donot
align with their self-interest. (You can
consult GFOA's “What’s Fair?” series
atgfoa.org/fairness for more on how to
create procedural justice, particularly
Part1.)

So, what about the bad-faith actors
who will not be moved by fairness? How
cantheybe addressed?

First, many of the features of
deliberative engagement (see Principle
4) change the dynamics thatbad actors
usually take advantage of. Ata public
hearing with a single microphone,
those with simple stories (good versus
bad) and high confidence (they are
enlightened, and others are idiots) are
rewarded. Those who are considering
multiple perspectives and struggling
with the trade-offs have no clear
place. In a deliberative discussion, the
opposite environment can be developed.
Simple solutions to complex problems
seem out of place, evenridiculous.
Nuanceis welcomed and rewarded. New
ideas are nurtured and human creativity
and problem-solving are sparked.

Next, an approach with wide
application is to design public
engagement to take place in small
groups. Many engagement designs
revolve around small group
conversations, where summaries of
the small group conversations are then
aggregated to getanimpression from
across the entire group of participants.
Many bad actors will not be attracted to
grandstandingin front of ahandful
of other people; the small audience
defeats the purpose. Even if the small

group format doesn't dissuade the bad
actor, atleast the damage they cause
will be contained among alimited
number of people.

Lastly, well-trained facilitators have
tools formanaging bad actors. These
people are often misdiagnosed as having
negative motives, buttherealissueis
thatthey donotfeel heard or respected.
A quality process—where a facilitator
engages the participants and notetakers
capture participants’ideasin a small
group setting thatallows everyone to
talk—will help address those concerns.
Ifthe bad actor continues tobe a
problem, more interventions can
beinvoked, such as asking probing
questions to help them consider broader
perspectives, creating ground rules, or
making explicit space for other speakers.

© PRINCIPLE 8

Understand the role of the “expert”
and play it with care.

Earlier, we described how the legitimacy
of government has been called into
question. Related to thisis aloss of faith
in expertise. For example, one survey
found that “about half to three-quarters
(of those surveyed) thinkitisbetter to
rely on people with practical experience
to solve pressing problems in society
than torely on those with expertise.
Public skepticism of relying on experts
isshared across those on therightand
left.”** The implication is that the public
islesslikely thanin the past to defer to
the expertise of alocal government'’s
professional staff. Public engagement
must be designed accordingly.
Primarily, public engagement needs to
take on a tone of facilitation. Instead of
seeking to “educate” the public about the
facts aslocal officials see them, it may
be more fruitful to facilitate a process of
discovery, where citizenslearn aboutan
issue for themselves. Being presented
with asetof factsisnotasurefire way to
change someone’s mind. Deliberative
democracy methods (Principle 4) and
polarity management (Principle 8] are
methods thatinvite participantstolearn
aboutissues for themselves and evolve
how they think about the issue.
Itisworthrecalling our earlier
distinction between “complex” and
“complicated” problems. Complicated
problems are where experts shine. Who
better tofixajetengine than an expert
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onjetengines? Complex problems,
though, areresistant to expertise in
acouple of ways. Professional staff
areill-suited to define the values that
should be used to weigh the trade-offs
between possible solutions. Also,
because of the moving parts and
unpredictable interactions between
those parts, itis difficult, if not
impossible, to know the forces that
underlie a complex problem or how a
proposed solution will play out. This
means that experts can easily be
second-guessed and discredited if they
express overconfident beliefs abouta
complex problem. Several implications
follow from this:

= When it comes to complex problems,
have experts “on tap, not on top.”
Experts should be available to help
answer factual questions, but they
can'tmake the final call because
professional public servants should
avoid imposing their values on the
public. Further, experts tend to
overemphasize what can be easily
observed and measured, while the
public might give much more weight
tothe intangibles. For example,
experts could frame viable options
for the public to deliberate on and
weigh pros and cons. This would
avoid imposing a solution and
provides space for the public’s take
on the pros and cons, which might
differ from the experts’ take.

Leave complicated problems to the
experts. For these types of problems,
there are often technically superior
oreven “right” answers that experts
have that the public does not. At best,
engaging the public on complicated
problems may be time and energy
better spent somewhere else. At
worst, it could resultin suboptimal
solutions and breed skepticism about
public engagement among local
government officials, asit highlights
the amateur status of the public.

Professional staff should remain
humble about their expertise. In
today’s environment, professing
expertise canrub audiences the
wrong way, and the information
tsunamimakesiteasy tofind
information to discredit those who do.

Finally, we will address the average
citizen's lack of knowledge of how local
governments operate. This canbe
viewed as an obstacle to engagement,
but there are many solutions. First, some
issuesthe publicisinterested in may not
require much, if any, special knowledge
aboutlocal government operations, and
thatinformation can usually be provided
as part of the public engagement event.
The City of Dubuque, Iowa, for
example, developed a short primer
on city government to help prepare
participants for a discussion about
prioritizing capital projects. This
primer was more effort than a short
conversation, butitwasnotoverly
burdensome for the city and did provide
participants with valuable context.
Iftheissues athand are too complex to
be explained quickly, alocal government
could selectan engagement method
that provides the time and resources
forin-depth examination of the issue.
A citizen “blue ribbon committee” isa
well-known variant of this approach,
and “citizen assemblies” are a
modern approach that have been used
successfully in many governments to
address complicated and complex issues
(seecitizenassemblies.org). Lastly,
ifanissue doesspan jurisdictional
boundaries, the engagement could
include representatives of all the
relevantgovernments. For example,
ameeting about spending on school
safety could be cosponsored by the
school districtand the municipal police
department.

© PRINCIPLE 9

Balance expert judgment and
public engagement for planning
and budgeting.

Public engagementis distinct from
directdemocracy. The public that
engagesonagiven issue will almost
never berepresentative of all the
people agovernment serves. Consider
two simple examples. First, forany
issue, there will always be part of the
population that does not have a strong
enough opinion to justify investing
their time and energy in participation.
Thus, people with the most moderate
views will be underrepresented. Second,
sometimes a particularindividualis

asked to participate asarepresentative
of their group, butno group is amonolith,
and thereisno guarantee thatany
individual knows the full range of the
group’s views or can accurately represent
them. So, what should be done?

First, don't think of public engagement
as anexercise in direct democracy.
Instead, think of it as an effort to make
sense of and listen to the concerns of
those for whom the stakes are highest.
That could be people who are most caught
upinconflicts around a given issue, or it
could be marginalized citizens who have
consistently gotten the short end of the
public policy stick. There are strategies
for designing public engagement that
underrepresented groups will be more
likely to participate in.!?

Second, complement in-person
engagement with broader methods of
making sense of the public’'s views, like
surveys. Surveys and public engagement
contextualize each other. Let’s consider
the following as anillustration of
the need for broader sense-making.
During the summer of 2020, there were
highly publicized calls to “defund the
police” in some communities; however,
these calls were largely from activists
whose views were overrepresented by
platformslike social media and skewed
media coverage. Surveys showed little
support for defunding the police among
the broader population, including
among minority groups.'® Surveysand
“thicker” public engagement processes,
like forums, provide distinctinsights
into public perspectives and can
complement each other when designed
and interpreted well.

Third, the planning and budgeting
process should weave together the input
from the public and experts. Both are
critical, and processes that let either
dominate can be problematic—for
example, letting experts dominate
risks focusing only on what is easily
measured and ignoring less easily
measurable things like culture, politics,
and community practices. Letting the
public dominate risks amateur and
suboptimal solutions for technical
problems. Quality processes often
bounce back and forth between the two,
with elected officials and city leaders
working to make sure expertand public
voicesinform the other.
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Don't think of public engagement as an exercise
In direct democracy. Instead, think of it as an
effort to make sense of and listen to the concerns
of those for whom the stakes are highest.

Finally, public officials can think
of the results from public engagement
as “design constraints.” Design
constraintslimit the ways in which
someone can design a solution. We live
inarepresentative democracy, where
elected officials are expected to make
wise choices on behalf of all their fellow
citizens. Public engagement helps
elected officials make wiser planning
and budgeting choices but does not take
away theirrole as the final decision-
malker. Itisworth repeating that public
engagement should: 1) take place with
anissue where there is room for public
input, where a direction has notalready
been decided; 2) happen early enough
inthe decision-making process that the
“constraints” provided by the public can
still fitin with existing commitments
on how theissue in question should
be handled; and 3) be clear with
participants about what theirroleis
and make sure they have the correct
expectations of what could result from
their participation. The biggest point
hereistodistinguishif participants
are making the decision or providing a
source of input that public officials will
useinmakingthe final decision.

© PRINCIPLE 10

Design public engagement to work
for elected officials.

Public officials stand to gain from high-
quality public engagement, but public
engagement will not go farif elected
officials don't supportit. Below are

potential concerns, along with ways of
addressing those concerns.

= Theyhavebeen turned off
from public engagement by bad
experiences with the conventional
public hearing. The fix: showhowa
new approach to public engagement
addresses the problems associated
with conventional public engagement.

They have come into office witha
strong personal vision or goals and do
not feel the need for public inputinto
that vision. The fix: complexissues
oftenrequire the public to play arole
in the solution. The best way to get the
public toactis to make them a partof
the process, with shared ownership

of the resulting solution. The vision
hasabetter chance of beingachieved
and havinglasting impact if the public
isinvolved. Public engagement can
respect the core of the elected official's
vision and goals and invite the public
tohelprefine them and getinvolvedin
making them areality.

They feel they already know what
the public wants. The fix: wanting
itand gettingitare two different
things. Public engagement can
helprefine citizens’ relationship
with government by fostering more
realistic expectations of government
and involving citizens in co-creation
of solutions.

They see public engagement as
risky for their political future. The
fix: high-quality public engagement

canreduceriskbyhelpingelected
officials decide if the timeisripe for
action onacontroversialissue orif
more discussion is needed—and by
providing some political cover for
making difficult decisions. There
isalsoevidence that the public has
more confidence in elected officials
when high-quality public engagement
occurs.'*

They donot want toinvest their own
time in engaging the public. The fix:
design a process thatdoes notrequirea
directinvestment of the official's time.

The other nine design principles can
also help ensure that public engagement
works for elected officials. For example,
Principle 1 helps pickan issue where
there isroom for public engagement,
where elected officials have not already
settled on a direction. Principle 7
describes how to deal with bad actors
and design a fair process thatreduces
theriskofdestructive conflict. Principle
9 emphasizes that public engagement
does notoverride elected officials’role
as the government’s decision-maker.
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“Assessing the Costs of Public Participation: A Case
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7 Carcasson.

¢ For survey data and other data on this point, see:
Robert D. Putnam and Shaylyn Romney Garrett, The
Upswing: How America Came Together a Century Ago
and How We Can Do It Again (Simon & Schuster: 2020).

9 Elinor Ostrom, “Crossing the Great Divide:
Coproduction, synergy, and development,” World
Development, Elsevier Science Ltd., 1996.

0 Research on this point is discussed in more depth in:
Shayne Kavanagh and Vincent Reitano, “Financial
Foundations for Thriving Communities,” GFOA, 2020.

™ Cary Funk, Alec Tyson, Brian Kennedy, and Courtney
Johnson, “Science and Scientists Held in High Esteem
Across Global Publics: 1. Scientists are among the most
trusted groups in society, though many value practical
experience over expertise,” Pew Research Center,
2020.

2 Examples include providing daycare, compensation for
travel, or even time, holding the event in a convenient
location and time, and holding the event in a location
that is inviting to participants.

= See for example the July 22 Gallup and June 11 YouGov
surveys.

 For research on this point, see Chapter 2, Tina Nabatchi
and Matt Leighninger, Public Participation for 21st
Century Democracy (Jossey-Bass:2015).

24



©2023 SJOERD VAN LEEUWEN C/O THEISPOT.COM

How Local Government
Can Helpthe Public
Engage with Complexity

ocalgovernmentcandoalot
to help the public engage with
complexity, recognize the
nuances of problems, and get
pastus (the public) versus them
(public officials). One strategy
istoengage the public in defining the
problem. People often want to jump
to solutions, but that often resultsin
solutions that treat symptoms and ignore
root causes. The GFOA paper, “Defining

the Problem: The Missing Piece to Local
Government Planning” (gfoa.org),
describes amethod called “turn the curve
planning” that can be used to engage
stakeholdersin defining the problem.
Another techniqueis “deliberative
community forums,” which discover
what people think about an issue after
they have engaged with multiple,
alternative viewpoints. The forums
provide the resources citizens need

to develop an opinion informed by
relevant facts, expertinformation,

and an understanding of how

issues and policies affect othersin
their community.! Some steps of a
deliberative community forum include
the following.

'I Choose the issue the forum
will address and recruit a
diverse group of participants.
Participants should include people who
are affected by the issue and changes
thatmay occurin the communityasa
result of addressing the issue aswell as
those who may be part of the changes.
Efforts should be made to engage those
whomaynotnormally engage or be
included, which canrequire added
resources or special planning. Engaging
agroup of people with diverse
perspectives helps make sense of the
issue by describing it fully and putting it
in context.? Strategies to help engage a
diverse group include holding the public
engagement event near where people
live and in a space they are comfortable
with, and providing childcare services,
travel assistance, or translation
services when necessary.
2 Efforts should focus on
gathering a clear sense of the
issue from the public and content
experts, often resulting in a
discussion guide or backgrounder
that can be used for others to
engage with and refine. The diverse
views and perspectives held by the
public can be gathered from
conventional sources such as surveys,
citizen comments, and communications
to elected officials or staff. Those
perspectives are filtered and combined
with subject matter expertise to create
substantive materials for the public to
engage with around the issue thatisthe
subject of the forum. These materials
could include a background set of facts
butshould notbelimited to that—the
materials need to frame values and
trade-offsin play and lay out key
questions for participants to engage.
These discussion guides or
backgrounders provide a baseline of
information as well aslay out the tough
choices and trade-offs inherent to the
issue. They make it clear that thereisno
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magic bullet that will solve theissue,
setting the public up well for the robust
conversation thatis warranted. These
materials are designed to help overcome
the human tendency toward simple
solutions and avoiding tensions.

3 ‘ Participants engage in small
group discussions facilitated
by trained moderators, guided by
the discussion guide/background
material. Small groups work together to
notonlyidentify whatactions they
prefer orwould reject (and what
trade-offs they are willing or unwilling
toaccept) butalsotoimprove the
background document, which becomes
ashared project thatisimproved
through each engagement. Participants
highlight what theyliked, what they
want to push backon, and whatis
missing. Organizers work torefine the
documentbetween events.

[I- ‘ Insights gathered from the

public discussions can be
filtered back through subject matter
experts to check for misinformation
and explore new possibilities. One
way is to have experts on hand to answer
participants’ questions during the
event. This could include government
staff but could also involve outside
experts. Another way istoengage
experts afterward torespond to what
was learned from the public process.
Over time, a cycle of engaging experts
and the public continuesinan
interaction thatimproves the
background document and sharpensthe
decision-making at the public or council
level.® Butexpert views can't be allowed
todominate the event, either explicitly
(experts talking too much) or implicitly
(creating a presence that mightinhibit
conversation). For example,
conversation can be impeded by too
many staff members who are marked as
experts by uniforms or expertsbeing
seated on araised platform.

5 ‘ Deliberative processes should
lead to action, but action can
take many forms. The actions coming
out of a deliberative process may involve
official decisions, butthey can also
require actions by individuals or groups
inthe community. New organizations

Engaging a group of people with diverse perspectives
helps make sense of the issue by describing it fully and

putting it in context.

may form, or existing organizations
may adapt the way they approach the
issue. Ideally, collaborations form
across public, private, and nonprofit
sectors toaddress theissue. Such
actions, however, should not be the
conclusion of a deliberative process.
Actions may change the dynamics of
anissue, hopefully improving the ways
inwhich tensions are negotiated and
the community’s values are honored—
butrarely are problems solved in the
sense that the problemisnolongeran
issue. The conversationis ongoing,
interrupted by new actions and ideas
thatchangeits dynamics.

Finally, a point about how not to
engage with complexity: Avoid the
temptation to oversimplify complex
situations—thatis, fitting complex
problems into categories.* Making a
binary choice out of a complex problem
(by, say, issuing areferendum) isthe
most potentially damaging thing to
do. It forces people to pick a side and
discourages them from investigating
the nuances of complex problems.
Similarly, don’'t highlight or emphasize
therisks faced by certain groups,
inviting an “us versus them” mentality.
Doingthisreenforces a person'’s
identity as amember of a group thathas

aposition or stake in the issue. Instead,
try to activate a shared identity of being
partof alarger group thatisjointly
seeking solutions to a shared problem.
Asan example, research suggests that
when public safety executives (such
as, afire orpolice chief) cometoa
budgeting meetingin their uniforms,
theiridentity as a police officerora
firefighteris activated. This makes them
more likely to push for decisions that
benefit their department. Conversely, if
they come dressed in civilian clothing,
like everyone else, it activates their
identity as a member of the broader
local government, which encourages
decisions that benefit that group.®

" Description of deliberative community forums from:
“A Handbook for Deliberative Community Forums,”
prepared for the City of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, by the
Program for Deliberative Democracy, Carnegie Mellon
University, and The Art of Democracy.

2 Will Friedman, “Reframing ‘Framing,” Center for
Advances in Public Engagement, 2020.

3 Martin Carcasson and Leah Sprain, “Beyond problem
solving: Reconceptualizing the work of public
deliberation as deliberative inquiry,” Communication
Theory, 26(1), 2016.

4 Amanda Ripley, High Conflict: Why We Get Trapped and
How We Get Out (Simon and Schuster: 2027).

 Jay Van Bavel and Dominic Packer, The Power of
Us: Harnessing Our Shared Identities to Improve
Performance, Increase Cooperation, and Promote Social
Harmony (Little, Brown Spark: 2021).
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Fostering a Politics
of Co-Creation

o-creation techniques can be
used to push backagainst the
politics of cynicism, as Principle
5 suggests. This can feellike
adaunting task, but there
are several methods you can
use to keep your government’s public
engagement efforts on track.

One approach to co-creation is asking
citizens to define the values that will
beused to help navigate and negotiate
the trade-offs demanded by complex
problems. Professional administrators
are not well placed to define those
values on behalf of the public. It mightbe

difficult, if not impossible, for the public
to come to consensus around any given
programmatic solution, especially at
the outset of public engagement. It will
belessdifficultto come to an agreement
on the positive, constructive values that
should guide decision-making. In our
polarized political environment, many
people will be surprised to find that they
canreach common ground on values
with people who hold different positions
onagivenissue.

One of theleading psychological
theories on why people disagree about
politicsismoral foundations theory

(MoralFoundations.org). It tellsus
that there are sixfundamental moral
buildingblocks that form the basis of an
individual's ethics. Everyone has the
same building blocks but emphasizes
them differently when applying them to
ethicaldecisions and political positions.
Let's consider police and public safety
as an example—a controversial topicin
some communities. Citizens can differ
on their position about the right amount
ofresources devoted to policing versus
other types of public safety strategies,
but they can probably agree on certain
values—that people should feel safe
from harm, for example, and thatlaw
enforcement should treat people fairly.
An aversion to seeing harm done to
othersand fair treatment for everyone
are two of the six moral foundations.
Thelimitation of these approaches
isthat sometimes conflicts need to
be addressed head-on. A technique
called “polarity management” can
help. Continuing with our police budget
example, the debate may seem to about
increasing or decreasing the police
budget. We know that a compromise
between these two positions may be
ineffectiveifitis even possible.
Polarity managementis a process
of acknowledging and leveraging
differentand incompatible viewpoints.*
Leveraging a polarity involves
understanding the limits of “either/or”
thinking. Polarity thinkinginvolves
embracing “both/and” thinking
because, over time, both poles (for
example, solutions) are needed. Polarity
thinking allows a team to articulate and
record multiple viewpoints and then
strategize to maximize the benefits and
minimize the negative facets of both
poles. Thisshifts conversations from
anadversarial frame to a collaborative
one that can support creativity and co-
creation. Former adversaries suddenly
find themselvesin agreement about
needing to focus on achieving the upside
of each pole and avoiding the downside.
For example, some people in the
community might be concerned with
deterring crime, so they wantalarge
law enforcement presence. Other people
might be concerned with engaging the
community in public safety, including
exploring alternatives to traditional
policing. These might seem tobe
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incompatible positions, but polarity
management can be used to see how
both perspectives can contribute to the
goal of acommunity thatis safe and
feels safe.

Exhibit 1 shows a sample polarity
map (atool that can be used for polarity
management). The common goal of
asafe communityis atthe top. The
positive and negative implications of
each polarity (law enforcement versus
community engagement) are then

explored on the left and right sides,
respectively. Themapisused to find
action steps that can promote the
positive implications of each polarity,
and toidentify warning signs that the
community may be overemphasizing
one polarity or the other. Amap like this
can help the advocates of each polarity
see how they can work together with the
other side toward a common goal.

The Participatory Budgeting Project
(participatorybudgeting.org) is another

approach to engaging citizensin co-
creation. In participatory budgeting, a
setamount of money is made available
for adefined segment of the community
(suchasaneighborhood). Next,
members of that community are invited
to produce ideas for projects toimprove
their community. Community members
thenvote on theideas, and the winning
projects are funded up to the amount
made available by the local government.
Participatory budgeting puts citizensin

EXHIBIT 1 | SAMPLE POLARITY MAP

ACTION STEPS

How will we gain or maintain the
positive results from focusing
on this left pole? What? Who?

By When? Measures?

A. Ensure police
transparency to
increase trust

B. Police proactively build
relationships with key
community leaders

C. Review existing laws

and policies to ensure
they are just and fair

EARLY WARNINGS
Measurable indicators (things
you can count) that will let you
know that you are getting into
the downside of this left pole.
A. Decreased trust

and increased fear

in the community

B. Increasing complaints
of police abuse of power

Greater Purpose Statement (GPS) — Why leverage this polarity?
A community that is safe and feels safe

Values = positive results of
focus on the left pole

= Reduction of crime and
victimization
= Increased sense of safety

= Community pride and
positive reputation

Law

Enforcement

= Individual rights are
compromised, police state

= Polarized community
between those with power
and those without power

= Law enforcement is remedial
and not preventative

Values = positive results of
focus on the right pole

= Reduced conflict between
police and community members

Increased respect

Police and citizens partner in
creating a safe community

Community

Engagement

Lose the big picture of
community/police safety

= | ack of accountability for
individuals and lack of justice
for victims

Police lack support and resources
to keep community safe

ACTION STEPS

How will we gain or maintain the
positive results from focusing
on this right pole? What? Who?
By When? Measures?

A. Investin high quality
community engagement
B. Explore alternatives to

traditional policing methods

C. Build partnerships
across disciplines and
sectors focused on
community safety

EARLY WARNINGS

Measurable indicators (things
you can count) that will let you
know that you are getting into
the downside of this right pole.
A. Police feel unable
to do their jobs —
reflected in police
turnover, absenteeism...

B. Increase in crime rate

Fears = negative results of over-focus on
the left pole to the neglect of the right pole

Fears = negative results of over-focus on
the right pole to the neglect of the left pole

Rampant crime and distrust and fear of police
Deeper Fear — Loss of GPS

Polarity thinking allows a team to articulate and record multiple viewpoints and then
strategize to maximize the benefits and minimize the negative facets of both poles.
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charge of deciding how to use money to
malke avisible impact where theylive.
The advantage is that citizens play a
leadingrole in a process for deciding
how touse public money, including
seeing thereal-life impact. The
downsideisthatitislimited toasmall
portion of the local government budget
and may not provide much guidance to
elected officials onlarger questions of
budget policy.

Finally, the most ambitious form of
co-creation is to engage organizations
from outside of government to address
complex problems. The public can be
involvedin co-creatinganinspiring
vision for their community, which
then serves to convene organizations
from across the community around
making the vision areality. Thousands
of citizens in the City of San Antonio,
Texas, took partin creating San
Antonio 2020 (sa2020.0rg). Several
public, private, and nonprofit
organizations are active participants
inmoving the vision forward
towardreality. The vision hashad
staying power: it has survived three
changesin mayoraladministrations.
Collaboration across the community to
form and maintain the vision has been
essential to the vision's longevity.2

Intheend, public engagement often
hinges on whatrole you are asking or
allowing citizens to play. If you provide
opportunities for them to complain,
youwill hear complaints. If youlet
them react to proposals developed
without their input, those who support
the proposals are likely to stay home,
and those who donot stay home will
show upin force tocomplain and
express their cynicism. Butif you
engage them as collaborative problem-
solvers, youmay activate amore
productive form of participation that
notonlyleads tobetterideasbutalsois
likely to spark their continued support
through implementation.

Barry Johnson, Polarity Management: Identifying and
Managing Unsolvable Problems (HRD Press: 2014).

You can read more about San Antonio’s vision and
comparable efforts in other communities here: Shayne
Kavanagh, “Network Enterprises—An Information Age
Solution to Enduring Problems?” GFOA, November 2020.

Though it will not be easy, local government can
play a role in restoring a sense of community,

belonging, and trust.

onclusion

ocal governments have entered

aperiod thatisunprecedented

in the post-World WarIIera,

characterized by challenges

to democratic governance.

Chiefamong them mightbe the
fracturing of the publicintorival groups,
which encourages blaming others for
problemsrather than jointly seeking
solutions. Thereisalsowidespread
distrustofinstitutions, with government
beingno exception. Butatthe same time,
there are unrealistic expectations for
what government can accomplish, with
disappointmentin government usually
being the result. All of this contributes
to apolitics of cynicism, which offers
opposition to the status quo asarallying
point, but which offers no solutions for
the way forward.

Though it willnotbe easy, local
government can play aroleinrestoring
asense of community, belonging,
and trust. In fact, though the current
conditions are unprecedented in the last
70vyears, they are not unprecedented
in Americanhistory. The esteemed
sociologist Robert Putnam points out
thatin the late 1800s and early 1900s,
Americawasinaposition notso different
from today in terms of polarization,
distrust, cynicism, and more.

What was known as the “progressive
era” of reform in the 1920s saw changes

in American society thathelped
reverse these maladies. One of those
changes was the reform of local
government to the institutions we have
now. In fact, GFOA was created as part
of the progressive erareforms oflocal
government. Another of those changes
was a civic revival, characterized

by active citizenship and pursuit of
pragmatic, notideological, solutions
to complex problems.! Today’s local
governments could contribute to a
similarreversal of today’s social ills
by encouraging high-quality public
engagement that gives citizens the
opportunity to be part of meaningful
conversations about the future of their
community and take responsibility for
bringing those plansto fruition.

Shayne Kavanagh is GFOA’s senior
manager of research. Valerie Lemmie
is director of exploratory research

at the Kettering Foundation. Martin
Carcasson is a professor in the
Communication Studies department
of Colorado State University and the
founder and director of the CSU Center
for Public Deliberation.

Robert D. Putnam and Shaylyn Romney Garrett, The
Upswing: How America Came Together a Century Ago
and How We Can Do It Again (Simon & Schuster: 2020).
We will also note that these reforms were not invented
from nowhere—they built upon prior traditions in American
political and social life.
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