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Special topics in public issues education
Special topics in public issues education

his chapter addresses five topics that
are important to the success of public

issues education:

* creating new structures, such as

coalitions

* science and dialogue: blending techni-

cal information and process informa-

tion; helping scientific experts con-

tribute effectively to public issues

education

* collaborative conflict resolution with

polarized groups

* the news media

* evaluation

Creating new
educational structures
It is possible to create a new educational

structure working from the the perspec-

tive of either an educator or a learner.

Partnerships to deliver
public issues education

n recent years, partnerships have prolif-
erated in the corporate world. Toyota

and General Motors teamed up to create

Geo automobiles; Ford

and Mazda are collabo-

rating on several models.

Northwest and KLM

Airlines have linked their

routes to offer

"Worldwide Reliability." Several other air-

line pairs also offer joint ticketing and

shared flight numbers. Organizations of

many kinds now realize that even their

competitors are potential collaborators.

A partnership strategy may be a use-

ful way to deliver public issues education.

A partnership might be formed by two or

more organizations committed to a non-

advocacy educational approach:

Cooperative Extension and a state or local

League of Women Voters; town govern-

ment and the public library. Or organiza-

tions with differing stakes and positions

on an issue might agree to form a coalition

that would work to inform all interested

parties about the issue.

Partnerships can provide better

access to people, information, money and

other resources and can gather more

diverse audiences. They may be able to

produce programs which:

1. incorporate multiple perspectives on

the issues being considered

2. ensure balance or fairness in the treat-

ment of each perspective on the issue

3. include both technical information and

process assistance

4. reach multiple audiences, including

citizens and policy makers and groups

on different sides of an issue

5. address issues selected or defined by

citizens or policy makers rather than

by educators. 28

(Most of these points are among the

essential elements listed at the end of

Chapter 2. You may want to use that com-

plete list of elements as a guide for decid-

ing whether a partnership will contribute

to a better program.)

These are important qualities in pub-

lic issues education programs. They can be

accomplished by a single organization

working alone, but can often be carried

out more easily or effectively through joint

efforts.
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An example is an Extension organiza-

tion and League of Women Voters in the
same state that brought farm and nonfarm
people together for roundtable discussions
of issues related to agriculture and the
environment. Extension's contribution to
the project included providing expertise
on the issues and access to rural audi-

ences, while the League furnished experi-

ence in facilitating roundtable discussions
and better access to urban and suburban

audiences. Project leaders from both orga-
nizations were adamant that they could
not have carried out the project without
the other organization.

Creating a partnership takes time,
and may not deliver all that is expected.
Educators need to consider carefully both
the benefits and the costs of working with
other organizations.

Deciding to develop a
coalition

Here are five steps you can take in
developing a coalition for public issues
education:

Step 1: Decide whether you need a
coalition to accomplish your public
issues education objective. To do this,
consider the following questions:

* Can you, by working alone, reach all
the individuals or groups that are
involved in or affected by the issue

and involve them in meaningful pub-
lic dialogue?

* Do you have access to all the relevant
information?

* Are you or your organization per-
ceived as having a particular bias with
regard to the issue? (That is, are you

credible?)

* Do you have adequate resources as

well as the talent, creativity and moti-
vation to undertake an independent

public issues education effort, includ-

ing the necessary process skills and
educational delivery strategies to
involve all the relevant stakeholders?

* Are enough different groups and indi-
viduals concerned about the issue so
that the community's interest is best

served by presenting all of the diverse
perspectives equitably and fairly?

* Would the visibility of a new issue be
enhanced if the stakeholders came

together before sides were drawn or
the issue framed by the media?

Step 2: Weigh both the potential advan-
tages and disadvantages of a public
issues education coalition.

There are many advantages to work-
ing in educational coalitions, but there are

also disadvantages. The major advantages

have been summarized as limits, leverage

and learning.2 9 Limits refers to the fact
that organizations and individuals are lim-
ited in the resources they need to ade-

quately educate the public on complex

and contentious issues. Leverage means
that, working together, individuals and
groups can bring more attention to a pro-

ject or increase its influence or perceived
importance. Learning addresses the

dynamic relationship that develops

among a diverse group of individuals who
commit time, energy and resources to
carving out a shared understanding of a

complex issue.

The disadvantages of coalitions may
include:

* a loss of identity for your organization

as it blends with others in the coalition

* difficulty demonstrating your inde-

pendent educational impact

* a lack of appropriate recognition for

your organization's contribution.

Also, working together on an educa-
tional task may require more time, more
talent and more tact than working alone.



Special topics in public issues education

Step 3: Assess your own ability to work
in a coalition.

Working in a partnership with others

is not always easy, even for the most

ardent believer in the collaborative

process. Coalition building, like public

issues education itself, will not appeal to

everyone. If you find yourself answering

"yes" to all or most of the following ques-

tions, you are likely to see the value of

bringing a public issues education group

together in your community. If you

respond negatively to many of the ques-

tions, you may decide to limit your public

issues education efforts to those activities

you and your organization can do alone.

* Do you have a high tolerance for

ambiguity and the ability to deal with

uncertainty? (Changes in today's soci-

ety have been described as "continual

white water." In this treacherous envi-

ronment, our traditional ways of

knowing and doing may no longer

keep us afloat. The "out-of-control"

,sensation may be stronger in a coali-

tion.)

* Are you willing to share the limelight

as well as the credit with others?

* Are you able to devote the necessary

time to a coalition?

* Are you at a stage in your professional

career where the risks involved in col-

laboration are acceptable to you?

* How quickly do you need to see the

results of your efforts? (Coalitions sel-

dom produce short-term impacts.)

* Do you really believe that collabora-

tion is the way to go or do you see red

flags when the word "coalition" is

mentioned?

* Do you value the diverse perspectives

that surround most contentious

issues?

27
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5Benefitsof w-.orking with the
right: organizational partner
T hese are some of the benefits reported by part-

nerships that conducted educational programs

-about public issues:30- :

.. -. .. . ..... .* Reached an expanded and more diverse

: ::::51 f*au d ien ce. 5n :: ::: :: ::: : : ::: - :::: ::: ::r:: :::::: ::: i .::::: :: :: :: - :

* Experimented with new edicational format-

-; l::-(e.g., roundtable discussions).--

* Worked facross:i-scipina'y :lis to deveoppro-

iljectiimiaterials.1-

* Developedmore baanced materials withrespect

.--to ithe policy alterativs pre

i-ncorporated bothtechnicalcontent and process-
.. .... ... .. .... ... ......

.... .:- assistance: in project materals anevents. -
* Brought muti diverse plers to h

- -:I discussions of issues that requred such involve-

i e-nfor issueoresolion -

---Enhianced the credibility of tex project throu lgh:

:li~iy~l~shared among several o rg .
* Catalyzed action r;hrisItai riecaUseiisa i -g s -

i--i-wiintellectl di ci o .
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Step 4: Consider the type of structure
needed to accomplish your public

issues education goals.

Coalitions or partnerships can vary
widely in their degree of formality. The
range includes (1) informal networks, pri-
marily for exchainging information; (2)
cooperation in specific short-term projects;

(3) coordinating partnerships involving
greater commitment of resources; and (4)
collaborations characterized by formal

structure and shared power. (See sidebar)
Consider the simplest structure first (a
public issues education network). If that
will not meet the educational need, con-
sider cooperation or the still more formal
relationships inherent in a coordinating

partnership or a truly collaborative public
issues education effort. Remember that
building and maintaining a complex orga-
nizational structure makes the coalition
process more difficult, but increases the

chance that your efforts will make a sus-
tained educational impact.

Step 5: Understand the stages through

which a public issues education part-
nership develops.

The collaborative process usually

moves through three major phases: (1)

problem-setting, (2) direction-setting, and
(3) implementation32 .Problem-setting is
the phase in which participants identify

problems and goals, contact potential
coalition partners, and make initial com-
mitments (including resources). Direction-

setting refers to joint agreement on
specifics of what the coalition will do and

how it will be carried out. Steps in direc-

tion-setting include agreeing upon ground
rules and operating procedures, organiz-
ing subgroups or task forces, gathering

information and hammering out mutual
agreements. Finally, the implementation

phase calls for developing mechanisms

that get the work done, cultivating and
maintaining internal and external support

from coalition members' own organiza-

tions, and monitoring progress. -
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Throughout these phases, coalitions

need nurturing. Skill and knowledge of

the process are critical. Projects funded by

the Kellogg Foundation that involved

coalitions adopted these nurturing tech-

niques: (1) allocating time and energy for

the coalition; (2) obtaining leadership from

skilled facilitators who struck a balance

between keeping things moving and mak-

ing sure that all voices were heard; and (3)

showing willingness to work behind the

scenes (and between meetings) to make

sure that each member's interests were

understood and responded to.33

As some writers have stated, coali-

tions need to simultaneously address the

issues of "identity development" and

"doing productive work." 34 Participants

should strive for balance between the

development of common identity and the

more action-oriented activities needed to

make significant accomplishments.

Teams and coalitions as
learners

Partnerships to plan and deliver pub-

lic issues education usually focus on edu-

cating other people; any self-education or

mutual education that occurs is incidental,

or viewed as a step toward reaching a

larger audience. Sometimes, however, the

most useful type of coalition is one in

which the members' primary intention is

to educate themselves. This may take the

form of a study group or study circle, task

force, problem solving group, or hybrid

with a name like "Community Coalition to

Address [name of local problem

or issue]."

"Political coalitions" comprise many

of the coalitions designed primarily to

influence public policy. What implications

do political coalitions have for educators,

and how should educators relate to them?

Political coalitions include "advocacy

coalitions," which unite to promote a com-

mon interest, and "consensus-seeking

coalitions," which bring diverse parties

together to look for common ground on a

contentious issue.3 5 Advocacy coalitions

are the most common type of political

coalition, but as frustration increases over

the inability to get decisions on controver-

sial issues, consensus-seeking coalitions

appear more frequently. A common goal

is to develop policy positions or recom-

mendations that stand a good chance of

adoption because they have been dis-

cussed and approved by each of the con-

flicting parties.

Some types of coalitions may overlap;

others may even evolve into something

different. For example, a coalition created

for mutual education-if successful-may

evolve into a consensus-seeking coalition.

The new coalition would begin to use a

process of collaborative, interest-based

problem solving. It might identify a pre-

ferred alternative (course of action) which

it would promote to policy makers or the

broader public. At this stage, the group

would have evolved into an advocacy

coalition.

In almost all cases, public issues edu-

cators will want to avoid association with

narrowly-focused advocacy coalitions,

since they most likely will not be inter-

ested in a balanced treatment of issues. A

consensus-seeking coalition, on the other

hand, offers important possibilities for

educators. In this setting, dialogue can

lead to increased mutual understanding.

The development of such alliances may be

an appropriate long-term goal for a public

issues education program. Coalitions that

develop educational programs for others

may be able to accomplish their objectives

more quickly. But coalitions working on

the mutual education of members repre-

senting all sides of an issue hold greater

promise of significant impact on the

issues. Their work is more difficult, but

the payoff is often greater.3 6

The role of the public issues educator

with respect to educational or consensus-

seeking coalitions may need to be chosen

carefully. Depending on the coalition's

degree of balance, an educator may need

to decide whether to be a member of or

simply a resource for the coalition.

Moreover, since educational coalitions can

evolve into either consensus-seeking or

advocacy coalitions, an educator needs to

keep in mind that his or her relationship

with a coalition may need to be reassessed

any time such a shift occurs.37

Keep in mind six rules of thumb for

building a successful coalition.

* Think "win-win": Believe in and com-

municate the benefits of working

together.

* Do your homework. Know the history

and the current context of the issue

and the relationships of the various

players.

* Be open to new ideas and people.

* Think hard about your coalition's pur-

pose and choose an appropriate struc-

ture to achieve it.

* Be honest. Help build a shared vision

and trust. Share credit.

* Seek objective, ongoing feedback

about how things are going and use

that information to make needed

changes.

29



public issues

30 'education

Science and dialogue:
Blending technical
information and process
assistance
Bringing relevant and credible scien-

tific information to public discourse
on issues is one of the most valuable con-
tributions that public issues education

makes. Contributing the information,

however, can sometimes be complicated
by a number of factors, such as:

* the public attitude toward science and
scientists

* competing viewpoints about accept-
able risks and ways to manage them

* the extent of cooperation between sci-
entists and process facilitators.

Several ways exist for you as a public
issues educator to ensure that your project
includes good information inputs.

* Select appropriate experts (and print
and electronic materials).

* Brief information presenters, drawing

attention to the concerns raised in this
section.

* Guide the process toward a shared,

credible information base that com-
bines multi-disciplinary scientific

knowledge, local knowledge and pro-
cedural information.

The sections that follow describe

some of the challenges of delivering sub-
stantive information and specific ways to
address them.

Content and process
assistance

Public issues education requires a
blend of what is often referred to as "con-
tent"and "process." Content -substantive
information about issues-helps partici-
pants in an educational program decide
on an issue's importance and possible
courses of action to address the topic.
Substantive information may cover exist-
ing conditions and trends, causes of prob-
lems, different groups' positions and
strategies, alternative solutions, evidence
about the likely consequences of different
alternatives, or case studies of solutions
that have worked in other settings.

Process assistance, on the other hand,
is help in communicating, learning, under-
standing the policy making process, and
taking effective action. Process assistance
enables or facilitates the acquisition of

knowledge and the translation of knowl-
edge into action. It includes the facilitation
of dialogue about public issues, help in
understanding the policy making process
and in identifying opportunities to
become involved, and guidance in taking
the steps necessary to translate learning
into action.

Simply providing information about
an issue may be sufficient for some audi-
ences. High-level policy makers, for exam-
ple, may need technical information, not
process assistance, about an issue. Once
they receive the needed information, they
know perfectly well how to use it. Many
other participants, however, need more
than "just the facts." They may need an
opportunity to sort through the facts, dis-

cuss them, hear what others think, try out
their own ideas on others, learn about the
policy making process, or get help or
encouragement in translating what
they've learned into action. Even high-
level policy makers may need assistance in
conflict resolution. However, help on the
process side is rarely sufficient by itself.
Sometimes, a good facilitator who knows

nothing about an issue can be helpful. But
good information is often in short supply,
and the policy making process bogs down
because of its absence. Facts alone seldom

resolve a conflict, but the absence of credi-

ble, trusted information sometimes makes
resolution impossible. Finding the best

way to blend these two types of assistance
is a constant challenge for public issues
educators.

Science and the public
The challenge of blending process

assistance and information about issues is

complicated by communication barriers
between experts and non-experts. Science-

based information has long held a favored
position in public policy making, as policy
makers have turned to experts for advice

about increasingly complex public issues.
But levels of trust and confidence in

scientific information have eroded in

recent decades. In general, trust in scien-

tific information remains high, but excep-
tions occur with increasing frequency-

especially at times of controversy over sci-
entific issues.38 Such controversies often

expose conflicting viewpoints between

different experts or scientific disciplines.

They have also called attention to prob-

lems, such as health and environmental

risks, that appear to be the result of events

previously billed as scientific advances.
Under such conditions, citizen groups
increasingly insist on an independent
voice in policy making.

The need to establish an acceptable
database for multi-stakeholder issue

analysis has led groups to accept certain
sets of information as credible and others

as "not credible." Even if both sets are pro-
vided by competent scientists, one interest
group may be unwilling to accept

another's data. In such a situation, facilita-
tion and guidance may be needed in order
for the differing interest groups to agree

on a single set of information with which
to work.
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Risk assessment
Controversies over the seriousness of

a risk (for example, food safety, hazardous

waste management) bring these citizen-

scientist tensions to the fore. Assessing

risk is a complex discipline not fully

understood by experts, much less by the

public.3 9 Many studies of risk assessment

reveal that citizens and scientists often fail

to see eye to eye on the questions that

ought to be investigated. Risk assessment

experts typically focus on "hazard"-a

combination of how bad a risk is and how

likely it is to happen. Such experts often

criticize citizens for focusing on "subjec-

tive," "emotional" judgments of risk, but a

number of studies have suggested that

what is more likely happening is that citi-

zens look at risk through a completely dif-

ferent set of criteria.

Closer attention to citizens' arguments

reveals that, in many cases, citizens are not

disagreeing with the experts' "facts," but

rather are simply interested in different

questions than the ones the experts investi-

gated. 40 While experts focus on "hazard,"

citizens are motivated by "outrage."

Citizens may believe, for example, that

decisions should be based not simply on

how big and how likely a risk is, but also

on whether the anticipated benefits are

worth even a small risk; whether the risks

are unfairly borne by some people for the

benefit of others; or how catastrophic an

outcome would be if it did occur, even if

the actual likelihood is small. Such con-

cerns go beyond the questions addressed

by the experts, yet they are not necessarily

"irrational"or "foolish."

Public issues educators often get

caught in the middle of such controver-

sies. This is especially true with complex

issues in which scientific expert advice is

critical, and citizens simultaneously have

strong concerns and doubts that science is

on their side. You may find it difficult to

remain neutral, or be perceived as neutral,

in the face of such circumstances because

you will be viewed as the purveyor of the

information. Also, of course, public issues

educators are

often identi-

fied in the

I IIIIts a t mpublic mind
with the scien-

tific or expert

community.

Merging scientific and "local"
knowledge

Often, issues are resolved by setting

policies based on policy makers' judg-

ments and experts' recommendations;

then the policies are announced and

defended against public attack. Recently,

such exclusion of the broader public has

come under increasing criticism. On many

controversial issues, decision making

needs to be open to a greater diversity of

viewpoints (the public's, as well as

experts') and to a wider range of what are

regarded as "facts." 41 This is partly a ques-

tion of who will be involved, but it is also

a matter of integrating different types of

knowledge: scientific facts (from various

disciplines), people's values and opinions

and "local knowledge" based on personal

experience.

As a public issues educator, you can

help by:

* identifying experts who acknowledge

the value of other inputs;

* briefing experts about the broader pic-

ture;

* facilitating more constructive commu-

nication among experts, citizens, and

policy makers.

Educational programs in which citi-

zens can gain a more realistic understand-

ing of both the worth and the limitations

of research-based knowledge are needed.

Experts need help fitting their contribu-

tions into a larger context in which a mul-

titude of factors, including but not limited

to scientific facts, play a role in public

decision making.

Providing information
The starting point in deciding what

information to include in an educational

program is to ask, "What information is

needed?"(not, "What information is avail-

able?"). Traditional approaches often

begin by collecting and analyzing data to

identify problems and bring them to the

attention of policy makers. This is true, for

example, in the case of nutrition monitor-

ing.42 Such approaches often fail to have

much impact on decision making. An

alternative approach is to begin by identi-

fying issues and the decisions that will

need to be made to address them. The

information needs of decision makers and

other stakeholders can then be anticipated

and used to guide the collection, analysis

and interpretation of data.43

Information needs will be different at

different stages in the policy making

process. In the beginning, information

may be required about current conditions,

trends, causes of problems, or effects on

different individuals and groups. Later in

the process, information needs may shift

to alternative solutions, evidence predict-

ing the consequences of various alterna-

tives, or, still later, evaluation results.

Different audiences may also call for

different information. Before providing

information or seeking experts to partici-

pate in an educational program, you

should think carefully about what the

intended participants need to know to

move ahead in the process. It is often

worthwhile to involve program partici-

pants in seeking out relevant expertise.
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Another consideration is the format
for presenting information. Oral presenta-
tions by experts are standard, but many
other possibilities exist, including:
* panels of experts with different

viewpoints

* issue books, such as those prepared as
background for National Issues Forum
discussions

* compilation of relevant demographic
data

* synthesis of library research

* study circles to investigate an issue

* Delphi techniques to identify the infor-
mation upon which the experts can
agree

* participatory research, in which pro-

gram participants collect and analyze
their own data.

Ideally, experts will be available

throughout an educational or policy mak-
ing process that may extend over many
months. But many experts are not willing
or able to make such an extensive commit-
ment. One solution is for an educator in
the local setting to provide continuity

between visits or other forms of input
from the experts. Another solution is to
carefully select media for the specialists'
communications, including fact sheets,
videotape and electronic mail. Channels
should also be open for the public to inter-
act with information providers through
some form of media. 44

Facilitating communication
between experts and
non-experts

The most effective communication

between experts and non-experts occurs

when the experts:
* know, respect, and respond to the con-

cerns of their audience

* clarify what is fact and what is inter-
pretation

* find ways to help program partici-

pants understand the methods they
use to gather and interpret data

* avoid repetition unless it clarifies

something.

Even though factual information is
generally the expert's strong suit, it is
important to keep in mind that facts are
seldom the main thing in which program

participants are interested. Scientific facts

are often bor-

ing and mean-

ingless in the
absence of
appropriate
interpretation.

A soil scientist, for example, in studying
the application of solid waste compost to
agricultural land, extrapolates many facts
about the "milligrams per kilogram" of
chemicals in the tissues of corn plants.
Residents in the area where the study is
being conducted are highly interested in
these findings. But simply reporting data
does not tell the residents what they want
to know. What most residents want
instead is interpretation-not how many

milligrams per kilogram of this or that
chemical, but rather, are those levels safe?
Moreover, they want to be able to trust the
interpretation.

Trusting the scientific expert
Think about what would satisfy resi-

dents' concerns about a scientist's trust-
worthiness.

Distinguish fact, interpretation
First of all, people looking for infor-

mation they can trust are not likely to be
satisfied with information providers who
blur the boundary between fact and inter-
pretation.Therefore, the scientist should

clearly distinguish between the two.
Ideally, data interpretation might be a col-
laborative process in which experts and

interested citizens participate together.

The expert's methods
Another way to help build public

trust in scientific information is to provide
the public with an opportunity to under-
stand something of the expert's methods.
(This does not mean that the public is
expected to make qualified judgments

about the methods' adequacy, but simply
that getting a glimpse of how scientists do
their work is part of what judgments of

trustworthiness are based upon). Most
important to the public is seeing some-
thing of the methods used in making

interpretations (in other words, not just
the methods used in collecting and analyz-
ing data). Explaining methods in under-

standable and interesting terms is not easy
(and is something experts are not often

called upon to do).
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Concern and understanding
A third element in building trustwor-

thiness is evidence that information

providers actually care about program

participants and understand their situa-

tions and values. That's why it is impor-

tant for information providers to know

their audience. The soil scientist men-

tioned earlier needs to understand what

participants in the educational programs

want to know, and why. He needs to

respect their concerns (even if he doesn't

agree with them), and to address those

concerns explicitly with the information

he provides.

Taking steps to enhance the trustwor-

thiness of information is relatively easy

when information providers are working

with familiar audiences. The soil scientist,

for example, might quite naturally care

about agricultural producers, respect their

concerns, and present his information in

ways that address them. The harder, but

highly stimulating, challenge that public

issues education presents for him is to

practice the same level of caring, respect

and responsiveness with nonfarm resi-

dents, environmentalists, and other partic-

ipants who have interests potentially at

odds with those of the producers.

Challenges for information
providers

In the context of public issues, experts

need to realize that information is never

neutral. It doesn't help to say, "This is

neutral, objective, pure, unadulterated sci-

ence, devoid of any personal values or

opinions." Every piece of information will

be good news for people on some sides of

an issue and bad news for others. The best

information in the world won't make a

conflict go away. Value differences as well

as factual ones

need to be

resolved if parties

are to reach a
mutually accept-
able decision.

Clarifying alternatives and conse-

quences can help in coping with these

realities. Communication from experts to

program participants on conflicting sides

of public issues is more likely to be effec-

tive if the experts present a range of alter-

natives and avoid describing the likely

consequences as "pros" or "cons,"

"advantages"or "disadvantages."

(Advantages from one side's perspective

are likely to be disadvantages to others.)

Experts can also improve the effectiveness

of their communications by showing con-

cern for people on sides of the issues that

will be hurt by their information. It can

also help if experts let people know they

are aware that information is only part of

the answer-that other considerations,

including the reactions and value judg-

ments of the participants themselves, will

influence the ultimate outcome.

Some experts have a hard time

understanding or accepting these charac-

teristics of public policy making. In many

cases, they have studied an issue inten-

sively and have strong opinions about

how to resolve it. Their opinions are usu-

ally based on assumptions about the com-

mon good and how to maintain it, so they

are often annoyed and surprised when

program participants object to their pre-

sentations or perceive them as biased.

Experts sometimes also have a hard time

understanding or accepting the fact that

public decisions are allowed to be influ-

enced by so many other factors beside

"good information."

When the planners of an educational

program discover that the best available

experts are unable or unwilling to adhere

to the model of balanced education, one

possible solution is to pursue balance by

including specialists advocating a range of

solutions. 45 The most effective educational

programs of this type are not debates

between experts, but presentations that

enable program participants to see where

the experts agree and where they disagree.

(It often turns out that the differences are

mainly conflicting interpretations rather

than disagreements about the facts.)

Despite the challenges described

above, many specialists find that they

derive substantial benefits from being

involved with public issues education.

Among them are identifying new research

areas, forming new interdisciplinary con-

nections, and seeing their knowledge

applied to the solution of practical

problems.46
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Collaborative
conflict resolution
with polarized groups

ur political culture is not "good" at
handling conflict. Most of us find

conflict distasteful and possess a corre-

sponding lack of skill in dealing with it.
Discomfort in dealing with conflict is one
of the biggest barriers to effective policy
making, and is also a major obstacle for
public issues educators.

Public issues persist because they are

controversial, so the knowledge that there
are systematic ways to handle conflict is
important assurance for the educator. This
section includes guidelines and techniques
for Interest-based Problem Solving (IBPS),
the one approach from Chapter 2 that
addresses conflict most directly.

Even if the level of conflict is low, the
following section should prove useful.
IBPS is also one of the most complete
approaches to dealing with any issue,
even when conflict has not yet erupted.

The presentation here includes advice on
identifying interested parties, defining the
problem, generating alternatives, and

other steps which are relevant whatever
the level of conflict.

- w i - r n

Problems in handling conflict
Especially in the realm of public

affairs, we tend to ignore or repress our
disagreements with others, hoping they
will either go away, "work themselves

out," or disappear with a technical fix. The
consequence, however, is not an absence
of conflict. On the contrary, we are sur-
rounded by ever more of it. And when
conflict does occur, it tends to be explo-
sive, antagonistic and emotional. Not
knowing how to deal with it in easy, com-
fortable ways, we tend to keep it in check
until we realize that a decision we won't

be able to live with is about to be made.
Then we blow up. Lacking the necessary
experience and skill to register objections
coolly and effectively, we end up trigger-
ing equal and opposite reactions from
those who disagree with our point of
view.

In the typical pattern of conflict esca-
lation in public policy making, people on

different sides of contentious issues "con-

cern themselves with their own needs
without giving serious attention to satisfy-
ing the needs of the other stakeholders." 4 7

Communication is designed to influence
decision makers. Conflicting parties fail to

genuinely listen to and try to understand

each other. Information is

*_^^ ~one-sided, and communi-

cations are full of misun-

derstandings. "The use of
information becomes

strategic rather than educational..." as
each side tries to discredit the other's data,
methods and experts. If the news media
become involved, the opponents "use
interviews, press releases and staged
events to attract additional support."

Authorities are asked to decide which side
is right, so that the range of choices is lim-
ited to a yes or no vote on one side's pro-

posal or the other.

Success in finding ways to get con-
flicts on the table in a more constructive

manner was a major difference between

Community 1 and Community 2 as
described in Chapter 1.To help in the pol-

icy making process, you should personally
strive to feel more comfortable with con-

flict. With that goal in mind, the following

pages revisit the Interest-based Problem

Solving Model.

Dispute resolution in the
public arena

Over the past decade, dispute resolu-

tion processes, such as mediation, negoti-
ated rule making, and policy dialogues,
have become more common features on

the public policy landscape at every level
of government. These processes, some-
times referred to by catch-all titles such as
alternative dispute resolution or collabora-
tive problem solving, have been most

commonly used for the purpose of resolv-
ing intense controversies when decisions

are needed promptly. 48 Issues regarding

facility siting, non-point source pollution,

and endangered species are common

examples.

Negotiation, mediation,
arbitration

Dispute resolution processes include

negotiation, mediation, and arbitration.
All are methods of reaching a decision.

Negotiation commonly refers to con-
sensual agreements worked out among
the disputing parties themselves.

Mediation refers to assistance provided by
third parties who are more or less neutral.
Arbitration refers to decision making that

is imposed by third parties who resolve

the issues unilaterally after hearing and
weighing arguments made by each of the

disputing parties.
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Dispute resolution emphasizes

resolving public issues through citizen

participation processes, interest-based

problem solving, and consensus building.

* Citizen participation processes are

planned procedures designed to bring

citizens together with representatives

of public and private organizations to

make public choices.

* Interest-based negotiation emphasizes

the awareness of one's own and other

parties' "interests," rather than "posi-

tions"or "proposed solutions."

* Consensus building is a method for

making decisions that all members of a

group can support. The method

encourages mutual education, the cre-

ation of joint knowledge, the genera-

tion of multiple options, and the selec-

tion of an option that satisfies mutual

interests.

Dispute resolution methods have

been developed primarily for the purpose

of getting decisions made, but mediation

in particular can be a useful tool for edu-

cators as well. When issues heat up, the

"teachable moment" may be lost because

participants are unwilling to listen to the

other side. Dispute resolution methods

can help "extend" the teachable moment

by providing an atmosphere for more con-

structive exploration of differing view-

points and possible solutions. 49 Similar

methods can also help when issues are

less heated or urgent, to "head off"

situations that might become explosive.

Focus on interests,
not positions

The difference between interests and

positions is crucial in attempting to negoti-

ate solutions that are acceptable to all par-

ties involved in a dispute. The central

principle underlying dispute resolution

approaches is that we resolve issues by

satisfying interests. Understanding why

interests are important and how they can

be used in conflict situations requires see-

ing a fundamental distinction between

issues, interests and positions.

* Issues are the "what" of negotiations-

what the parties disagree about

* Interests are the "why"of negotia-

tions-why each party wants what it

wants and feels strongly about it

* Positions are the "how" of negotia-

tions-statements about how an issue

might be addressed.

The following story provides an

example: 50

Two men were quarreling in a

library. One wanted the window open, the

other wanted it closed. They bickered back

and forth over how much to leave it open:

just a crack, halfway, three-quarters. They

were arguing so loudly the librarian came

over to find out what was the matter. She

asked one man why he wanted the win-

dow open. He replied: "To get some fresh

air." She asked the other why he wanted it

closed. He said, "To avoid a draft." After

thinking a moment, the librarian left, went

into the next room, and threw open the

window, bringing in fresh air without a

draft.

The two men viewed their problem as

a conflict over positions and limited their

discussion to those positions. If the librar-

ian also had focused only on the two men's

stated positions, the dispute would not

have been resolved with both men receiv-

ing benefits. By looking instead at the

men's underlying interests, the librarian

invented a mutually acceptable solution.

�ei--U--.Y

Focusing on interests helps the parties in a

dispute to:

* get beyond a win-lose approach cen-

tered on arguments over positions

* develop a collaborative approach,

searching for common interests or

interests that do not conflict

* respond more effectively to emotional

outbursts by acknowledging and vali-

dating the underlying interests

* stay in touch with their motivation to

reach agreement

* develop agreements that are more

durable because they meet the inter-

ests of all parties.51
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Steps in the process

Collaborative conflict resolution processes
generally involve three phases:

* pre-negotiation, when stakeholders set
the conditions for collaborative prob-

lem-solving

* negotiation, when the stakeholders

work together to create, choose and

document solutions

* implementation, when public authori-

ties adopt, implement, evaluate and

possibly re-negotiate the solutions
reached by stakeholders.

Within each phase, the parties work
through several steps or activities as they
try to build consensus for a final agree-
ment. The steps are not mandatory, how-
ever; the collaborative conflict resolution
process must remain flexible to be adapted

quickly to a particular situation. The fol-
lowing section describes the steps in the
process 52 and suggest a number of tech-
niques that educators and mediators have

found useful in key stages.

Pre-negotiation

Getting started. Someone

has to raise the possibility of dis-

pute resolution and initiate the
process. If no stakeholder is willing to

approach the others to suggest that they

attempt to reach agreement, a trusted out-

sider ("convener") might be able to make
this suggestion. One way to help parties
decide if collaboration is in their best inter-

est is to help them determine their

BATNA, or Best Alternative to a

Negotiated Agreement. Identifying the
expected results of the process can help

participants think about potential positive
outcomes of the problem solving process.
In addition, as participants learn how

other disputants expect to use the agree-
ment, a sense of trust in the process and in
the other participants can begin to

develop.

Techniques you can use to identify how
participants will use the outcome of the

process:

* Define the potential products. "If we

come to an agreement, what form

would the agreement be in?"

* How might we use the agreement

when it is developed?

* How might each party use the agree-
ment?

PRE-NEGOTIATION PHASE
1. Getting started
2. Representation
3. Ground rules and agenda
4. Problem definition
5. Joint fact-finding

NEGOTIATION PHASE

8. Criteria development
7. Generating alternatives
8. Evaluation and creating

agreements
9. Binding the parties to the

agreements
10. Producing a written agreement
11. Ratification

IMPLEMENTATION PHASE
12. Linking information

agreements to formal decision
making

13. Monitoring implementation
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E_3 Representation. Answers

must be found to the following

questions: Can the key players

be identified? Are they willing and able to

collaborate with the other parties? Can

legitimate spokespersons be found for

stakeholder groups? Do reasonable dead-

lines exist? Which issues are negotiable?

Do sufficient resources exist to support the

effort? Identify parties who have an inter-

est in the outcome. Include interests which

could be affected, as well as parties who

might prevent any agreement from being

implemented.

Techniques for identifying all affected

parties:

List the individuals and groups who:

* could claim legal standing

* have political clout to draw elected

and appointed officials into the dis-

pute

* could block implementation of an

agreement

* have sufficient "moral claim "to gain

the public's sympathy.

Establishing ground rules
and setting the agenda.
Before parties begin substantive

negotiations, they should agree on ground

rules for communicating, decision making,

and organizing the process. They also

need to agree on objectives for the process

and on the issue agenda. Agreeing on

these matters provides the first opportu-

nity for participants to have a positive

experience in the problem solving process.

The procedural agreements lay the

groundwork for achieving fairness for all

parties.

Purposes of procedural agreements:

* identifying the process to be used in

addressing conflict

* articulating specific behaviors that

will and will not be tolerated within

the group

* determining the steps to take in the

problem solving process

* providing acceptable procedures to

use when disputants begin to argue

over substantive issues.

Examples of possible ground rules:

* not speaking all at once

* stating something only once

* recording a group memory

* sharing information with interest

groups

* creating the agenda

* sharing leadership opportunities

* agreeing on the need for a facilitator

and recorder

* agreeing on how the group will make

decisions-consensus or majority vote.

Defining the problem.

Often each party has a different
perception of exactly what the

problem really is. How we define the

problem often leads us down a road

toward one type of solution. It is impor-

tant in this stage to clarify the problem

from each party's point of view. History,

present status, and need for change are

important elements in defining the issue.

It is also important to legitimize all per-

ceptions, understanding that each defini-

tion of the problem could be "right" and

that each definition of the problem might

yield a different "right answer." If any of

the participants believes that his or her

point of view is not being treated as legiti-

mate, the process is very likely to break

down.

Techniques for defining the problem:

* Legitimize the issue: "What do you see

as the problem?" Accept the fact that

each person may see the problem dif-

ferently. Write down each definition of

the problem so all can see.

* Find out how your definition of the

problem makes you feel.

* Identify the real problem.

* Whose problem is this? Can/should

we deal with it?

* Best/worst / most probable: What is

the best and worst possible thing

that might happen if we solve this

problem?

* Define the problem in terms of a ques-

tion: "How can we address this issue?

How can we solve this problem?"

* Clarify definitions of the words used.

It is very important that each person

understand what is meant.

* Is/is not: What is and is not part of the

problem?

* Ask the group to draw a picture of the

problem, including who is affected.

37



public issues

,38 education38 y^ ^______

Joint fact-finding. The par-
ties must agree on what techni-

cal background information is
pertinent to the dispute, what is known
and not known about the technical issues,
and on the methods to be used for gener-
ating answers to relevant technical ques-
tions. It is important to identify what is
known about why the problem exists and
how different parties are affected. This
step involves the parties completing the
following tasks: determining what infor-
mation they have regarding the issue;
identifying the portion of the information

that is accepted as accurate by all the par-
ties; and determining what additional
information, if any, they need to negotiate
effectively. Filling gaps might involve
input from experts or the sharing of infor-
mation known or collected by the parties

themselves. This step is ongoing.

Techniques to identify and clarify

knowledge gaps:

* Break down the problem into manage-

able parts.

* What are all the forces keeping it from
getting worse? Who wants to perpetu-

ate the problem? Who wants it to

change?

In these pre-negotiation stages, public
issues educators might use needs assess-
ment techniques, including telephone con-
tacts and informal meetings, to identify
parties and determine if they have an
interest in the issue. Discussion of how the
process will be conducted and what the
educator's role will be is critical.

Clarifying the problem from each party's
point of view, legitimizing the various
viewpoints, defining the problem, the his-
tory of the issue, and the need for change
can be done through an expanded needs
assessment or applied research project.
Each stakeholder group's knowledge of
the issue, objectives, willingness to partici-
pate, and thoughts on possible outcomes
of the negotiation process can be assessed
through group or individual interviews by
telephone or face-to-face. (In general, in-
person interviews are preferable for estab-
lishing trust and a good working relation-
ship.) Interview results can be analyzed
and used to educate stakeholder groups

on each other's perspectives. A summary
paper can be mailed to the parties. An
overview of stakeholder perspectives can
be an effective part of the introduction

when stakeholder groups convene for

negotiation.5 3

Negotiation

Developing criteria. To

invent options for mutual gain,

the parties must clearly state
their interests to each other. Rather than

asserting "positions"-what they want as
a solution-stakeholders seeking a resolu-
tion to a policy dispute need to be able to

discuss their "interests"-the reasons,
needs, concerns and motivations underly-
ing their positions. What are the major
needs or interests that must be satisfied for

everyone to agree on any solution?

Interests constitute the reason "why"

something is important. For example, lack
of noise in the evening hours may be an
interest or criterion; land use decisions

might be the solution or position which
determines how that particular interest is
satisfied. Satisfying one another's interests

should be the common goal of the parties'
dispute resolution efforts.

Techniques to identify interests:

* Bottom-line: What is most important

about this issue for you? What would
it be like if the problem were solved?

What do you want? Why do you want
it? Continually ask, "Why is this

important?" Each person in the group
must have a chance to add his or her

needs or interests to the list. The list

becomes a set of criteria against which

the alternative solutions are judged.

* Possible questions to draw out the
interests of the parties: What does it

mean to you that...? What would hap-

pen if...? What are the most important

things about...? What do you want

[the other party] to understand
about...? How do you feel when...?

* Consensus: It is important that every-
one be able to live with the list of crite-
ria. "This does not mean that each cri-

terion is important to you, but it does

mean that you will respect each of the
needs or interests incorporated in the
agreement and work toward their

accomplishment."
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Generating alternatives.
After the necessary information

has been obtained and accepted

and everyone's interests have been stated,

the parties can agree to a period of

"inventing without deciding." Brain-

storming can be used to produce as many

ideas as possible for solving the problem.

It is important that all parties be able to

suggest ideas and solutions. The ideas put

forth at this time can include the parties'

"positions." During this step, all must

agree that they will not judge ideas or

hold someone to any of the options.

Creativity, not commitment, is encouraged

at this stage.

Techniques for generating alternatives:

* Brainstorming: Share ideas, but don't

evaluate them. Record the ideas where

everyone can view them.

* Braindrain: brainstorming with a time

limit of 2-3 minutes. Groups compete

with each other to generate the most

ideas in a short time.

* "What I like about ..." After brain-

storming, give positive feedback on

each idea.

* Generate ideas using 5 x 7 cards

posted on the wall. Each person is

asked to answer "what if" or future-

oriented questions and post their

answers. Example: "In two years, resi-

dents and environmentalists agreed

that these ideas worked best to....

What are the three ideas?"

* Form small groups, mixing partici-

pants representing opposing interests.

Give them the job of designing a solu-

tion based upon the criteria.

Evaluating and creating

agreements. Once the parties
feel they have invented enough

options, they must decide which ones to

include in a proposed agreement. To do

this, they might develop joint criteria for

ranking the ideas, make trades across dif-

ferent issues, and/or combine different

options to form "packages" of agreements.

The educator or mediator might re-

emphasize that interests become criteria

for evaluating alternatives and then sug-

gest possible agreement packages for the

group to consider. Sometimes, an agree-

ment can be divided into parts, and sub-

committees can be asked to prepare each

part. The key is that the major interests or

needs have been satisfied.

Techniques for conducting evaluations

and creating agreements:

* Consensus: Consensus is based on the

term "to consent" or "to grant permis-

sion." The solution may not be "my

first choice," but I will "live with" the

decision. Consensus means there is

some level of commitment to imple-

ment the agreement.

* Both/and: Perhaps we don't have to

choose between alternatives; there

might be a way to build a solution

from several ideas.

* Straw voting: Get a sense of how the

participants feel.

* Survey: Ask, "What would it take for

you to live with the decision?" Do not

ask, "Why don't you like it?"

* Negative voting: Is there any sugges-

tion that would be unacceptable under

any circumstances?

* Focus on agreements first: What have

we agreed on? Agreements ensure fair-

ness by involving participants and

establishing a sense of ownership and

equity.

Binding the parties to
their agreements. An

important part of creating an

effective agreement to resolve a dispute is

developing provisions to ensure that the

parties will honor the terms of that agree-

ment. Every party must be assured that

the others will carry out their part.This

generally requires carefully sequencing

the required actions and performance

measures. Parties must discuss and agree

upon methods for making such assurances

tangible. It may help to include contingen-

cies in the agreement to cover unforeseen

circumstances or one party's failure to

uphold the agreement.E QW _ Producing a written

i agreement. The parties

should document areas of

agreement to ensure a common under-

standing of their accord, and to make cer-

tain that the terms can be remembered and

communicated unambiguously. This step

is crucial, for it ensures that the parties will

not leave the negotiations with different

interpretations of the agreement. Rather

than each party drafting his or her version

of what was agreed upon, it usually is best

to use a "single-text procedure." This

means that one negotiator (or a small sub-

committee of the participants working

with the facilitator) is designated to write a

draft of the agreement. The draft is then

circulated among the participants for com-

ments and changes until all have

approved it.
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Ratification. The parties
must get support for the

agreement from organiza-
tions that have a role to play in carrying
out the accord. These organizations

should have been identified at the outset
of the process and involved either directly
or through adequate representation in the
previous steps. When a negotiator repre-
sents a group of constituents, he or she
must submit the written agreement for
their approval. Although each organiza-
tion will follow its own internal proce-
dures as it reviews and adopts the settle-
ment, the negotiating group should agree
on the form of ratification that is necessary
from each party.

The various negotiation stages are
often combined in one or more meetings
where representatives of groups with a
stake in the issue convene. These meetings
may include discussion of interview
results, educating stakeholders on the var-
ious perspectives, and stakeholder repre-
sentatives discussing their concerns, perti-
nent facts, criteria for evaluating decision
and outcomes, alternative courses of
action, and then selecting one or more
courses of action. Group facilitation and
conflict resolution techniques are impor-
tant educational tools. Your role as the
educator is to create a situation in which
stakeholder groups educate each other
and jointly work through these stages.
You must take care to use neutral lan-
guage. If parties are stymied in generating
ideas, you may suggest some yourself, but
refrain from suggesting only one. Results
interviews conducted in the pre-negotia-

tion phase can help you keep everyone on
track. In addition, you can pay careful
attention to the criteria the parties select to
design an evaluation for the educational
program. 54

Implementation

-^^ _Linking informal
agreements to formal
decision making. A rat-

ified agreement must be linked to the deci-

sion making procedures mandated by
state statutes and local ordinances. How
this takes place depends on the substance
of the agreement and at what point in the
required decision making process negotia-
tion occurred. Decision makers should

have been involved, or at least well-
informed, all along in the process. If a
decision maker is assured that all parties
affected by an issue have agreed to a solu-
tion, and if the solution accords with the
criteria the decision maker must use to
make the decision, the agreement is likely
to be approved.

Monitoring implementa-
tion. The parties must

determine how they will
keep track of the success of their solution.
They must agree to standards for measur-
ing compliance and a schedule for carry-
ing out the monitoring process.

Subcommittees can be charged with
responsibility for monitoring and calling
the parties back together if "troubleshoot-
ing" becomes necessary. A procedure to
reconvene the parties to affirm outcomes,
resolve problems, renegotiate terms, or
celebrate success should be spelled out in
the written agreement. Communication
and collaboration should continue as the
agreement is carried out.

For you, the public issues educator,
the implementation stages may include
additional applied research and educa-
tional programs. For example, implement-
ing an agreement on a nonpoint source
pollution control program may involve
educators working with stakeholders to
develop an educational program, prepare
materials, and teach about "best manage-
ment" plans. You might also assist in
monitoring implementation through a for-

mal survey, follow-up interviews, discus-
sion with participants, or other evaluation

techniques. 55

Implications for educators'
roles

In comparison with traditional
approaches to public issues education,

interest-based problem solving expands
the roles available to educators. 56

Educators' traditional tools, such as needs
assessment, applied research, community-
based education, and program evaluation,
remain relevant. The Information Provider

and Technical Advisor roles, described in
Chapter 1, continue to be appropriate,
while the Facilitator role would be

expanded from emphasis on small-group

facilitation to "issue facilitation," includ-
ing assistance in collaboration and conflict

resolution, citizen participation, and con-
sensus building. Issue facilitation is clearly
a legitimate role for educators, since it pro-
motes the mutual education of involved
parties as well as an opportunity to learn a
new approach to the resolution of commu-
nity conflict-different from litigation or
arbitration.

In addition, two new roles would be
added: 5 7

* Promoter of dispute resolution-one
who suggests that the parties consider
facilitated collaboration (and may also
recommend competent facilitators)

* Mediator-one who actually performs

the third-party role in dispute resolu-
tion, intervening, interposing, helping
to reconcile differences, and working
individually or collectively with the
disputing parties to increase their
skills in collaborative problem solving.
Although not all public issues educa-
tors will have the ability or desire to
actually become mediators, anyone

can add the Promoter of Dispute
Resolution role to their professional

repertoire.
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Public issues educators
and the news media
T he news media are most people's pri-

mary source of information about

public issues. Because the media reach

large and diverse audiences, they are an

important resource and potential ally for

public issues educators. As with other

types of educational programs, news sto-

ries can help generate an audience. And

the media offer opportunities for signifi-

cant strides-or distortions -in people's

understanding of public issues. Under

favorable circumstances, the media can

also be a vehicle for communicating a

richer and more complex understanding

of public issues to far more people than

educators normally reach with face-to-face

programs.

Criticisms of the news media
The news media do a good job of cre-

ating awareness of public issues, but are

much less effective at helping citizens

work through the issues. "Working

through," according to Daniel Yankelovich,

"...is necessary to transform relatively

shallow, poorly informed public opinion

into more fully considered and firmly held

public judgment." He defines public judg-

ment as "the state of highly developed

public opinion that exists once people

have engaged an issue, considered it from

all sides, understood the choices it leads

to, and accepted the full consequences of

the choices they have made." 58

When citizens reach such a judgment,

their opinions tend to be "stable" in the

sense that they do not fluctuate from time

to time or when poll takers change the

wording of their questions. By contrast, on

issues where a public judgment has not

yet been reached, people's opinions are

likely to change each time they are re-

minded of another possible consequence.

(On protectionism, for instance, they tend

to favor it if reminded about American

workers' jobs, but to oppose it when ques-

tioned in the context of consumer

prices.) 59 According to Yankelovich 60

"working through" to reach a public judg-

ment requires information beyond what is

normally available through the mass

media, including:

* identifying an array of alternative

choices

* clarifying the consequences of differ-

ent choices

* maintaining attention to an issue until

people have a chance to come to grips

with it

* helping to interpret contradictory

information and disagreements among

the experts

* clarifying jargon, code words, and

other language used in confusing

ways

* conveying evidence that attention will

be paid to citizens' views.

Interviews with the public indicate a

similar desire for more help from the

media. Studies relying on focus groups

and in-depth interviews with ordinary cit-

izens 61 indicate that people want more

help in knowing how important issues dif-

fer, how they affect "me and my family,"

how they affect others) and what causes

the problems. They resent it when the

media seem to drop a story before it's

resolved. They want information that's

credible-that rings true (and resent it

when they feel that they're getting only

part of the story), and they want balanced

treatment of all sides. They know that

issues are complicated, and they're suspi-

cious of simplistic solutions. Finally, they

want evidence of progress - a "sense of

possibility." They complain about getting

little guidance on what they can do and

little evidence that anything they might do

would make any difference.

Responding to media
inquiries

To work effectively with the news

media, the first skill that public issues

educators need is the ability to respond

effectively when reporters come to them

for interviews, as may happen in connec-

tion with controversial issues. Preparation

is the key to communicating effectively in

these situations.

* If possible, think in advance about the

points you want to make. Figure out

how to make them concisely.

* Avoid making your points in the

abstract. Use human examples.

* Write down your points concisely, so

the reporter can take them back to the

office.

* If you're surprised by the media on an

issue, ask for a few minutes to com-

pose your thoughts. Reporters face

unrelenting deadlines, but, if you

don't feel prepared, say so politely.

Don't try to fake your way through an

interview; it usually doesn't work.

In addition, public issues education

calls for another important guideline. Any

hope for effectively resolving public issues

requires a fair and balanced understand-

ing of multiple points of view. The media

often fail to communicate that message

clearly enough-portraying issues,

instead, as two-sided conflicts. If you are

contacted by news reporters, try to use the

opportunity to promote the understanding

of different perspectives-or at least to get

across the idea that such understanding

should be sought.

Responding to attacks against you or

your program by a letter to the editor or

other means is a special case. Often, the

complainer will not be satisfied by any

response, no matter how sensible or ratio-

nal. Best advice: Wait a while; most people

will forget the negative comments. The

success of your program will speak for

itself.
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Initiating media strategies

In addition to reacting effectively
when news reporters initiate contacts, you
can also develop proactive communication
strategies. Communication strategies often
focus on either (1) persuading people to
adopt a certain behavior; or (2) providing
them with information considered impor-
tant by the message sender, but not neces-
sarily by the receivers. 6 2 A strategy that is
more likely to be appropriate in public

issues education is the "two-way equity
model," which assumes that all involved
parties have significant and important
points of view that need to be included in
the discussions.6 3

Implementing the two-way equity model
calls for the following steps:64

* Select the important
audiences. Marketers call this seg-
menting the audience. For example, if
the objective is to stimulate discussion

of a county-wide land use plan, audi-
ence segments might include local
elected officials, land developers,

landowners and environmentalists.

* Determine objectives for each
audience segment. When a com-

munication strategy is designed for
persuasion, the objective might be to
get an audience segment to buy a par-
ticular product; when the communica-
tion is for information transfer, the
objective is for the audience to acquire
certain facts. In public issues educa-
tion, other objectives may be more

appropriate: increased awareness or
knowledge of problems, proposed
solutions, or consequences of different
alternatives; more active participation

in discussions; greater appreciation of
different perspectives on the issues; or
identification of solutions likely to sat-
isfy a wide range of interests.

* Decide on the messages to be
communicated. Messages should
be clear and focused. Although a goal
of the two-way equity model is that
there be "no secrets"-in other words,

full information for everyone -it will
still be necessary to tailor messages to
the interests, goals and starting points
of each audience segment.

* Examine delivery alternatives.

Although the
news media

may be the

best way to
reach some

audience segments, others will need
more complex, detailed information
than the news media can be expected

to provide.

Newsworkers are rarely
educators; they are reporters

The news media may be an appropri-
ate delivery alternative when you want to:
* recruit individuals or groups to partic-

ipate in an educational program

focused on a public issue

* tell the public how to get educational

materials related to an issue

* alert as many people as possible to an
issue in the making

* offer an even-handed overview of an
issue or correct a misunderstanding.

The news media are not in the educa-
tion business. Most reporters and editors
believe their primary job is to inform. This
means they don't look at public issues in
the same way an educator would. To con-
nect with newsworkers, you need to think
like a person whose job is delivering news
or opinion to the public. Whether or not
information provided to the media actu-
ally gets used depends largely on whether
an editor or reporter sees it as newswor-
thy. And deciding whether something is
newsworthy is entirely up to editors or
reporters.

Defining "news" is tricky, but it usu-
ally refers to topics that are timely, have
local interest, carry a sense of importance,
involve conflict, are unusual, or carry a
human interest appeal. Whether an educa-

tor's story is considered newsworthy may
depend on other events that day, how

much competition there is for news time
or space, how much interest there is likely
to be in the educator's story or topic, and
how it is presented to the reporter or edi-
tor. The likelihood of success can be

enhanced by applying a standard rule to a
potential story or topic. First, ask, "Who
am I trying to reach and why?" Second,
ask, "What will their interest or reaction
be?" If the reader/viewer/ listener is
likely to say "So what?" to a story, it isn't
likely to make the news. The best story
topics will be those that meet the needs
and interests of the audience. Weak stories

are often more focused on meeting the
needs of the organization providing the

story.

Going beyond the news
media

For many audiences and many objec-

tives, "limited-audience media,"such as
fact sheets, newsletters, lectures, briefings,
and workshops, may be more effective
delivery alternatives than the news

media.6 5 These are especially important in
regard to issues not covered by the media
and for audience segments that need more
detailed information, or information tai-
lored to their interests and concerns.

For purposes of public issues educa-

tion, "dialogue formats"-in which people
on different sides of an issue confront and

learn from one another - are especially

appropriate. Examples include commu-
nity forums, study circles, roundtables,

and "town meetings."66
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Dialogue formats are ideal ways to

correct many of the deficiencies in the

news media's depiction of public issues.

Through dialogue:

* People are able to learn more com-

pletely and accurately how they and

others are affected by an issue.

* Connections among related issues

are more likely to be identified and

discussed.

* Balanced treatment of all sides of an

issue is more likely.

* Exploration of necessary tradeoffs is

more likely to occur.

* A larger array of alternatives is likely

to be identified and addressed

* Consequences for people in different

situations and with different values

are more likely to be correctly

identified.

* Contradictory information is more

likely to be noted and addressed.

* Feasible solutions and realistic strate-

gies are more likely to be identified,

and obstacles to simplistic solutions

are less likely to be ignored.

News organizations as
potential partners in public
issues education

There are ample reasons for closer

and more frequent collaboration between

public issues educators and the news

media. Each has advantages that could

enhance the other's work.

In recent years, the news media have

been widely criticized for sensational,

polarized or simplistic coverage of public

issues. By contrast, public issues educa-

tion-relying on limited-audience media

and dialogue formats as well as the mass

media -has the potential to develop

richer and more complete understandings

of public issues than the news media nor-

mally provide. Journalists concerned

about criticism of the news media might

well be receptive to educators' ideas for

improving public understanding of

important issues.

The educator's problem, on the other

hand, is that educational programs on

public issues inevitably involve only a

small portion of the population. The news

media reach a much larger audience.

Improved relationships between public

issues educators and the news media can

be a useful way to communicate the richer

and more complex understanding of

issues that develops among participants in

educational programs to larger audiences.

If you can find ways to enhance the

news media's reporting of educational

programs and their outcomes, the result

could be the double advantage of

(1) improved reporting of public issues by

the media; and (2) a greatly expanded

audience for public issues education.

Building partnerships with
the media

As an aid in creating links between

educators and the media, advice from the

Kettering Foundation to conveners of

National Issues Forums67 applies equally

well to public issues educators in general.

* Communicate to newsworkers what's

different about public issues educa-

tion-how it differs from policy mak-

ing as either a polarized debate or the

application of expert solutions.

* Explain the goals and methods of pub-

lic issues education (or have news-

workers attend an educational event)

and then ask what role they can envi-

sion for their medium.

* Suggest possible mutual benefits, such

as: "hearing 'real people' talk substan-

tively on a subject" "a different fram-

ing for a familiar issue besides 'experts

as usual,' " a great visual opportu-

nity-a mix of citizens interacting

together;" "a time-efficient way to syn-

thesize different citizen voices;" or

"narratives as well as numbers on

public attitude." 68

* Include representatives of media orga-

nizations on your steering committee.

Ask a local newspaper or TV station to

cosponsor an educational program.

* Get the right contact at each media

organization, such as the assignments

editor, public service director, public

affairs program producer, or a

reporter or commentator who is pas-

sionate about the topic of a particular

educational program.

* Suggest features or personality stories

on steering committee members, facili-

tators, or others active in promoting

new ways to address public issues.

* Suggest stories on how your commu-

nity is dealing with the issues. What

are the voices of opposition? Why is

there disagreement? What is being

done to foster a constructive search for

workable solutions?

* Invite a reporter to attend an educa-

tional program and write about the

type of discussion that takes place. Be

sure to explain the objective of pro-

moting mutual understanding across

conflicting perspectives.

* Respect the news media's need for

drama, but emphasize that "too much

emphasis on easily dramatized ele-

ments of a story can obscure the pub-

lic's need to consider all sides of the

issue." 69 The goal-ideally one that is

shared between educators and the

media-should be to find ways to "use

the drama of each issue to underscore

the public's need to understand the

multifaceted and complex nature of

the problems."70
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Evaluating public issues
education
Early in the planning of any public

issues education effort, it is important
to consider:

* What you hope to accomplish overall.

* The desired outcomes for each

meeting or phase.

* How to know along the way whether
you are on the right track.

* How you will know when you've
"arrived."

* Who else will need or want to know
what you've done.

* What you will want to be able to tell
people about the project.

These considerations provide a
framework for evaluating the process
which can help you:

* keep track of progress and make

needed adjustments in individual edu-
cational programs

* provide occasions and vehicles for

reflection and dialogue on the practice
of public issues education

* meet the demand for accountability to
administrators and funders

* document lessons to help in your own
future work or in the work of other
educators.

In addition, evaluation results offer
policy makers and the public a richer
understanding of what public issues edu-
cation is and what it can accomplish.
Public issues education is a necessary

activity in a democratic political system
and is therefore a valid purpose for com-
munity organizations such as Cooperative
Extension. But its practice is often limited

by the fact that its potential contributions
are poorly understood. To promote such
understanding, public issues education
needs to be described clearly in statements
of purpose such as those adopted by
Extension in several states.

But words are not enough. Policy
makers and citizens also need to see
actions consistent with the words.
Evaluation can help communicate the pur-
poses, reality and accomplishments of
public issues education to policy makers
and citizens.

Evaluating implementation
and end results

Evaluation should not be something
tacked on at the end of an educational pro-

gram just to meet accountability require-

ments. Ultimate impacts are not the only

things to evaluate -and may not even be

the most important things. The process of

stepping back-preferably with help from
someone with an independent perspective

-to reflect on what you've done and

where you're going is useful throughout
an educational program. Goals, strategies

and implementation, as well as impacts,
can all be evaluated.
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Special topics in public issues education

What you need is a "program theory"

that you can articulate -not a theory in

the abstract, scientific sense, but a state-

ment of what you hope to accomplish, the

activities you will carry out, and the effect

you expect your activities to have on your

goals. Note that this is different from sim-

ply stating your objectives and then evalu-

ating to see whether they have been

accomplished. Articulating a program the-

ory suggests questions to ask along the

way that will help you and others decide

whether your theory is sound, whether

you're still on track, and whether adjust-

ments need to be made.

Evaluation choices
Whether the focus is on a program's

ultimate impacts, or on progress made

along the way, educators need some mea-

sures of outcomes. A few key choices will

help to focus the evaluation:

* For what potential outcomes will you

look? Will the focus be on benefits for

individual participants (what they

have learned) or changes in the policy

issues (especially, progress toward res-

olution)?

* Will the evaluation focus on pre-deter-

mined outcomes, or will it be designed

to pick up whatever impacts may

emerge? (The former may be better for

testing and refining theories about

good educational practice; the latter

may be better at capturing the signifi-

cance and meaning of program experi-

ences for participants.)

* Will the outcomes to be looked for

represent acceptance of existing pol-

icy-making processes or a change-ori-

ented critique? If the former is chosen,

evaluators might look, for example,

only for evidence of a more informed

and actively participating citizenry.

The change-oriented technique might

lead them to look for more equitable

participation or for participation that

includes determining which issues get

on the agenda.

These choices are not simple matters

of "right" or "wrong,"and they are not

mutually exclusive, but they do represent

fundamental choices that have implica-

tions for evaluation strategies and the

choice of questions to ask.

Impacts on individual
learners

Evaluations of educational programs

typically focus on what happens to indi-

vidual learners. In the case of public issues

education, outcomes that might be looked

for include changes in:

* knowledge (about government, the

political process, or the issues)

* attitudes or opinions (regarding gov-

ernment and politics in general or the

specific issues addressed in an educa-

tional program)

* skills (including skills in leadership,

policy research, moral deliberation,

communication, conflict resolution

and political strategy)

* behavior or behavioral dispositions

(such as voting or participation in

political campaigns or the policy mak-

ing process).73
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For the most part, measuring impacts

on individual learners is no different in
public issues education than it is in other
educational programs. Two exceptions

concern the importance of questions about
equality and consensus.7 5

Equality
If public issues education leads to

increased participation, is participation

becoming more equal? Or are people who
have already been influential becoming

more involved (and the weak no better off

than they were)? If knowledge or skill is
increasing as a result of educational pro-
grams, is the gap between more and less

knowledgeable (or skillful) individuals
growing or shrinking?

Consensus:
If public issues education leads to

changes in attitudes, are attitudes coming
closer together or moving farther apart?

An educational program that produces

major shifts in the attitudes of individual

participants may actually move people
farther apart, making issue resolution
more difficult, while another program that
stimulates only minor changes in attitudes

may nonetheless increase the likelihood of
finding common ground.

Impacts on issue resolution
Although evaluating impacts at the

individual level is important, impacts on
issue resolution are at least equally impor-
tant. To date, such impacts have seldom

been evaluated systematically, although

anecdotal evidence is not hard to find.

Systematically collecting such evi-

dence is not difficult. Participants in the
policy making process (and observers of
it) frequently talk about changes in the

issues. They may note, for example, that
an issue has become more prominent,

more (or less) contentious, more (or less)

likely to be resolved. Can such changes be

attributed to specific educational interven-
tions? Of course they can. The connections

can't be proven, but reasonable arguments

-persuasive to reasonable people-can

certainly be presented.

The most obvious way to detect such

changes is to tap the observations of peo-

ple who (1) are involved in public decision

making on issues (or are otherwise in a

good position to observe the process); and
(2) can be expected to make judgments

about the impact of specific educational

interventions. Such individuals can pro-

vide interesting and informative answers

to such questions as:

* What happened as a result of the edu-
cational activities?

* What was it about the educational

activities that led to these results?

* What would have happened if the
educational activities had not taken

place?

An alternative approach is to talk

about an issue and to trace the influences

on its evolution to see what, if any, effect
an educational program appears to have
had.

Sample benefits to individuals
Evaluation studies of a variety of public issues education programs
have documented these effects:: ::
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Special topics in public issues education

Sources of evaluation data

Who can help answer such
questions?

Public issues educators
Public issues educators themselves

can observe changes in the issues and

plausible connections to these changes

linked to their educational efforts. You

must resist the temptation to see favorable

connections that don't really exist, so you

might want to ask others for "reality

checks." Keeping a journal can be a good

idea-take time on a regular basis to

describe the issue, note changes and

record specific evidence of impacts that

can be traced to educational interventions.

Advisory committee members
Advisory committees often help plan

and implement public education pro-

grams. Members are likely to be knowl-

edgeable about the issues and to approach

them from diverse perspectives. Providing

assistance in evaluating the program and

its impacts is a logical responsibility of

such a committee.

Program participants
Participants in educational programs

(the learners) are not necessarily knowl-

edgeable observers of the policy making

process. But, if a program is one that

brings together key players on all sides of

an issue, it makes sense to ask the audi-

ence itself, at periodic intervals, to

describe the issue (so that changes over

time can be detected) and to make judg-

ments about the educational program's

impact.

Media people
Newspaper, radio, or TV reporters

are close and reasonably objective

observers of public policy making. If the

media cover an issue addressed by an

educational program, you may try to

interview news reporters (turning the

tables!) at appropriate intervals to get their

observations of changes in the issue and of

plausible impacts of educational interven-

tions.

News accounts
If an issue receives sufficient cover-

age by the news media, news accounts

themselves can be a source of useful eval-

uation data. How is the issue described or

discussed in news stories and how do the

descriptions and discussion change over

time? Do news stories contain evidence of

impact by the educational interventions,

or does the timing of changes in news

accounts of the issue suggest such

impacts?

Policy makers
Policy makers are likely to have a

broad view of issues as well as sufficient

interest in them to be knowledgeable

about how they are discussed and under-

stood by various parties. They, too, can be

interviewed at appropriate intervals.

Evaluating progess in
resolving issues

One of the biggest frustrations in

evaluating impacts on issue resolution

stems from the fact that (1) public decision

making often takes a very long time; and

(2) educational programs are only one

influence among multitudes that affect

decision making. Fortunately, creative use

of process models, such as the ones

described in Chapter 2, helps overcome

these obstacles. The basic assumption of

process models consists of the idea that an

educator determines the stage an issue is

in, and then designs appropriate educa-

tional interventions. A further assumption

is that the interventions should help move

the issue to the next stage. It should be

possible, then, to evaluate public issues

education, not according to its impact on

an issue's final resolution, but according

to its success in moving an issue from one

stage to the next. Outcome indicators for

each stage can help educators know

whether they are making progress toward

issue resolution and decide when to shift

gears and move on to educational inter-

ventions appropriate for the next stage.

47



public issues
48 'education

For example, if you use the issue evo-
lution model, you could ask the following
questions at each stage of the process.

Stage 1-Concern: How is the problem
or situation defined? Has the way the
problem is defined changed, and, if so,
how?

Stage 2-lnvolvement: Who is
involved in the policy making
process? Has involvement changed,
and, if so, how?

Stage 3-Issue: How is the issue -the
various parties' goals and points of
disagreement -defined? Have the
goals and points of disagreement
changed, and, if so, how?

Stage 4-Alternatives: What alterna-
tives are being considered? Has the
menu of alternatives under considera-
tion changed, and, if so, how?

Stage 5-Consequences: What poten-
tial consequences of the different alter-
natives are being considered? Have
expectations or concerns about conse-
quences changed, and, if so, how?

Stage 6-Choice: What are policy mak-
ers considering as they approach a
decision? Have influences on the pol-
icy makers changed, and, if so, how?
What decision was made? How do the
various parties feel about the decision?

Stage 7-Implementation: How is the
new policy being implemented? Have
changes occurred in its implementa-
tion, and, if so, what are they?

Stage 8-Evaluation: How well is the
new policy working? Is there agree-
ment about that? Has opinion about
implementation of the policy changed,
and, if so, how?

In each stage, you can also ask, "What
would be different if the educational pro-
gram had not taken place?"

Evaluation challenges
Some of the challenges in evaluating

public issues education include:
* the complexity of public issues and by

necessity, of educational programs
that address them

* the fact that educational programs typ-
ically evolve and change during the
course of their implementation

* difficulties in identifying and ade-
quately sampling all of the audiences
educators hope to affect

* the absence of "tried and true" mea-
surement techniques for most out-
comes of interest

* the need to provide support for the
validity of inferences drawn from
measurement efforts, so they will hold
up under reasonable scrutiny.

To cope with these challenges, evalu-
ation experts advise (1) maintaining a
skeptical attitude toward one's data; (2)
employing multiple philosophical and
value frameworks, methods, measures,
and analyses; and (3) developing rigorous
procedures for monitoring and assuring
the quality of data.77

Another important concern goes
beyond the question of whether the infer-
ences drawn in an evaluation are valid.
Evaluators are also challenged to consider
whether their work is designed to lead to
valid uses or actions. A paper-and-pencil
knowledge test that excludes illiterate or
less verbal participants might fail to yield
valid inferences. But a critique of an exist-
ing policy process derived from open-
ended interviews of multiple participants
but disseminated to only a few might rep-
resent invalidity in terms of use or action.

In short, public issues education is
enmeshed in the political fray of public
policy making with the intent of somehow
improving it. This "somehow" will vary
from program to program, reflecting the
inevitable diversity of situations and view-
points in a complex democratic society.
Evaluating programs and their outcomes
calls for a thoughtful, politically con-
scious, and ethically responsible contribu-
tion to the policy making process.
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