
CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THROUGH PUBLIC DELIBERATION  

Introduction 
Making choices about how to 
deal with public issues is 
difficult — people favor 
different approaches and the 
options for action may conflict. 
Any strategy for public action 
will have consequences, which 
pull people in different 
directions both individually 
and collectively. People have to 
work through these conflicts 
and deal with the trade-offs 
until they have a shared sense 
of direction for moving ahead 
and some idea of what fellow 
citizens are willing to do to 
solve the problem. 
 

Public Deliberation and 
Deliberative Forums 
Moving citizens to common 
ground often requires a 
positive catalyst. Public 
deliberation is a means by 
which citizens make tough 
choices about the basic purpose 
and directions for their 
communities and country—a 
way of reasoning and talking 
together. It is neither a 
partisan argument where 
opposite sides try to win, nor a 
casual conversation conducted 
with polite civility. 
 
 
 
 
 

Deliberative forums provide a 
safe non-partisan venue for 
citizens to struggle with 
challenging issues facing their 
communities. These forums are 
based on the idea that in a 
democracy citizens have a 
responsibility to get together to 
talk through their common 
concerns, to weigh possible 
alternative actions to address 
these problems and eventually 
send signals to officeholders and 
others about the desired 
direction for public action. 
 
Oklahoma Partnership for 
Public Deliberation (OPPD)  

The issue of citizen 
involvement is a 
concern of many 
Oklahoma 
organizations, 

including associations, agencies, 
businesses, education 
institutions, religious and 
spiritual organizations, 
and civic groups.  Several 
Oklahoma organizations have 
formed a partnership to pool 
their efforts and work together 
to foster citizen engagement in 
public issues through public 
deliberation. 

www.OKdeliberates.org 
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CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THROUGH 
PUBLIC DELIBERATION 

An Information Packet for Groups Interested in  
Fostering Deliberative Democracy in Oklahoma 

 
Elements of a  
Deliberative Forum 
◘ Deliberative forums are made 

up of a diverse group of 8-20 
participants. 

◘ The group convenes in a circle, 
horseshoe, or other  formation 
favorable to inclusive 
communication. 

◘ The forums last for about 2 to 
2.5 hours. 

◘ A trained moderator and 
recorder facilitates the forum 
and ensures that forum 
participants listen carefully and 
share their  varied perspectives 
on an issue. 

◘ Participants “deliberate” three 
or four approaches to an issue 
by describing the appeals and 
concerns for each one. 

◘ Participants identify possible 
actions and listen for common 
ground or a share sense of 
direction. 



 
 
 
 

“Research to determine “Research to determine 

the impact of public the impact of public 

deliberation...indicates deliberation...indicates 

that public deliberation that public deliberation 

is a useful approach to is a useful approach to 

addressing challenging addressing challenging 

social issues.”social issues.”  

  

“Community forums are “Community forums are 

really about involving really about involving 

the people who are the people who are 

experiencing the experiencing the 

problems.”problems.”  

  

“The successes of public “The successes of public 

outreach, the successes of outreach, the successes of 

involving the people in involving the people in 

the making of public the making of public 

policy...are critical to the policy...are critical to the 

sustainability of society sustainability of society 

as a whole.”as a whole.” 

 

Significant Findings from  
Studies of Public Deliberation 

◘ Deliberative forum participants come from every part of society. 
 

◘ Virtually everyone is capable of deliberating about important public issues.  
Educational level, for example, is not a barrier. 

 

◘ Forum participants reconsider their own opinions and judgments. 
 

◘ Forum participants reconsider the views of others and develop a greater 
understanding of those viewpoints. 

 

◘ Participants approach issues more realistically and are willing to consider 
costs, consequences, and tradeoffs associated with various possible policy 
directions or approaches. 

 

◘ People define their self-interests more broadly after participating in 
deliberative forums. 

 

◘ Deliberation leads many to feel a greater sense of confidence in what they 
can do politically.  That is, people become more inclined to see themselves 
as political actors capable of making a difference. 

 

◘ Participants become more interested in political and social issues. 
 

◘ Deliberation in a community enhances communication among groups. 
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Sources: 
McKenzie, R.H., Frecker, B. & O’Connor, G. (Eds.), (1999). A workbook for teaching public 

deliberation and public action. Dayton, OH: Kettering Foundation/Nation Issues  
 Forums Institute. 
 

Daugherty, R.A. & Williams, S.E., (2006, June).  Organizational history and impact analysis      
of the Oklahoma Partnership for Public Deliberation and civic networks in Oklahoma.  
Report presented at the Kettering Foundation Public Policy Workshop—Institute  

 Research, Dayton, OH. 
 

Daugherty, R. A., & Williams, S.E. (2007). Applications of public deliberation: Themes     
 emerging from twelve personal experiences emanating from National Issues Forums 
 training.. Journal of Public Deliberation, 3(1), Article 10. Retrieved October 1, 2007, 
 from  http://services.bepress.com/jpd/vol3/iss1/art10/. 

Results from Studies of the Oklahoma  
Partnership for Public Deliberation 

 

Several positive outcomes occur when trained moderators and recorders 
are involved with issue forums following their preparation.  The extent of 
these outcomes strongly suggests that public deliberation is effective and 
when implemented at the community level serves as a catalyst for citizen 
involvement, networking and positive community change. 
 

◘ Citizens, without the assistance of government entities or expert advice, were 
able to resolve public problems. 

 

◘ Study participants stated that they used the concepts of public deliberation in 
a variety of settings, including: university classes, high school social studies 
programs, community meetings and forums, and leadership programs. 

 

◘ Although public discourse occurs daily in civic life, the systematic approach of 
employing debate tactics in conflict resolution does not encourage the 
inclusion of all ideas and opinions.  Only deliberation emphasizes the model 
of public politics that includes the examination of all individuals’ welfare, as 
well as that of society’s, before the decision-making process is complete. 
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The OPPD is a partnership of 
statewide and regional 
organizations and groups that are 
interested in fostering citizen 
involvement in public decision 
making through public 
deliberation. Each organization 
identifies a representative to the 
OPPD. 
 
The OPPD gives leadership to 
National Issues Forums (NIF), 
public deliberative forums and 
study circles in Oklahoma. 
   
Currently, the Oklahoma 
Cooperative Extension Service 
coordinates the partnership under 
the leadership of Renée 
Daugherty and Sue Williams. 
 
OPPD Partner Organizations  
At any given time, there are about 
15-20 organizations in the 
partnership. Involvement in the 
partnership is open to any 
organization, such as higher 
education institutions, civic 
organizations, government 
agencies, professional and trade 
associations, and volunteer 
educational organizations. 
Membership is free. 
 
How to Become an 
Organizational Partner 
Review the mission and vision of 
the OPPD, and reflect on how 
those concepts fit with your 
organization. Consider who in 
your organization might be an 
appropriate representative to 
attend OPPD meetings and give 
leadership in involving your 
organization in public 
deliberation. Consider attending 
an OPPD meeting as a guest. 
Meetings are typically held 
monthly in the Oklahoma City 
area. 
 

Mission and Vision   
The mission of the OPPD is to 
foster participation in reasoned 
and informed decision making for 
the public good. Our vision is that 
Oklahoma embraces a culture of 
public deliberation. 
 
To meet its mission and vision, 
the OPPD offers the following: 
 
Oklahoma Moderators and 
Recorders Academy (OMRA)  
(formerly Public Policy Institute). 
At the OMRA, people learn to 
conduct issue forums at the local 
level using NIF and Study Circles 
materials. Participants learn to: 

◘ Convene and promote forums 
and study circles. 

◘ Moderate and record forums in 
order to come to common 
ground and identify possible 
individual and public actions on 
an issue. 

◘ Organize a local network to 
support public deliberation. 

◘ Report citizen perspectives 
expressed at local deliberative 
forums to local, state, and 
national decision-makers. 

◘ Appreciate the importance of 
deliberation in identifying the 
public’s perspective on public 
policy issues. 

 
Local issue forums.   
OMRA participants return to 
their communities to organize a 
local steering committee to plan 
and conduct local issues forums. 
There are over 40 issue booklets 
and companion videotapes on a 
variety of topics to assist the 
steering committee in conducting 
a forum. 
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“One goal of the “One goal of the 
OPPD is to help OPPD is to help 
Oklahomans to Oklahomans to 
develop a develop a 
deliberative habit deliberative habit ––  
a habit of a habit of 
deliberating on deliberating on 
crucial public crucial public 
issues together in issues together in 
community community 
forums.”forums.”  

OKLAHOMA PARTNERSHIP  
FOR PUBLIC DELIBERATION 

Visit us on the Web at 
OKdeliberates.org 
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To engage Oklahomans in public 
decision making through public 
deliberation, we consider three 
skill levels. 

 
Level 1: Deliberating in Public 
Forums   
This skill set involves learning 
how to deliberate with others in a 
public forum on controversial 
public issues using a framed issue 
booklet or guide.  Components 
include citizens learning to: 
 
◘ Listen to other perspectives in a 

respectful, attentive way. 
◘ Reflect on what others say and 

consider how that may impact 
one’s own perspective. 

◘ Consider various possible public 
policy approaches and actions to 
address a given issue. 

◘ Identify facts, feelings, values 
and tensions. 

◘ Identify the costs and 
consequences of various 
alternatives. 

◘ Weigh choices and identify trade-
offs. 

◘ Determine common ground for 
action. 

◘ Identify a shared sense of 
direction. 

◘ Determine what they can do as a 
group or individuals to resolve 
the problem. 

 

Level 2: Convening, 
Moderating, Recording and 
Reporting Deliberative 
Forums   
This skill set involves learning 
how to conduct effective 
deliberative forums and report the 
outcomes of those forums.  
Components include learning to 
do the following: 
 
◘ Organize local steering 

committees from various 
segments of the community. 

◘ Build commitment within the 
community to convene and 
support public deliberation. 

◘ Use various moderating 
techniques effectively in forums 
to foster deliberation, such as 
listening, probing/questioning, 
paraphrasing, neutrality, 
encouraging, etc. 

◘ Record forums using techniques 
that identify feelings, values, 
tensions, trade-offs, common 
ground, shared sense of 
direction, next steps, etc. 

◘ Report forum outcomes to the 
public, decision makers, etc. 

 
This skill set is taught and 
developed at the Oklahoma 
Moderators and Recorders 
Academy held in locations around 
Oklahoma. 
 

Level 3: Framing Issues for 
Deliberation 
This skill set involves learning to 
frame issues for deliberation in 
public forums.  Components 
include learning to do the 
following: 
 
◘ Recognize which issues/

problems are good candidates 
for framing and deliberation. 

◘ Implement the process of issue 
framing. 

◘ Identify the problem or issue. 
◘ Determine how people think and 

talk about the issue (focus 
groups, surveys, interviews, etc.). 

◘ Identify concerns and look for 
themes within those concerns; 
cluster according to themes. 

◘ Identify three/four possible policy 
directions and various actions 
that could be undertaken in 
each. 

◘ Pilot test the framing in public 
forums. 

◘ Write an issue book or guide. 
 
This skill set is taught at Issue 
Framing Workshops held when 
necessary. 

Developing a Habit of Public Deliberation Among Oklahomans 
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To learn each set of skills, a person begins by 
developing an awareness of the skill and its 
purpose.  Through practice and experience, 
people improve their skills and move toward 
competence and a high level of expertise.   
 
It helps to see these skills on a continuum.  
Being skilled at deliberating in public forums 
is the most basic set of skills. The next 
essential skill level is convening, moderating, 
recording and reporting deliberative forums. 
A smaller number of people aspire to this 
skill set.  Framing issues for deliberative 
forums is the final skill set. 

Deliberating as a  
Participant in a Forum 

Issue  
Framing 
Convening,  
Moderating,  

Recording, & Reporting 

Awareness         Competence 

CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THROUGH PUBLIC DELIBERATION 
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These are some tips and guidelines for 
convening your own forum in your 
community or organization. Use this 
guide to create an individual plan for 
your group. If you want to learn more, 
the OPPD offers academies and 
workshops on convening, moderating, 
and recording deliberative forums.  
 

Decide Why You Want a Forum 
◘ To build community capacity—to 

help forum participants develop a 
habit of using the deliberative 
approach to address difficult 
issues. 

◘ To help forum participants find 
avenues and resources to take 
action and address an issue in 
their community or state. 

◘ To help communities/states/
nations address hot button issues. 

 

Getting Started 
◘ Invite people you think would be 

interested in public deliberation to 
help you.   

◘ Form a planning committee to help 
find ways to implement 
deliberative discussions in your 
community organization.   

◘ Start out small. For your first 
forum, gather friends or a group 
that already meets. 

◘ Partner with an experienced 
moderator. A moderator is 
someone who knows how to 
conduct and record a forum.  

◘ Create goals and a mission 
statement for your 
organization. Share it and get input 
from your partners. 

 

Forming (and Sustaining)  
Partnerships 
◘ Build a base of support for local 

issue forums to ensure broad 
participation and spread the 
workload among volunteers.   

◘ Contact local organizations and 
persons you think would be 
interested in the topic areas you 
plan to deliberate and in becoming 
involved in public deliberation. 

◘ Start with one or two partners. As 
your program grows, add more and 
increase the diversity of your 
contacts. 

Convening a Deliberative Forum 

Selecting an Issue for  
Deliberation and Dialogue 
 
Several issue guides on a variety of 
public issues have been developed 
to support forums and study 
circles.  For a complete list of issue 
guides on about 40 public issues, go 
to:   
 
National Issues Forums 
     www.nifi.org 
Everyday Democracy 
     www.everday-democracy.org 
Public Agenda 
     www.publicagenda.org 
The Harwood Institute 
   www.theharwoodinstitute.org 

 
 

Moderators and Recorders   
 
In Oklahoma, there are several 
OPPD-trained moderators and  
recorders to assist in convening 
and conducting non-partisan, non-
biased, non-advocacy public  
deliberative forums and study  
circles.  For a current listing, visit 
Deliberative Forums at the 
OPPD website:   
     www.OKdeliberates.org 
Review the list and identify trained 
moderators and recorders in your 
area. Contact them and involve 
them in planning the forum or 
study circle. 

 

◘ Be inclusive—the more diverse the 
better. Involve people from a vari-
ety of backgrounds, neighbor-
hoods, and cultural groups. 

◘ Give partners the opportunity to 
participate in the earliest planning 
stages and allow them to contrib-
ute their special talents.   

◘ Make sure your partners under-
stand the mission and goals of the 
partnership and have clearly de-
fined roles.   

◘ Communicate with partners. Ask 
about their expectations and how 
they hope to benefit. 

 

Choosing a Topic 
The topic you choose will help shape 
your forum. Some issues evoke intel-
lectual discussions and others per-
sonal reactions. 
◘ Choose an issue that will resonate 

with your group. Until the group is 
comfortable with each other and 
with deliberating, you should avoid 
highly charged topics.   

◘ Keep in mind that deliberation is a 
process that may not lend itself to 
quick action. 

 

Organizing Your Forum 
◘ Make sure publicity is well-timed 

and accurate.   
◘ Schedule a facility for your forum. 

Allow 2 to 3 hours, and plan to ar-
rive 30 minutes early and stay 30 
minutes late.   

◘ Arrange for written materials 
(discussion guides, etc) to be dis-
tributed in advance.   

◘ Organize chairs in a horseshoe or 
other interactive arrangement. Try 
to have at least 8 participants for 
an adequate flow of deliberation.   

◘ Find out from moderators and re-
corders what they will need - flip 
chart easels, pads, markers, tape - 
and have them set up. 

◘ Arrange early for additional needs 
such as AV equipment, extension 
cords, posters, sign-in sheet, re-
freshments, and childcare. 

 
 Remember, there are many 

ways to define success for a 
forum! 

CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THROUGH PUBLIC DELIBERATION 
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Hundreds of communities across 
the country have organized study 
circle programs. Everyday 
Democracy works directly with 
these communities, to refine and 
improve the process for organizing 
large-scale community dialogue 
that leads to action and change. 

 
How Everyday Democracy 
Programs Work 
 
In a large-scale study circle 
program, people all over a 
neighborhood, city, county, school 
district, or region meet in diverse 
study circles over the same period 
of time. All the study circles work 
on the same issue and seek 
solutions for the whole community.  

Everyday Democracy is 
dedicated to finding ways for all 
kinds of people to engage in 
dialogue and problem solving on 
critical social and political issues. 
Everyday Democracy helps 
communities by giving them the 
tools to organize productive 
dialogue, recruit diverse 
participants, find solutions, and 
work for action and change. 
 

The Topsfield Foundation created 
the Study Circles Resource Center 
in 1989. Since the, SCRC (now 
Everyday Democracy) has worked 
with many kinds of communities, 
on many different issues, to develop 
a process for bringing people 
together for creative community 
change. 

 

At the end of the round of study 
circles,  people from all the study 
circles come together in a large 
community meeting to work 
together on the action ideas that 
came out of the study circles. Study 
circle programs lead to a wide 
range of action and change efforts. 
 
 
 

“Helping People Work Together for Creative Community” 

Visit their website for a list of issue 
guides: 
www.everyday-democracy.org 

 
For more information: 
Everyday Democracy 
111 Founders Plaza Suite 1403 
East Hartford, CT 06108 

 
What is a study circle? 
 
A study circle is a group of 8-12 people from different backgrounds and viewpoints who meet several 
times to talk about an issue. In a study circle, everyone has an equal voice, and people try to understand 
each other's views. They do not have to agree with each other. The idea is to share concerns and look for 
ways to make things better. A facilitator helps the group focus on different views and makes sure the 
discussion goes well. 

CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THROUGH PUBLIC DELIBERATION 
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The National Issues Forums (NIF) 
is a network of organizations joined 
together by a common desire to 
discuss critical issues. 
Organizations who participate in 
NIF include educational 
institutions, leadership groups, 
civic groups, churches, libraries, 
senior centers, community groups, 
and youth groups. Some are 
independent, local forums 
sponsored by energetic citizens. 
Others are part of educational 
programs at colleges, schools, and 
extension services. 

 

Local issue forums offer the space 
to deliberate about public issues. 
Deliberation, rather than debate, 
lets us talk about concerns, weigh 
drawbacks and tradeoffs, and find a 
shared sense of direction before 
making decisions. 

When we join together to 
deliberate, we create a public voice 
that determines public policy. 
Reports on the outcomes of the 
forums are shared with local, state, 
and national officeholders to give 
them insight into what the public is 
thinking. 

NIF is non-partisan and does not 
advocate a specific solution or point 
of view. 
 
 

NIF publishes issue guides for 
deliberative forums. Issue guides 
are available on approximately 30 
topics with a sampling shown on 
this page. 
 
Since 1981 the NIF movement has 
provided a way to help citizens 
join together to deliberate, to 
make choices with others about 
ways to approach difficult issues, 
and to work toward creating  
reasoned public judgment.  
 
 
 

 
Public forums continue to range 
from small or large group 
gatherings similar to town hall 
meetings, to multi-session study 
circles. 
 
 

 

II  f American Democracy is to fulfill its promise, f American Democracy is to fulfill its promise,   
citizens must take responsibility and act together.citizens must take responsibility and act together.  

For more information on NIF, 
and a complete list of issue 

guides, visit their website at: 
www.nifi.org 

 
Or call 1-800-433-7834. 

Approximately 30 issue guides are 
available at www.nifi.org. 

Issue Guides 

CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THROUGH PUBLIC DELIBERATION 
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Contact us! 

 
 

Renée A. Daugherty, Ph.D. 
Professor 

Human Development and Family Science 
Human Environmental Sciences 

and 
Extension Specialist for 

Leadership and Educational Methods  
Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service 

 
Email: renee.daugherty@okstate.edu 

Telephone: 405-744-9928 
 
 

Kimberly A. Williams, M.S. 
Assistant Extension Specialist for  

Civic Engagement 
Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service 

 
Email: kimberly.williams@okstate.edu 

Telephone: 405-744-9921 
 

 
 

233 Human Environmental Sciences  
Oklahoma State University 
Stillwater, OK 74078-6122 

Want to be notified of Oklahoma Partnership for Public Deliberation events  
such as the Oklahoma Moderators and Recorders Academy? 
 
Do you know an organization that would make a good OPPD partner? 
 
Do you have questions about deliberation or deliberative forums? 

CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THROUGH PUBLIC DELIBERATION 
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