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Editor’s Note:

The foundation has a longstanding research interest in understanding some of the barriers 

to democratic practice. During the past year, we have focused our attention on the kinds of 

organizations that help promote civic skills and opportunities to address collective problems  

within communities. We are not alone in noting that a once thriving network of civic organizations 

has become less “civic” and more “organized,” limiting the opportunities for citizens to feel they  

can make a difference. The first section of this issue describes some of the challenges this change 

has had on collective self-rule. Derek Barker provides a brief history and literature describing the 

reduction in civil society. Martín Carcasson highlights the polarized nature of public discourse and 

describes a center for public life that is passionately neutral, and thus an honest broker of difficult 

conversations. Dorothy Battle describes the gap between what citizens might bring to collective 

problem solving and how organizations often fail to recognize these citizen resources. Scott Peters 

and others relate the need to connect different ways of communicating and how cooperative 

extension might weave connections among different perspectives. Finally, Dallas and Marin share 

a series of multinational perspectives on the need for an independent sector;  without it, democracy 

fails to deliver its promises.

T h e  C h a l l e n g e s  o f  C i v i c  L i f e
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In the fall of 2006, I created the Colorado 
State University Center for Public 

Deliberation (CPD). My experiences as a 
communication studies scholar in gen-
eral, and with CPD in particular, have led 
to two clear conclusions: (1) democracy 
requires high quality communication to 
function well and (2) such communication 
requires significant effort to develop and 
sustain. In particular, high quality demo-
cratic communication does not come 
naturally and seems to call for what I’ve 
termed “passionate impartiality.” Passion-
ate impartiality is necessary because the 
quality of our political communication 
tends to suffer from a number of ailments 
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What began as an effort to provide  
students with a substantive curricular  
experience that went beyond their  
textbooks has seemingly become a  
full-fledged attempt to transform the  
politics of our local community. 

that only seem to worsen in today’s adver-
sarial political culture, and politicians and 
activists immersed in the culture do not 
seem interested or capable of improving 
it. A countertrend that seems promising, 
however, is deliberative practice fostered 
by impartial analysts, convenors, and 
facilitators focused on bringing people 
together across perspectives, improving 
our conversations, and, ultimately, increas-
ing the capacity for communities to solve 
problems collaboratively. Such impartiality 
is critical for a number of functions, such 
as decreasing polarization and the misun-
derstanding it breeds, expanding beyond 
the usual suspects the audiences involved 

in community politics, addressing issues 
of undue power and inequality, uncover-
ing and helping audiences work through 
the tough choices and trade-offs inherent 
to public decision making, and support-
ing productive interactions between the 
public, experts, and institutional decision 
makers. The bottom line is that democracy 
needs these activities to function well, and 
our current political system rarely provides 
them.

I readily acknowledge that the idea of 
passionate impartiality seems oxymoronic 
—not too many people are fired up about 
not having an opinion. The form of impar-
tiality I have in mind here, though, is not 
a dull, detached neutrality, but one that 
passionately supports democracy and the 
values it entails, such as equality, inclusion, 
and the rights and responsibilities of citi-
zenship. At CPD, we are thus impartial but 
passionate about the work of helping our 
community communicate better, come 
together across differences, and solve 
problems more collaboratively. The ques-

tion thus becomes, how do we develop 
such a capacity broadly? The answer I 
would like to call for here advocates for 
the importance of developing local cen-
ters that can serve as hubs of democracy 
and catalysts for passionate impartiality 
and democratic governance.

 During the three and a half years I’ve 
directed CPD, we have continually learned 
more and more about the need for local 
capacity for community decision mak-
ing and problem solving, and sought to 
situate ourselves to serve that role. What 
began as an effort to provide students 
with a substantive curricular experience 
that went beyond their textbooks has 

seemingly become a 
full-fledged attempt to 
transform the politics of 
our local community. As 
we began to run projects, 
we realized that our com-
munity needed the work 
much more than we antic-
ipated and that it took 
more time and capacity 
than expected. For exam-
ple, I initially assumed I 
was primarily teaching 
students and community 
members to be modera-
tors, but as we progressed 

with the work, the tasks before and after 
the forums—such as researching and 
framing issues from a deliberative per-
spective, convening and developing inclu-
sive audiences for the forums, and then 
analyzing and reporting on the forums 
to ensure the hard work is utilized—were 
just as critical, and, unfortunately, just as 
absent in our communities. Each of these 
tasks calls for passionate impartiality, in 
which our communities are often woefully 
deficient.

It is clear to me now that our work in 
many ways is attempting to fill a void in 
our communities that used to be filled 
by a variety of community organizations, 
nonprofits, and nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs). Those organizations 
have either professionalized, politicized, 
or shifted their focus to Washington (as 
argued by Rich Harwood and Theda 
Skocpol), or perhaps simply suffered from 
a general decline in local participation (as 
argued by Robert Putnam). Our communi-
ties still certainly benefit from wonderful 

and obviously critically important non-
profits selfishly dedicated to improving 
their communities and helping people, 
but they tend to be focused on particular 
issues and can often only address symp-
toms of those issues rather than root 
causes (i.e. addressing hunger rather than 
poverty). The individuals involved with 
such nonprofits are also often activists 
supporting particular perspectives and 
worldviews, and tend to work among the 
like-minded rather than across perspec-
tives, and thus are not well situated to 
serve broader roles of bringing their com-
munities together and supporting notions 
of democratic governance. 

The case for developing and support-
ing locally situated centers focused on 
deliberative democracy is thus, I believe, 
a strong one. National organizations, such 
as the National Issues Forums Institute, 
Everyday Democracy, AmericaSpeaks, and 
Public Agenda, have played critical roles in 
sparking productive conversations about 
democracy and in developing processes 
and infrastructure for improved demo-
cratic governance. But as we discover 
more about deliberative practice and the 
skill sets and resources required to truly 
impact communities, it becomes more 
and more clear that, ideally, each commu-
nity will develop its own impartial delib-
erative resources, connected in important 
ways to the national organizations. The 
skills needed for running one-time events 
can perhaps be imported or borrowed, 
but the skills for the capacity building  
necessary to develop deliberation as a 
community habit and a way of life need  
to be homegrown and continuously pres-
ent. When situated locally, organizations 
can develop the reputation for excellence 
and impartiality necessary to meet emerg-
ing community needs. They can more 
easily move beyond the event model to 
capacity building and serve as advocates 
for democracy and improved communica-
tion in general. They can nurture stronger  
relationships with local officials and com-
munity leaders to better design projects 
to best fit the situation. They can serve as 
key laboratories of democracy that utilize 
and develop a multitude of methods  
and processes, constructing a deliberative 
toolkit that can adapt to any situation.  
Perhaps most important, they can develop 
a broad and inclusive network of partici-

D e v e l o p i n g  D e m o c r a c y ’s  H u b s
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pants and strive closer to the elusive ideal 
of an engaged, representative community 
of citizens as collaborative problem solvers. 

Interestingly, the history of the NIF 
network of centers for public life has 
exhibited a trajectory similar to that of 
CPD. The network initially had a training 
focus, developing moderators to run pub-
lic forums and educate citizens on issues 
and on a different way of talking about 
politics. As the deliberative democracy 
movement began to grow, practitioners 
focused more on moving from talk to 
action, many of the NIF centers began to 
expand their own capacity, focus more 
on local issues, and develop their own 
material. Now many of the centers serve 
as full-fledged, locally situated, hubs of 

democracy, brimming with passionate 
impartiality. Another network, newly 
formed but quickly growing, the Univer-
sity Network for Collaborative Governance 
(UNCG), serves a similar role, cultivating 
passionate impartiality specifically from 
university campuses.

So how (and where) can we develop 
more of these centers? A number of pos-
sibilities exist, both profit and nonprofit, 
but speaking from my experience, I’ll 
focus on the potential of developing them 
at colleges and universities. As already 
mentioned, passionate impartiality is a 
rare resource, but even more scarce are 
passionate, impartial individuals with skills 
and resources to do the work well. Col-
leges and universities, however, actually 

represent relatively fertile ground for all 
of the above. Faculty in a variety of dis-
ciplines represent worthy candidates for 
deliberative practitioners. They often serve 
as “passionate impartials” in their classes, 
so the role is not all that foreign, and in 
public institutions supported in part by 
taxpayer money, such a role should be 
natural. As a communications professor, 
my work with CPD seems to fit exactly the 
role I believe communications professors 
should play in society—improving the 
quality of our communication through our 
teaching, research, and service. Students 
also represent a great campus resource. 
A huge part of CPD’s success is due to its 
access to students. They are often passion-
ate about getting involved and making a 
difference, yet are not so set in their ways 
and dedicated to particular viewpoints—
at least concerning local issues—so they 
can realistically play the role of impartial 
practitioners. In fact, some students find 
themselves drawn to impartiality rather 
than partisan advocacy, which they per-
ceive as unproductive and dishonest. 
Passionate impartiality thus provides them 
with a meaningful alternative to making a 
difference in their communities. Although 
doing this work on campus is certainly  
still difficult and somewhat disconnected 
from the mainstream research focus of  
our campuses, it nonetheless serves as  
the most likely source for embedding 
local, passionate impartiality. 

I’ll close with a simple thought experi-
ment. Imagine the impact on our democ-
racy if just one professor at every college 
and university across the country focused 
on cultivating passionate impartiality and 
developed a local program on deliberative 
democracy. Imagine the impact if 10 pro-
fessors at each did so. As the deliberative 
democracy movement continues to grow 
and, to use Matt Leighninger’s phrase, 
the “next form of democracy” continues 
to evolve, local centers of deliberative 
practice can potentially play a key role. 
I believe that how we can help develop 
and sustain local capacity should be a  
particular focus of our work at this point.

Martín Carcasson is an associate professor  
of Communication Studies at Colorado State  
University, and the director of the CSU Center  
for Public Deliberation. He can be reached at  
Martin.Carcasson@ColoState.edu.
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NEW from  
Kettering  
Foundation 
Press Selected Writings of 

Li Shenzhi

To order this book:
Contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. 

You can also FAX your order  
to 1-812-333-4218 or send an  

e-mail to info@ait.net.

Kettering Foundation Press | 2010 
$19.95 • 188 pages 

ISBN 978-0-923993-29-0

Visit the Kettering Foundation Web site at www.kettering.org.

This volume offers the first  
English translations of work by  
Li Shenzhi (1923-2003), a leading  
Chinese statesman and academic,  
who was a premier architect of  
China’s liberal intellectual revival  
in the late 1990s and an uncom-
promising campaigner for political 
reform and democracy in China.

In these pieces, written between 
1991 and 2002, Li Shenzhi considers 
centuries of history; presents a  
worldwide view of cultural, social,  
and political differences; and offers   
glimpses of the possibilities  
for a truly free and democratic  
People’s Republic of China.



To order these NIF publications, contact  
Agency for Instructional Technology  
at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX  
your order to 1-812-333-4218 or send  
an e-mail to info@ait.net.   
For a complete listing of NIF issue guides,  
visit www.nifi.org.

Economic Security:  
How Should We Take Charge  

of Our Future?
As the nation slowly recovers from its worst recession  
in decades, it is a good time to ask how we can best take 
charge of the future, so families can feel reasonably secure, 
parents can help their children prosper, and everyone can 
move toward a financially stable retirement. 

America’s Role in the World: 
What Does National Security  
Mean in the 21st Century?
It is time for us to take stock of America’s role in  
the world. How shall we approach the world in  
an environment of diminished power, increased  
volatility, more competition, and global threats? 

Hot Topics for Deliberation! 
New NIF Guides  

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief
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“The Organization-First Approach reveals the troubling trend  

of nonprofits, foundations, advocacy groups, and others 

becoming increasingly focused inward, consumed by an ethos  

of professionalization that leaves little room for authentic  

engagement or deliberation. The report finds that many of  

these groups have replaced engagement with outreach and  

interface with the public around the organization’s programs  

and agenda instead of the community’s needs or aspirations.”

— David Mathews, President & CEO, Kettering Foundation

Some organizations are reversing the trend toward a decline  

in civil society by creating the spaces and the means for public 

deliberation on a wide variety of local, state, and national  

issues. This report by Scott London describes how many centers 

across the country are building the capacity of citizens to tackle 

tough problems. They promote public life in classrooms by 

developing skills. And they promote public life in communities  

by encouraging citizens to work to address problems and by 

affecting the decisions public officials must make. Kettering Foundation | 2010 
FREE • Coming soon

Kettering Foundation and the Harwood Institute 
for Public Innovation | 2009 
FREE • 24 pages
http://64.239.243.19/

The Organization-First 
Approach

Doing Democracy

by Scott London

A report for the Kettering Foundation

How Programs Crowd Out Community
by Richard C. Harwood and John A. Creighton

To order these publications, contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX your order to  

1-812-333-4218 or send an e-mail to info@ait.net.
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