
 

The National Coalition for Dialogue & Deliberation (NCDD) is a network of innovators who bring people 

together across divides to discuss, decide, and take action together effectively on today’s toughest 

issues. We have offered input to the Open Government Plan during the Obama Administration and 

sought to support any efforts for the Federal Government to embrace more participatory engagement 

processes. Our network of practitioners across the US and beyond has a wealth of experiences and 

resources for public participation and community engagement. In this response, we outline specific 

input gathered from among our network, including drawing on past resources, holding a listening 

session with our network, survey responses on this subject, and conversations with experts and 

partners in open government and public engagement work. Some of our members have also submitted 

separate comments. We would invite the opportunity to discuss any of this input, and to help OMB with 

its efforts to strengthen participation and engagement efforts.  

Creating a Strong Federal Framework for Public Participation and Community Engagement 

Framework Content  

 

Resources to help Federal agencies navigate the approaches to PPCE would be essential to this effort. 

The PPCE framework should provide a baseline understanding of public participation and community 

engagement, their value for individual departments (return on investment), and the resiliency of 

democracy. This framework should include a glossary defining different forms of public participation 

and guidelines to help identify when each form is best suited for use in a participation effort. Guidance 

about core values and principles for this work, case studies, and planning templates for engagement 

design could be incredibly helpful. Several of the resources already exist in the public engagement and 

dialogue field, and could be consulted to create resources specific to this effort: 

● NCDD glossary of terms: https://www.ncdd.org/glossary.html 

● Core Principles for Public Engagement: 

https://www.ncdd.org/uploads/1/3/5/5/135559674/pepfinal-expanded.pdf 

● IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation: 

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf 

● Case Studies: https://participedia.net/ 

● A Strategic Framework for Public Engagement: 

https://www.sfu.ca/content/dam/sfu/dialogue/ImagesAndFiles/SharedLearningPage/Toolkits/PDF

s/A%20Strategic%20Framework%20for%20Public%20Engagement%20-

%20Two%20Pager%20August%202023.pdf 

● NCDD Engagement Streams Framework: https://www.ncdd.org/rc-browse/streams 

● Beyond Inclusion: Equity in Public Engagement: https://www.sfu.ca/dialogue/what-we-

do/knowledge-practice/beyond-inclusion.html 

● Our Common Purpose: Reinventing American Democracy for the 21st Century: 

https://www.amacad.org/ourcommonpurpose/report 
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In addition to these resources, outlining the minimum standards for quality public participation is 

important for providing guidance to Federal agencies. We offer our thoughts on these minimum 

standards below. 

 

Minimum Standards 

 

Public participation that is poorly planned and structured can waste time and resources and do more 

harm than good. The riskiest initiatives are those that: 

● Do not utilize a proactive, network-based recruitment process to ensure a large number and 

wide variety of participants. 

● Present a partisan or one-sided view of the issue and do not allow citizens to consider a range 

of arguments, background information, and data on the issue being addressed. 

● Request policy ideas from citizens that cannot reasonably be implemented by the government 

(particularly if the initiative does not include a plan or procedure for citizens and other actors to 

help with implementation). 

● Produce opinions and recommendations from a divided public without providing an opportunity 

for people on different sides of a policy debate to talk with each other and find common ground. 

● Fail to build in meaningful opportunities for public managers and other leaders to respond to 

citizen input, both during the process and farther along in the policymaking cycle. 

 

A comprehensive participation plan can minimize these risks and raise the overall chance of success 

for several reasons: 1) it is likely to employ more than one tool or opportunity for engagement; 2) as a 

sustained effort rather than a one-off activity, it allows for learning and improvement over time; and 3) it 

should establish an infrastructure for participation that eliminates some of the duplication and wasted 

effort of occasional, temporary initiatives. 

 

Over the long term, agencies and communities are likely to be more participatory and effective if they: 

● Create cross-sector coalitions of organizations that are committed to the idea of participation 

and recognize that the private, nonprofit, faith, and philanthropic sectors have active roles to 

play in supporting. 

● Provide both face-to-face and online opportunities for participation. 

● Avoid the failed formats of traditional, podium-dominated public hearings and town hall 

meetings, and ensure that participation opportunities are carefully structured and facilitated so 

that every participant has a meaningful role to play. 

● Assemble a large and diverse critical mass of citizens (in certain situations, a smaller, 

demographically representative set of people can be convened to serve as a proxy for the larger 

population). 

● Find ways of keeping this critical mass mobilized through social media networks, neighborhood 

meetings, or other formats that are convenient and compelling for citizens. 

● Give people the chance to compare values and experiences, and consider a range of views and 

policy options. 

● Give people time to participate and respond - time to think, consider, listen, learn, evaluate, and 

engage. 

● Produce tangible actions and outcomes, including policy and planning decisions, changes within 

organizations and institutions, actions driven by small groups of people, individual volunteerism, 

and changes in attitude and behavior. 
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Goals and Objectives 

In developing a Federal framework for PPCE, NCDD offers a selection of potential goals and objectives 

below. We suggest a set of core objectives be recommended by OMB in the framework, and 

encouragement for agencies to develop additional goals and objectives specific to the engagement 

work they will do and the populations they may engage. For more specific efforts, consider that 

objectives should reflect the needs for whom they are intended, taking into consideration the 

demographics and socio-economic aspects of that constituency. Smaller goals achieved and broadly 

communicated are convincing and motivating for subsequent participation.  

Goals: 

● Allow the public to participate in decision-making around the issues that affect them, early in the 

policy cycle so that policies are based on broad stakeholder perspectives. 

● Meet meaningful benchmarks for participation across key demographics. Be able to measure 

participation numbers and whether key stakeholders are engaged to ensure adequate 

participation.  

● Set realistic expectations for the time needed to achieve quality outcomes. Recognize that 

quality engagement efforts take time. They often cannot be done in a single event or in a short 

time frame. This investment of time will save time for the future by allowing concerns, ideas, 

input to be gathered and considered up front, rather than facing resistance once a plan/policy 

has been developed.  

● Remove barriers to participation. Utilize multi-modal participation that offers engagement 

through online, in-person, verbal, and written options, and so forth. 

● Create a wrap-around process—when engaging communities, be clear about what information 

you are looking for, how you are going to use it, and how this is going to be an ongoing effort 

together. Ensure information is conveyed to communities about what is/has been done with the 

information gathered. Do not end a process or project without informing affected communities 

about the decision and why it was made. 

● Empower communities to continue the work themselves, where appropriate, to create 

sustainability in the process. Help the communities use these engagement practices in addition 

to the work of Federal agencies.  

Objectives:  

● Include the public early in the process.  

● Make it easy for people to know about and participate in the process.  

● Use technology to allow people to engage meaningfully in dialogue. Being able to exchange 

ideas and information rather than submitting comments allows for higher-quality engagement.  

● Good online engagement looks like participants speaking more than they listen. Getting past 

presentation-centric webinars and into discussion will enable more input to be gathered and 

make the best use of participants’ time. 

● Recognize that community engagement also means engaging outside working hours, allowing 

for broader participation. Look at varied participation times, not just during weekdays and 

traditional working hours. 

● Create shared understanding of terms based on conversations, allowing the stakeholders input, 

and not coming in with pre-defined issues, outcomes, etc. 
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Measuring Participation and Impact 

The challenge of measuring public participation is complicated by whether an agency or community is 

launching a single engagement activity or implementing a well-rounded participation plan. The use of 

any single participation tool or technology on its own is likely to be disappointing because there is no 

“magic bullet” method or app and because citizen interests are diverse and multi-faceted. 

Some participation indicators are simple and versatile enough, however, that they can be applied to 

single activities and comprehensive plans. The most basic benchmarks track the number and diversity 

of participants, and the depth of their participation. These indicators include: 

● Number of participants 

● Diversity of participants, according to demographic factors such as age, racial and ethnic 

background, and income level 

● Diversity of participants, according to ideology and party affiliation 

● Number of participation hours spent per participant 

It is worth noting that in some engagement processes, participation is through random lotteries, not 

unlike the justice trial-jury selection process, where the total number of participants is relatively small, 

but they provide a sample of the community at large to participate in a more intensive review of issues 

or policies.  An on-going model is the citizen assembly design by Healthy Democracy (

https://healthydemocracy.org/what-we-do/lottery-selected-panels/). The goals and approach of each 

process should be considered in developing benchmarks for participation. 

A second set of indicators focuses on the quality of the participation experience; these are more likely 

to reflect the presence of a broader participation plan (or the absence thereof). These measures 

include: 

● Level of participant satisfaction with the process 

● Extent to which participants took public action of some kind (voting, volunteering, 

engaging in advocacy, working with others to solve a public problem, running for public 

office, etc.) as a result of the experience 

● Quantity of interactions between participants, and between participants and public 

officials and employees 

● Quality of deliberation within the process, including analytical rigor, equality of 

participation, level of civility, and consideration of values and viewpoints 

The third category of measurement deals with how participation impacted the participants, public 

officials and employees, the policymaking process, and problem-solving (by both governmental and 

non-governmental stakeholders) on the issue being addressed. These measures are highly dependent 

on the presence of a broad array of participation opportunities and on the political context surrounding 

the participation: 

● Impact of the experience on participants’ feelings of trust in government, community attachment, 

interest in public affairs, confidence in their capacity to effect change, and openness to the 

views of others. 

● Impact of the experience on public officials’ and public employees’ feelings of trust in the public, 

confidence in their capacity to effect change, and openness to the views of others. 

https://healthydemocracy.org/what-we-do/lottery-selected-panels/
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● Level of similarity between the recommendations of participants and the public policies 

eventually adopted. 

● Number and ultimate success of new problem-solving efforts (involving citizens, government, 

non-governmental organizations, or some combination) to emerge from the process. 

Perhaps the most significant opportunity in this area is to find ways of involving citizens in the work of 

tracking, measuring, and analyzing public participation. Just as well-structured participation taps into 

citizens’ capacity to understand and solve public problems, it should capitalize on their ability to 

improve participation itself.  

Another model for consideration is the Social Cohesion Impact Measurement (SCIM) tool - a resource 

empowering bridging groups and other institutions to evaluate and measure the impact of their 

programs. This allows measurement of how engagement impacts participants related to measurements 

of social cohesion. It may not be a perfect fit for the Federal agencies, but may provide a model that 

could be adapted: https://www.listenfirstproject.org/goals-and-measures.  

Collaborative Development of the Federal Framework 

 

The inclusion of the Federal Government and the public in the process of developing this framework is 

laudable and should be done in a regular, recurring process that allows stakeholders to engage along 

the way, rather than providing comments to draft documents, etc., as is often the process. We could 

recommend developing this framework by demonstrating best practices for public participation and 

community engagement. This could mean offering regular meetings for discussion of the framework, 

gathering input, and co-developing the content. Offering these online, but also bringing these 

opportunities to people where they are locally is powerful. Working with partners who can reach 

targeted communities is an essential component of creating the kind of quality engagement needed for 

this significant effort. Partners might include libraries, which have embraced community engagement 

and are often among the most welcoming spaces in communities. Learn more about their efforts to 

engage their communities via the American Libraries Association’s Libraries Transforming Communities 

Initiative: https://www.ala.org/tools/librariestransform/libraries-transforming-communities. 

 

Stakeholder engagement could also include a platform that allows for thoughtful engagement among 

stakeholders. Including storytelling, particularly to allow underserved communities to share their 

experiences as well as their ideas and hopes, would create a more robust process. It may also allow for 

some more innovation, by including stakeholders in the idea generation and the building of best 

practices for the Federal Government.  

 

It is important to note that for all engagement, ensuring accessibility for all, including but certainly not 

limited to written materials and visual/spoken languages, is essential. Multi-modal engagement can 

allow for accessible participation across various stakeholder needs, schedules, etc. 

 

Specific efforts should be made to hold focus groups with targeted populations who have been 

historically excluded, including but not limited to people with disabilities, BIPOC, people who identify as 

Native, and a range of older adults and youth. Allow these individuals to speak to their experiences and 

how the proposed practices would work, or not work, for their communities. Connect with those 

individuals who would be implementing this PPCE framework in the agencies they work in and get their 

feedback; how this framework might operate in their agencies, what they need to know in order to do 

https://www.listenfirstproject.org/goals-and-measures
https://www.ala.org/tools/librariestransform/libraries-transforming-communities
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this and do it well. It is important to note that sufficient time and resources need to be allocated for this 

work. It cannot be rushed. Historically excluded populations will need time to receive communication 

about the opportunity, as well as to build trust with OMB and Federal agencies. 

 

In addition to the engagement process, making sure that the input and ideas received are fed back to 

stakeholders and that drafts and decisions are communicated are important to ensuring that people feel 

heard in this process. At times, the perception is that once the information is gathered, there is no 

feedback, and people are left not knowing what was done with the information gathered. Therefore, 

creating meaningful touchpoints and feedback loops with stakeholders is important to building trust and 

practicing good public participation. 

 

Models and examples from other government entities could be a valuable resource in this process as 

well. At the municipal level, Simon Fraser University’s Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue (Canada) 

recently partnered with the City of Victories to refresh their municipal engagement framework with an 

equity lens (https://engage.victoria.ca/all-our-voices). The process included extensive place-based 

consultations with diverse communities. While it would be challenging to scale this up on a national 

level, partnering with a network of cities or regional districts could help to engage individuals from 

priority under-served communities and the organizations who have frontline experience serving these 

populations. 

 

Summary 

 

In crafting a Federal framework for Public Participation and Community Engagement (PPCE), it is 

imperative to incorporate a comprehensive set of resources, guidelines, and minimum standards to 

guide Federal agencies effectively. These resources should include a glossary of terms, core principles, 

case studies, and planning templates sourced from existing materials within the public engagement and 

dialogue field. Additionally, defining minimum standards for quality participation is essential to mitigate 

risks associated with poorly planned engagement efforts. 

 

To facilitate agencies in developing best practices, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 

should consider diverse PPCE activities with broad stakeholder engagement while providing regular 

updates to the public about feedback received and decisions made during engagement activities. Goals 

and objectives for the Federal framework should emphasize continuous collaboration, empowerment of 

communities, early inclusion, technological integration, and multi-modal participation. 

 

Measuring the impact of engagement processes should include indicators of participation, diversity, and 

quality, along with assessing impacts on participants, officials, and the engagement process itself. 

 

In co-developing the PPCE Federal framework, OMB should engage both the Federal Government and 

the public, particularly underserved communities, in a recurring process that fosters meaningful 

dialogue and input throughout development stages. Practices should include regular meetings, online 

engagement, storytelling opportunities, and focus groups with historically excluded populations. 

Feedback loops and transparency in decision-making are crucial for building trust and ensuring 

effective public participation in this and future engagements. 

 

Ultimately, the success of the Federal framework for PPCE lies in its ability to empower communities, 

foster collaboration, and uphold principles of inclusivity and transparency in public engagement efforts. 

https://engage.victoria.ca/all-our-voices
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NCDD applauds the Federal Government for its commitment to advancing public participation and 

community engagement, and eagerly looks forward to continuing collaborative efforts in co-developing 

this crucial framework for inclusive and impactful public engagement. 

 

 


