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SUMMARY 

 
The following is a report on a meeting convened by The Center for Social Media (American 
University) and held at the Charles F. Kettering Foundation offices in Dayton, Ohio, on October 
25-26, 2005. In the meeting, scholars and practitioners joined to begin charting a research agenda 
on the future of public media for community engagement. Specifically, they addressed ways of 
identifying the principles and practices that can guide initiatives bringing together the public and 
local media. This research serves as an extension of the Kettering Foundation’s longstanding 
interest in public journalism and public life. It is also a central theme in the Center for Social 
Media’s research, funded by the Ford Foundation, on the future of public media. 
 
The goal of the meeting was to outline a strategy for future research on ways in which local 
publics and local media best work together to engage citizens in the civic life of their 
community, research that is related to the larger question of how those individuals and 
organizations in public media (and any media with a public mission) best understand their own 
practices and relationship to the public. The working group concluded with a research plan, now 
underway, to study cases and identify effective methods for engaging the public, fostering civic 
dialogue, and strengthening a democratic public sphere. Preliminary outlines of cases are 
detailed in this report. 
 
Initial findings provide the following insights: 
 

• As media proliferate and fracture, reaching a public is becoming more difficult. 
• Engagement efforts can be expensive, yet those that rely too heavily on external funding 

are less sustainable in the long run. 
• The media alone cannot change public behavior; social forces also need attention. 
• Data mining is crucial to finding what issues resonate at the local level as well as 

determining a community’s willingness to participate. Public media can be useful in 
moving people through these phases. 

• Public media should humanize issues. 
• Campaigns cannot focus on media alone, but rather should consider ways of building the 

capacity of organizations and media institutions to work together.  
• Partnerships must be formed between media and community organizations in ways in 

which they will be sustained even after the intermediary’s funding and oversight have 
ended. 

Face-to-face interaction is essential. 
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PARTICIPANT EXPERIENCES IN AND REFLECTIONS ON LOCAL MEDIA 

ENGAGEMENTS 

 
How and where has public engagement been tried? As a first look at some local public media 
initiatives and projects, participants with experience provided more detail of their projects to help 
assess how to collect accounts of past, present, and emerging efforts. The experiences addressed 
were: 
 

• Public Agenda’s Health Vote campaign of 1982, presented by Scott Bittle; 
• By the People’s public engagement methods, presented by Gail Leftwich Kitch; and 
• Sound Partners for Community Health’s community-media partnership grant program, 

presented by Karen Menichelli; 
• Roundtable Media’s new uses of media to engage the public, as presented by Bob 

Lavelle. 

Public Agenda – Health Vote ‘82 

 
Public Agenda, founded by social scientist and author Daniel Yankelovich and former Secretary 
of State Cyrus Vance in 1975, is a nonpartisan nonprofit research organization “bridging the 
gap” between American leaders’ perception of public opinion and what the public really thinks 
about the issues. The Public Agenda’s mission seeks to help American leaders better understand 
the public’s point of view, and to help citizens become more informed on critical policy issues so 
that they may make thoughtful, informed decisions. 
 
In 1982, civic leaders in Des Moines, Iowa approached Public Agenda to formulate a campaign 
of possible solutions to be presented to the public, which would become a priority agenda for the 
city’s top political leaders and major media. This campaign became Health Vote. 
 
Public Agenda presented the public with several possible solutions along with potential pros and 
cons of each, the costs, and other information necessary to determine which solution(s) they 
preferred. The campaign used heavy media saturation to reach its audiences, satisfying almost 
one hundred percent household penetration. Media techniques included the production of a half•  
hour documentary shown on all television stations in Des Moines, a twelve page foldout in the 
Des Moines Register, and public service announcements. Public Agenda also created household 
ballots and conducted public forums, clearly documenting attitudes and movements throughout 
the campaign, including changes in healthcare legislation in Iowa. The campaign resulted in a 
substantial increase in public awareness of the issue. According to the results, the public 
preferred a system that would allow flexibility in choice of healthcare providers, provide 
assistance through an HMO, contain catastrophic coverage, and would not eliminate care to the 
elderly or poor. The public also exhibited a willing to change their health behaviors, including 
seeking new treatments. 
 
Scott Bittle of Public Agenda cautions, however, that while the campaign was successful in 
1982, this type of campaign would be difficult to duplicate in today’s media environment, 
considering the splintering of audiences. Health Vote was also a considerably expensive 



campaign, costing approximately $250,000. 

By the People: America in the World – Connecting Local and National Issues 

 
By the People (BTP), a nonpartisan project organized by McNeil/Lehrer Productions (M/LP), 
formed in 2002 with the mission of creating and facilitating informed dialogue through public 
space. BTP brings together diverse groups of citizens who do not typically discuss civic and 
policy issues to discuss national issues of the day through a variety of events organized by a 
partnership network of local clubs and organizations, community organizations, and PBS 
stations. 
 
A focus of BTP's efforts — and the model for their larger citizen gatherings known as Citizen 
Deliberations — is the convening of a random sample of citizens for dialogues centered around a 
Deliberative Opinion Poll®. For these events, a random sample of citizens is called, surveyed on 
an issue and then invited to attend the deliberation. They are given background materials, attend 
the day-long Citizen Deliberation, and are surveyed again. Local and national media often cover 
the participants' changes in opinion. Supported editorially and coordinated nationally by 
MacNeil/Lehrer Productions, Citizen Deliberations are filmed by local PBS station project 
partners and included in a national broadcast produced by M/LP and distributed through PBS. 
 
Other types of more informal Citizen Deliberations have included youth forums; video linked 
dialogues on community college campuses; conversations at local libraries; and presentations 
and discussions hosted by community groups and broadcast on local radio—all on topics ranging 
from humanitarian issues to security and terrorism. 
 
BTP started its work at The Wye River Dialogue, held November 1 - 3, 2002, at the historic Wye 
River Conference Center. These conversations—including former U.S. Congressmen and 
Secretaries of State, civic activists, educators, foreign policy experts, national and local 
journalists, actors, theologians and others—helped BTP think about the best ways to engage the 
American public. 
 
The centerpiece of BTP for 2005 was Deliberation Week, October 22 - 29, focused on two 
important issues before the nation: healthcare and education. Citizen Deliberations on these 
topics explored tradeoffs at home, as well as the responsibilities of government and individuals 
in dealing with these issues both on a local and national level. in public opinion whereby, 
randomly community members are called, surveyed on the issues, invited to attend the all-day 
deliberation event, and then surveyed again. Local and national media then cover participants’ 
change in opinion. Experience with BTP shows people, when asked, did have opinions and were 
able to understand complex issues. 
BTP now works with Bowling Green University to mitigate the costs of random sampling. And, 
it also creates partnerships with a mandate. 

Sound Partners – Forging partnerships between media and local communities 

 
Sound Partners for Community Health (SP) uses collaborations between public broadcasters and 
community health organizations to raise public awareness of health care issues. It offers an 



alternative to top•  down partnerships that can get uncomfortably wedged into a community. 
Specifically, it seeks fosters partnerships between public broadcasters, community organizations, 
and other media entities in order to increase facilitate citizens’ involvement in making decisions 
on local health issues. By utilizing a variety of programming and community engagement 
techniques, the alliances supported by Sound Partners help equip individuals to participate in 
community problem•  solving around local health issues. 
 
Sound Partner’s projects combine the integrity and professional storytelling skills of the public 
media with the valuable skills and information possessed by experts in the community 
organizations. Local voices are critical to the mission. Sound Partners’ program involves not 
only grants, but technical assistance, workshops, conferences, web development, and site visits 
to ensure the vitality, health, and sustainability of partnerships. 

Roundtable, Inc. — A Public Engagement Media Company 

 
Roundtable (RT) specializes in producing and using media for public or strategic engagement. 
RT organization was founded in 1999 by Robert Lavelle and Martha Fowlkes who worked 
together at the documentary media company, Blackside, Inc.. They employ principals drawn 
from social psychology, community development and public health communication practices and 
they do so on issues of social justice, journalism, public education, and civil society. They 
created Roundtable in response to need for media to serve as a catalyst for deliberative 
discussion and positive action on social issues. 
 
When the award-winning PBS documentary, Eyes on the Prize was produced, the core audience 
was white, upper-middle class. The film’s producers could not expect that by releasing the 
documentary, it would reach the desired audiences (which typically does not watch public 
television). The African American viewership was quite low. Before the rebroadcast, they urged 
church leaders to right letters, post signs and speak about the rebroadcast from their pulpits 
across the country. This targeted viewership increased dramatically for the rebroadcast. 
Additionally, the producers began to hear directly in an ongoing way from their core audience on 
how they used or would like to use the film. this changed the nature of the filmmaking as the 
second series of Eyes went forward. From their experiences with Eyes on the Prize and 
subsequent Blackside productions, Roundtable, established after the death of the founder of 
Blackside, looked for ways to bring the public into the media. Viewing the public as increasingly 
fragmented, discussing issues only with like-minded people, Roundtable seeks to use media in 
ways that bring “ideologically, economically, ethnically and racially diverse citizens together to 
discuss and initiate systemic and practical change in modern society.” 
 
As Robert Lavelle suggests, media by itself does not change behavior, but rather, serves as a 
catalyst for the interpersonal discussion that leads to behavior change. Face-to-face 
communication is essential to this point. Recently, RTM has begun to develop a method for 
conducting datamining in order to assess communities concerns on a community-wide basis. The 
datamining is aimed not at finding information on individual behavior or attitudes but on 
community-wide behavior and attitudes. The goal is to assess what issues are on the agenda of 
the local media, political leaders, and organizations and then, determining whether the 
community is ripe for a particular media project based on an action scale of a) pre-conceptual, b) 



conceptual, c) action, and d) maintenance. Success for these projects, on the other hand, is 
measured in trying to achieve something that is big, efficient, national, and through sustainable 
coalitions. If successful, the public should view public media as an appreciable counterbalance to 
commercial forces. Public media should see this as their role, too. There is difficulty, however, in 
sustaining funding interest where these projects are largely unfocused and are intended to 
facilitate solutions to generic, rather than specific problems, something which may or may not 
advance the funder’s model. Approach the situation by finding the issues that resonate at local 
levels and find those who want to participate, then do it to a scale and spread the costs around to 
multiple rather than single communities. 
 
On the basis of the above examples, participants reflected on what successful public media 
initiatives should do: 
 

•  restore a “sense of community” 
•  encourage interaction among dissimilar interests within the public sphere 
•  address issues that resonate at the local level 

 
Other lessons derived from these cases: 
 

• Fractured media environment prevents the massive audience penetration achieved in 
campaigns like Public Agenda’s Health Vote. 

• Funding prevents sustaining campaign intensity. The Health Vote campaign cost 
$250,000 to implement. By the People has partnered with a university to mitigate the 
expenses of evaluating its public media campaigns. 

• Understanding the importance of social marketing — Media alone does not automatically 
change behavior. People undergo phases of willingness to act: pre-conception; 
conception; action; and maintenance. 

• Data mining is crucial to finding what issues resonate at the local level as well as 
determining a community’s willingness to participate. Public media can be useful in 
moving people through these phases. 

• Public media should humanize issues. 
• Campaigns cannot focus on media alone, but rather consider ways of building the 

capacity of organizations and media institutions to work together. These local alliances 
must exist as an alternative to top-down partnerships. 

• Partnerships must be formed between media and community organizations in ways in 
which they will be sustained even after the intermediary’s funding and oversight have 
ended. 

• Face-to-face interaction is essential. 

RESEARCH AGENDA 

What do we want to know? How are we going to find out? 

 
Because participants in this conference agreed to be part of an ongoing working group, they were 
asked to plan the next step in the group’s work on public media: outlining a research agenda. The 
group decided to select several organizations in a given time frame to serve as case studies, 



which would be used to answer the follow questions: 
 

• Generally, who is really acting as public service media? 
• What methods are most effective in engaging the public and forming a public sphere? 
• Which of these methods stimulate community organizations? (Institutional results) 
• What happens in the public sphere as a result of these projects? (Community results) 
• What does the public need from public media? (and vice versa) 
• In what ways do local publics and local media best work together? 
• How do those individuals and organizations in public media best understand their own 

practices and relationship to the public? 
• What are the principles and practices that can guide initiatives bringing together the 

public and local media? 
 
The group then formulated a methodology for researching these questions through case studies: 
 

• The research uncovered from the case studies must be clearly documented; 
• Research may be anecdotal; 
• Examining how the projects are being funded; 
• Examining how partnerships are being formed and whether they’re sustaining; 
• Scope of the case study selection will be international; and 
• Results will be mapped using virtual mapping software such as GIS. 

 
The meeting concluded with a request that each person involved in initiatives select candidates 
for further study. The group will examine case studies of various public media efforts and their 
successes or failures in facilitating lasting public engagement. The working group would 
continue its work via a listserv and thereby spur and follow this research and then decide what to 
do with it. 
 
Who else should be involved? The participants expressed some concern about expanding the 
people around the table to include more views. 
 
A case study protocol developed after the conference organized the case study results into 
several focus areas: 
 

1. Issues addressed in engagement; 
2. Media or technology used; 
3. Lead organization players (organizations and individuals); 
4. Level of funding and staffing; 
5. Sources of funding or other resources; 
6. Catalyst/rationale/goals for the project(s); 
7. Nature of media use; 
8. Nature of public engagement; 
9. Timeline (including significant events or turning points); 
10. Measurable or perceived accomplishments, impacts (include effects at personal, 

organizational, and community levels); 
11. Evidence of sustainability; 



12. Lessons learned from problems encountered; 
13. Any links to organization or individuals beyond the community; 
14. Author of the case study; and 
15. Relationship to the project. 
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