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ForEword

Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords was out in the community asking people to come talk to her when she was 
shot, along with many others, in January 2011. Her “Congress on Your Corner” event was a tradition in which 
she and citizens sought to keep in touch with one another about priorities and day-to-day concerns.    

The horrific events in Tucson initiated a national discussion about the ways in which public issues are debated 
in America today. Across the political spectrum, there is a sense that a lack of civility and respect has turned our 
public debates into shouting matches that only encourage more hard feelings and more division.

The members of the National League of Cities (NLC) agree that it’s time to remove the overheated rhetoric that 
has come to define our public debates. At all levels of government, we need dialogue that is worthy of our great 
democracy. The public square should be a place where people can disagree. But it should also be a place where 
people unite to find common ground in deriving solutions to the nation’s concerns. 

Democracy is a messy process that rightfully engenders passion as people debate the direction of the nation. As 
local leaders, we must do what we can to listen to the public’s concerns, respond accordingly and play a lead 
role in setting the tone and culture for civic engagement. We must be open and inclusive to new ideas and new 
points of view and not shut out those that may disagree with us.

But this does not mean that we must tolerate all forms of discussion. We should not tolerate language and ac-
tions that shut others out of the system or prevent people from taking part in the democratic process. We must 
not allow ideas that will close off our community and refuse to respect the rights, thoughts and actions of others. 
This should be the goal of a civil society that acts civilly.  

We hear it time and again that everyone wants a constructive dialogue that promotes a sense of shared respon-
sibility and mutual accountability. This means going beyond just re-examining the nation’s rhetoric, but also 
looking towards processes and activities that can be utilized to build stronger, healthier communities and a 
better nation.

The following action guide draws on NLC’s continuing work on this topic to present cities and city leaders with 
ideas and a framework for action to promote democratic governance. As NLC defines it, democratic governance 
is “the art of governing a community in participatory, deliberative, inclusive and collaborative ways.” This isn’t 
easy work, but it is essential to the effective functioning of our cities and our society.  

In the aftermath of the events in Tucson, we want to help cities and city leaders consider the full range of ac-
tivities they can undertake to build a public life in their cities that encourages constructive participation, as a 
matter of course. 

Engaging the public and promoting open and civil discourse are among the core responsibilities of elected lead-
ers. NLC commends public officials at all levels of government who share Congresswoman Giffords’ dedication 
to this work, and we pledge to continue to support them in the months and years ahead.

 
Donald J. Borut 

Executive Director 
National League of Cities 
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How can we bring more civility, more trust, and a greater sense of 

common cause to public discussions of the urgent problems we face?  

How can we promote more shared responsibility and engage more 

people in the work of building stronger, better communities?
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In recent years, questions regarding civility have come 
up again and again in conversations among America’s 
city leaders. 

The National League of Cities (NLC) has responded by 
providing resources and training in how to engage local 
residents more effectively in the work of “democratic 
governance.” As NLC defines it, democratic governance 
is “the art of governing a community in participatory, 
deliberative, inclusive, and collaborative ways.”  

In the course of its research and other work on this topic, 
NLC has identified a number of roles and responsibili-
ties for city leaders in promoting democratic governance. 
NLC also has found numerous examples of cities and 
towns where local leaders have helped their communities 
find ways to engage people in constructive discussions 
and positive action to address community challenges.

Obviously, government does not bear the sole responsi-
bility for doing this work. The term “governance” itself is 
meant to affirm an active role for residents, community 
organizations, business, the media, and others. The best 
examples of democratic governance are those that engage 
a diverse assortment of people and institutions in learn-
ing more about community issues and working together 
to arrive at solutions. 

doing dEmocratic govErnancE 
right: SEvEn PrinciPlES

This action guide offers insights from NLC’s work in this 
area. It presents seven principles to help city leaders build 
a culture of democratic governance in their communities.  

1. Model civility

2. SHarpen SkillS

3.  create opportunitieS for  
inforMed engageMent

4.  Support a culture of  
coMMunity involveMent

5.  Make tHe MoSt of tecHnology

6. include everybody

7. Make it laSt

In the following pages, we briefly explore these seven 
principles and how city leaders and their constituents 
can use them to help guide local efforts. We also offer 
brief examples of cities that are already following some 
of these principles in their democratic governance work.

None of these principles stands on its own. For example, 
a city’s efforts to promote informed engagement (#3) will 
surely involve outreach to diverse audiences (#6) and the 
effective use of technology (#5). NLC hopes that city 
leaders will consider the full range of activities covered in 
the following pages and how they support each other, and 
then weigh the best approaches for their communities. 

Readers are encouraged to visit NLC’s website,  
www.nlc.org, for additional materials and information 
on this topic; currently available NLC resources are 
highlighted at the end of this guide. 
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the best examples of democratic 
governance are those that engage a diverse 

assortment of people and institutions in 
learning more about community issues and 

working together to arrive at solutions. 
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1. modEl civility

All too often, Americans sense that real progress on critical 
public issues is impossible because they see policy debates 
among elected leaders degenerate into electioneering, pos-
turing, name calling and worse. 

While city leaders have little control over the conduct and 
the civility of the national debates that are often the rip-
est targets for voter anger, they can work to ensure that 
local and regional decision making is conducted in a civil 
and responsible manner. Not only will this help build 
residents’ confidence in government’s ability to address 
problems effectively, but it also will set the tone for civil 
discourse throughout the community and provide a model 
for other levels of government.

EXamPlE: Many city councils around the country hold 
retreats so they can spend time discussing important 
issues in a more casual setting than the council chambers. 
These work sessions often are led by a professional facilita-
tor, who can help city leaders establish ground rules and 
explore areas of consensus while learning more about their 
colleagues’ interests and priorities.

2. SharPEn SkillS

City leaders bring a variety of qualifications and skills to 
their work. They come to office based on their leadership 
experience in the community, their political abilities, their 

issue expertise, or their business background – or some 
combination of all of the above. The work of promoting 
effective public engagement and problem solving may 
require city leaders to develop and refine new skills in 
areas from convening and facilitation to conflict resolu-
tion, mediation, and cultural competence (i.e., reaching 
out to diverse populations). 

In a recent NLC survey, about half of all city officials and 
top staff said that neither they nor their constituents have 
the skills and experience needed to carry out effective pub-
lic engagement (for more on the survey, see page 7). Train-
ing can help even the most “natural” politicians develop 
and hone the core competencies they need.

Of course, city leaders are not expected to possess all of the 
necessary skills themselves. Wherever possible, they can 
work with professional facilitators, mediators, communi-
cations consultants, academics, and others with experi-
ence structuring effective programs to convene people and 
promote meaningful engagement on issues. 

City leaders also can take steps to help ensure that training 
and resources are available for local government staff mem-
bers, residents, and leaders of other local organizations so 
they can develop key skills that will contribute to com-
munity problem solving. Many cities work with universi-
ties and other partners in their communities to organize 
training programs for residents and neighborhood leaders.

Skill-building rESourcES 
availablE From nlc

NLC offers an array of training programs for city 
leaders who are interested in sharpening their demo-
cratic governance skills. Every year, for example, 
nearly 3,000 city leaders participate in seminars and 
programs sponsored by NLC’s Leadership Training 
Institute. NLC also sponsors a variety of seminars 
and workshops at its annual Congress of Cities and 
Congressional City Conference. Other learning op-
portunities on these issues are organized by NLC’s 
CityFutures Panel on Democratic Governance and 
NLC’s Institute for Youth, Education and Families. 

NLC also offers a variety of guidebooks and other 
resources to help city leaders in their work on demo-
cratic governance topics (see page 8 for more).

“public engagement means to me more than 
just me speaking to the citizens from our 

regular council meetings. … it means having 
roundtable discussions, small and large 

group forums for us to hear both sides of the 
[problems] and the solution. … engagement 

is just another form of communication. … 
We need to effectively communicate with  

one another.”    

– cynthia Stamps-Jones, councilmember,  

riverdale, georgia
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EXamPlE: The City of Scottsdale, Arizona developed the 
Neighborhood College to provide residents, neighborhood 
groups and homeowner associations with information, 
resources and tools for engaging more effectively with gov-
ernment and solving local problems.   

3.  crEatE oPPortunitiES For 
inFormEd EngagEmEnt

City leaders across the nation are implementing public 
engagement processes to mobilize residents to provide 
input and make decisions about important issues facing 
their communities. 

Engaging the public in this way gives residents a firsthand 
look at how government – and governance – works. People 
can learn the importance of comity and compromise, and 
they can see how conflicting priorities and values often 
influence solutions.

In recent decades, a growing number of cities have cre-
ated neighborhood councils (also known as “planning dis-
tricts” and “priority boards”) that engage residents to pro-
vide input on policy decisions. Other cities have convened 
residents in other ways to debate issues, develop priorities, 
and propose policies and strategies for addressing com-
munity needs. A key consideration in this work: reaching 
beyond the “usual suspects” to engage and involve diverse 
groups of residents – adults as well as young people – in 
local problem-solving efforts.

Effective public engagement relies on people having good 
information about how government works, what the issues 
are, and the various options for addressing pressing com-
munity needs. City leaders can play an important part in 
helping residents gain the knowledge and understanding 
to debate problems and solutions in a constructive way. 

EXamPlE: In Lancaster, Pennsylvania, the Lancaster 
2020 21st Century Leadership Summit brought together 
more than 300 diverse residents and community leaders to 
develop a vision and priorities for the city’s future. 

EXamPlE: In Fort Worth, Texas, the local Youth Advi-
sory Board organizes an annual Youth Town Hall in 
which young people discuss important issues with the Fort 
Worth City Council.

EXamPlE: Residents of Burlington, Vermont, are involved 
in the allocation of funds and other decision-making pro-
cesses of city government through Neighborhood Plan-
ning Assemblies. 

Public mEEtingS:  
wE can do bEttEr

In many communities, town hall meetings and “resi-
dent comment” periods during city council meetings 
are important opportunities for residents to engage 
with their local government and its leaders. Howev-
er, many city leaders and their constituents have ex-
pressed frustration with the typical formats of public 
meetings. All too often, they say, these meetings pro-
vide little opportunity for real, two-way dialogue on 
the issues. 

In response, many cities are experimenting with more 
productive ways of interacting with residents. In Brea, 
California, for example, city leaders hired a local facil-
itator to help organize and run a series of community 
dialogues and surveys to solicit resident input as the 
city faced the task of eliminating services to balance 
the city budget. 

“We want people to see that we’re all part 
of this together and that there’s ownership 
and there’s some obligation. We’re trying 
to move beyond simply entitlements into 

obligation to contribute to your city and its 
health and to be a part of the conversation 
and to make it part of the culture that we 

work on issues through conversations.”  

–  Mark linder, director, parks and 

recreation, cupertino, california
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4.  SuPPort a culturE oF 
community involvEmEnt

Citizenship is about more than voting and engaging with 
government. It is about fulfilling one’s responsibilities as a 
neighbor and connecting with others in the community 
in a host of ways – everything from picking up litter and 
watching the neighbor’s house while they are away to vol-
unteering and much more. 

In order to avoid unrealistic expectations and tap the 
full problem-solving potential of their communities, it is 
important that residents see that government can’t solve 
community problems on its own. Residents can contribute 
their own time, energy, and resources to solving problems 
large and small.

As municipal budgets continue to tighten, in fact, city 
leaders increasingly are turning to residents and commu-
nity organizations to work with them to respond to critical 
community needs, strengthen and expand services, and 
build stronger communities. Cities of all sizes are find-
ing ways to foster a strong culture of civic responsibility 
through volunteerism. 

Roles for cities and city leaders in this work range from 
simply showing people the wealth of opportunities for 
them to get involved to actively recruiting residents to vol-
unteer with city agencies and community organizations. 

EXamPlE: In Dublin, Ohio, the city’s Department 
of Volunteer Resources oversees a range of programs to 
engage adults, teens and families in volunteer work with 
city government and community agencies. 

EXamPlE: In Jacksonville, Florida, the Office of Volun-
teer Services recruited more than 500 residents to serve 
as JaxCorps volunteers in nearly all city agencies in 2009. 

5.  makE thE moSt oF 
tEchnology

As in other sectors of the economy, the Internet can be 
a powerful communications and engagement tool for 
city governments. The interactive, participatory nature of 
social media and web 2.0 technologies makes them natu-
ral platforms for engaging the public in discussing and 
solving community problems. 

what can wE do about  
thE mEdia?

Elected officials at all levels regularly voice their in-
terest in seeing the news media become a more con-
structive partner in educating residents about issues 
and framing public choices in a constructive way. The 
media’s emphasis on conflict and “gotcha journalism” 
often is cited by government leaders (and, indeed, by 
many media representatives themselves) as a barrier to 
building public trust and engaging residents in com-
munity problem solving. Members of the media, on 
the other hand, often assert that city officials are too 
secretive and not forthcoming in their deliberations.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Across the country, city 
leaders are taking steps to engage the media as a part-
ner in promoting civil discourse on the issues and in 
helping residents understand what is at stake and how 
they can get involved. 

As they build new and more constructive relation-
ships with media representatives, city leaders can ex-
plore new opportunities for government-media col-
laborations and, if needed, point out shortcomings in 
current media coverage. City leaders also may want to 
consider enlisting media organizations as cosponsors 
of local efforts to bring residents together to address 
urgent community issues. 

“as cities right now, we have to be really 
careful about the decisions we make 

because we do not have either the time or 
the money to misstep. … So if the public 

can own that issue and the problem in the 
beginning and the solution at the end, it 

makes the decision much more sustainable.” 

– robin beltramini, councilmember,  

troy, Michigan
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Cities and city leaders can use web-based technologies in 
a variety of ways to inform and educate residents, solicit 
feedback, and lead community conversations. The use 
of social media in particular can be an effective way to 
engage technologically savvy young people in the work of 
community problem solving. 

Interactive technologies also hold out the potential for 
broadening and deepening engagement by other groups, 
such as busy parents or elderly residents who might not 
be able to attend community meetings in person but who 
might welcome the chance to engage in online dialogues 
on issues of concern to them.

Local governments have not been as fast as other sectors 
to embrace the potential of new technologies due to ques-
tions about costs, privacy, information integrity, record 
keeping, and other issues. While city leaders should 
indeed move cautiously before using these platforms on a 
broad scale, they should know that residents are becoming 
increasingly comfortable with online forms of communi-
cations and networking. 

In many respects, the internet is the new town hall, and 
city leaders can work with residents and others to make 
sure it delivers a form of dialogue and public engagement 
that can help solve real problems.

EXamPlE: The City of Minneapolis, Minnesota, created 
the Minneapolis Issues Forum, an online space where more 
than 1,350 registered participants engage with elected offi-
cials and community leaders on civic issues. 

EXamPlE: In October 2009, the City of Manor, Texas, 
launched “Manor Labs,” a dedicated website that allows 
residents to submit technology ideas to the city and rate 
the ideas submitted by others. 

EXamPlE: In June 2010, the Public Technology Institute 
designated Greensboro, North Carolina, as one of eight 
“Citizen-Engaged Communities” for its efforts to provide 
the public with a variety of ways to access services and 
information via the city’s website and other communica-
tions channels. 

6. includE EvErybody 

Many cities are taking steps to expand the circle of public 
engagement to audiences that traditionally have not been 
involved. One action city leaders can consider is inviting 
young people to play a more meaningful role in local prob-
lem solving. By reaching out to these future voters and ris-
ing local leaders, government can gain added insight into 
their interests and priorities, develop more effective and 
creative strategies for addressing local needs and lay the 
groundwork for long-term community success. 

NLC’s Institute for Youth, Education, and Families offers 
an array of resources for cities and city leaders as they seek 
to get young people more involved in community decision 
making (see http://www.nlc.org/iyef for more).

“public engagement means that the public, 
just regular people, are involved in the city 

… they’re intrigued, they ask questions. 
they come to city council meetings and get 
up at the podium and say stuff. they show 
an interest in current city council agenda 
items. and mostly they show an interest in 
the community as a whole. … they e-mail 

us. they meet with neighbors,  
affect power.”  

–  kerry kincaid, city council president,  

eau claire, Wisconsin

“We’re elected to try to enact what the 
community values represent. the only way 

to really know that is to have them involved, 
engaged in articulating those values whether 

it be very broad thinking like visioning or 
whether it be complaining about a noise 

issue in their neighborhood. in either event, 
people need to understand that they’re in 

control of their government and that’s what 
public engagement’s all about in my mind.”  

– lou ogden, Mayor, tualatin, oregon
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In addition, many cities are launching targeted efforts to 
engage people of color, including recent immigrants, in the 
work of democratic governance (see page 8 for information 
on the NLC guidebook, Civic Engagement and Recent 
Immigrant Communities). Whether the focus is young 
people or people of color (or both), city leaders increas-
ingly view these populations as an untapped resource that 
can bring new talent, knowledge, and insights to inform 
community efforts to solve problems. 

Of course, the circle of public engagement includes numer-
ous other groups, from business leaders and members of 
faith communities to the elderly and more. City leaders 
can work with partner organizations in the community to 
ensure that all residents have opportunities to contribute 
to local problem-solving efforts.

EXamPlE: The Youth Engagement Initiative of the City 
of Hampton, Virginia, is widely recognized for providing 
a wealth of opportunities for young people to serve others, 
influence decisions, and gain leadership experience in the 
community. 

EXamPlE: The City of Ft. Wayne, Indiana, appointed a 
Hispanic and Immigrant Liaison to establish and main-
tain communications between the city government and 
local immigrant populations. 

7. makE it laSt

A one-time convening or volunteer drive can deliver short-
term results, but it is not enough to fully engage the public 
in solving a community’s long-term problems. City leaders 
should work with their partners inside and outside of gov-
ernment to make public engagement an ongoing commu-
nity priority. The idea is to embed communitywide input 
and involvement into the process by which government 
and local residents address problems and opportunities 
and adopt priorities for the years ahead. 

Creating the conditions for long-lasting public engage-
ment does not have to be the responsibility of city leaders 
alone. To ensure broad involvement in and ownership of 
a city’s democratic governance work, cities may want to 
consider organizing a diverse, cross-sector committee of 
residents and leaders from various segments of the com-
munity. Their charge: to develop ideas and plans for fos-
tering a higher level of public engagement among local 
residents around key issues facing the community.

EXamPlE: In Portsmouth, New Hampshire, the mayor 
and city council decided to convene small groups of resi-
dents in “study circle” discussions to help develop the city’s 
strategic master plan. More than 450 people participated 
in a process that grew into Portsmouth Listens, an all-vol-
unteer group that now partners with the city and schools 
to discuss critical local issues on a continuing basis. 

“We seem to be moving toward a different 
kind of system, in which working directly 
with citizens may be just as important as 

representing their interests.”  

– Steve burkholder, former Mayor, 

lakewood, colorado
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in June 2009, nlc surveyed city leaders about public engagement policies and practices in their cities. the 
findings are summarized in the nlc report, making local Democracy Work: municipal officials’ views about 
Public Engagement. Key findings include:

thErE arE rEgular and variouS Public EngagEmEnt ProcESSES 
occurring in citiES.

 •  city leaders reported that their cities use public engagement processes often (60 percent) or 
sometimes (21 percent).

 •  they reported use of a range and variety of local practices, including town hall meetings, 
neighborhood councils, online forums and community surveys.

city lEadErS valuE Public EngagEmEnt From all mEmbErS  
oF thE community.

 •  virtually all respondents (95 percent) reported that city leaders in their communities value 
public engagement processes. respondents said they see important benefits from this work, 
such as developing a stronger sense of community, building trust between the public and city 
hall, and finding better solutions to local problems.

 •  the report observes that it takes the efforts of the whole community to create and sustain 
effective democratic governance. many city leaders say that important players (including 
residents, the media, community and special interest groups, and their own city halls) are not 
stepping up to their proper roles.

city lEadErS Say that both thEy and thE Public nEEd morE 
training For EngagEmEnt ProcESSES.

 •  city leaders and residents need skills to engage more effectively. nearly half of respondents 
said that neither city leaders nor residents have the skills, training, and experience to carry out 
and participate in effective public engagement.

 •  the report suggests that improving skills may therefore be at least as important as providing 
technology and/or varied processes for engagement.

For the full report, go to http://www.nlc.org/ASSETS/E3CB482F3957414FBA01C1571D64770B/Research%20Report-%20Making%20Local%20Democracy%20Work.pdf

aPPEndiX 1

municiPal oFFicialS’ viEwS on Public EngagEmEnt
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nlc PublicationS

local Practices in Public Engagement (2010)
This brief presents local practices that public officials and their staffs are incorporating in their communities to govern 
in more participatory, deliberative, inclusive, and collaborative ways.

city government Promoting civic responsibility through volunteerism (2010)
This brief illustrates the diversity of volunteer programs and strategies that city officials are implementing to achieve city 
priorities and to strengthen and expand services.

research report: making local democracy work (2010)
This report compiles information from a survey of city leaders conducted in the summer of 2009 to find out more about 
their views, attitudes, and local practices in public engagement.

civic Engagement and recent immigrant communities (2010)
This guide presents local officials with the first steps and directions for developing or re-establishing efforts toward 
integrating immigrants into the civic life of their cities. 

authentic youth civic Engagement: a guide for municipal leaders (2010)
This guide offers a framework to support cities as they work to promote youth civic engagement in their communities.

research brief on america’s cities: municipal officials’ views on Public Engagement:  
city hall, the Public, the media and community groups (2010)
This Research Brief, based on the results of NLC’s State of America’s Cities survey, reports on city leaders’ views related 
to participation in democratic decision making on the part of the public, the media, and community groups.

research brief on america’s cities: municipal officials’ views on Public Engagement (2009)
This research brief, based on the results of NLC’s State of America’s Cities survey, reports on city leaders’ views about 
public engagement and their efforts to involve residents in deliberating issues and helping to solve problems.

aPPEndiX 2

nlc rESourcES on Public EngagEmEnt 
and dEmocratic govErnancE

thE cityFuturES PanEl on dEmocratic govErnancE

The purpose of the CityFutures Panel on Democratic Governance is to support NLC members seeking to more 
effectively engage local residents in responding to their cities’ most daunting challenges and promising opportunities.
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legislating for results (2009)
NLC and the Urban Institute, under the guidance of an advisory committee of city leaders, produced a set of munici-
pal action guides on results-based legislating for local government. The 11 action guides cover key concepts related to 
gathering, analyzing, using, and communicating information in order to “legislate for results.”

the Promise and challenge of neighborhood democracy: lessons from the intersection of 
government and community (2008)
This report focuses of the neighborhood structures of Portland, Minneapolis, Los Angeles, and other cities that have 
experimented with creative ways to engage residents in public decision making and problem solving.

working Productively with 21st century citizens (2007)
This municipal action guide summarizes action steps and provides examples of local practice among cities that are 
exploring new ways to strengthen the relationship between government and local residents.

Four city Practices briefs on governance (2007)
This series of city practice briefs covers how municipal officials can work with others to get things done.

the rise of democratic governance: how local leaders are reshaping Politics for the  
21st century (2006)  
This resource offers a framework for understanding how local leaders view the issues and challenges they face in govern-
ing the nation’s cities and towns.

changing the way we govern: building democratic governance in your community (2006)
This detailed guidebook includes narratives and case studies intended to offer ideas and models for city leaders involved 
in engaging residents in governance.

nEw! national citizEn SurvEy™

The National Citizen Survey™ is a low-cost survey tool that 
helps city leaders determine what a statistically valid sample 
of residents thinks about the quality and breadth of local 
government services. The survey results may be used by 
staff, elected officials, and other stakeholders for commu-
nity planning and resource allocation, program improve-
ment, policy making, and tracking changes in residents’ 
opinions about government performance. It offers cities the 
ability to compare their results to benchmarks based on the 
survey results of more than 500 jurisdictions throughout 
the country.  The tool is offered to cities through a partner-
ship between NLC, the International City Council Man-
agement Association and the NRC.  For more information, 
go to www.nlc.org. 

City leaders are encouraged to visit NLC’s website 
in the weeks and months ahead, www.nlc.org, for 
additional resources and learning opportunities on 
these topics. 

NLC invites all cities and city leaders to share their 
stories about how they are working to promote ci-
vility and meaningful public engagement as they 
seek to solve local problems. Staff Contact: Bonnie 
Mann, mann@nlc.org, or 202-626-3125  

alSo availablE From nlc
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