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Dear Reader,
As I write this, the world is dealing with the deadly coronavirus
pandemic. It not only endangers our health, it threatens us with
feelings of hopelessness, of being unable to control what is happening.
We are most vulnerable to this despair when we are alone. The
antidote is the strength that comes from joining with others to shape
our future, in whatever way we can. This report is about what can be
accomplished by working with one another and with the institutions
that we created to serve us. We are already seeing some of that
happening, beginning in our communities. However, there will be
obstacles that stand in the way, and they will loom larger once the
crisis fades a bit. There is no vaccine that will prevent future crises
or the despair they bring with them. But where there is resilience, it
will be found in us, The People.
This is an overview of a longer and more complete book titled,
With: Another Way of Thinking about the Relationship between
People and Governing Institutions. It explores, in more detail, the
possibility of a better relationship between the American people and
their governing institutions. The unabridged version, which took
years to complete, is in debt to so many researchers and editors that
a complete acknowledgment would be about as long as the book
itself. However, their names and contributions are etched in stone in
the Kettering Foundation archives.
While that cast of thousands certainly contributed to this abridged
overview, it wouldn’t have existed without Laura Carlson, its chief
editor; Lisa Boone-Berry, copy editor; and Sherri Goudy, who
checked facts and located sources. I write by hand, and that produced
reams of confusion. I owe an unpayable debt of appreciation to
our administrative assistant, Kathy Heil, who brought order out of
chaos. This group truly worked with one another.
David Mathews
April 20, 2020

M

any Americans have been troubled by our political system
for some time. They live in all parts of the country and have
different reasons for being concerned. Some fear that America itself
is in decline because of an erosion of our core values and problems
in the way our political system works—or doesn’t work.1 Others are
troubled by a growing economic divide, along with racial and other
forms of injustice.2 People usually blame politicians for what they
don’t like, while political leaders often point fingers at what they
see as an irresponsible public. Whatever the reasons, many people
have lost confidence in our major governing institutions, and their
discontent has increased over time.3
We need all of our governing institutions working effectively to
deal with crises like the coronavirus pandemic. They can’t do that
without being reinforced by the work citizens do.
What Are “Governing” Institutions? I think of governing,
at its most basic, as the organization of collective efforts for
collective well-being. The institutions that do the governing
have authority that is granted by citizens and legally conferred
or based on their expertise. The governing system is made up
of institutions that range from the local to the national level.
They are the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of
government. I include nongovernmental bodies like schools,
foundations, and civic organizations as well. No matter what
form they take, many of these authoritative institutions suffer
from declining public confidence and support.*1

* In a report to Kettering, America: Where to from Here? (October 2017), Rich Harwood, drawing on
his experience with institutions that have lost public trust (including local ones like schools), located
one source of the alienation in people’s perception that institutions pursue their own agendas and
not those of the citizenry. Harwood thinks this problem is related to the kind of professionalism that
disposes institutional staffs to impose their own solutions on people and their communities. This creates
a relationship with the public that robs citizens of their ability to control or at least shape their future.
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The Challenges Facing Our Democracy
Losing Trust
The fall in confidence affecting governing institutions, particularly
at the federal level, was spotted by a few scholars decades ago. A
1976 report by Robert Teeter showed “tremendously increasing
rates” of public alienation from, and cynicism about, government.4
Teeter traced this change in attitudes back to the late 1960s. His
findings were confirmed in a 2015 Pew report, which found that “the
share [of Americans] saying they could trust the federal government
to do the right thing nearly always or most of the time reached an
all-time high of 77% in 1964. Within a decade . . . trust had fallen
by more than half, to 36%. By the end of the 1970s, only about a
quarter of Americans felt that they could trust the government at
least most of the time.”5 This decline would grow even more as we
entered the 21st century.

Trust in government has been declining since the mid-1960s. This graph shows
the percentage of the public who “trust the federal government to do what is right
always/most of the time.”
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Why have attitudes changed so much? Could it be that these
changes are related to people’s concern that control over their lives
has been slowly slipping out of their hands? Today, many Americans
feel powerless to influence, affect, or even communicate, not just
with governments but with many large governing institutions.6
This sense of powerlessness brings with it frustration and anger.
For some time, citizens have felt relegated to the sidelines, where
they sit uncertain about their ability to make a difference in their
own democracy.7 “Citizen,” as the term is employed throughout this
report, is used in the sense of all the people who live in, care about,
and are willing to work to improve a community and the country.
They are the demos or collective citizenry in “democracy.”
Because it has been growing for decades, I believe that the
public’s dissatisfaction with its governing institutions isn’t likely to
end quickly. Furthermore, it isn’t confined to the United States; it
threatens other countries as well.8 And now, the tone has changed
in alarming ways. Frustration and anger have turned into sharp
bitterness as the political environment has become supercharged with
hyper-partisanship, which has spread onto our Main Streets. Making
matters worse, some professionals in the governing institutions have
little confidence in the public. The distrust is mutual.9

A House Divided?
Loss of confidence in institutions has been compounded by a tidal
wave of divisiveness in society. This divisiveness pits people
against one another as enemies; it takes many forms and is highly
contagious. While there are some constructive initiatives, less is
being said today about forgiveness, reconciliation, and loving your
enemies. Thomas Hobbes comes to mind: Are we entering the worst
of all worlds where there is a war of all against all?10 Remember
Abraham Lincoln’s warning: “A house divided against itself cannot
stand.”11 About the only thing everybody agrees on is that there is
too much divisiveness.12 And despite the divisions, there is some
evidence of a growing common ground on certain policies.13
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Democracy Itself Is in Trouble
Democracies have never been trouble-free, but they are resilient.
Their most serious difficulties are fundamental ones of democracy
itself, which keep it from functioning as it should. The mechanisms
for self-rule have malfunctioned because of deep-seated problems
behind the obvious problems. We face these kinds of problems today;
they are compounded by structural dysfunctions in areas like racial,
ethnic, and gender relationships. Adding to these difficulties, even
while democracy is valued by a solid majority, there are those who
no longer believe in it.14 Alarmingly, this is more the case with some
young people.
When I grew up, during World War II, democracy wasn’t a
contested value because Americans knew what the alternative would
be—dictatorial authoritarianism. Most people today realize that
democracy is facing serious difficulties, but even if they feel it is up to
them to do something (which they do), they aren’t sure what they can
do or whether they can count on their fellow citizens. Furthermore, a
recent survey concluded that “Americans have no strong, clear sense
of what a healthy, civically engaged democracy entails.”15
Because the loss of public confidence in governing institutions is
so serious in a democracy, there have already been efforts to counter
it. How effective have they been?

Does “Public Engagement” Engage the Public?
Terms for measures to improve the relationship between the
citizenry and governing institutions vary: public participation,
civic engagement, consultation, public accountability. Regrettably,
declining public confidence hasn’t been arrested by decades of these
efforts. Even more alarming, many participatory practices may be
counterproductive, unintentionally widening the divide that they were
intended to close.16 Whether or not this is the case, the loss of public
confidence has increased even as engagement efforts have grown.
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Many Americans have difficulty seeing a place for “people like me”
in highly professionalized, bureaucratized governing institutions.*2
I don’t mean to dismiss totally the usual remedies for countering
the loss of public confidence. When I worked in the federal
government, I encouraged using them. They have value. Yet I have
come to the conclusion that they don’t go far enough.

Why Not Try More Governing With?
Maybe there are other strategies for dealing with the public’s alienation
that need to be tested. One possibility is captured in the word with. The
idea behind a with strategy was inspired by Abraham Lincoln’s ideal
of a government of, by, and for the people in the Gettysburg Address.
Today, do Americans think our government as “of” the people? That’s
debatable. “By” the people? Doubtful. “For” the people? Perhaps for
some, sometimes. So why not add another preposition—governing
with the people? Maybe that would help bridge the divide separating
the people of the United States from their government and from many
of the country’s major institutions. Fortunately, we already have some
cases of this happening, which I will discuss later. I am suggesting
that we build on these cases to create a different form of collaboration
that would have all governing institutions working more with citizens,
not just for them. In fact, I believe that working with citizens is the
best way of working for them.
What I am proposing isn’t a sweeping, fix-everything-now
solution. It is rather an incremental, build-on-what-grows strategy
that could have a cumulative effect on the troubles our democracy
faces. A with strategy doesn’t have a model to copy or a set of best
practices to follow. It’s just a different way of thinking about the
relationship citizens should have with their governing institutions.

* In 2017, a Bosque County, Texas, resident put it this way: “They [the leaders of the political system]
don’t care about people like me” (emphasis added). Laurie Kellman and Emily Swanson, “AP-NORC Poll:
Three-Quarters in US Say They Lack Influence,” Associated Press, July 12, 2017.
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At the dedication of the Gettysburg National Cemetery on November 19, 1863,
Abraham Lincoln closed his address with these words: “[T]his nation, under God,
shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the
people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”

The proper application of any such concept is a challenging
question because there is no one certain, correct answer. What is
important is not allowing this uncertainty to obscure the value of the
idea. A different way of thinking is useful because it can open doors
to imagining new ways of acting. And opening doors may have more
to do with the character of the relationships between citizens and
institutions and the spirit in which collaboration occurs than it does
with changes in organizational structure.

A Democratic Strategy
A with strategy is, most of all, a strategy for strengthening our
democracy. Saying that, of course, demands an explanation of
what is meant by democracy in this report, because the word has
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many meanings. The most common is that democracy is a system
of contested elections resulting in a representative government.
Democracy can also mean the institutions of the government: courts,
legislatures, and administrative agencies. These are certainly valid
definitions. Less precise, “democracy” is just the way things are in
the country. And because some people don’t like the way things are,
they say they don’t like “democracy.”
More troubling, a good many people don’t think of democracy
as us. It’s somebody else—maybe the politicians, maybe those who
lead the institutions, but it’s not you and me. A strong democracy
has to be “us.” That understanding of democracy was captured in
a theme from the Civil Rights Movement: “We are the ones we’ve
been waiting for.” This concept of democracy may have lost some of
its traction today. Yet in the most profound sense, We the People, are
the democracy. That idea is at the heart of a with strategy.
I think what we now call democracy began long before the word
itself was used. It grew out of lessons taken from the collective
actions needed for human survival when our ancestors were huntergatherers living in bands, tribal enclaves, and, later, villages. This
was before there were kingdoms and nation-states.17 As humans
spread out around the globe, they carried with them a “political
DNA” developed in the struggle to survive. A principal lesson of
survival was that cooperation is key because we needed to work
together, even with those from different bands or tribes, in order to
stay alive. The first with strategy was people working with people.
Much, much later, the ancient Greeks captured some of this
survival legacy in their language with terms like democracy. This
word has two roots. I’ve already mentioned the first: demos, “the
citizenry or the people collectively” as in a village or deme. The
second is kratos, “sovereign power,” which implies the capacity to
act with authority in ways that make a real difference.18 Modern
representative government rests on this earlier civic foundation of
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shared decision-making leading to common actions taken for our
common well-being.
From this perspective, democracy is both a way of life and a
political system in which, at the most fundamental or organic level,
citizens must work with other citizens to produce things—“public
goods”—that make life better for everyone. Our ancestors went on
to form governments and other governing institutions to create more
and different public goods. These two systems, one governmental
or institutional and the other organic or civic, are interdependent
in the ecosystem of democracy. (That is the subject of an earlier
Kettering Foundation Press book, The Ecology of Democracy.19)
Unfortunately, this essential, symbiotic relationship becomes weaker
if citizens don’t join to produce public goods, if they delegate much
of what they must do to governing institutions, or if these institutions
are influenced wholly by professional expertise and bureaucratic
practices. Any of these relegates citizens to the sidelines.
A With Legacy
Although a with strategy is idealistic in that it is democratic, it isn’t
a pie-in-the-sky fantasy. The United States has long recognized the
need for what citizens provide with laws allowing tax exemptions
for nongovernmental institutions serving a public purpose.20 And
public-government interaction is, in fact, very common in some
situations. Think about communities hit by natural disasters—fires,
floods, and storms. Research has shown that in the first days after
disaster strikes, survival depends largely on people assisting people:
“successful remedies and recovery for communitywide disasters are
neither conceived nor implemented solely by trained emergency
personnel, nor are they confined to preauthorized procedures.”
This comes from a study that found, “family members, friends,
coworkers, neighbors, and strangers who happen to be in the vicinity
often carry out search and rescue activities and provide medical aid
before police, fire, and other officials even arrive on the scene.”21
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Yet, although collaboration with government agencies does occur in
such extreme circumstances, it isn’t a well-established policy.
A with strategy is also implicit in everyday examples of people
working with people, not only among those who are alike or who
like one another, but among those who recognize they need one
another to live the lives they want to live.
Reciprocity and Complementary Production
“Working with” is based on reciprocity, and reciprocity makes me
think of a scene from my childhood. Where I am from, pine trees
grow so rapidly that they are treated as a crop like corn, which is
harvested and replanted. Today, seedlings are set out in neat rows
so the timber can be gathered easily by machines. But before this
equipment was available, the trees were cut by long crosscut saws,
with two workers reciprocating in pulling the blade back and forth.
Their efforts produced a result that neither laborer could have
achieved by working alone. They worked with each other.

A crosscut saw is used to cut a felled tree into sections as part of a “Logs for
Victory” drive sponsored by the War Production Board during World War II.
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A with strategy fosters reciprocity between what citizens do on
their end of the “saw” and what governing institutions do on the other
end.*3The strategy is based on evidence that most major institutions
can’t do their jobs as effectively without the complementary efforts
of people working with people.22 That is because there are some
things that can only be done by citizens or that are best done by them.
The case for complementary efforts was made persuasively in
Elinor Ostrom’s Nobel Prize-winning research on what she called
“coproduction.” Citizens can’t be left on the sidelines, she said,
because their work is needed to reinforce and complete the work of
governments, schools, and other institutions. Here is Ostrom’s very
practical argument:
If one presumes that teachers produce education, police
produce safety, doctors and nurses produce health, and social
workers produce effective households, the focus of attention
is on how to professionalize the public service. Obviously,
skilled teachers, police officers, medical personnel, and social
workers are essential to the development of better public
services. Ignoring the important role of children, families,
support groups, neighborhood organizations, and churches in
the production of these services means, however, that only a
portion of the inputs to these processes are taken into account
in the way that policy makers think about these problems.
The term “client” is used more and more frequently to refer
to those who should be viewed as essential co-producers of
their own education, safety, health, and communities. A client
is the name for a passive role. Being a co-producer makes one
an active partner.23

Products from the work of citizens can complete what institutions
do because civic work is different from the work of institutions. Yet
even when the work is the same, the effects of the work are different
* Robert Putnam makes this same point in his work on social capital, finding that “a society that relies
on generalized reciprocity is more efficient than a distrustful society.” Robert Putnam, “The Prosperous
Community: Social Capital and Public Life,” The American Prospect, December 19, 2001.
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depending on who does it. My neighbors cleaning up and clearing the
road to our houses has a different effect than when a city crew does
it. Neighbors working with neighbors builds a sense of community.
That acknowledged, I want to focus now on the projects that
make use of people doing the things professionals don’t—and
sometimes can’t—do. That’s why I prefer the term complementary
production rather than coproduction.
A good example of complementary production is captured in
a story a colleague told me about an exchange between a group of
citizens in her community and their local government. The citizens
had initiated a cultural project, but when they met with municipal
officials they didn’t ask them to take over the project. They simply
asked, “Here is what we have done. Now what can you do?” Town
officials then offered assistance, using resources that the citizens
didn’t have. This is the type of reciprocity that is central to a with
strategy. Citizens take an initiative; they work together to make the
things (public goods) that serve the common good. Then a governing
institution adds the resources it has.

Things Only Citizens Can Do
I want to emphasize that complementary production is essential
because there are things that can only be done by citizens working
with citizens. Public institutions in a democracy can’t create their
own legitimacy. They can’t, on their own, define their purposes or set
the standards by which they will operate. And governing institutions
can’t sustain over the long term decisions that citizens are unwilling
to support. Governments can build common highways but not
common ground. And none of the governing institutions—even the
most powerful—can generate the public determination required to
keep a community or country moving ahead on difficult problems.
This determination is necessary for attacking those problems that
grow out of a lack of community and then destroy that community.
Also, only citizens have the local knowledge that comes from
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living in a place 365 days a year. Because of this knowledge, people
know how to do things that are different from what professionals
can and should do. Finally, large institutions, governmental and
nongovernmental, can’t create citizens—at least not democratic
citizens capable of governing themselves.

What Isn’t Being Proposed
A with strategy isn’t simply another form of public participation. And
at the federal level, it doesn’t just mean partnering with state and
local governments. A with strategy also goes beyond consulting with
citizens who are beneficiaries of programs. Moreover, it isn’t the
same as transferring government responsibilities to nongovernmental
organizations; it isn’t devolution. And it is more than volunteers
serving institutions like schools and hospitals, valuable as that is. I
am not critical of any of these efforts or alliances, yet I believe more
of the things only citizens can provide must be added. I am joining
the Ostrom chorus.

From Doubt to Respect
I know there are obstacles to a with strategy. And I want to recognize
them. Some have to do with the governing institutions. Does the way
they work allow them to collaborate with citizens as producers, not just
as clients or “customers”? And then there are doubts about citizens—
their abilities, resources, and political will, all of which are need if
people are to do their share of the work that collaboration requires.
Do people have what it takes to assume the responsibilities of
self-rule? They are often thought to be apathetic, selfish, uninformed,
biased, hopelessly divided, and easily manipulated. These are just a
few of the charges. The hard truth is that many of these criticisms are
justified; human beings have all of these failings and more. Yet that
isn’t the whole story. Citizens can also be brave, generous, helpful,
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compassionate, and self-sacrificing. That is a long list, too. It isn’t
uncommon for people who differ one day to join forces the next when
confronted with a threat to their common well-being, even crossing
historical lines of division or facing considerable risk to do so.
Why then the different behaviors, particularly when talking about
the same people? Why selfish one day and self-sacrificing another?
A full explanation goes beyond the scope of this report, but I raise
the question to make the point that negative feelings about our fellow
citizens can obscure the more constructive things people do.

Seeing Citizens as Producers
Whatever the complete explanation may be, one answer to the
question about these differences may have to do with how people
understand their role as citizens. Do citizens just obey laws, pay
taxes, and vote? Is that all? Even in participatory projects, people
may think of themselves as merely constituents to be heard or
consumers to receive services. Citizens become those who are acted
upon rather than actors or agents themselves.
I am suggesting another role for citizens, as producers, people
who make things to benefit the common good. I realize this concept
of citizenship isn’t the conventional one, yet I was encouraged when
the World Economic Forum, an organization of business leaders,
issued a report that recognized the value of citizens being regarded
as creators and producers rather than just consumers or clients.24 A
with strategy sees citizens as producers.

Developing a Sense of Sovereignty
How do people come to think of themselves as producers? History
may offer one answer. Consider what happened after the American
Revolution and the adoption of state constitutions, which were made
necessary by the Revolution.
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Samuel Cooper’s sermon.

After the victory over the British, Samuel Cooper, a Boston
minister sympathetic to the American rebels, gave a sermon in 1780
at a ceremony recognizing the creation, after lengthy public debate, of
a new constitution for Massachusetts. He compared the constitution
that had been passed to the fruits that farmers produce by their labor.
Cooper reasoned that the Revolution had spawned a new framework
of laws—“the regulations under which I live.” This meant that the
victorious rebels he was addressing were entitled to claim, “I am
not only a proprietor in the soil, but I am part of the sovereignty of
my country” (emphasis added).25 Cooper’s generation had a right to
this sense of sovereignty because they had, in fact, been instrumental
in creating not just a new state constitution but a new nation. Our
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actions can not only change our circumstances, they can change us
by altering how we see ourselves.

Generating Power and Responsibility
The voluntary work of producing things for the common good,
whether constitutions or, today, neighborhood playgrounds, can
generate a sense of sovereignty. This sense is both one of power and
accomplishment, as well as one of responsibility. Human beings
are likely to take more responsibility for what they have made than
what is made for them. They are motivated by necessity; people need
constitutions and playgrounds. But when citizens create these things,
it shows them that they are powerful, that they can make a difference.
I would add that this power that comes from working with others
is different from the power that is coercively exercised over others.
Power with has been the key to human survival since humans have
been on the planet. And it is this power that a with strategy generates.
Power with also helps counter the loss of public confidence in
institutions. When people have worked with an institution to solve a
problem, they tend to have positive feelings about it, provided that
the institution has been receptive and the work wasn’t just menial.
When people have favorable opinions about schools, for example,
they may speak as agents, saying, “Ours is a good school.” Then they
often add, “And we are involved in it.” Seeing this connection helped
me recognize the possibility of restoring confidence in governing
institutions by using a with strategy.

Deliberating to Exercise Sound Judgment
Our earliest human ancestors would not have lasted long in their
dangerous world without the ability to make good decisions about
how to protect themselves and find the resources they needed to stay
alive. We humans survived by the collective decision-making that
led to productive collective action. As a result, over time, our brains
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became hard wired for shared decision-making.*4As individuals, our
brains also have biases that lead to mistakes. However, deciding with
others can counter these biases when there is a diversity of experiences
to inform our decision-making. (Without this diversity, a collection of
individuals can become a mob.) We have a faculty for making sound
judgments with others that will, if we use it, help us avoid mistakes
individuals are susceptible to making. Public deliberation is a process
for exercising this faculty as a citizenry. It involves carefully weighing,
together, the worth of competing possibilities for collective action.
Our ancestors would have used some collective body, perhaps
a village gathering, to make important decisions. These days, a
community might make decisions in a council meeting. And citizens
are also likely to begin deliberating in the places where they routinely
gather—in clubs, religious institutions, coffee shops, and even around
kitchen tables. Wherever it is done, deliberative decision-making
involves looking at the pros and cons of various options in order to
find a path for moving forward.
Naming Problems Deliberation begins by choosing names that
identify common problems. When people encounter a problem, they
describe it, which is what I mean by giving it a name. The names
people give to problems tend to reflect the various things they have
long considered deeply valuable—their security (including food),
their freedom to forage wherever they need to go, and their being
treated fairly in the distribution of the goods made by working
together. Most of all, people want the control needed to get what
they considered most valuable.
Considering the Options The various things we hold dear lead
to various options for action. To make sound decisions, we have to
put all of the options or proposals for action on the table. This creates a
* In their review of the neurobiology of decision-making, Ernst and Paulus explain how deliberative
decision-making is integrated into the neurological process. In scientific terms, deliberation is closely
associated with the functions of the right dorsolateral cortex and the orbitofrontal cortex. Other parts of
the brain contribute emotional processing, which is critical in deliberation. Monique Ernst and Martin
P. Paulus, “Neurobiology of Decision Making: A Selective Review from a Neurocognitive and Clinical
Perspective,” Biological Psychiatry 58, no. 8 (2005): 597-604.
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framework for deliberative decision-making. A framework, however,
is just the scaffolding for what needs to be done next.
What can be most difficult for people trying to deliberate is to
give a “fair trial” to all options, even those that some may have
reason to oppose. Admittedly, recognizing what is good in an option
that is labeled as “bad” is a challenge. Nonetheless, it’s imperative
to hear opposing views. An unpopular or minority opinion may
contain information or surface feelings that have to be taken into
consideration if a decision is to serve the good of all.
Recognizing Tensions Because people consider many different
things valuable, there will inevitably be tensions. There are
downsides to any actions we might want to take—no free lunches.
What makes us secure, for example, can also restrict our freedom.
Deliberation helps us work through these tensions, not until we all
agree, but to the point we can see what we can and can’t live with.
Realizing that the tensions are among things that are valuable
to everyone helps change the decision-making from one of people
against people to people against a shared problem. When deliberating,
people don’t necessarily come to agree with or like one another, yet
they can see that others, however mistaken they may appear to be,
are not evil. The tone of the decision-making becomes less toxic
and divisive. And that is no small benefit when people have to work
together to overcome a problem.
Doing Choice Work Dealing with the pulls and tugs of tensions
is hard to do. It’s tempting to avoid it out of fear of conflict, yet
people can deliberate to get this work done. Deliberating is natural;
individuals do it all the time when they have big decisions to
make. But public deliberating, often with strangers, is actual work,
“choice work” some call it. Because it requires considerable effort,
deliberating is more than having informed and civil discussions. We
have to move beyond hasty reactions and exercise our faculty for
judgment if we are going to make sound decisions.
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Can everyone deliberate? Like any form of work, choice work takes
practice. That is true of many things that are natural. However, based
on decades of reports from the deliberative National Issues Forums,
differences in educational level or economic status don’t appear to
be impediments.*5
Avoiding Misunderstandings about Deliberations I’ve gone
into detail about deliberative decision-making because there are a
variety of meanings for the term deliberation these days. It’s no wonder
that there is some confusion about the kind discussed here, which
has been mistaken for purely rational, fact-based decision-making.
Certainly, factual information is essential. However, because
many political questions are about what is the right thing to do and
facts alone aren’t enough, people have to rely on the moral reasoning
that deliberation employs. Moral reasoning recognizes that questions
of what is right arouse strong emotions, and deliberation helps people
come to terms with those feelings.
Because of the importance placed on facts and data, it is frequently
assumed that only the well-educated can deliberate. That just isn’t so.
People from all walks of life have taken part in public deliberations,
and there have been no reports of any groups that lacked the capacity
for this choice work. Professor Bonnie Braun and a research team at
the University of Maryland studied forums involving women from
poor, rural communities. Their research did not show any lack of
capacity for deliberating.26
Another point of confusion is to think of deliberating as a series
of steps to be taken in a prescribed order. First name a problem,
then lay out options, and so on. I realize that I have contributed to
this confusion in the way I have broken deliberation into distinct
* The National Issues Forums are local deliberations sponsored by a network of independent,
nonpartisan organizations ranging from libraries to schools to civic organizations. The forums have
been going on nationwide for about 40 years. Many of them were partners with USA TODAY in its
coverage prior to the 2020 elections. Kettering research is used in preparing issue guides to start some
of these deliberations. “Hidden Common Ground Health Care,” USA TODAY, February 7-9, 2020.
Information on NIF issue guides (based on Kettering Research) is available through the National Issues
Forums Institute at www.nifi.org.
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components to describe it. The fact is that people constantly go back
and forth. When identifying options to consider, they may realize that
the name they have given the problem is inaccurate or incomplete.
And wrestling with tensions can lead people to add or modify options.
Public decision-making is not neatly linear.

Identify or

NAME THE ISSUES

ORGANIZE ACTIONS

facing them in their own terms;
that is, in terms of what is
most valuable to them

in a complementary fashion

ENCOURAGE CONSTANT

COLLECTIVE
LEARNING
FRAME ISSUES

so that a range of actions
are considered and the
trade-offs required
are evident

TO KEEP THE
ACTIONS GOING

IDENTIFY
RESOURCES

that are available—
even intangible ones
like enthusiasm
and commitment

MAKE DECISIONS
DELIBERATIVELY,
which means weighing
the trade-offs, to turn
hasty reactions into
sound judgment

Deliberating isn’t a series of steps to be taken in a prescribed order. People
constantly go back and forth between naming, framing, deciding, identifying
resources, organizing action, and learning.
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Public deliberation is also easily misunderstood when it is not seen
as natural but rather as one of the many techniques used in small groups.
The misperception that deliberation requires special skills that only a
few have often comes from seeing that working through tensions is
difficult. But everything that is natural isn’t necessarily easy. There is
no doubt that this kind of deliberation requires hard choice work. This
is why civil, informed discussion isn’t enough to produce deliberation.
People have to face up to unpleasant trade-offs to trigger the brain to
exercise its faculty for judgment.
Perhaps the most common misperception is that deliberation is just
talk, not action. Politics is certainly about action and so is deliberation.
It is the decision-making about how to act. You may have noticed
that I have a fondness for the ancient Greek language. It described
deliberation as the talk (logo) used before people act in order to first
teach themselves (prodidacthenai) how to act.27 Deliberative decisionmaking is intertwined with acting. The experience of acting continually
shapes the decision-making, just as the decision-making shapes the
action.28 Thinking of deliberation as separate from action makes no
sense.
Still another misconception has to do with the deliberative forums
where participants aren’t chosen but are self-selected. Participants
may be demographically alike, so the assumption is that they all think
alike. This isn’t what we’ve seen. In deliberating, demographic alikes
often discover that they have quite different opinions. Also, although
people do take comfort in opinions they admire, they may also be
curious about contrary views, provided those views aren’t advanced
in an offensive manner. People certainly try to persuade one another
as they hold on to cherished beliefs. Yet, as they deliberate, people can
begin to reevaluate even the options they like best.
Some critics say that deliberation is OK, but it is limited to highly
structured forums, and that, as such, it will never “get up to scale.”
Yes, formally organized forums are limited to a certain number of
people and certain places. Furthermore, all forums aren’t deliberative
and all deliberations aren’t in forums. That said, the role of forums is
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to help people distinguish deliberation from other forms of speech
and to take what they learn into the deliberative system that is part
of everyday speech. Champions of deliberation certainly want their
forums to “get up to scale.” Yet, in a sense, deliberation is already
up to scale because some form of it goes on every day, particularly
in our personal lives. The challenge isn’t to invent deliberation, it is
to improve it for use in our public lives.
Learning Together Let me add a word about the importance of
“teaching ourselves,” or learning together. Collective learning is a
democratic way of making change. It is different from the planning
that institutions use to direct change. (More about that shortly.) The
power in deliberative learning comes from combining a range of
experience, which helps people develop a more comprehensive sense
of the realities they face. Hannah Arendt, drawing upon the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant, called this comprehensive sense an
“enlarged mentality,” the ability to see things from others’ points of
view.29 Furthermore, communities where people continue to learn
together are more likely to be resilient and persist even when their
efforts don’t succeed at first. In these communities, failure becomes
an opportunity for learning.
Everyday Opportunities Opportunities for public deliberating
are visible every day in community routines. There are numerous
opportunities for citizens to turn these routines into empowering
democratic practices. For instance, problems are constantly being
named by political leaders and professionals. Citizens can add their
names, showing what is deeply valuable to them. They can also
include options for action that draw on their resources of experiences,
skills, and associations. Citizens can certainly hold their own
deliberations in community organizations like libraries and civic
clubs. Many of these organizations—like Osher Lifelong Learning
Institutes—sponsor explicitly deliberative forums. And they can add
to evaluations what they are learning from community programs,
projects, and problem-solving initiatives.
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People deliberating in an NIF forum.

Using Resources Available to Citizens
Even if citizens have the ability to deliberate, do they have the
resources to implement their decisions? People typically look for the
kinds of resources that institutions have, such as money. (The hunt
for funding has stopped more civic initiatives than any tyrant ever
has.) Funding isn’t unimportant, and I don’t mean to dismiss it. Yet
people have other resources, which can go untapped because they
aren’t recognized.*6Those resources are often in communities. In fact,
communities themselves can be resources.
Communities as Power Much of the work citizens do as
producers begins locally. And more attention is now being given
to the importance of communities and what citizens can do there.
Writers James and Deborah Fallows toured communities across
* Another reason that resources go unrecognized and unused is that people aren’t looking for them.
Resources become valuable assets when people see them as useful in making the difference they want
to make politically but don’t think they have the power. Even pointing out resources isn’t likely to be
effective if that isn’t the context.
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America from 2013 to 2016 and reported that, while many news
stories gave the impression that the country was “going to hell,”
the view locally was usually positive.30 “The closer [people] are to
the action at home, the better they like what they see.”31 Perhaps
this is a result of frustration with Washington, yet, whatever the
reasons, constructive change at the community level appears more
likely. That said, community politics is not immune to the partisan
polarization that infects national politics.
Communities have a great many resources in numerous areas. In
health, they can be stocked with the “medicine” of human compassion
that comes from family, friends, and neighbors. Institutions can care
for people but not about them in the way that people can. In addition
to family and friends, larger “networks of nurture” organized by
communities can be a potent force in combating the behavioral and
social problems that contribute to many illnesses.32 This has been
demonstrated in research done for the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, which shows that community care can reduce
the incidence of heart disease, strokes, and lung cancer.33 Once
underappreciated, other studies also document the healing powers of
community care.34 This care is also vital in providing for the social
welfare of vulnerable citizens.
Communities have also been important in the education of
children because, in addition to schools, most have an array of
other educating institutions, from libraries and museums to clubs
for young people, not to mention religious institutions and families.
And in economic development, communities are now listed along
with capital, labor, and technology as critical factors because their
social norms transfer to the factory floor.35
Associations as Power Another powerful resource citizens have
is in the associations they create, which connect individual skills
and experiences into an armada of assets. Some of the most effective
of these groups are at the grassroots level. John McKnight has spent
a career studying civic associations, particularly in neighborhoods.36
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He points out that these groups provide care for the vulnerable young
and elderly, as well as people with disabilities. They develop leadership
as well because everyone has to play a role. These associations are
problem solvers. They also encourage initiative and enterprise. Most
significant of all, John reminds us that associating is different from
voting, which delegates power to others. Associating generates power.
The importance of associations was made further evident in a
2018 study of what has allowed some cities to lower their crime rates
when others couldn’t.37 These cities had generators of civic energy in
a multitude of associations of citizens working together to improve
their community. Researchers found that “every 10 additional [civic]
organizations in a city with 100,000 residents . . . led to a 9 percent drop
in the murder rate and a 6 percent drop in violent crime.”38 These civic
groups didn’t necessarily regard their work as preventing violence,
but “in creating playgrounds, they enabled parents to better monitor
their children. In connecting neighbors, they improved the capacity
of residents to control their streets. In forming after-school programs,
they offered alternatives to crime.”39 Even if not directly related to
crime, these efforts helped turn negative emotions into positive energy.
The associations citizens organize often begin as small, informal
coalitions of people who share common concerns. These small “cells”
are like the microorganisms that are essential to life on the planet.
They can respond quickly to problems because they are citizen led, not
bureaucratic. Small groups become even more effective when they are
loosely connected in networks with other small groups.
A word of caution: Associations, especially primary grassroots
ones, have been so effective at dealing with social problems that
grantmakers, large nongovernmental civic organizations, and
governments try to help them. This can unintentionally result in the
small associations taking on the bureaucratic features of the larger
organizations. They become “colonized” by the institutions, which can
result in robbing the grassroots organizations of the authenticity that
makes them so effective.*7
* The ill effects of colonization on informal civic associations became apparent to some grantmaking
foundations when they realized that their grants weren’t working. In studying why, the Kettering
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Civic associations have helped to lower crime rates in some cities by creating
playgrounds and offering after-school programs.

Although institutions organize actions centrally and
bureaucratically, the associations citizens form can act in varied
and less formal ways. And if their actions share broad, general
purposes (identified through deliberation), they can reinforce one
another. When that happens, it makes the sum of the civic efforts
much greater than the individual parts.

Can Governing Institutions Work With Citizens?
While many people may not be certain about what citizens can do,
they probably know a great deal about what institutions do, especially
governments. So I don’t see a need to elaborate here. However, what
goes on inside the governing institutions—in their bureaucracies—
can be a mystery. Inviting people to look at what happens inside
Foundation noticed that these foundations typically have distinct ways of going about their business that
aren’t suited to the often ad hoc associations citizens use when they solve problems. In Kettering’s report
on its findings, institutions (governmental and philanthropic) were called “Squares” and the grassroots
civic associations, “Blobs.” The creator of TimeBanking, Edgar Cahn, picked up on this distinction in his
book, No More Throw-Away People, and turned Kettering’s findings into a very clever animation, “The
Parable of the Blobs and Squares.” The video can be viewed at https://vimeo.com/42332617.
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a bureaucracy can be like inviting them into the proverbial meatpacking plant where sausage is ground. I certainly don’t want to join
the chorus of “ughs” that this analogy provokes. Having worked in
several bureaucracies, I am often asked to explain why bureaucracies
do what they do. There are many complexities, and I won’t go into
all of them in this report. In brief, here is the best explanation I have.
Governing and large nongoverning institutions like schools
and hospitals rely on bureaucracies. If there is to be collaboration
with a public that is willing to collaborate, most of it will have to
occur between citizens and bureaucracies. The question is, can those
governing these governing institutions carry out a with strategy?
Why should that even be a question? After all, bureaucrats are our
fellow citizens. Yet, these citizens play a different role when they are
in their professions. Judges are citizens, but when they are on the
bench, we address them as “Your Honor.”
Differences in roles are part of the answer in explaining why
governing institutions act the way they do, but that doesn’t fully
account for why carrying out a with strategy can be difficult. There
are situations when professionals and citizens work together.
Disaster recovery is one. And Ostrom’s evidence for the benefits
of coproduction should appeal to the self-interests of governing
institutions. What then are the obstacles?

It Isn’t Incompetence
A popular explanation for why bureaucracies have trouble working
with citizens is a mirror image of the criticism of citizens, which is that
bureaucratic behavior is the result of incompetence or, worse, not caring.
I don’t think that explanation holds water. Most of the professional
administrators I’ve met have been conscientious about doing a good
job and well prepared to carry out their responsibilities. However,
administrators often have serious reservations about what citizens
can offer because they don’t have the training that professionals have.
And there is little recognition of what citizens can do that institutions
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can’t. People sense this lack of respect, and it is another, more serious
obstacle to a productive relationship with bureaucracies.

Bureaucratism and Professionalism
Many Americans don’t feel they have any meaningful influence on
governing institutions, and some believe that bureaucracies take away
what little control they have left over their lives. Are administrators
really intent on taking away people’s control and denying them any
influence? I don’t think so. What is happening is more complex.
I believe it has to do with the cultures inside institutions, which
I call “–isms.” These cultures prevent or undercut meaningful
collaboration with the citizenry. Furthermore, these cultures have
become integrated, with the result that they are much more powerful.
Bureaucratism Bureaucracies provide order and structure. They
combat favoritism with their uniform application of rules. Most of us
have some bureaucratic propensities in us; we need order and structure
in our lives. These are just some of the reasons why bureaucracies
have been around a long time and aren’t likely to go away.
The first bureaucracies were created in ancient cities, like those in
Mesopotamia and Egypt.40 Historically, their authority came from of
the heads of states, monarchs of some type. Bureaucrats carried out
royal decrees, and to back up this authority, the monarchs’ ministers
had coercive powers. That history created an influential culture in
bureaucracies that I’ve called “bureaucratism” to emphasize that I am
not talking about individuals.
Professionalism Professionalism is different from bureaucratism;
in fact, it is quite modern. This culture is no longer dependent on
a monarch or even on democratic leaders. Authority comes from
science—objective, verifiable, fact-based “truth.”
Professionalism gave us public administration, a field that came
out of the Civil Service reforms of the late 19th century and the
proposals of scholars like Woodrow Wilson (who would go on to
become president). Wilson wanted the work of expert administrators
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There are situations when professionals and citizens already work with one another,

to be objective and divorced from politics. That, however,
created a tension with democracy, which Wilson recognized. This
tension remains.
Public administration’s effort to rise above venal politics failed to
anticipate other influences, such as that coming from a growing number
of interest groups. Nonetheless, reformers believed that scientific
expertise should guide the ship of state and replace the favoritism
and the winner-take-all spoils system for appointing government
employees.
The science of professionalism brought with it a way of
reasoning that inclined institutions to “see like a state.”41 Context
and idiosyncratic circumstances became less visible in policy
considerations. The values of the new professional system were also
different from those in the old system. Responsiveness, a feature of
the old system, wasn’t as important as uniformity and impartiality.42
When professionalized institutions see like a state, it can give the
public the impression that the bureaucrats who work in them lack
common sense.43 I recall such a case from when I was Secretary of
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including disaster recovery. Here, citizens clear rubble in the aftermath of a tornado.

the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, when the policy
of an institution clashed with what most people thought was a nobrainer. In this instance, a grandmother was told that she could
not be away from her nursing home to spend Christmas with her
family because she would exceed a 14-day limit on absences from
the facility.
From most people’s perspective, it was obvious that the
woman would be better off with her family. From an institutional
policy perspective, however, consistency ruled. Allowing
someone to break the rules would make it impossible to refuse
other such requests. Furthermore, the health care provided in the
grandmother’s nursing home was the most expensive kind, and the
government was paying the bill. The 14-day rule was based on the
premise that someone who could be absent for two weeks didn’t
actually need the expensive care. The policy couldn’t “see” the
fluctuation in the grandmother’s condition that her family could.
Her health varied from month-to-month. She needed nursing care
sometimes, but that Christmas she was fine. Although working
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with the family was medically desirable, it wasn’t possible. (The
grandmother’s appeal reached my desk and she spent Christmas
with her family. Rules have to be tempered with judgment.)
The Combination of Forces Ancient bureaucratism and modern
professionalism have combined in today’s institutions, allowing
the two cultures to reinforce one another and become even more
influential. One result has been an increase in the independence
of bureaucracies from elected officials. Bureaucracies in large,
nongovernmental institutions may have gained somewhat similar
autonomy. In some extreme cases, the independence is justified. Yet
a practice of taking authority away from those who have been elected
may not restore public confidence.
The argument that professionals should have independent
powers has its roots in a debate over whether appointed officials are
only meant to carry out the orders of those who are chosen by the
people or whether they should have a semiautonomous role, with the
power to develop and enforce policies on their own.*8The argument
for this more assertive role began with the claim that legislative
processes are too slow to respond to urgent matters. There may
be similar arguments for more autonomy at the operating level in
nongovernmental institutions.

Differences in Ways of Working
Perhaps you can see why I find explaining how governing institutions
act to be quite complex. Still another explanation for why large
institutions act as they do has to do with differences between the way
citizens go about their work and the way governing institutions do
theirs. Although these differences are justified, they can be significant
obstacles to collaboration. Why? After all, the tasks that make up
any kind of work are similar. Most involve identifying problems,
* See the literature on the difference between “institutional” and “constitutive” powers for more details.
For example, Brian J. Cook’s, Bureaucracy and Self-Government (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1996).
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making decisions about what needs to be done, finding the necessary
resources, organizing the efforts, and evaluating what happens.
The differences begin in diagnosing the problems that need to
be solved. People don’t identify problems in expert terms. They are
influenced by the things that humans consider valuable: their security,
freedom, and the other things they hold dear. People also draw on
the local knowledge that comes from years of direct experience with
problems. And the options for actions to solve these problems go
beyond the things that can be done by institutions alone. Citizens act
through their families, civic associations, and social networks. Also,
the resources citizens draw on to act, such as personal skills and
experiences, are different from institutional resources. What is more,
when citizens make decisions about which options to choose, they
don’t employ institutional methods like cost-benefit analysis, but, in
the best case, use public deliberations. People also organize their work
less bureaucratically than institutions. And they can evaluate results
differently using the things they hold valuable as standards rather than
only quantitative measures.

A Better Alignment
Despite these differences, I still believe that governing institutions
and the citizenry can work effectively together by realigning their
respective ways of working so that they are mutually reinforcing.
This realignment doesn’t depend on overhauling established ways
of working. Neither regular citizens nor professionals have to do
something different; they just have to consider doing what they do
differently. That can allow different ways of working to mesh better.
First, how citizens go about their work has to be recognized and
respected by governing institutions. As noted, citizens and institutions
alike give names to problems, but the terms aren’t identical. For
example, citizens want to feel that they are safe in their homes,
and this feeling of security is less quantifiable yet more compelling
to them than the statistics professionals use to describe crime. As
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people decide what to do about their problems, they also draw on their
experiences, not just data. Admittedly, experiences can be misleading,
yet the memories of the experiences reflect what people consider
valuable. It shouldn’t be too difficult for professionals to recognize
what is valuable and incorporate the names people use when describing
problems. That would be a better alignment.
Some of the best opportunities for a better alignment occur
when citizens and professionals are doing the same thing but
doing it differently—for example, deliberating to make decisions.
Professionals in governing institutions have to weigh various options
against their costs and consequences. They have to consider tensions
among the things they consider important as they weigh pros and
cons. This is their choice work. Citizens do the same thing, albeit in
their own terms, as they deliberate. When institutions, governmental
or nongovernmental, sit down with a deliberative citizenry to
compare the outcomes of their respective efforts at choice work, they
are collaborating with one another. (This has actually happened in
Hawaii on issues like legalizing gambling.44)

Former Presidents Gerald R. Ford and Jimmy Carter, and David Mathews, listen
as a citizen reports on what people said in National Issues Forums on Social
Security reform.
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The Costs of Working With Citizens
Despite potential benefits to citizens, professionals, and democracy
itself, a better alignment may still pose risks and have costs for
administrators. Citizens need to be aware of this. Professional
colleagues may not only fail to be supportive but may be critical.
Entering into a collaborative relationship with citizens can also be
perilous for administrators if citizens fail to deliver on their share
of the work. Consequently, professionals can be hesitant to commit
their institutions to collaborate because of this uncertainty. Even
when people deliver, integrating what they produce into institutional
ways of working can be difficult. For instance, citizens and their
communities can educate. But how can their “lessons” fit into a
standard curriculum? That will take extra effort and some ingenuity.

The Benefits
Even though the costs of doing business with the public are significant,
so are the benefits. A with strategy reinforces what our institutions
are trying to do but can’t do alone. The coronavirus pandemic made
that clear. The outpouring of citizen initiatives across the country
was spectacular. Sadly, these bursts of civic energy tend to fall off
sharply after the crisis passes, as happened after the 9/11 terrorist
attack. Institutions benefit long term when working with people and
it becomes more of a norm than an exception.

A Call for Inventors
Does this report or the more detailed book it is based on have answers
to questions about what a with strategy should look like in practice?
No. These publications only offer a different way of thinking about
the relationship between citizens and governing institutions. What
the most useful applications can be will require imagination and
innovation. And that will require experimentation, which is always
risky. Inventors learn from failures, and both institutional authorities
and citizens have to support them when they don’t succeed. Despite

34

With the People

the risks, experimentation is the only way to move forward when
the best of conventional practices to combat the erosion of public
confidence aren’t working.
Democracy itself is an ongoing experiment. Democracy is also
an ideal, and ideals are always being challenged by reality. There is
no perfect example. It has been said that making democracy work
as it should is a journey, not a destination. What keeps democracy
alive are innovations that point to new possibilities. That is the real
purpose of a with strategy, to encourage democratic inventiveness in
both civic associations and governing institutions.
It is worth keeping in mind that democracy isn’t just about
elected or appointed officials in government. It is more than the
clash of political parties in election contests. It is more than all of our
institutions, nongovernmental as well as governmental, important as
they are. Democracy is us—The People. And we can restore our sense
of sovereignty in the same way Samuel Cooper’s generation did, by
what we produce every day using the abilities and resources of our
fellow citizens. And when the things that happen frustrate, disappoint,
and anger us—as they will—the question we have to ask ourselves is
not what is wrong with democracy, but what are we going to do about
it? That question can only be answered with one another.
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