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Executive Summary 

 In COMSTRAT 564: Consumer Behavior and Brand Development, I explored the missing "process" link between legislation and government agency 

implementation from the point of view of a civil servant. I wanted to clearly articulate the value proposition of a proposed business focused on supporting 

government agencies in successfully engaging citizens. My work in COMSTRAT 564 allowed me to more deeply explore lessons learned through my Face 

Book group Whose Voice Matters?, part of COMSTRAT 561: Persuasion for Professional Communicators , and initial development of my Advancing Voices 

website for COMSTRAT 563: Professional Digital Content Promotion, moving me one step closer to my small business ownership goal.   

 The original work in COMSTRAT 564 focused on the interests and needs of the business. However, an effective, strong proposal needed to also 

demonstrate a clear understanding of, and sensitivity to, the citizen perspective. Therefore, my next steps were directed to developing a deeper 

understanding of: 

 where people see opportunities and gaps for civic participation,  

 what current communication tools and strategies they see 

helping or hindering participation, and  

 what barriers and supports impact participation.  

 On February 20, 2016, nine adults (and one baby!) 

participated in a two-hour focus group. The group included seven 

women and two men ranging in age from late 20s-to-mid-60s. 

Income and education levels varied from some college through 

graduate degrees. All participants were parents and/or 

grandparents. Immigration, mental health and physical disability 

experiences and concerns were represented. Professionally, 

participants were small business owners or worked in higher 

education career development, social services, technical writing,  IT 

and government administration.  

 The conversation was lively, respectful, thoughtful and thought-provoking. I believe there is a hunger for community engagement and connection 

which is a missing in our country's political landscape. Government can help facilitate those connections while learning more about the interests and 

needs of the people it serves. 

https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-564-consumer-behavior-and-brand-development/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/442648505890961/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-561-persuasion-for-professional-communicators/
http://smb1969.wix.com/advancingvoices
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-563-professional-digital-content-promotion/
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Going Beyond a Standard Focus Group 

 Citizen engagement is not a solo activity. Action research, developed by Kurt Lewin (1890-1947), provides a 

framework for participatory exploration of interests, needs or concerns. It lays the ground work for an iterative 

discovery process that allows for continuing evaluation and growth. As conceived by Lewin, action research is a key 

component of democratic leadership (1947, p. 34). A democratic change process is crucial to the success of any 

desired change and must include the voice of the consumer as well as the business and other stakeholders. 

 Government often struggles with proving a return on investment (ROI) in limited timeframes for the policies 

and programs they implement in response to legislation. My experience indicates there is a missing link in how legislative mandates are interpreted -- and 

then implemented -- by the very bodies charged with developing and overseeing the practical application of the law. With greater citizen insight and buy-

in, those policies and programs would stand a better chance of proving a sound ROI.  This is a tricky and complicated  idea to tease out.  

 While action research looks closely at the theoretical aspects of field dynamics and group interactions in 

order to drive change, participatory research shifts the emphasis to collaboration, and also requires a democratic 

social and political context. This acknowledges the participants as "co-researchers and knowing subjects"  who help 

shape the design and the research process (Bergold & Thomas, 2012).    

 Based on the feedback I had received over the months of curating Whose Voice Matters?, it appeared that 

there were some common, key areas of interest and concern to explore. By designing and planning a variety of 

methods, tools and activities, participants would have a greater opportunity to explore and describe their 

experiences with citizen engagement, and identify possible solutions to perceived barriers.  To better facilitate these 

conversations and activities, it would be critical to provide assistance with transportation or other accessibility issues, attend to dietary concerns, provide a 

safe, comfortable space, and ensure adequate materials, space and time for participants to engage in the activities, self-reflection and dialogue. Their 

feedback would strengthen key elements of the proposed business plan. 

 

 

 



Action research allows the 
task at hand to be framed 
as an act of discovery and 

dialogue. 
 

Peter Block, 2000 



 



Participatory research 
plans and conducts 

research with those people 
whose life-world and 

meaningful actions are 
under study. 

 
Bergold & Thomas, 2012 



 

The perspectives of the various partners and their differences of opinion are important for the process of discovery; 
objectivity and neutrality must be replaced by reflective subjectivity.  

Bergold & Thomas, 2012 
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Facilitator's Guide to Process and Activities 

 
Time 
 

 
Activity 

 
Description 

 
Supplies/Set-Up 

 
 
 
Allow 15 
minutes 

Welcome/ 
Housekeeping  and 
Introductions 

Have room set up and ready to go. Meet and greet folks. Settle-in time. 
 
Sign-ins, name tags, and Starbucks card distribution. 
 
"Welcome and thank you so much for being a part of this focus group. Please help yourself to 
snacks. Self-care is important! Bathrooms are located <<insert directions>>. Planning and 
facilitating a focus group is part of my grad school requirements in communication 
management and campaigns. I have some interactive activities as well as the more traditional 
table-top discussions planned. I am required to record the focus group; the audio recording 
will be provided to professor as part of the project requirements but not published. Only first 
names will be provided in the final project. I will take still pictures of different activities -- 
please let me know if you do not want your picture in the final project report."  

Gluten-free snacks, water bottles 
Name tags 
Markers 
Sign-in sheet 
12 - $5 Starbucks cards 

Focus group purpose 
 

 So, what's it about? My grad school focus has been on exploring citizen engagement, 
strategic communications and how to improve and support government and citizen 
interaction at key points during policy and program development.  
 
I strongly believe that Government's duty is to ensure adequate opportunities for its citizenry 
to practice policy-making and participate in civil life. 
 
I'm looking for the citizen's perspective on that broad idea -- this is where you come in! To 
explore these three main areas: (indicate white board) 

Three main areas to explore 
(Write on white board) 
 
1. perceived level of citizen engagement  
2. preferred participation methods  
3. barriers and supports to participation 

 
 
Allow 30 
minutes 

Activity 1:  
Table top discussion 
 
(Table top discussion 
audio recorded, 
including the activity 
process and 
discussion) 

"Citizens of a community are 'engaged' when they play an effective role in decision-making. 
That means they are actively involved in defining the issues, identifying solutions, and 
developing priorities for action and resources." Developing Effective Citizen Engagement: A 
How-To Guide for Community Leaders 
 
Hand out flow chart. "I think there are a couple of key places where citizen engagement is 
really missing from the picture and I want to explore that with you all today. Take a few 
minutes to look this over." 
 
Discussion: 

 Where is the citizen voice most often heard? 

 Where is the citizen voice least heard? 

 Where do you think it most needs to be heard? 

 Where on this flow chart process is it hardest to be heard? 

12 hand outs of the flow chart  
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Allow 30 
minutes 

Activity 2: 
Group matching 
 
(Before and after 
shots of the butcher 
paper, set-up and 
finish) 
 
 

Introduce Arnstein's theory. Move to table with B&W ladder on butcher paper, clip art and 
markers.  
 
"There are many ways and levels of communication (hold up the clip art), especially in today's 
world. They work differently in how they support or impede engagement. You'll spend the 
next 10 minutes or so, as a group, sorting and sifting the communication method or strategy 
to the level on the ladder. You may or may not disagree with each other, and that's okay. Clip 
art and tactics can show up at different levels." 
 
"Using the materials here, decide as a group for each of the three levels, what communication 
strategies can get us to the different levels of citizen power, vs tokenism, vs no power? Feel 
free to use the markers to add ideas that may not be represented by the clip art." 
 
Discussion: 
Individual and group impressions:  
--did anything surprise you?  
--what method would work best for you to get to those top ladder rungs? for your 
community? 

Black and white ladder on butcher paper. 
Glue sticks. Markers. Tape.  Clip art cut out. 

 
 
Allow 15 
minutes 

Activity 3: 
Identifying barriers 
 
(take pictures of the 
activity in process; 
and then the final 
sorting of piles) 
 
 

Barriers to participation. "We've taken a look at the flow of policy and program design, and 
citizen engagement" (hold up process chart), and we've thought about levels of citizen 
empowerment and communication methods, identifying our top/preferred method (tap 
whiteboard).  
 
People have many reasons for what gets in the way of taking part in civic activities. I want you 
to take three minutes or so and write one reason on each of the ten cards. These could be 
reasons for you or others you know. I'll let you know when to stop." 
 
"Now, bring your cards to this table, and as a group, sort and sift your cards into similar 
subjects piles. For example, one of my cards may say 'no car' and one of your cars may say 'no 
bus service'. I'll give you about five minutes." (Note: if more than six people, then add another 
step, where groups of two-three sort into similar piles and then the whole group does it 
again.) 
 
Individual and group impressions: (Shannon take notes) 
--did anything surprise you?  
--is there anything missing? 

10-3x5 cards for each person, markers. 
Large empty table 
 
 
 

 
Allow 15 
minutes 

Activity 3: 
Identifying supports 
(call and response 
activity) 

"What one individual needs to support her or his participation may not be the same for 
another individual. Same thing for communities, regions, states, nations . . . our next to last 
task will be to consider what supports are needed to help you or the community fully 
participate in the policy and program development of government." 

Large butcher paper:  
T-square/individual and community barriers 
 

Allow 5 
minutes 
 

Closing and thank 
you 
 

Thank you very much for your time and help. it is super appreciated. If you have any 
questions or concerns, feel free to chat with me now or you can call or email me.   

Name, phone and email on white board 
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Simple set-up ahead of time . . .  
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Focus group activity 1:  

 The first activity was testing my assumptions about where in 

the policy and program development process there was the most 

need for specialized facilitation to increase citizen engagement. These 

assumptions were based on my experience working in both the 

private non-profit sector and in the public arena.  But, were these 

really the stuck places in the policy process people thought most 

lacking in opportunities for participation?  

 The first activity involved asking participants to review a flow 

chart I had designed previously (but without my red-arrow 

identification of the system stuck points). They reflected on where 

they thought citizen voice was most and least often heard, as well as 

identifying where they thought it most important to be heard, as well 

as where it was hardest to be heard.  

 In tallying responses, the majority of participants thought: 

 citizen voices were most often heard in local, state and 

national elections, and  

 citizen voices most needed to be heard by their elected 

representatives during the crafting of laws and budgets.  

 The legislative development of laws and budgets, as well as 

the state agency phase of program and policy implementation phase 

were identified as areas where it was both the hardest to be heard and where they felt least often heard. The table top conversation was quite 

illuminating as participants explored their own and each other's experiences and ideas about where and how they fit in the process of developing policies 

and programs.   

 

  
Key take-away: Citizen's need additional information about the critical role they play in agency development and implementation of programs and 

policies. Agencies need greater oversight and accountability measures to ensure that citizen's have adequate participation opportunities. 
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Focus group activity 2:  

 In 1969, Sherry Arnstein described rungs of citizen participation, from no power to citizen 

control.  Four decades later, her ladder still provides a useful framework for understanding citizen 

engagement. At the top, partnership has been defined as allowing citizens to "negotiate, engage and 

trade with those in authority"  while delegated power allows for a "genuine transfer of power and 

decision-making capabilities to citizens"  (Julian, 2013).  

 Technological advances bring our global community closer together -- and yet the non-stop 

stream of data and bewildering array of communication tools also create barriers to participation. 

Government organizations need a solid idea of what tools or methods are seen by citizens as best 

supporting their authentic 

engagement in a respectful fashion.  

  For the next activity, focus group members worked together to 

match communication tactics and tools to the appropriate ladder rung. 

Members noted that the vast majority of the tools and methods kept people 

constrained to the tokenism rungs: placation, consultation and informing. 

Slow communication methods such as letter-writing, 1:1 interactions and 

group efforts were found at the top rungs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key take-away: Slow communication strategies that encourage individual reflection, one-on-one dialogue and community-building through small and 
large group activities are seen as most empowering. Reliance on social media and other electronic methods are not as effective.  Agencies need to 

provide a mix of engagement opportunities, and not rely solely on technical and electronic tools.  
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Focus group activity 3: In earlier projects, barriers government agencies 

experienced to more fully including citizens in policy and program 

development were explored, as well as ways they though could increase 

participation. Focus group participants individually brainstormed barriers to 

citizen participation, and then as a group identified themes: 

 lack of time, knowledge or resources  

 officials lack of empathy, stonewalling  

 missing feedback loops from government 

 feeling helpless to change anything  

 physical barriers to participating 

 no clear place, tool or method to give input 

 unequal power structures; feeling devalued, unimportant 

 misguided, poor laws on the books; developed without citizen input 

 public expectations unfillable; poor communication skills on both sides 

 don't know how rule-making and public input process works 

 confusing laws and inconsistent implementation 

 government systems are each different, hard to navigate, information outdated (i.e., websites, forms, etc) 

 gatekeepers and wide variance of access points increases difficulties in knowing who to contact and in getting information 

 This activity reinforced participant comments from the first activity, in that they were unsure "how to even get into the process, never mind where 

in the process flow" due to barriers such as usability issues, visual/auditory/mobility needs, cost (i.e., immigration), lack of transportation, etc. While 

voting was considered the most obvious means of participation, there was a heightened level of suspicion and cynicism regarding elections, especially 

national elections. Administrative advocacy was seen as more promising for authentic engagement, and more important as state law can easily morph 

from intent as agencies implement it. It was also acknowledged that laws can be poorly written, and then left to agency interpretation. The influence of 

mass media and marketing on voters was identified as a concern, although common sentiment was to "ignore it and do your research." A recurrent theme 

was one of "feeling discounted by the government" and "not being listened to", so "why bother?" 
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 The second half of activity three focused on identifying 

what supports would best increase citizen engagement.   Best 

practices in supporting citizen engagement require considering 

safe and accessible spaces, timing, and other forms of material 

support. This is especially important for marginalized 

populations. Resources could include travel expenses, 

childcare costs, food for participants with special dietary needs, 

and compensation for loss of earnings (Bergold & Thomas, 

2012). 

 The slower communication methods popped up in this discussion, as well, including interest in a neighborhood ombudsman/outreach program, 

accessible kiosks in neighborhoods, local government sponsorship of Citizen Saturdays, and a general appreciation of caucusing which "feels like 

government in the best sense of the word." Focus group members also identified numerous other supports and ideas (in addition to the considerations 

mentioned above) that they felt would support individual and community-level participation, including: 

Organizational considerations Knowledge-base and communication considerations 

 Provide a central place for people to call 

 Need a clear way of contacting by phone or email 

 Open more hours  

 Leadership and administration makes a difference; staff need consistent 
support; agencies are hampered/overwhelmed 

 Write rules that match life's realities 

 Don't assume everyone has computer access 

 Clean up the competing laws and WACs 

 Train staff on programs and in customer service 

 Offer virtual meetings (online, TV, etc) 

 Use technology more wisely (video advising, telecom) 

 More city/local government outreach about opportunities to participate, 
including all the details (who, what, where, when, why) 

 

 Provide people help finding background information 

 Need useful method for listening to agency perspective, as well 

 Provide simple user-friendly forms and questions 

 Remember! plain talk can be wrong talk, so make sure it's correct 

 Be clear, define words, don't assume citizen understands agency 
language 

 Help identify what's important to respond to 

 Provide clear guidelines 

 Gather input first and provide information on the whole issue; try 
polling before petitioning -- petitions are divisive 
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Lessons Learned and Next Steps 

 The first product slated for potential revision included the flow chart discussed in activity 1. Based on the focus group input, greater participation 

is desired at the level of legislative creation of laws; this is outside the scope of the initial proposed business model, which did not include consultation as a 

lobbyist. It does raise a valid consideration for other potential community-based services focused on teaching citizen advocacy skills and tactics.  

 There was interest in learning more about the processes involved in how laws are put into play by state agencies. The goal and purpose of the 

business model was to provide specialized consultation services to help agencies authentically and proactively engage citizens in this specific area: the 

development and implementation of policies and programs which most affect them on a daily basis. The second arrow was left in its original position, but 

re-colored green. The language in the text box was adjusted accordingly.  

 

 The second activity involving Arnstein's ladder was not for product revision. It was to add an additional component of understanding to what tools 

or strategies would be most useful to a government entity in supporting engagement from the citizen's perspective, which were detailed earlier. The third 

activity, identifying barriers and supports to engagement was revised to include the citizen perspective of barriers and supports. 
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Conclusion 

 There is always room for growth and improvement, especially when considering the complicated overlapping political, business and community 

systems. Action research principles provide the framework for studying and describing the interplay of systems; participatory research offers individuals 

within the systems respectful, authentic opportunities to take part in forming the policies and programs that most deeply impact them. The response to 

the focus group was positive, with participants commenting that they enjoyed the activities, the information that was provided, and the chance to meet 

other people. Other suggestions included lengthening the focus group to a longer afternoon, so perhaps this is a first step towards developing potential 

community-based services focused on teaching citizen advocacy skills and tactics. Slower-paced opportunities to connect and reflect with one another are 

a powerful method of citizen engagement, and worth exploring the capacity of government to offer on a routine, straightforward basis. 
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