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The Public Health Challenge
Improving public health depends on successfully carrying out the five-step public health approach, including 1) the identification and definition of a problem (surveillance), 2) determining the likely or most important causes of the problem (research and investigation), 3) designing sound solutions (policy development and program design), 4) developing the political will to act on the solutions(advocacy), and 5) implementing these solutions effectively (delivery of services). 

Underlying this approach is the assumption that establishing the facts about the nature of problems, their causes, and solutions will lead to the development of political will and effective implementation of needed solutions. However, the facts do not always speak for themselves.

“Sticky Issues”

In a democracy, people are diverse in terms of their life experiences, knowledge, and perspectives and they are animated by and pursue different values. This diversity is endemic and normal in democratic societies, but the disagreement can complicate and delay the formulation and pursuit of agreed upon solutions to problems. 
When values-laden “sticky issues” cannot be addressed effectively, a stalemate or impasse occurs. If this situation is allowed to persist for any length of time, as can happen when groups with different values become highly polarized, the opportunity costs of tolerating the impasse can become very high. A great deal of preventable social suffering and disease accumulates. This toll on society is unsettling to public officials and citizens alike, and it calls for more effective means of managing differences of opinion. As an illustration of this challenge, a recent inquiry addressed to a small number of programs at CDC uncovered several “sticky issues” whose resolution could be expected to improve the public’s health. 
Other important sources of “sticky issues” which cause values to come to the forefront in public policy making are decisions in which facts are incomplete. In these circumstances, considerable uncertainty prevails about the consequences of alternative courses of action, even in the minds of experts who are familiar with the limited facts surrounding an issue. Again, the need for effective means of finding a way forward becomes apparent to avoid missed opportunities to promote public well-being.
Challenges in Resolving “Sticky Issues”
What prevents “sticky issues” from being disentangled or unstuck? There are several reasons. 
First, scientists and other experts who develop or discover facts resist the incursion of values considerations in their work because impartiality is highly prized and considered essential for arriving at the truth in science. 
Secondly, we live in a representative democracy where direct participation by citizens-at-large in decision making is not the norm, and not all leaders are convinced of the value or utility of expanding such participation to include ordinary citizens. If anything, citizens are viewed as a threat to order and stability and are not viewed as human resources.
Thirdly, even if convinced of the value of diverse citizen input, not all leaders are willing to share the power they have to make decisions.  
Fourthly, there is a lack of readily available, well-recognized, and reliable group processes known to public health professionals which can engage persons with diverse views to reach agreement on a preferred course of action. Such effective group process mechanisms exist, but few in our society have direct experience of them. If anything, the opposite is true. Many in society have first hand knowledge of unsatisfying and superficial public interactions at hearings, town hall type meetings, and events where public participation is often only window-dressing.
Rationales for Public Engagement

There are important benefits to public engagement which help counter the arguments made against it.

First, doing science and developing policy are not the same thing, and values considerations are very relevant in the policy arena for some decisions which are not primarily technical in nature. Contrary to what many scientists believe or say when they confront the failure to translate evidence into action, doing more research is not the answer.
Second, if values are an important part of the policy making process, then citizens as the holders of our public values are the real experts on values and should be included as part of the decision making process where important values are at stake. Furthermore, citizens-at-large may be the most impartial group in society and, like an impartial jury, may be the most able to consider issues disinterestedly or in the public interest.
Third, the complexity of modern problems makes it apparent that innovative thinking and collaboration across agencies and groups are required to devise and implement effective solutions. Such innovation and collaboration require broader participation from the public in the decision making process than is currently the case.

Fourth, despite the rarity of citizen participation outside of the voting booth, citizens of democratic societies believe they should have a say in decisions which affect their lives, and mistrust in government and authorities more generally further fuels the desire to share in the decision making and other executive functions of government. Such sharing makes participants a part of the process, and, if done well, the process is a part of the product in public engagement. Furthermore, active participation enhances personal capacity and one’s sense of control and well-being. In this way, public engagement is actually a health intervention. 
Also, broader participation helps decision makers arrive at potentially sounder, more supportable and thus more sustainable decisions which also increase public health. A recent multi-year study from the National Research Council has reached this important evidence-based conclusion. As stated in the report, “When done well, public participation improves the quality and legitimacy of a decision and builds the capacity of all involved to engage in the policy process.”
Finally, public engagement which achieves these ends also enhances our social capital understood as greater public trust and more numerous socially connected persons. All of these benefits encourage shared decision making by those with the authority to make decisions.
There is evidence that many activities already underway in areas of public health at both the community and national levels with CDC, ASHTO, and NACCHO are helping to bring about a culture change regarding more participatory democratic governance, and these organizations are seeking to play leadership roles in promoting a new way of working with the public.
Background on Different Forms of Public Interaction
Before proceeding to further discuss public engagement, it is important to note that there is no agreed upon vocabulary to describe public engagement. The following perspective was developed to help readers situate public engagement in what we call the larger universe of all public interactions.

Public interaction in the broadest sense includes that between citizens as well as between citizens and government. Such interaction can have multiple purposes including increased understanding, conflict resolution, decision-making, or collaborative action. Almost all purposes fall into one of these four categories. However, our scope in this paper is narrower and focuses on public interaction for decision-making between government and citizens. It excludes interactions carried out only between or at the instigation of citizens at the grassroots level and independent of government oversight.  
Invited public interaction between government and citizens occurs frequently and takes numerous forms both familiar and unfamiliar. These range from those formats requiring only a low-degree of interactivity with collection of limited information to a format encouraging a high-degree of interactivity with maximal exchange of views, mutual learning, and potentially joint decision making. 
Excluded Forms of Invited Public Interaction

The forms of invited public interaction with a small degree of interaction, such as focus groups, town hall meetings, hearings, public comment periods, surveys, and polls are the most frequent forms of public interaction between government and citizens. The structure or opportunity for interaction and the amount of interaction time is limited, but serve some situations and purposes well. These forms of public interaction are well recognized and understood.  They are excluded from our consideration in this paper because they are established and routinely used and in no need of special treatment in seeking to enhance the types and quality of invited public interaction.
Very high intensity forms of public interaction with opportunity for shared or consensus decision making between government and citizens is usually reserved for small groups of participants well known  to each other and with high levels of trust who can function as partners. These very intense interactive forms are unrealistic in most situations of government-public interactions, especially those involving large groups of citizens or those where trust is limited. Because of the rarity of situations where such government to citizen interaction could profitably occur, these methods are of limited utility and such forms of public interaction are also not the focus of this paper.
Public Engagement As A Subset of Invited Public Interaction

The forms of government to public interaction which qualify as public engagement and are the focus of this paper fall midway between the least interactive forms and those with maximal opportunity for interaction.  The appropriate form of public interaction for decision making is dependent on the realities of the situation. The frequency of situations where low levels of interactivity are most appropriate is greater than situations where moderate degrees of interactivity would be desirable because of the demands it places on both participants and the government. Participants need to learn from each other, understand one another’s perspectives, and reach some closure on a best course of action for the public good. 
The latter situations are not uncommon and represent the expanding frontier where government and citizens realistically stand to learn and benefit the most from each other at this time in our history. These situations represent an untapped potential to significantly improve decisions and the support for them. We call the subset of government to citizen public interactions in these situations public engagement, and such situations and processes are the focus of the remaining sections of this paper.

It is often said that there is no single form of public interaction which is best or which should be used in all situations. This is true, and in this sense, public interaction is situation dependent. Form should follow function. However, we believe that there are one set of best situations for better understanding and furthering the potential of government to citizen interactions. These situations calling for public engagement are the focus of this paper.

Public engagement involves active two-way communication with ample time for mutual learning between all participants. Examples are citizen assemblies, deliberative polls, study circles, citizen juries, and consequential public engagement tables (see below). Such public engagement can uncover how values are weighed in the public mind on specific issues, and can reveal what constitutes the robust public viewpoint on a topic. This is important when decision makers want or need to reserve final decision making authority for themselves, yet want more supportable, implementable, and sustainable decisions.
Consequential Public Engagement As A Subset Of Public Engagement
This paper is focused on “consequential public engagement” which is public engagement carried out in mutual learning situations in accordance with principles designed to assure serious consideration for any recommendations produced. Citizens participate to make a difference, not simply to be heard or to be window dressing in someone else’s decision making process. Not all forms of public engagement are designed with a priority placed on helping to assure that the citizens’ contributions are taken seriously. Thus, consequential public engagement is a subset of all public engagement, which is itself a subset of all public interactions.
In order for public engagement to be truly consequential, several conditions must be met and adhered to before, during, and after the engagement events. Some of these critical success factors are frequently mentioned by public engagement specialists as best practices or best processes. They are scattered throughout the literature on public engagement in various journals and handbooks and guidelines for practitioners. However, the principles for achieving consequential public engagement have not been bundled together and framed in this fashion before in the design of public engagement activities. Public engagement is consequential, that is, it has influence and impact on the thinking and attitudes of participants and the decision making sponsors because it adheres to the following ten pairs of principles or critical factors.
2x10 Principles of Consequential 
Public Engagement (CPE)
1. The desire for advice + the decision on the table are real.

The government agency or sponsor of the public engagement has a genuine desire to learn, listen, and obtain advice from the public, and is willing to place one or more pending decisions on the table for discussion and deliberation. Furthermore, the decision being placed on the table has important consequences, i.e., the decision is more strategic than tactical, more “upstream” than “downstream” in the implementation pathway from idea to action, and more about ends than means. 

2.  Adequate time to deliberate + clarity of purpose are provided.

There is adequate time to engage the public before the decision is made, and the decision making process, its main purpose, and the anticipated product are made clear and transparent for all to understand. 
3. Both facts + values underlie the choices to be made.
Both facts and values are at stake and are relevant for discussion and deliberation in weighing the decision to be made. Because values are relevant, informed non-experts are fully qualified and even essential to the process to help assure that the final decision is made in accord with fundamental public values. In fact, the disinterestedness of non-experts can sometimes provide the only means of arriving at the impartial judgment needed to make difficult choices which rule in or rule out different options or ideas.

4.  Active agency staff + sufficient resources are committed to the process.
Agency staff who are expected to be active in the agency decision making process must participate “at the table” as one of many groups of stakeholders involved, and serve as conveyors to the final decision makers of the recommendations or findings reached. The agency or sponsor provides adequate resources to support the public engagement process at least at the minimum level required to meet the main purpose of the exercise.

5. Both non-partisan citizens-at-large + partisan stakeholders participate.
The two main publics, the non-partisan citizens-at-large who represent no organized or special interests, as well as representatives of interested stakeholder organizations from key affected sectors, come to the table for dialogue and deliberation about both the decision making process and the pending decision itself.
6. A critical mass + diverse group of persons participate.
An adequately large number of citizens-at-large both geographically and demographically diverse and a smaller number of representatives from stakeholder organizations in the key interest sectors are at the table. 

7. Unbiased information + neutral facilitation are provided.

Information on the many sides of an issue is provided to the participants in a fair and balanced manner so that all participants become well-informed, and the overall group process is convened and managed in a neutral, respectful fashion.

8. Mutual learning through dialogue + thoughtful deliberation occur.
There is adequate time for participants to engage in give and take conversations with each other, and neutral, respectful facilitation of small group discussions assures the exchange of experiences, information, and perspectives relevant to the decision(s) on the table. Participants weigh alternative directions or courses of action in their deliberations. 

9. Difficult choices are made + agreed upon recommendations are produced.

The participants work through their differences and make difficult tradeoffs or choices between competing values to address a specific decision in a specific context. Participants as a group reach considerable agreement about their choices and express these as their collective recommendations relevant to the pending decision(s) that were placed on the table. These results better inform the government agency or sponsor and are written up in a report conveyed to them and to the participants. 
10. The recommendations receive “serious consideration” + participants obtain candid feedback about the final decision made.
At a minimum, the work of the public is conveyed accurately, and receives serious consideration by the decision makers.  The agency or sponsor is accountable and provides feedback to the participants about the final decision made and the main reasons for it. Ideally, a robust evaluation of the process and the outcome is carried out to identify lessons learned. 
The Consequential Public Engagement Table (CPET) Model
Consequential Public Engagement (CPE) has been implemented using a Consequential Public Engagement Table (CPET) model to address values-oriented policy decisions related to pandemic influenza. A CPET model meets the critical factors for CPE and has the following operational characteristics. 

Citizen Participants:

A  CPET model brings to the decision making process a critical mass of citizens-at-large, approximately 100 from each of four different geographic areas (n=400) of a country, state or other geographic entity. The citizens are recruited to participate in a day- long dialogue and deliberation event. The participants are diverse by age, sex, and race and generally reflect the make up of the population from which they are drawn for these characteristics. 

Stakeholder Participants:

Two or three representatives from stakeholder organizations in the key interest sectors (normally 20-30 stakeholders for approximately 10 key interest sectors, including agency or sponsor staff) are recruited to participate. They meet separately from the citizens-at-large once before and once after the citizen-at-large series of meetings. Procedures nearly identical to those for the citizen-at-large meetings are used for the stakeholder meetings, except that stakeholders provide initial input in framing the issues and designing the process to be followed. Some stakeholders are invited to the citizen-at-large meetings as observers. One or two citizens from each of the four participating geographic areas are invited to attend the final stakeholder meeting.
Information Presented:
Participants in general session hear an oral presentation in easy to understand language by an effective, non-condescending expert/lecturer which includes the minimum amount of unbiased information needed to have an informed discussion of the issue at hand. They are given opportunities to ask questions about the factual information presented, and subject matter experts are on hand to answer questions but not to participate directly in the discussions. A booklet summarizing the key facts needed to have the conversation is presented in a user-friendly fashion. A discussion guide summarizing the choices faced is presented to the participants for use during small group table discussions and large group exchanges.
Dialogue and Deliberation:
Neutral facilitation is provided throughout the dialogue and deliberation event. More specifically, participants in small groups listen respectfully, exchange experiences and viewpoints, learn from each other, and deepen their understanding of the issue on the table. Participants in general session listen and consider the views expressed by participants of other small groups. Participants weigh the alternative courses of action brought forth at the meeting and participants as a group vote or otherwise make their preferences known. Opportunities are given for participants to react to the group findings and to introduce modifications if needed and agreed to by the group.
Closure and Product:

The results of the citizen-at-large deliberations are made available to the stakeholders prior to their final meeting and they are charged with considering the citizen input as well as their own perspectives in coming to a final set of conclusions and recommendations to the agency or sponsor. A public viewpoint or societal perspective on the topic at hand is provided to the sponsor.
