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Analyzing Complex Communities


Our communities are as diverse and complex as the issues
they face. Citizens enter public processes from very different
places and have very different skills, capabilities, and interest
levels.



Deliberative dialogues have been demonstrated by many
groups, including Public Agenda, to help move people forward
on complex issues. However, sometimes citizens aren’t willing
or able to engage in such dialogues. Sustaining the work done
in dialogue sessions, in itself, presents a significant challenge.



Here we look at two existing frameworks that can help
community leaders analyze how they might help the
community move forward on complex issues.



We add to these a third piece which focuses specifically on
the process actions that can help build capacity to move
toward resolution and minimize regression.
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Yankelovich’s New Pragmatism


In November 2008, Public Agenda Chairman Daniel
Yankelovich gave a speech at the Drucker School of
Management in which he outlined “New Pragmatism” and
introduced a new tool for analyzing public disputes, “The
Learning Curve”.



We began using the Learning Curve as a tool to illustrate
barriers to constructive dialogue in our community.



For more information, the full presentation, and a transcript of
the speech, see:
http://www.publicagenda.org/pages/learning-curve



Ask: What segments of our community are involved with or
affected by this issue? Where are the different segments
located on the learning curve? Which of the barriers are
present among each segment?
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Yankelovich’s Learning Curve
A Tool for Working Through Difficult Issues
With Barriers to Resolution

Current Position
of the Public

Consciousness Raising

Resolution

Resistance to Change
Lack of Urgency
Deliberate Obfuscation
Grasping at Straws
Taking Credit
Divisiveness
Lack of Practical Choices
Lack of Understanding
Turf Battles
Wishful Thinking/Denial
Finger-Pointing
Mistrust
Yankelovich’s Barriers to Resolution

Drawn from Daniel Yankelovich’s Drucker Day address. See http://www.publicagenda.org/pages/learning-curve

Harwood’s 5 Stages of Community Life


A few months later, the Harwood Institute launched a new interactive
website in which they outlined, among other things, 5 stages which
communities pass through on their way to building an ongoing sustainable
dialogue.



Again, ask for each segment of the community, what stage is it at? What
are the tasks that need to be done to move forward? What are the
capabilities needed to complete that task, and are they present? What
process, information, or other support would help build the needed
capabilities or allow for forward movement?



For more information on the 5 stages, see:
http://www.theharwoodinstitute.org/
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Harwood’s 5 Stages of Community Life
5 – Sustain/Renew

In the Sustain/Renew stage, the civic spirit is
strong and people believe they can tackle
and resolve difficult issues.

In the Growth stage, a general civic spirit is
emerging, cooperation and problem solving
capacities expand.
In the Catalytic stage, people
begin to take risks and
collaborate in new ways.

4 – Growth

3 – Catalytic

In the Impasse stage, people feel an urgent
need to address problems, but the old
patterns of interaction inhibit collaboration.
In the Waiting place, people feel
disconnected. Community
discussions are infrequent and
divisive.

2 – Impasse

1 – The Waiting Place
Harwood’s 5 Stages of Community Life

Quoted from The Harwood Institute, see: http://www.theharwoodinstitute.org

Yankelovich Meets Harwood


We noted the similarity between the 5 stages and the Learning Curve and
developed a handout to illustrate a combination of the stages with the
learning curve and barriers to resolution in difficult issues.



This has been a useful tool for guiding discussions on working through
those barriers.



In addition to the questions previously listed you can ask, what direction
are the various segments moving along the curve or through the stages? Is
regression occurring? How or why?
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Integrating the Tools: Working Toward
Resolution and Sustainable Community
Yankelovich’s Barriers to Resolution
Deliberate Obfuscation
Grasping at Straws
Taking Credit/Turf Battles
Mistrust/Finger-Pointing
Resistance to Change
Lack of Urgency
Lack of Practical Choices
Lack of Understanding
Wishful Thinking/Denial
Divisiveness

Resolution
5 – Sustain/Renew

4 – Growth

3 – Catalytic

2 – Impasse

Consciousness Raising
1 – The Waiting Place
Harwood’s 5 Stages of Community Life
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A Missing Piece


Working through these frameworks, we found that one piece was missing:
the mechanisms for moving through the stages, or up the curve, and
toward resolution.



The following slide addresses the missing piece. It can be used by
community leaders or members to study the interrelationship of barriers
and goals, and to identify ways of removing those barriers and building the
type of productive dialogue that could help them move forward.



The combined slide that follows can be used as a diagnostic tool either at
the outset, during, or after a dialogue process to evaluate what processes
to use and how to use them. You can ask: where are we on this issue
(learning curve)? Where are we in terms of our willingness or capability to
move forward (5 stages)? Where do we want to be and in what time frame
(learning curve and 5 stages)? What barriers are present (learning curve)?
What can we do to address each of these barriers (ways of working
toward resolution)? Which process options best incorporate what is
needed?
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Integrating the Tools: Working Toward
Resolution and Sustainable Community

Resolution

5 – Sustain/Renew
Clear and Steady
Deliberate Obfuscation
Communication
Grasping at Straws
Reality Testing
4 – Growth
Taking Credit/Turf Battles
Sharing Credit
Mistrust/Finger-Pointing
Recognition and Acceptance

Yankelovich’s Barriers to Resolution

Resistance to Change
Lack of Urgency
Lack of Practical Choices

Rebuking Complainers
3 – Catalytic
Education
Brainstorming and Prioritizing
Sharing Facts, Challenging
Lack of Understanding
Misinformation
Wishful Thinking/Denial
Asking Questions
2 – Impasse
Divisiveness
Inviting, Listening, Acknowledging
Consciousness Raising

Ways of Working Toward Resolution
1 – The Waiting Place
Harwood’s 5 Stages of Community Life
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Strengthening Capacity Strengthens
Sustainability


This integrated tool is intended to help identify steps that might be needed
to build trust between individuals and groups in the community, or to
strengthen civic capacity. Increasing both trust and civic capacity helps
communities better identify, and ultimately implement, sustainable options
for the resolution of complex issues within a community.



This tool is not intended to address or replace the need for the
development of issue summaries or other substantive materials that have
been proven elsewhere to help with deliberative dialogues.



By analyzing options for building trust and increasing civic capacity prior to
and throughout a dialogue process, community leaders can help engage
more segments of the public, close gaps in knowledge, and create and
strengthen the networks needed to sustain any resolutions that are
ultimately reached.
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Summary: Moving Forward On Complex Issues

To build the support needed for sustainable resolution of
complex issues we need to involve more of the
community. This requires processes that both inform and
strengthen civic capacity and the bonds of community.
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