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Lots to talk about…
Our changing landscape

Dealing with controversial issues

Learning and behavior change

Skills, capacity-building & resources 

Effective stakeholder engagement 



The Curious Case of the 21st Century Citizen
Confident, frustrated, connected, 
and isolated

– Problem-solvers – who 
distrust the official public 
problem-solvers

– Civil in private – but not in 
public

– Connected – and isolated
– More skeptical, with more 

capacity, but less time

Citizens Want/Expect – Problem 
Solving, Voice, Civility, and 
Community 

Source: Public Participation in the 21st Century, Nabatchi and Leighninger, Wiley Press, 2015 



Changes in Problem Solving Expectations 
Traditional/Modern Approach Post- Modern/Information Age

Problem focused Solution seeking 

Expert initiated Community-based

One size fits all Develops specific place-specific solutions 
that emerge from community 

Solutions generally come from outside 
the community 

Solutions are integral to, and evolve from 
community in partnership with external  
partners 

Focus on financial and built capital Focus on cultural, human, and social capital 

Importance of knowledge/expertise Importance of personal experience, 
knowledge management and community 
learning 

Adapted from: Building the Case for Engagement, Chazdon, Jakes, Whitmer & Simon-Leuci, CDS, 2015 



The Context in Which We Do Our Working 
is Changing…

Trust is declining, issues are increasingly 
complex, and conflicts are increasing

Citizens’ expectations are changing 

Behavior change has both social and 
information-based components 

Funders expect greater public 
collaboration and responsiveness

A growing body of research and 
resources supports are available!



• Determining our role 
and purpose

• Understanding and 
managing conflict 
effectively and 
productively

• Refining our approach to 
learning and behavior 
change

• Developing more 
effective engagement
strategies and capacity

Responding effectively means…



Controversial Public Issues 
• Involve issues that have 

‘public’ causes and/or 
consequences

• Distinct from 
interpersonal or 
organizational conflict 
management 

Typology of Public Issues 



Controversial or “Wicked” Issues  
Limited or no agreement on:
– Agreement on the definition 

of the problem
• Multiple values, perceptions, 

and perspectives

– Clear solutions to the 
problem
• Multiple possible solutions 

and trade-offs

– Easily identified causes or 
authority
• Multiple causes, jurisdictions, 

stakeholders and authorities
(Reference: Rittel and Webber 1973)



Issues We Might Encounter…
• Public vs private good/rights benefits and costs – (e.g. 

water quality & quality, nutrient runoff,  Ag vs non-ag 
conflicts, conservation practices, programs and funding)

• Decline of farmland, farmers, or ag viability
• Economic development priorities
• Human service provision
• Poverty, food systems and access
• Land use, tax policy, and regulations etc.
• Natural resource management 
• Others? 



Why Should We Get Involved?  

• Maintain relationships 
• Counter misinformation
• Provide credible information 

to your stakeholders 
• Enhance decision-making 
• Build long-term capacity 
• Bring in voices that haven’t 

been previously been 
recognized

• Provide objective facilitation
• Prevent escalation or future 

conflict
• Others?? 



Constructive or creative conflict
• Can catalyze learning 

and discovery
• May help clarify values 

and priorities  
• Has potential to enhance 

and broaden voice 
• Can help reevaluate 

current status quo 
thinking and 
assumptions 



Human behavior flows 
from three main 
sources: desire, 
emotion, and 
knowledge

- Plato (348 BC) 



Learning and behavior change are social and 
informational processes

• Behavior change is most likely to 
occur where a wide range of 
factors merge - information, 
relevance, perception, personal risk 
and reward, perceived legitimacy, 
and social and cultural expectations 

• Both ‘expert’ and ‘deficit” models 
of information provision often miss 
these complexities 



DEALING WITH 
(AND MAKING THE 
MOST OF)
CONTROVERSIAL 
ISSUES

A VERY Brief Overview



We’ve All Seen This Play 
• The problem emerges
• Sides form
• Positions harden
• Communication becomes difficult at best
• Resources are committed (spent 

inefficiently)
• Long-term relationships and trust are 

diminished 



Strategies for working with 
communities in conflict

Design 
Develop a team 
approach –
collaboratively 
diagnose 
situation and 
challenges

Diagnose
Do your 
homework 
– take a 
systemic 
approach to 
assessment 

Determin
e

Determine 
goals & 
intent of 
your 
involvement 

Define

Define 
roles (yours 
and 
partners)

Develop
Develop 
assessment 
and success 
metrics and 
approaches 

Do 
Assess 
continuously 
to ensure 
effectiveness 
and shared 
learning  



Effective intervention depends on 
where your community is in the cycle

Tension 
development

Role 
dilemma

Injustice 
collecting Confrontation 

Adjustments 

Conflict Cycle



Understand the Reasons for Conflict 
§ Faulty communications 
§ Competition for resources
§ Value clashes 
§ Change
§ Poorly defined 

responsibilities/authorities 
§ Power differences/struggles 
§ Need for recognition 
§ Misinformation 
§ Distrust 



The Decline of Trust

• Perceptions of bias
• Political polarization
• Violated expectations
• Persistence of ‘wicked issues’
• Increased distance between professionals, 

decision-makers & citizens
• Speed and ‘balkanization’ of information 

sources (social media)

Adapted from: Kettering  ‘Connections’, 2008



Determining Your Goals
• Conflict management?
• Conflict resolution? 
• Considerations:
– Costs
– Consequences
– Feasibility 
– Capacity 
– History and legacy
– Timeline
– Reputation and capital 



Technical vs Adaptive Approaches
• Problems are clear and 

understood
• Solutions are clear and 

understood
• Expert driven 
• Clearly defined roles
• Policy focus
• Defined goals 
• Rules and regulations 

based

• Problems not clearly 
identified/identifiable/agreed 
upon 

• Solutions diffuse not clearly 
identified/identifiable/agreed 
upon 

• Collaboratively driven 
• Emergent goals & objectives
• Emergent rules & expectations
• Changing roles & responsibilities  



Identifying Our (and Others’) Roles 
• Convener
• Coordinator
• Facilitator 
• Information 

provider/knowledge 
expert

• Negotiator/mediator
• Information clarifier
• Other…



Measures of Success and Assessment
• Tied to goals
• Driven by need and 

capacity 
• Formative and 

summative 
considerations 



Refuting Misinformation Involves 
Understanding Complex Cognitive 
Processes
• Paying attention to:
– How people process 

information
– How people modify 

their existing 
knowledge

– How worldviews affect 
their ability to 
consider additional 
options 

Source:  Cook, J., Lewandowsky, S. (2011), The Debunking Handbook. St. Lucia, Australia: 
University of Queensland



The Elephant in the Room –
Confirmation Bias 

Even when confronted with 
verifiable facts questioning 
a preconceived notion, 
people tend to not only 
NOT change their minds 
but to harden their original 
notions or beliefs



Debunking Myths – Avoiding 
Backfire Effects 

• Focus on alternative information rather 
than the myth

• Make the content easy to follow and 
appropriate to audience

• Avoid challenges or disrespecting values 
and identity 



Recognize the Tactics

• Discrediting
• Deflection
• Delays
• Denials
• Discounting
• Deception
• Blame-shifting
• Lying/false 

information 

• Dividing
• Discrediting
• Destroy
• Fear-mongering 
• Obstructionism
• Placating
• Plausible deniability



How to Respond to Opposition Tactics

• Understand opponent's strategy
• Maintain your credibility & 

integrity
• Stick to the facts, be reasonable 

and calm
• Turn negatives into positives –

reframe the discussion 
• Don’t get distracted!
• Have an effective 

communication and information 
response plan



Be Prepared - Dealing With Difficult 
Situations From Individuals
• Dominates the discussion
• Inserts personal agenda
• Repeats same point
• Having side conversations
• Antagonistic
• Interrupting 
• Not participating
• Attacking, picking an 

argument
• Clowning around



Be Prepared - Dealing With Difficult 
Situations Within a Group
• Waning group energy
• Unresponsive group
• Group keeps going off track
• Only part of the group participates
• Polarized positions 
• Differing values



Related Skills and Strategy Options 
• Facilitation
• Public issues education 
• Science 

communication
• Negotiation/mediation
• Collaboration
• Effective stakeholder 

engagement 



A growing body of research highlights 
that participants are more likely to be 
satisfied with the outcome of a 
process if they perceive it to be fair –
even if they did not get the outcome 
they would have preferred! 

Process Matters: Brockner, Joel, Princeton Press,2016

Process Matters!



Trust and Relationships Matter
• Being right about the science and evidence is 

necessary but not necessarily sufficient
• Equally important is how we:
– Build trust and relationships 
– Think about how people listen, learn, and are 

motivated
– How we incorporate their ideas and interests 
– How effectively we communicate



The Head and Heart of Stories 

Source: W.K. Kellogg Foundation 



EFFECTIVE 
STAKEHOLDER 
ENGAGEMENT 

Considerations & Strategies 



Dimensions of Engagementhttps://catalyst.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/HCAT_CEnRsm.png



Why Does Engagement Matter? 

Create local networks Create

Create opportunities for identifying concerns and underlying valuesCreate

Increase trust in organizations, residents, institutions and local governanceIncrease

Leverage assets more effectivelyLeverage

Avoid or get ahead of controversy or misinformation Preempt 
conflict

Long-term stakeholder capacityBuild 



In a Nutshell…
• Understand the dimensions and causes of 

the conflict
• Remember every issue and circumstance is 

context sensitive – embrace that complexity
• Inform and collaborate and communicate 

effectively with stakeholders
• Have a plan for managing, approaching, and 

resolving conflict.
• Respond effectively and professionally
• Build your skills and capacity – and those of 

your stakeholders  



Resources, Worksheets, and 
Additional Information
• Stakeholder Engagement Guidebook | Learn stakeholder engagement | 

Penn State University (psu.edu) Also includes downloadable print 
version

• Engagement Toolbox — Department of Agricultural Economics, Sociology, 
and Education (psu.edu)

• Community Engagement for Collective Action: A Handbook for 
Practitioners (Print version) 
https://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-
toolbox/about/community-engagement-for-collective-action

• Community Conflict: Finding Middle Ground - A Video Series  
http://pages.extension.psu.edu/community-conflict-finding-middle-
ground

• Resource Guide on Public Engagement (NCDD) NCDD2010 Resource 
Guide - Web Distributable Version.indd

https://sites.psu.edu/engagementguide/
https://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox
https://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox/about/community-engagement-for-collective-action
http://pages.extension.psu.edu/community-conflict-finding-middle-ground
https://www.ncdd.org/uploads/1/3/5/5/135559674/ncdd2010_resource_guide.pdf
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A FEW ADDITIONAL NOTES ON 
ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES… 



Expert Model

42

Expert-Public Divide Divide

Expert with 
expert 

knowledge

Misinformed, 
ignorant public

Public experiences 
expert knowledge

Informed, 
aware public

Assumes “facts” change human behavior



Co-Learning Model
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Expert-Public Divide

Expert with 
expert 

knowledge

Misinformed, 
ill-informed 

public

Public and 
expert 

dialogue

Agreement on 
course of 

action

Assumes “dialogue” changes human 
behavior



Knowledge Co-Production
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Expert with 
expert 

knowledge

Misinformed, 
ill-informed 

public

Public and 
expert 

dialogue

Agreements
on course of 

action

Assumes “dialogue” is reciprocal, informs 
our research and teaching and changes 

human behavior

Agreements
on course of 

action

Agreements
on course of 

action



Opportunities for incorporating 
engagement principles into Extension 
programming 

• Purposeful program design 
• Learning circles and similar 

collaborative learning strategies
• Incorporating peer to peer and 

integrative learning opportunities 
• Collaborative research strategies 

and processes
• Purposeful assessment and 

enhanced evaluation



Research Goals and Engagement? 
Researchers develop ideas on the basis of disciplinary 
expertise – interaction with stakeholders generally limited 
to getting the ‘blessing’ of participant groups

Researchers and stakeholders collaboratively identify 
research priorities and carry out the research with 
stakeholders more or less as equal partners in the effort 

Researchers and stakeholders collaboratively identify 
research priorities and researchers pursue the effort more 
or less on their own and bring back results



Social Outcomes - Examples
New knowledge of 
water and ag 
challenges 

Knowledge of the 
available science

Knowledge of 
what community 
stakeholders want

Sense of personal 
efficacy 

Convergence of 
group priorities 

Development of 
new contacts and 
expanded 
networks



Social Outcomes - Examples

Diffusion of knowledge 
to members of wider 
community

Acknowledgement of 
different perspectives 
and ability to work 
with diverse 
stakeholders

Sense of participants’ 
ability to motivate 
others

Recognition that the 
process gave local 
leadership participants 
opportunities to share 
diverse perspectives  


