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Abstract

Research on public meetings and environmental decision
making has increased greatly over the past 30 years.  Much
published research evaluates specific public meeting tech-
niques or officials’ and participants’ expectations regarding
public meetings.  However, three questions remain largely
unexplored.  First, why do or don’t people attend public
meetings?  Research suggests that beliefs and values regard-
ing a meeting’s topic are important, but work on this question
remains limited.  Second, how does working with the public
affect decision makers and their willingness to conduct future
public meetings?  Few researchers have worked on this ques-
tion.  Third, how does public meeting input affect decision
making?  A great deal of research describes cases where
input fails to influence decision making.  However, few stud-
ies have presented and explained successful incorporation of
public input into decision making.  Answering these questions
is critical to moving forward with the next generation of ef-
fective citizen involvement through public meetings.

Keywords: citizen involvement, public meetings, deci-
sion making

Introduction

Research on public meetings and environmental decision
making in the United States has come of age.  Published arti-
cles and books abound on the topic.  My goal for this article
is to summarize and synthesize some of the key roots and
findings of this work.  I will also identify some critical next
steps for researchers.  The term “public meetings” generally
refers to an agency meeting on a potential decision.  These
meetings are usually open to the general public.  However,
agencies sometimes use meeting techniques aimed at reach-
ing a subset of the public.  For instance, they may schedule a
meeting with an existing community group.  While this type
of meeting is not technically a meeting open to the “general
public” I count it as a meeting with a segment of the public.
It should be noted that many other types of collaborative de-

cision making processes also exist within different environ-
mental decision making spheres.  These tend to involve self-
organized community groups or agency organized advisory
groups.  Because extended meetings with selected groups can
have very different dynamics from one-time or short term
public meetings, I do not focus on research on this type of
technique.  I make an exception in some cases when this re-
search fills a critical gap in the public meeting literature.
This article focuses mostly on one-time or short term public
meetings that are open to the general public or a segment of
the public.

Many locate public participation’s roots in the 1960s
when civil rights and environmental movements grew power-
ful and successfully advanced protection of disenfranchised
citizens’ rights (Rosenbaum 1978).  These movements result-
ed in important federal laws, including the Freedom of Infor-
mation Act of 1966 (FOIA), the National Environmental Pol-
icy Act of 1970 (NEPA), and the National Forest Manage-
ment Act of 1976.  All include provisions that open decision
making to public scrutiny.

A number of professions and scientific disciplines re-
sponded by developing curricula, research projects, and state-
ments of principle that emphasized the need to involve the
public in all levels of decision making.  In some ways, polit-
ical science was the discipline that focused earliest on these
issues.  Political scientists argued that democratic decision
making should move beyond pluralistic allocations of re-
sources and Progressive Era idealizations of science and ex-
pertise (Barber 1984; Mansbridge 1983; Pateman 1970; Pois-
ner 1996; Stanley 1978; Stanley 1990; Warren 1992).  They
believed in the expansion of opportunities for direct/partici-
patory democracy where expertise assisted in the develop-
ment of a powerful, efficacious citizenry.  These authors be-
lieved that citizens should have the opportunity to influence
decisions likely to affect their lives and values.

Over time these theorists’ ideas began to influence spe-
cialists in more applied fields like planning.  Planning is a
broad area of expertise, encompassing work on projects from
national highway systems to small town zoning.  A series of
distinguished planning theorists published critiques of their
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field’s unquestioning assumption of power through expertise
(Arnstein 1969; Fischer 2000; Forester 1989; Friedmann
1987; Healy 1992; Thomas 1995).  They argued for a broad-
er sense of expertise that included citizen knowledge.  They
encouraged the development of planners skilled in both the
technical and citizen involvement dimensions of decision
making.

A new roster of researchers drew upon these earlier au-
thors in their critiques of federal agency decision making re-
garding environmental protection and natural resource man-
agement (Blahna and Yonts-Shepard 1989; Heberlein 1976;
O’Riordan 1976a; O’Riordan 1976b; Rosenbaum 1978;
Shannon 1990).  Their work was influenced by a strong be-
lief in direct democracy.  They also thought that many feder-
al agencies, such as the USDA Forest Service (USFS), Army
Corps of Engineers, US Environmental Protection Agency
(USEPA), and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) were
unresponsive to changing public values.  However, with the
exception of Blahna and Yonts-Shepard (1989), most of their
work was either theoretical or case study-based.  They pub-
lished little empirical work testing hypotheses about the 
relationships between governance, citizenship, and public in-
volvement.

In the early 1990s, many state and federal agencies 
became interested in improving their public involvement
processes.  The USFS and USEPA led this trend.  The USFS
was bogged down in litigation and reeling from increasing
public demands for policy changes.  The USEPA experiment-
ed with formal public involvement, but was dissatisfied with
its ability to effectively connect its specialists with citizens.
These agencies also had internal and external critics pushing
them to change their practices.  Many scholars believed that
improving their public involvement programs through, for in-
stance, demonstrating how public comments were incorpo-
rated into decision making, would help the agencies make
better decisions and gain public support.  The agencies turned
to scholars to help them make these changes.

A shift also occurred from regarding agencies as respon-
sible for the provision of public comment periods toward also
holding them responsible for bringing the public to the table
(Rosenbaum 1978).  Citizen participation began to be seen as
a right and not just a privilege.  Some also saw citizen in-
volvement as a means of citizen development, predicting that
participants could gain a stronger sense of self-efficacy and a
greater tolerance for those with whom they disagreed (Pate-
man 1970; Warren 1992).  Others believed that agencies re-
lied too much on individuated opinion collection methods,
like public hearings, that failed to fulfill the promise of more
participatory and deliberative methods (Baker et al. 2005;
Cortner 1996; McComas and Scherer 1998; Poisner 1996).
In their eyes, participation could both decrease conflict over

environmentally-related values and improve agency employ-
ee relationships with the public (Beierle and Konisky 2000;
Duram and Brown 1999).

Some also argued that agencies needed to develop more
meaningful, satisfying processes.  They believed that much
public involvement was “therapy,” “manipulation,” or “coop-
tation” aimed more at building support for pre-made agency
decisions than providing citizens with opportunities to impact
public policies (Arnstein 1969; Germain et al. 2001; Landre
and Knuth 1993; Rosener 1981).  Meanwhile, calls for the
evaluation and assessment of public involvement processes
grew (Chess 2000; Conley and Moote 2003; Langton 1978;
Rosener 1981; Sewell and Phillips 1979).

Over the past 30 years, the field of public involvement in
environmental decision making has exploded.  Scholars have
published research results in a broad range of journals, most
notably Environmental Management; Human Ecology Re-
view;  Society and Natural Resources; Public Administration
Review; Policy Sciences; Policy Studies Review; Science,
Technology, and Human Values; and Environmental Practice.

It is time to step back, think about what we have learned,
and begin to identify unanswered, or largely unaddressed, re-
search questions.  I will do this by focusing primarily on
work examining formally structured public involvement
processes with a primary emphasis on public meetings.
These include public hearings, community dinners, focus
groups, open houses, and other types of limited term or one-
time public meeting mechanisms connecting citizens with de-
cision makers.

The Research to Date

Figure 1 provides a conceptual framework that attempts
to describe key relationships between decision makers, citi-
zens, and public meetings.  It presents these relationships as
interrelated factors, starting from an agency’s decision to
hold a public meeting.  The factors that I argue are well-re-
searched and reasonably well-understood are presented in a
box outlined with light dashes.  Those key factors that I argue
have not been well-researched are presented in boxes out-
lined with heavy dashed lines.

The factors are intertwined and sometimes difficult to
disentangle.  While they are not necessarily mutually exclu-
sive, I believe that most are sufficiently distinct that it makes
sense to discuss them separately.  To begin with, once a pub-
lic meeting is planned, agencies will begin to decide how the
meeting(s) will be organized.  Related to this, they will de-
cide goals for the meeting, which should affect design
(Creighton 2005). These decisions take the process into 
the realm of intervening factors.  These factors affect the
achievement of two outcomes: decision quality and the qual-
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ity of relationships between citizens, officials, and govern-
ment.  This is why understanding the role of the four inter-
vening variables is so important. 

A great deal of research has been published on the first:
the evaluation of meetings/techniques and on citizens’ and
decision makers’ desired public meeting attributes.  I discuss
this in further detail in the section that follows immediately
after this one.  However, government officials’ attitudes to-
ward the public are also a key, “early” factor with the ability
to affect (and, in some cases, to be affected by) two other im-
portant factors: who attends the meetings and citizen attitudes
toward the issue and government; and, ultimately, the influ-
ence that citizen input from the meetings has on officials’ pol-
icy decisions.  In the case of each of these factors, I will sum-
marize key research findings and present arguments for why
each merits further study.  These intervening factors are pre-
sented in four boxes in Figure 1 and organized into four
major sections within this article.  These are:

1. The design and implementation of public meetings,
including evaluation of the meetings and officials’ and
participants’ desired meeting attributes

2. Attendance and citizen attitudes toward policy issues
and government officials 

3. Government officials’ attitudes toward the public

4. Citizen input and influence on decisions  

Links between public meetings and decision quality out-
comes are also important, but they are very difficult to assess
and therefore have not (with a couple of exceptions described
toward the end of this paper) been the focus of a great deal of
research.

Design and Implementation 
of Public Meetings

There are a number of books available which discuss a
wide range of public meeting types (see e.g. Creighton 2005;
Thomas 1995).  To some degree, meeting evaluation evolved
as a reaction against just one form: public hearings (Baker et
al. 2005; Checkoway 1981; Duram and Brown 1999; Lando
2003; McComas and Scherer 1998; Poisner 1996).  Early au-
thors questioned whether this type of meeting resolved or ex-
acerbated conflict; encouraged or discouraged participation;
and enhanced or degraded relationships between citizens and
officials.  As late as the early 1990s, little empirical research
had been published that systematically evaluated public
meeting techniques (Chess 2000).  Additionally, there was lit-
tle information about what citizens or decision makers ex-
pected or desired from these meetings (Rosener 1981).  The

Figure 1. The public meeting process and key intervening factors that are and aren’t well-researched to date.



Human Ecology Review, Vol. 13, No. 2, 2006 153

lack of information about evaluation and desired attributes
prevented further investigation of the relationship between
these factors and outcomes.

Much initial evaluation work focused on what re-
searchers assumed to be important factors.  Beierle and Cay-
ford (2002), Rowe et al. (2004), and Rowe and Frewer (2000;
2004; 2005) synthesized particularly exhaustive reviews of
this public involvement evaluation literature.  Key factors in-
cluded whether meetings were fair, legitimate, and represen-
tative.  Some work assessed whether participants thought
meetings were comfortable and convenient.  Finally, a num-
ber of researchers assessed the interactive, deliberative qual-
ity of participant discussions.  For instance, Beierle and Cay-
ford’s (2002) meta-analysis of participation case studies fo-
cused on linking meeting type to success.  They found that
the more interactive or “intensive” the mechanism, the more
successful it was in achieving its goals.

A common criticism of public meetings has been that at-
tendees were not representative of their community (Burch
1976; McComas and Scherer 1998; Stedman and Parkins
2003).  As will be presented later in this paper, participants
frequently believe that representativeness is important and
that it is tied to the fairness and legitimacy of the meeting
process (Duram and Brown 1999).  However, public meetings
and comment solicitations frequently generate viewpoints
from a group of people older, whiter, more affluent, more ed-
ucated, and more likely to be male than the citizens within
their community (Anthony et al. 2004; Berry et al. 1984; Carr
and Halvorsen 2001; Marshall and Jones 2005; McComas
2001a; McComas 2003a; Stedman and Parkins 2003).  This is
important because people in these demographics often have
more status and power within a community than people in
different demographics.  They may also have different beliefs
and values than non-attendees or the community-at-large.
One study found that, even when participants were demo-
graphically similar to nonparticipants, their viewpoints were
different (McComas and Scherer 1998).  Participants were
significantly more likely to believe that the decision in ques-
tion posed an important risk to community members and they
were more likely to be angry about the proposed project.
There is some suggestion that low overall participation rates
might be overcome by going to existing community groups to
discuss policy issues, but little other published research sug-
gests how to overcome this problem (Halvorsen 2001a).

Public meetings can also be intimidating and uncomfort-
able.  With this in mind, one researcher assessed two tech-
niques chosen because they were expected to overcome these
problems.  The techniques were community dinners and fo-
cused conversations.  The community dinners took place in a
centrally located place in the community over an inexpensive
dinner (Halvorsen 2001a).  The presence of food was expect-

ed to set a more relaxed tone and to free people’s time from
dinner preparation while providing for discussion over a meal.
The focused conversations took place at the regularly sched-
uled meetings and locations of existing community groups,
such as Kiwanis and sportsmen’s groups.  This was expected
to be convenient for participants because the agency represen-
tatives were coming to them.  They were expected to be com-
fortable because discussion took place between people who
already knew each other.  Participants evaluated the meetings
and gave the techniques high scores on these criteria.

Another important theme in the public meeting literature
has been the call for techniques that facilitate deliberation
about issues and common values rather than just soliciting in-
dividualistic position or preference statements (Cortner 1996;
Duram and Brown 1999; Lauber and Knuth 1998; 1999).  De-
liberative public meeting processes allow for discussion
among participants and between participants and officials
(Fishkin 1991; Parkins and Mitchell 2005; Tuler and Webler
1999a; Webler and Tuler 2000).  Free and open dialogue is
characteristic, allowing for the identification of both differ-
ences and commonalities.  Citizens can speak and expect to
be listened to with respect regardless of whether their views
coincide with those of the listeners (Lukensmeyer and Boyd
2004).  Ideally, participants in deliberative meetings develop
fuller senses of how and why they disagree.  However, they
may find that areas of disagreement are relatively shallow,
while shared core values are more deeply held.  For instance,
individuals may disagree over motorized vehicle access to
public lands, but find that they share concerns about their
community’s economic and environmental health.  Delibera-
tive public meetings can therefore create desired outcomes
ranging from reduced conflict to a more tolerant citizenry. 

With these expectations in mind, Darnall and Jolley
(2004) assessed multiple public meeting processes and found
that deliberation was particularly appropriate and useful
when there was little agreement about the technical aspects of
environmental problems.  They found that deliberation fos-
tered the identification of, and agreement on, important risks
in low information situations.  Another researcher surveyed
participants regarding the deliberative qualities of communi-
ty dinners and focused conversations with existing communi-
ty groups (Carr and Halvorsen 2001; Halvorsen 2001a;
2003).  Participants rated both as generally deliberative in
that discussion was free, open, and respectful.

On the other hand, Lauber and Knuth (1998; 1999) as-
sessed New York State participatory processes designed to
elicit views on moose reintroduction.  They found that the 
organizing agency used techniques eliciting “shallow” pref-
erence statements from individuals rather than encouraging
deliberation to identify shared values underlying those pref-
erences.  They argued that the agency did not solicit the in-
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formation that it really needed to make a policy decision.  On
the other hand, Rowe et al. (2004) evaluated a deliberative
conference technique and found that it scored well on mea-
sures of deliberative quality (Rowe and Frewer 2000; 2004).  

In summary, it is clear that some public meeting tech-
niques (such as public hearings) tend not to be deliberative,
while others (community dinners, deliberative opinion
polling [Fishkin 1991], and focused conversations) are more
successful in facilitating open, respectful dialogue about cit-
izens’ values and concerns.  There are, however, many obsta-
cles to greater deliberation within public meetings, especial-
ly “one-time” meetings.  For instance, it may not be in the 
interest of agency officials to encourage a lengthy, full dis-
cussion of a policy issue.  Their need for a greater sense of
public concerns may be more efficiently served through pub-
lic hearings or public comment periods that provide one-way
communication from individual citizens to agency officials.  

Another potential problem is that citizens may not come
to a meeting with sufficient knowledge for thoughtful discus-
sion of an issue.  Because two of the most commonly used
techniques, public hearings and open houses, do not require
it, they may not be accustomed to or prepared for such dis-
cussions.  It is notable that the researchers who have found
particular meeting techniques to be deliberative have studied
either specially designed techniques (community dinners, fo-
cused conversations, and deliberative opinion polls) or multi-
meeting processes such as advisory groups.  Gaining deliber-
ativeness may require either setting aside favorite techniques
or investing significant time in extended processes.

Citizens’ and Officials’
Desired Public Meeting Attributes

Much of the research described above evaluated criteria
assumed by scholars to be important indicators of quality par-
ticipation.  Until recently, there was little published research
on citizens’ and officials’ desired characteristics.  When re-
searchers have surveyed citizens and decision makers to find
out what was important to them, fairness, representativeness,
and ability to influence decision making emerged as factors
important to a wide range of people (Berry et al. 1984; Chase
et al. 2004; Germain et al. 2001; Lauber and Knuth 1998;
1999; Lawrence et al. 1997; McCool and Guthrie 2001;
McClaran and King 1999; McComas 2001b; Smith and Mc-
Donough 2001; Tuler and Webler 1999b).

The first two interrelate in that a fair process involves the
full range of people who care about an issue and provides
them with an equal opportunity to speak and to be heard.  De-
cision making processes that are seen as fair and representa-
tive are more likely to also be seen as legitimate.  Participants
are more likely to view them as reasonable and supportable

(Lawrence et al. 1997; Smith and McDonough 2001).  This
links to another common goal for participants: that their input
has some effect on the final decision.  However, when the
basis for a decision is well-explained, including why specific
concerns were not fully addressed, participants are more like-
ly to support the decision and believe that decision makers
acted in good faith.

While many researchers have identified overlapping de-
sired attributes, some research suggests that different public
meeting participants place priority on different attributes
(Tuler and Webler 1999b; Webler and Tuler 2000; 2001;
Webler et al. 2001).  While these authors found that individ-
uals generally valued fairness, representativeness, and influ-
ence on decisions, they also found that they cared about 
factors like good leadership and participants’ willingness to
compromise.  However, it is important to note that one of
their key findings is that participants also tended to favor dis-
tinctly different sets of desired attributes.  Additionally, par-
ticipants and decision makers tended to prefer different kinds
of meeting characteristics.  This work reminds us that view-
points on appropriate participatory methods are not homoge-
neous.  No single process is likely to satisfy every partici-
pant’s or organizer’s preferences. 

On the other hand, McComas (2003b) found that many
participants had low expectations of public meetings and did
not expect that their participation would affect decisions.  Her
interviewees went to meetings anyway because, among other
reasons, they viewed them as important opportunities to gath-
er information about a potential decision and about other
community members’ viewpoints.

As explained above, we also know that attendees at envi-
ronmentally-related public meetings tend to be demographi-
cally different from their communities (Burch 1976; Carr and
Halvorsen 2001; Stedman and Parkins 2003).  Given that par-
ticipants’ perceptions of attendee representativeness greatly af-
fect their perceptions of process fairness and legitimacy, an un-
derstanding of why people do and don’t participate in meetings
is particularly important.  As will be described in the next sec-
tion, we don’t yet know a lot about the answer to this question.
It should also be noted that most of the research described
above focuses on people telling us what they think is impor-
tant.  Little work has been done that takes these findings, es-
tablishes empirically that particular meetings have met these
characteristics, and then looks at long term impacts on envi-
ronmental quality or citizen relationships to public officials.

Attendance and Citizen Attitudes toward 
Policy Issues and Government Officials

Anyone who has organized many public meetings has
experienced the disappointment of scheduling a carefully
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planned meeting on an important topic that was well adver-
tised and having very few people show up (Irvin and Stans-
bury 2004; Laurian 2004).  Similarly, public officials com-
monly complain that it “never rains but it pours” with regard
to attendance.  For instance, they schedule informal open
houses to encourage people to drop by and chat with staff in
a relaxed setting and find that, in the absence of a contentious
issue, the same handful of people always show up (Irvin and
Stansbury 2004; Lukensmeyer and Boyd 2004).  On the other
hand, when a difficult and controversial issue emerges, atten-
dance soars to standing room only and attendees engage in
long, angry harangues directed at well-meaning public em-
ployees (Lukensmeyer and Boyd 2004).  This raises the ques-
tion: why do (or don’t) people attend a public meeting?

Some believe that most people will only attend a meet-
ing on a personally critical issue (Creighton 2005; Irvin and
Stansbury 2004).  Unfortunately, little published research has
focused on fully understanding this relationship.  For some,
nonattendance is linked to the belief that public meeting par-
ticipation is not part of their gender role.  They may not think
that they would be particularly effective participants if they
chose to go (Burns et al. 2001; Halvorsen and Jarvie 2002;
Schlozman et al. 1994; 1995; 1999; Verba et al. 1993; 1995;
1997).  Burns, Schlozman, and Verba’s national level studies
of political participation suggest an underlying reason for this
belief.  They found that many citizen participants gained the
skills and self-confidence to participate in political settings,
like public meetings, from professional work.  Their results
suggest that, because women are less likely than men to hold
such positions, this makes women less likely to attend and
participate in a public meeting.

Tuler et al. (2002) and Webler et al. (2003) investigated
why local government officials did or didn’t participate in a
watershed management effort.  Although watershed groups
often require significantly greater commitment than a single
public meeting, their results probably also pertain to individ-
uals’ choices about whether or not to attend a meeting.  They
found the officials had different approaches to deciding
whether or not to participate.  However, key factors included
officials’ beliefs regarding whether they could make a differ-
ence in the process, whether it would meet their personal 
participation goals, and whether participation was worth their
investment of time and money.  They also found that past ex-
periences with public meetings and the organizing agency af-
fected beliefs regarding the value of taking part in a particu-
lar planning process.  It is likely that individuals use similar
approaches to figure out whether or not they need to go to a
public meeting.

Others have suggested that the willingness to participate
boils down to trust in a public agency, but it is not clear what
role this factor plays.  For instance, Laurian (2004) found that

a limited amount of distrust of an agency made people more
likely to participate in public meetings.  However, this author
also found that a deep distrust in the organization caused in-
dividuals to “exit” the process by not attending at all.  These
individuals didn’t trust an agency to do the right thing, but
they also didn’t trust them to listen to their concerns (Lauri-
an 2004).  McComas and Scherer (1998) and McComas
(2001a; 2003a) compared participants and nonparticipants
and found that participants were more likely to view the pro-
posed projects covered in the meetings as involving signifi-
cant risks.  McComas (2001a; 2003a,) showed that those who
believed the risks were significant were also less likely to
view agency employees as credible.  This linked to meeting
participation because participants were less likely than non-
participants to view decision makers as credible.  Her find-
ings reinforce Laurian’s (2004) that a certain amount of dis-
trust of an agency seems to lead people to believe they need
to attend that agency’s public meeting about an important de-
cision.

Some research suggests that attending a comfortable,
convenient, and satisfying public meeting increases partici-
pant trust in an agency (Halvorsen 2003).  However, if the
goal is to get people who care about an issue to a meeting
about that issue, Laurian’s (2004) and McComas’ (2001a;
2003a) findings suggest that increased trust could actually
hinder participation.  Better understanding the role trust plays
in citizens’ participation decisions may make it easier to at-
tract more representative sets of participants.  Citizens’ trust
of agencies affects not just their participation, but also their
expectations of and interactions with, public officials.  These
interactions are, in turn, likely to affect officials’ expectations
of and interactions with citizens.  This is the subject of the
next section.

Government Officials’ Attitudes 
toward the Public

As agency employees work year after year to involve the
public in decision making, they will usually have both posi-
tive and negative experiences.  The professional training they
bring to their positions frequently lays a foundation for their
views regarding citizens and public involvement.  An agency
or agency office where negative or positive experiences with
the public predominate may respond by developing a culture
that conveys associated beliefs, values, and norms to new em-
ployees (Duram and Brown 1999; McKinney and Harmon
2002; Meyer and Rowan 1991).  For instance, as Meyer and
Rowan (1991) point out, complex organizations tend to pro-
tect themselves from external demands perceived as interfer-
ing with the accomplishment of core tasks.  If public partici-
pation requirements are viewed solely as pointless legal 
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requirements or social expectations that prevent employees
from meeting more important day-to-day demands, public
meetings become a ritualized exercise unlikely to satisfy par-
ticipants or officials.

Agencies that are subject to frequent citizen legal chal-
lenges may begin to see them as inevitable regardless of the
quality of their public involvement opportunities (Germain et
al. 2001).  A few public meeting experiences with a room full
of hostile audience members may make them less likely to
have positive expectations regarding their ability to work 
effectively with members of the public (McKinney and Har-
mon 2002).  These difficult experiences may override multi-
ple positive encounters with publics in various settings.  Un-
fortunately, because this is one of the understudied areas of
public meeting research, we know little about how these in-
teractions work.

A few researchers have published results which begin to
give us a sense of how public officials view the public (Berry
et al. 1984; Halvorsen 2001b; Yang 2005a; 2005b).  Two of
the most notable pieces are by Kaifeng Yang (2005a; 2005b).
In his investigation of how experiences with the public im-
pact local officials, he found that good experiences positive-
ly influenced officials’ expectations of the public and will-
ingness to work with them in the future.  He also found that,
not surprisingly, negative experiences, including personal ex-
periences with citizens, and beliefs that media, government,
and citizens “bashed” government, had the opposite effect.
Yang (2005b) found that personal propensities regarding trust
were less powerful predictors of officials’ attitudes toward
the public than their experiences with them in settings like
public meetings.  However, personal orientation did explain a
significant amount of variation in these attitudes, as did hav-
ing a “procedural” orientation toward work that predisposed
individuals to be rule- and authority-focused.  Additionally,
his work suggests that female officials are significantly more
likely than males to both trust citizens and to want to involve
them in decision making (2005b).  This last result supports
prior work that found that “non-traditional” categories of
USFS employees (women, minorities, and new types of pro-
fessionals) tended to have significantly more positive expec-
tations of members of the public and a wide variety of inter-
est groups, including both commodity and environmental
groups, than did traditional categories of employees
(Halvorsen 2001b).

The research summarized in this section suggests that if
officials trust the public and view working with them as re-
warding they will be more likely to hold public meetings and
to incorporate resultant input into decision making.  Research
discussed in earlier sections shows that citizens, in turn, use
their assessment of the influence they had on decision mak-
ing to decide whether a process succeeded or failed (Lauber

and Knuth 1998; 1999; Tuler and Webler 1999b).  It is there-
fore critical to understand when and how input influences 
decision making.  This is the subject of the next section.

Citizen Input and Influence on Decisions

A great deal of research has been published describing
situations where citizen input from meetings and other
processes did not affect decisions or was poorly used or in-
terpreted (Adams 2004; Alkadry 2003; Blahna and Yonts-
Shepard 1989; Germain et al. 2001; Moote et al. 1997; Lando
2003; Lawrence et al. 1997; Lukensmeyer and Boyd 2004;
Marinetto 2003; McCann 2001; McKinney and Harmon
2002; Rosenbaum 1978).  Unfortunately, there is surprising-
ly little published research about when and how involvement,
including public meetings, does affect decision making
(Rowe and Frewer 2000; 2004; 2005).  It is particularly lim-
ited when researchers attempt to move beyond measuring im-
pacts on the decision to impacts on an outcome that affects
environmental quality.  The only known example of this does
not come from the public meeting literature on one-time or
short term meetings.  It comes from research on watershed
management groups and links watershed planning to envi-
ronmental restoration (Leach et al. 2002; Leach and Sabatier
2005).

Two of the rare publications that report findings regard-
ing linking public input and influence are Beierle and
Konisky’s (2000) and Beierle and Cayford’s (2002) meta-
analyses of case studies of public involvement processes, in-
cluding public meetings.  Three additional exceptions are dis-
cussed in more detail below.  Beierle and Konisky (2000) and
Beierle and Cayford (2002) found that, in a majority of the
cases, citizen input, whether from one-time meetings or ex-
tended processes, did affect decision making.  However, there
are limitations to meta-analyses.  These researchers could
only use case studies already available in the peer-reviewed
or “grey” literature.  Those cases might lean toward describ-
ing particularly successful processes.  Additionally, although
the researchers developed a careful methodology for analyz-
ing these cases, they were still limited by the information
available in pre-existing publications.

One of the reasons that the literature on the ability of cit-
izen input to influence decisions is limited is that it is a diffi-
cult item to measure definitively.  For instance, meeting par-
ticipants frequently disagree with each other.  This may make
it particularly difficult to determine whether these differing
viewpoints affected decision making.  Would a decision “in
the middle” best reflect listening to both sides?  An addition-
al challenge is the fact that while public meetings may occur
over a short period of time, officials’ decisions may be made
for years afterward.  This can make it difficult to track deci-
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sion making for a sufficiently long period of time to deter-
mine whether there was an impact.  

However, some researchers have come up with some
basic measures to at least begin to assess whether input was
incorporated.  For instance, Rosener (1982) designed a simple
measure of influence when she studied California Coastal
Commission decisions regarding building permits.  Using
transcripts of the public meetings held on the permit deci-
sions, she compared those where citizen opposition to permit
issuance was voiced to cases where it wasn’t.  In those situa-
tions where it was voiced, she found that commissioners were
much more likely to overrule staff recommendations regard-
ing a permit than when it as absent.  While her measure has
some limitations, it suggests how future researchers might ap-
proach the challenge of measuring such a complex variable.

Koontz (2005) adds another piece to the puzzle with his
study of local land use planning advisory groups.  While ad-
visory groups can be very different from short term public
meeting processes, I include his findings here because cases
where input successfully influenced decision making are so
rare.  He found that a group’s ability to influence officials’
decisions depended mostly on the context within which the
officials worked, including local social capital levels and
population trends.  In this case, he operationalized “influ-
ence” on decisions by simply asking advisory group mem-
bers and local officials (some time after decisions had been
made) whether the groups’ recommendations affected the of-
ficials’ decisions.  He found that in some cases they did have
an effect and in others they did not, for the reasons discussed
briefly above.  His results begin to build an understanding of
when and how public input influences decisions.  

Koontz’s (2005) measure of influence is similar to the
one used by Rowe et al. (2004) although they used several
survey questions to assess whether decision makers and par-
ticipants believed the public’s input from a meeting would af-
fect future decisions.  Again, this type of measure has limita-
tions, but it begins to suggest a way to approach this thorny
issue.  His findings suggest that future researchers studying
whether meeting input influenced decision making might
start by simply interviewing the citizens and officials who
were part of the process.  It also suggests that the social con-
text within which the officials operate might significantly 
affect their ability or propensity to use the input from a 
meeting.

As our knowledge of influence develops, we will hope-
fully begin to have a sense of when and under what circum-
stances public meeting input affects policy decisions.  This
type of information might be useful in improving future par-
ticipatory opportunities.  It might also be helpful in commu-
nicating to the public that their concerns and values are of
real interest to public officials.

Conclusion

Public meetings are a well-established part of environ-
mental policy making in the United States today.  Public poli-
cies, professions, and academic disciplines have institutional-
ized a variety of values, beliefs, and practices related to in-
volving citizens in decision making.  An agency’s public in-
volvement efforts link to a series of factors that affect the
agency’s decisions and relationships to citizens.  Some of
these factors are well-understood while others are not.  For
instance, a great deal of scholarship has been published de-
scribing meeting techniques.  We know a great deal about
what people believe constitutes a high quality public meeting.
We understand this fairly well from the viewpoints of both
public officials and citizen participants.  However, we haven’t
really gone beyond what people think is important to per-
forming research on how meetings with these attributes affect
environmental quality or relationships between citizens and
officials over time.

We also lack a firm understanding of some of the factors
that intervene between high quality meetings and the creation
of successful decisions and stronger relationships to citizens.
We know that citizens who view a potential project as partic-
ularly risky and decision makers as untrustworthy are some-
what more likely than those who don’t to participate.  Re-
search findings regarding why citizens do or don’t participate
in a meeting are, however, still limited.  This impedes our
ability to attract groups of participants who are relatively rep-
resentative of their community.  We also know little about
public officials and their attitudes toward citizens.  The re-
search that has been done suggests that a negative experience
with the public causes officials to have more negative expec-
tations of public involvement in general, including public
meetings.  Officials’ and citizens’ attitudes affect and are af-
fected by the degree of influence that public meeting input
has on policy decisions.  Unfortunately, we know more about
cases where input did not influence decision making, than
about cases when it did.  As a result, our ability to suggest
strategies to ensure influence is limited.  This paper is de-
signed to provide a snapshot of the literature on environmen-
tally-related public meetings as it exists today.  I have point-
ed out some missing pieces that I believe warrant further 
research that would be of practical and theoretical value.  It
will be interesting to watch the field unfold over the decades
to follow.
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