Chapter 3.  GETTING FEEDBACK FROM PARTICIPANTS

Besdes digpensing information and arousing interest in a trangportation plan or project, public
involvement programs elicit public feedback and support. Public comment comes to agenciesin the
form of questions, chdlenges, or suggestions for dternative ways of deding with issues.

Why isfeedback important and how can it be used?

Feedback—postive and negative—provides new ideas and perspectives to help agencies devise plans
and projects that meet the public’ s needs. It dso heps them determine how well the public understands
gpecific issues and where additiona information is needed for better understanding and support. A
more speciaized use of feedback is to determine the success of an outreach program—how many
people have been reached, what percent of the public is represented, and what portion supports the
proposa. As agencies assess feedback, they take stock of plans and programs to be certain they are
providing the intended public service in the best possble way. Thus, feedback from the community
vitdly affects an agency’ s decision-making process and the resultsit generates.

How do agencies improve methods of getting feedback?
This chapter provides a guide to the following steps toward reaching people and getting their feedback:
A. edtablishing places people can find information;

B. designing programsto bring out community viewpoints and resolve differences; and
C. taking initial steps.



Chapter 3.  GETTING FEEDBACK FROM PARTICIPANTS
A. ESTABLISHING PLACES PEOPLE CAN FIND INFORMATION AND INTERACT

Giving people information about trangportation projects and plansis a fundamenta step toward getting
their informed feedback. To “get theword out” to diverse stakeholders, agencies need to establish a
variety of placeswhere information isreadily and conveniently available. Many agencies dart by
providing recorded, basic information around the clock and staffing phones during ordinary working
hours to respond to questions and give more detail. Human contact is vitally important and should
remain agaple in public involvement, even when an agency utilizes many other methods to reach
people.

New placesto give out information are crucid. Neighborhood locations are highly desirable but not
aways practical. Low-tech methods such as voice mail and answering machines are rdatively cost-
effective and enhance an agency’ s ability to communicate quickly with the generd public.

New, “high-tech” technology, including the Internet, opens up exciting possbilities for reaching people
with the information they need and offering them new ways to interact. FAX-on-demand services,
modems, and on-line services reach people fast. Although, as yet, relaively few people obtain agency
information this way because they do not understand or have access to computers or other equipment,
agencies are beginning to capitadize on the technology’ s potentid usefulnessin public involvement.

Offering people a variety of ways to get information increases the chances it will reach them. The
following techniques supplement more conventional methods:

> on-line services;

> hotlines; and

> drop-in centers.



ON-LINE SERVICES

What are on-line services?

On-line services provide communication through a computer network round-the-clock. They
are across between a personal computer and atelephone line. With a computer modem and a
subscription to an on-line sarvice (Smilar to a cable television subscription), users are connected to the
computers of other subscribers. At their own computers, they find information or participate in
diaogues with other users. On-line services are the basis for an dectronic bulletin board or E-mal.

On-line services enable people to give and get infor mation when they want it. They afford
people instantaneous access to information in documents or on bulletin boards. They alow people to
post information that includes opinions, suggestions, or support for agency proposals or programs.
People do not have to attend meetings to have their comments recorded. Alaska provided or+line
servicesto public libraries for access to information including dates and times of meetings and the text of
its State Trangportation Improvement Program (TIP).

On-line services have the following components:

> aspecific eectronic address for the individua or agency;

> a"“home page’—a place for messages or an index; and

> a connection to the Internet viamodem and telephone lines, dong with gppropriate software.

Why arethey useful?

They enable agenciesto post infor mation about servicesor recent activities. The Cdifornia
State Government On-line Network includes Caifornia Department of Transportation (Catrans) as one
of itsdivisons so people can contact it for information. Washington's Central Puget Sound Regiond
Trangt Authority (RTA) has a home page directory leading to information about its history and
organization, current news, newdetters, and public access network. The Indtitute for Trangportation
Research and Education, working with the North Carolina Department of Transportation (DOT), offers
up-to-date information on highway congtruction projects and ferry and train schedules.

On-line services connect individuals to a wide-reaching network of agency infor mation.
Individuas and organizations pull up information files and print those that interest them. Users send
instantaneous messages about the information to other on-line users, including the agency. They “surf”
among options, with an enhanced sense of access and ability to communicate. Using on-line servicesto
reach an agency home page concerning a proposed transportation project or planning process, aloca
resdent may:

> collect information;



view apicture, animation, or video;

direct a specific inquiry to the agency or the appropriate staff member;
submit acomment; or

register a.concern.

YV VY

On-line services allow agenciesto communicate and shar e information. The Indtitute of
Trangportation Engineers provides alisting of computerized bulletin boards with information and dataon
trangportation topics. The Indtitute for Global Communication has severd specid-interest ont-line
sarvices for its 9,500 members, ranging from hedth reform to marine habitat preservation to labor
relations. In Texas, the Metropolitan Trangt Authority of Harris County (Houston) offers free on-line
sarvice. The Nationa Trust for Historic Preservation has an ortline bulletin board, PRESERV LINK,
with 100 members providing information.

On-line servicesare used at any stage in a long-range planning or project development
process. The output is used in the same ways as output from public meetings or messages on an
answering machine. The State of Alaska has ahome page, as do the Alaska DOT and its Trans-
portation Planning Section. They regularly get comments from users.

I nformation sharing takes place at any time of day. Agencies post completed information about
proposas or programs. Participants read the information and comment via the on-line network a a
time of their choice. The on-line programs record and retain the information for agencies or othersto
read later.

On-line services are also used as a continuous communications medium during program or
project development. On the Centra Puget Sound RTA’s home page, users get agency history,
project-specific information, and alist of topics discussed in further detail on later pages. The most
recent newdetter isaso available. When acopy of the latest issue appears, it may be printed from the
screen.

Do they have special uses?

On-line services can focus on specific inter ests, such as the environment. The Washington State
DOT offers ahome page about bicycling that includes books, bicycling clubs, and caendars of events.
It 0 offers bicycling information from other States, as well as E-mail addresses for subscriptions to
bicycle newdetters. Ladtly, it liststhe ontline links into specid sections of the Internet Bicycle Archives.

On-line services give access to vast data bases. Thelibrary of the Metropolitan Transportation
Commission/Associaion of Bay Area Governments in Oakland, Cdifornia, links systems of data bases
covering literature in over 400 subject areas, in 21 million volumes, in over 10,000 participating
libraries. Thelibrary isdso linked to ontline catdogs of materidsin libraries a the Universty of
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Cdifornia campuses, Cdifornia State University, and Stanford University.

On-line services help develop a mailing list. The Washington State DOT offersamailing list
option. A user follows a home page ingruction to insert his’her name into the program, thereby
automaticaly joining the malling lig. (See Malling Lids)

Larger commercial servicesoffer “ conversation rooms’ for discussion of specific subjects. In
this use, an on-line service dlows severd subscribers to participate Smultaneoudy in an eectronic
conversaion.

For local people, these services offer an added degree of privacy. People who are uncomfor-
table speaking in front of groups can quietly compose amessage or carefully word a concern. They

a so converse one-on-one with other concerned people. Records of their participation are kept only if
the user identifies him/hersdif.

Agencies offer surveysor preference questionnairesvia on-line services. A comment form
encourages participants to review issues and write persona opinions. The Trangportation Research
Center at the Univergity of Nevada at Las Vegas offers acomment form that can be transmitted by E-
mall.

On-line services help reduce tripsto meetings and agency offices. Inasudy of the potentia
municipa use of ortline services, the Claremont Colleges New Liberd Arts Clinic Program suggested
that such services could reduce vehicle trips by providing an aternative means of conducting busness
with government. Community people could use ortline services to participate in atwo-way public
discussion or to petition an eected officia without arranging for child care or even worrying about
proper attire.

Who participates? and how?

Computer-oriented people arelikely to participate, but attracting loca people with the greatest
dakein aproject or interest in aprogram is difficult if they are not computer literate. As computer use
continues to increase in the workplace and on-line services become more common in public libraries
and through organizations, these limitations become less pronounced.

Usageislimited to those who have access to a computer with connectionsto the service and
the time and inclination to participate. Nomina computer skills are necessary, in addition to familiarity
with akeyboard, but these skills are becoming more common. However, acomputer purchase may be
too expensive for many households. Public computers are not generdly available, dthough some public
and universty libraries as well as offices of advocacy organizations and neighborhood centers now
make on-line services available. In addition, some private services are beginning to gppear.



People with a computer and a modem use on-line servicesright from their home, whenever
they want. A subscription to an on-line service helps users reach most sources of information. On-line
services are dso used from places of work, some public libraries, schools or universities, and offices of
organizations.

Agenciesmust publicize the availability of on-line materials. Asuse of the Internet and on-line
bulletin boards becomes more commonplace, agencies need to inform people that documents are
avalable a on-line locations. Agencies publicize on-line connections viamail, public information
materias, advertisements, or telephone.

Who leadsther use?

Any public agency can take advantage of existing commercial on-line services. These services
connect an agency to its congtituents and tap into larger data- sharing resources. The design and
development of a successful on-line sarvice begins by evauating a public agency’ s hardware and
software capabiilities and determining the information management objectives. Agencies may haveto
hire outsde information management consultants to design, set up, and troubleshoot an on-line system.
In spite of potentia technologica challenges, the Urban Transportation Monitor reports that as of
January 1995 more than 28 electronic bulletin boards were related specifically to trangportation.

What arethe coststo an agency?

If an agency needs an outside contractor to design, set up, and monitor system operation, costs
depend on the extent of help needed.

Coststo an agency are shared with individuals who use the services. Both the agency and the
users pay monthly subscription fees. These fees are in the same generd range as cable television fees
and vary with usage, like pay-per-view services on tevison.

Once an on-line serviceisrunning, other coststo an agency arerelatively low. Agenciesincur
cods to maintain public-access machines. Overall, on-line services are cost-€fficient, because many
amilar requests for information are handled at once, or staff members are better positioned to
understand and collect input from the public. Ontline services are less costly ways to disseminate
information than direct mail, athough outreach is limited to those who can receive them.



How are on-line services or ganized?
On-line servicesinclude the following:

> A specific dectronic address for an individud or agency becomes a“mailbox” to receive
information via dectronic mail.

> A "home page’—a place for messages or an index of an agency’ s projects and programs —
identifies the agency, its location, its telephone numbers on- and off-line, and a home page
cugtodian for direct communication. Some home pages offer recent news headlines, telephone
directories, and the time of the most recent update.

> The home page serves as atable of contents—a guide to further pages with details on projects
or programs. Users“click” on atopic, and the requested detailed pages are opened, offering
maps, graphics, or more specific information about projects and programs. This ability to click
on desired topics and reach further information is called hypertext.

> A connection to the Internet via modem and telephone lines, dong with gppropriate software, is
essential.

> Computers available to users must be equipped with platforms using amouse for “clicking’
topics on the monitor screen.

Asafirst step, agencies set a home page on local or regional on-line services. To take further
advantage of the technology, they add ways for users to begin agency-to-user conversation forums.
Initid actions include informing the public of these opportunities for communication. Once these
sarvices are integrated into an agency’ s battery of techniques, they become aroutine part of project
planning or program development and a reliable method for gaining public input.

An agency foster s education and participation through greater information sharing. Active use
of on-line services helps agencies better understand the public’ s needs, monitor reactions, and improve
public awareness. More than 150 cities and county governments and over 300 people from awide
range of States share information on a bulletin board, suggesting that government agencies may learn
about themselves through communication with each other and with their condtituents.

On-line services give detailed information about agencies. The Minnesota DOT maintains an on
line telephone directory that lists departments and projects aphabetically. Important contact people are
named by agency. This sarvice effectively brings the DOT phone directory to the user’ s living room,
diminating the sometimes difficult and frustrating effort of getting an agency operator to connect acaler
with the right office and contact person.



On-line services give detailed information about construction projects and their impacts. The
North Carolina DOT provides specific information about current road congtruction projects. From a
statewide map, users choose projects in their area, obtaining details on project purpose, dates of
construction, lane openings, a corridor map, affected side streets, frequencies of highway advisory radio
channels, and congtruction-zone safety tips. The sarvice ligs atdephone number for more informetion.
Armed with such data, amotorist can make choices on how to avoid delays due to road construction.

Data and research on transportation are shared. Catransworked with aprivate firminan
experimentd program to provide traffic counts by freeway entrance/exit for Southern Cdlifornia
Cdtrans dso offers limited use of agency-developed software. The University of Nevada at Las Vegas
has a home page describing the work of  its Transportation Research Center. Users call up summary
information of research projects underway at the University of Cdiforniaat Berkeey, whose research
work, distributed via the Cdifornia State Government Network, includes executive summaries of
projects and results.

How arethey used with other techniques?

On-line services supplement an agency’s conventional outreach techniques such as preparing
public information materids and contacting individuals. (See Public Information Materids) They
should not become the public's only means of participating. The San Francisco County Trangportation
Authority discovered that on-line users were commenting on the Authority’ s corridor transportation
plans viathe Internet’ s regiona transportation bulletin board. On-line services are evolving into a
primary method of communication, but they do not preclude or subgtitute for techniques such as public
meetings, persond interaction, and mailings

Electronic bulletin boar ds promote and facilitate infor mation exchange. The New Y ork
Metropolitan Trangportation Council (NYMTC) has established an dectronic bulletin board system
with message boards to explain its work, its methods, and its specific products and services. The
Council’ s dectronic menu offers messages about the region’ s trangportation improvement plan, long-
range plan, and potentid use of congestion management in developing itstravel models. NYMTC will
continue to hold hearings and solicit input in its forecasting and planning efforts through other traditiona
methods.

What ar e the drawbacks?

Use of on-line servicesislimited dueto access, expense, and skill requirements. Although
usage is growing, ontline services and computers reach only afraction of the total population. Some
people are dways suspicious of machines, and some resist using means of communication they consider
cold and impersond. Adjustment to technological changeis dow, and some socia and economic



barrierswill perast. Just asthere are people who sill do not own an automobile, there will dways be
those without computers and on-line services. Concerns about equity among participants should be
kept in mind when choosing this technique.

Participantsin on-line services do not represent the entire community. In paticular, ethnic
groups, minorities, disabled people, the ederly, and other people traditionally underserved by
trangportation often have limited access to these resources. (See Ethnic, Minority, and Low-income
Groups.) Ascomputer use continues to increase in the workplace and on-line services become more
common and more available in public places, such limitations may become less pronounced.

On-line services must be used in conjunction with other techniquesthat dlow peopleto obtain
information quickly. They require people to make a commitment to using a computer to obtain
information. Users cannot be reached as quickly as with a printed pamphlet, fact sheet, report, or other
materias delivered to the door. (See Public Information Materias.)

On-line services cannot replace meetings, which alow participants to interact with one another and
focus on key points of discusson. Even with the interaction ontline services provide, they lack the
dynamic face-to-face interplay that generates and airs ideas during a meeting or focus group. (See
Focus Groups, Smadl Group Techniques.)

Information overload is a potential problem. As online services make communication easy and
many peoplejoin in, the sheer volume of information available becomes overwhelming. Agenciesare
unlikely to receive individuad comments unless they help people focus on specific issues. Frequently, this
involves communicating through traditional public information materias and meetings.

Areon-line servicesflexible?

Theformat of a home page or bulletin board is modified and adjusted as needed, while the
essentia characterigtics of the medium remain unchanged. Other specific ontline actions are aso
changed frequently. Theflexibility of the technology itsdf (eg., round-the-clock availability, adjustable
format or applications) is one of its most attractive features. The NYMTC Transportation Information
Exchange established 5 bulletin boards and 13 explanatory files, with the express belief that with time
and user interaction, more bulletin boards and issue- specific files would be added.

On-lineinformation is changed as often as an agency wishes. It should aways carry the date
when updated information was entered. The Catrans home page shows the date of the page’ s latest
update and includes aligting of the information maost recently added to the page, with dates next to each
item. Seeing how recently the information was added and how recently the whole page was updated
adds credibility and a sense of immediacy. It dso makes the ortline service more of a here-and-now
resource.



A home page can include information from outside an agency. One service offered on the
Cdtrans home page is San Francisco Bay Area Trangt Information. It is operated as a pubic service of
the Universty of Cdifornia, supported by studert volunteers working to improve campus on-line
services.

When arethey used most effectively?

On-line services are best used to improve and expand opportunitiesfor communication. King
County Metro Trangt in Seettle has used them to give the riding public information about Metro’'s
Rider-Link program. Integrating text, photographs, and video, they give potentid riders information
about fares, schedules, routes, and connections with other services. With this service, anyonein the
Sesttle area can get trangt information from a desktop computer. In Lexington, Kentucky, the
Metropolitan Planning Organization—Urban County Government—puts its TIP and Americans with
Disabilities Act reports on eectronic bulletin boards.

Over time on-line services strengthen public involvement programs as a means of communi-
cation and information exchange. Their sustained use increases as more people become accustomed to
on-line services and their advantages.

For further information:

Alaska Home Page, http://mwww/dot.state.ak.us/

Lexington Urban County Government, Divison of Planning, (606) 258-3160; E-mail Isfusg.com

Metropolitan Trangt Authority of Harris County (Houston), (713) 739-4000; E-mal
webmaster @www.hou-metro.harristx.us

New Y ork Metropolitan Transportation Council, (212) 938-3300; bulletin board (212) 938-4371

San Francisco County Transportation Authority, (415) 557-6850; E-mall
sfcta@thecity.sfsu.edu/~sfctamel

Texas Employment Commisson, Public Information Office, (512) 463-2217; E-mail telnet://hi-
tec.date.tx.us.23/

Editor and Publisher, Urban Transportation Monitor, (703) 764-0512; E-mall
drathbon@ix.netcom.com

Cdlifornia Department of Transportation (Cdtrans), (916) 654-5266; E-mail webadmin@dot.cagov
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HOTLINES

What ar e hotlines?

Hotlines ar e agency telephone linesthat receive inquiries from the generd public. They offer
updated information on a project and genera news regarding a specid program, as well astaking
gpecific inquiries from cadlers. The hotlines are staffed by a contact person or operate autometicaly with
recorded messages.

Most hotlines have the following basic features:

> an established, wdll-publicized telephone number that operates—a aminimum—during
business hours; many hatlines offer 24-hour toll-free communication access via an 800 number;

> an answering machine to receive cdls when ga&ff is unavailable;

> a daff person designated to receive and respond to cdls, and

> apalicy for waysin which agency staff should respond to calls.

Why arethey useful?

Hotlines allow anyone with accessto a telephone to contact an agency. They areinexpensve
and easy to use for informing awide range of individuas about a project or planning process and for
alowing them to ask questions or voice opinions. The Denver Regiond Council of Governments uses a
hotline to announce public meetings, hearings, and other events. The Maryland Department of
Trangportation (DOT) uses an 800 number during project development, and the Colorado DOT uses
one during its planning process. The Centra Puget Sound Regiona Trangt Authority (RTA) usesa
hotline to announce events and take questions and comments from the public.

Hotlines are used to deliver recorded messages, usng one or more telephone lines. Such
operations provide specific information to update community members on upcoming program events or
announce recent project milestones and decisions. Agencies check the line regularly and make
responses promptly. Messages are updated frequently, so that information is current and calers are
confident that the agency is monitoring the system. Specid technologies are available to enable people
with hearing and speech disabilities to activate dl hotline features. (See Americanswith Disabilities)

Hotlines are a useful method of two-way communication. They offer both information and an
opportunity to register opinions or ask questions. Staff members give red-time responses. Answering
meachines should include a mechanism to record calers names and addresses as well as questions or
opinions. The Twin Cities Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) in Minnesota has an automated
telephone response system. (See Telephone Techniques.)
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Do they have special uses?

FAX-on-demand services can be provided by a hotline. The Pennsylvania State Legidature
provides a FA X-on-demand service to its members and plans to do so for condtituents aswell. This
service provides a caler with facamile copies of information (in this case, legidative bills) from a
prepared menu. A person cdling the hotline selects a desired document, provides a number for the
receiving facamile machine, then awaits the agency’ stransmission. This service diminates delays that
come from telegphoning, requesting, and waiting for amailing, or the redundancy of agency staff
answering dozens of identical requests for a“hot” piece of information. For short documents, FAX-on-
demand is cost- competitive with traditional mail services, particularly if transmissons are sent in off-
hours, when telephone rates are lower.

Hotlinesare used prior to open houses or open forums. Inthisway, they enable gaff membersto
research answers and better prepare for an event. (See Open Forum Hearings/Open Houses)) New
Jersey Trangdt uses a hotline for its Monmouth-Ocean-Middlesex mgor investment study to receive
questions from the public prior to project open houses. Calers are asked to Sate their questionsin
detall, dong with their names and the open house meeting they plan to attend.

Who participates? and how?

Anyone with accessto a telephone can use a hotline. Blanket publicity is the key to making sure
that the telephone number iswell-known. New Jersey Trandt hands out refrigerator magnets with its
hatline number a dl public events. Members of a project technica team hand out magnets when they
meet peoplein the fied.

TDD (telecommunications device for the deaf) services make hotlines accessible to people
with hearing or speech disabilities. These cdlers contact a TDD-compatible hotline through their own
sarvice. The service then contacts the hotline. The Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority
regards this service as an essentid component of its compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA). (See Americanswith Disahilities)

Staff people must be available to respond. Hotlines with recorded messages do not offer callers
immediate personad contact with a staff person. A member of aproject or agency staff cals back once
messages are retrieved. Answers to informeation requests need to be timely and responsive in content.

To be effective, hotlines must be well-publicized. Publicity is particularly crucia, snce people must
know about them and know the telephone numbers before they can make use of them. Publicity can be
in print media, at meetings, and on public documents. (See Public Information Materids, p. 39; Media
Strategies.)
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How do agencies use the output?

Agencies gauge public opinion about a project. They identify specific, recurring issues or questions.
Cdlsrecaived do not represent arandom sample, but they are an indicator of the opinions within a
community. If an agency receives severd questionsin a certain subject areg, it can adjust its outreach
program to improve general understanding of those issues. Changes may be in order in the content of
analyses and plans to respond to participants concerns. New Jersey Trangt keeps a database of
comments received on its hotline and at public events that can be referred to by subject areaor

geographic area.

Recordings allow an agency to prepare a thoughtful response rather than to put staff membersin
apodtion they might fed pressure to “shoot from the hip” (especialy when dedling with an irate cdler).

Who leadsthe technique?

No special background is neededto set up and operate ahotline. The actual setup is coordinated
with atelephone company. Operation of the equipment is afairly smple task, athough the person who
records the greetings should enunciate clearly.

The person who answer sthe calls should be well-ver sed in the specifics of the project and be able
to answer follow-up questions. The North Carolina Department of Tourism and the Wisconsin DOT
have trained State prisoners with no prior experience to saff hotlines. In North Caroling, the prisoners
receive extengve preiminary training on the subject matter and on phone etiquette before saffing phone
banks, and they are equipped with brochures and materias that assst them in answering questions. The
system has been in operation for over five years, and its soonsors regard it as a success.

What arethe costs?

Hotline costs vary, depending on the complexity of the system, use of a standard or toll-free
telephone number, and the affing plan. A hotline can be as smple as a telephone hooked to an
answering machine, usualy cogting less than $100. The costs increase when additiond branch lines are
added, requiring specidized equipment.

Staffing costs are linked to usage. Staff members only need to dedicate time when they are actudly
on the telephone, with some additiona time needed for documentation and other administrative tasks.

How ar e hotlines organized?
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Hotlines are easy to set up. Most long-distance companies are able to provide assstance in
organizing an answering system. Specia equipment is required to set up the answering mechaniam if
multiple answering modules are to be employed. An dternative approach isto contract with a
telephone company to provide the service and permit the agency to access it via an office telephone.
This arrangement works only for a system with recorded messages. A toll-free number can be used,
and telephone companies bill based on its usage, o operating costs are closdy linked to effectiveness.

An agency staff member checks messages regularly to assure prompt responses. If saffing
permits, a member of the project team is designated to answer cdls asthey comein, at least during
business hours. This person should be well-versed in severa aspects of the project so that she or he
can answer avaiety of questions. Project management may maintain a contact sheet of team members
who can answer detailed questions about specific issues.

How arethey used with other techniques?

Hotlinesareintegrated with a variety of other techniquesin the public involvement toolbox. The
Denver Regiond Council of Governments and the Central Puget Sound RTA use haotlines, dong with
media advertisements and newdetters, to publicize public meetings and events. (See Media Strategies,
Public Information Materids,) New Jersey Trangt usesits hotline as an RSVP device for committee
meetings. The hotline itsdlf is advertised a these events and in project newdetters. A hotline can be
used to build aproject mailing list. (See Malling Ligts)

What arethe drawbacks?

Callersmay befrustrated if they receive a recorded message rather than reaching alive saff
member. An unhgppy caler who is aready upset with some aspect of an agency’ s program becomes
more upset when unable to make immediate human contact. This problem is dleviated if a staff member
answers the telephone during peak business hours or if the answering system at least gives calers the
option of reaching aperson. If asatisfactory response to the inquiry comes promptly, most calers
overcomether initid frustration at not having their cal answered in person.

Hotlinesrequireregular notice in agency newsletters and publications. The PennsylvaniaDOT
has expressed some dissatisfaction with hotlines due to the constant publicity needed to make hotline
use effective. Some agencies have been able to take advantage of word- of-mouth natification through
community organizations, but this method should not be the sole means of publicizing ahotline. (See
Media Strategies.)

Arehotlinesflexible?
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Hotlines can be changed to meet specific functions. Depending on need, a hotline provides a
caendar of upcoming events, heralds project milestones, or offers a clearinghouse for questions from
concerned locad people. Frequent adjustments to hotlines assure the timeliness of information.

When arethey used most effectively?

Hotlines are most effective when integrated with other techniques. They are used as part of an
outreach program that includes a variety of printed, eectronic, and persond media. Hotlines
complement other outreach techniques, providing ameans of building mailing ligs and initiating more
meaningful persona contacts.

For further information:

Centrd Puget Sound Regiond Transit Authority, Seettle, Washington, (206) 684-1357
Denver Regiond Council of Governments, Denver, Colorado, (303) 455-1000
Maryland Department of Transportation, Batimore, Maryland, (410) 859-7367

New Jersey Transit, Newark, New Jersey, (201) 491-8077

Pennsylvania State L egidature, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, (717) 783-6430

Puget Sound Regiona Council, Sedttle, Washington, (206) 587-9487
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DROP-IN CENTERS

What isa drop-in center?

A drop-in center isa placefor give-and-take exchange of transportation infor mation within a
neighborhood or community. An easy-to-find location on home turf makes it convenient and essy for
people to get information on aprogram or plan and to express their concerns and issues. A drop-in
center offersinforma, continuing contact with the community. It can have other names: fidd office, Ste
office, or clearinghouse.

A drop-in center hasthe following characteristics:

> It is visble to the community—an office, storefront, or trailer in any visible, accessible, and
convenient location within a project area or corridor.

> It can be mobile, using avan or trailer, to maximize contact with various stakeholders.
> It is open during specific, regular hours, not just occasiondly or sporadicaly.

> It isusudly in exisence for adesignated period of time, such as during the planning or
construction phase of a project.

> It isusudly staffed by planning, project, and/or liaison personnd knowledgeable about the area
and the issues.

Why isit useful ?

A drop-in center provides easy, convenient access to infor mation for people who might not
otherwise participate in a planning process, particularly if doing so requires along trip to an unfamiliar
location. Informal, day-to-day contact between agency representatives and members of a community is
easer and morelikdly if adrop-in center is established in ahighly-visble area. In San Francisco, the
Bay Area Rapid Trangt Didrict (BART) rented storefronts in shopping malls and maintained them from
pre-scoping periods through congruction of rgpid trangt lines.

An agency makes a visble commitment to communication to and from the community by going to
the trouble and expense of establishing adrop-in center. Establishing adrop-in center may help
convince the community that an agency wants to involve people in planning or project development.
Sioux City, lowa, set up adrop-in center in adowntown storefront and two mals for two weeks during
its Vidgon 2020 planning process. The “design workshops’ made it easy for people to talk to planners
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and designers about physica issuesin the city and contribute ideas for change.

Staff getsfirst-hand knowledge of the community’s needs and concerns. In Boston, the
Massachusetts Bay Trangportation Authority (MBTA) established adrop-in center in Dudley Square—
atranst node/shopping district—for a study of ways to improve transit services to that community and
others. Planners and engineers were able to see and experience the concerns of residents and trangit
users and have regular, close contact with area residents and businesses.

A drop-in center provideslowrisk accessfor community residents to get answers and make
comments about a process and project. Many people are not comfortable asking questions at public
meetings, and some do not want to make statements of support or rgiection in front of their peers. (See
Public MeetingsHearings) A drop-in center offers alow-key, easy way to ask questions or make
comments.

Doesit have special uses?

A drop-in center isoften used during high-visibility, controversal projects with mgor impacts.
In Colorado, the Department of Transportation (DOT) opened a drop-in center as part of a
controversd highway project on State Highway 82. Input from it led to sSgnificant revisons over the
three years of planning and environmenta work.

A drop-in center provides continuity and historical reference inlong-term, comprehensive
projects. Boston’'s Centra Artery/Tunnel project set up drop-in centersin three neighborhoods
affected by the project. Established during planning and design, these offices will remain open through
the ten years of congtruction.

Drop-in centers help when an agency isbased far from a project site. A drop-in center isa cost-
effective way to learn about a community and its concerns. It dso gives the community better accessto
the agency. Didtrict offices that reach out and interact with community residents are good examples of
permanent drop-in centers. The Arizona DOT set up a Tucson Didtrict Office as adrop-in center for
the Department as a whole—thus enabling it to reach local congtituents, monitor consultants, and
improve its ability to communicate with loca resdents and businesses.

A drop-in center in a seasonal community helps get stakeholdersinvolved. Tourists and other
seasonal people often need more incentive and assistance to get involved.

A drop-in center isused to break down barriers between agencies and communities. A drop-in
center in aneighborhood that isracidly, ethnicaly, or economicaly different from an agency’ s home
base helps show that the agency is serious about addressing community concerns. (See Ethnic,
Minority, and Low-income Groups.) In Denver, Colorado, the Regiond Trangt Didtrict (RTD)
established a drop-in center in alow-income community through which alight rail line was being built.
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By being involved with the community and walking along the corridor regularly, the RTD staff was able
to answer questions and reduce anxiety about the construction.
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Who participates? and how?

Any member of acommunity, particularly residents and businesses, can use a drop-in center.
An office located, for instance, on the first floor in an areawith heavy foot traffic draws passers-by off
the Street.

Neighborhood groups, other agencies, and consultants benefit if the office iswell-Stuated and
wdl-supplied with materias and equipment. Sharing space for public purposesis codt-effective. A
trangit project drop-in center in San Francisco was shared with acommunity policing effort. The two
groups provided visitors for each other, and the community policing unit provided security for the drop-
in center.

People stop by for information. A sgn or display in the window encourages people to wak in and
give or get information. An al-day public forumin Little Rock, Arkansas, for the U.S. 67/167 mgor

investment study featured information booths and exhibits in a sorefront drop-in center.  Although not
permanent, the storefront |ocation was well-publicized and highly visble.

Meetings are held at the drop-in center. Community groups can useit for their own meetings. This
draws people to the center and introduces them to its resources. It also brings other agency
representatives, elected officias, and interest groups into the neighborhood to help them understand its
people and their issues. The MBTAs ste office in Dudley Square was used for weekly Friday morning
community/agency meetings for the duration of Phase | of the Replacement/ Transit Improvement Study.

People use a drop-in center asa library/resour ce center to review documents and plans and to get
information. A drop-in center should be wdll-stocked with information piecesto give away, plansto
review, documents to read and photocopy, and other materials explaining aspects of the project or
process.

How do agenciesuseit?

A drop-in center gives agencies opportunitiesfor broader outreach and communication. With
more frequent contact with the community through a drop-in center, an agency isin a better position to
listen, address concerns, and counter misnformation. The Portland, Oregon, Tri-Met used a
rehabilitated city busin its planning for sysemwide fare changes. The bus was driven to schools,
business areas, and grocery stores, staying aslong as aweek in each location. Trained fare collectors
ran the “Bus School,” explaining the new fare information to the 150,000 people who used it. A video
about the fare changes was al'so available.

Agencies use drop-in center sto communicate one-on-one with people. Specific abutter concerns
or particular issues raised by interest groups are often easier to respond to face-to-face rather than at a

19



public mesting.
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Who leads?

Staffing patter nsvary with the nature of a project. Some drop-in centers are staffed by three or
four people, while others have just one. To alarge extent, Saffing depends on the project’ s scale or the
degree of controversy it engenders. It dso varies with the level of participants use.

Drop-in center staff members must be knowledgeable about the area and about technical issues
and programs. They must be good listeners and be aware of and involved in community concerns.
Drop-in centers set up by San Francisco’'s BART are generaly staffed by one person from Community
Services. Severa times aweek throughout a planning process, personne from the design, engineering,
and other technica sections staff the office to learn about the community’ s concerns first-hand.

The staff must communicate concerns, questions, and sentiments of the community to other
project personnd. Staff members must be good communicators for liaison between the community and
project officids. They should dso be friendly and personable, not confrontationa or defensive.
Sometimes, drop-in centers are saffed by community members who provide loca knowledge, input,
and contacts. In Colorado, the staff in a drop-in center for the State Highway 82 Corridor Study
included a municipa planner/liaison who assisted the DOT daff engineer.

A drop-in center can be staffed by an existing neighborhood agency familiar with theissues. If
possible, that agency should be involved in trangportation and able to answer questions about a
proposal or direct people to a knowledgeable person.

A drop-in center can function primarily as exhibit space with no saff on hand other than a security
guard or caretaker to protect the displays. However, most drop-in centers are professondly saffed,
because interaction between staff and visitors is key to a successful planning process.

What arethe costs?

The cost to establish and maintain a drop-in center can be high. Assembling an office gaff,
renting space, ingaling a telephone, and supplying office equipment can be expensive, especidly if the
officeisin exigence for along time. Creeting an inviting, friendly amaosphere and maintaining a
comfortable environment can also be expensve. Cogs are partidly dlayed when unpaid public
involvement volunteers help staff a center. (See Speskers Bureaus and Public Involvement
Volunteers.)

A mobiledrop-in center such asatrailer issomewhat cheaper. A mobile center can be moved to
different dtes to reach more people. It can adso be used on more than one project, if necessary. The
Arkansas DOT has used trailers as drop-in centers for the past decade. During the Washington, D.C.,
Metropolitan Planning Organization’s visSoning process, a“visgon van” visted numerous neighborhoods,
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gathering and giving information. For minority areas (Spanish ethnic, African American poor, ederly
poor, and ethnicaly-mixed areas), the van was customized with visud, easy-to-read sgns and displays.

L arge quantities of handout materials may be necessary. The potentidly high volume of vistors
to adrop-in center requires multiple copies of many documents. Encouraging interest in a project leads
to requests for more detail or different types of informetion.

How aredrop-in centers organized?

A drop-in center can be established at the beginning of a planning process when an agency
needs to build relationships with the community. It isaso used when interest in a processis a a peak.
Peak interest may be generated as a project advances or media coverageincreases. It can dso arisein
response to an issue or problem related to construction.

A drop-in center can follow up through design and construction phases of aproject. A long-term
center provides continuous contact with project personnel after a planning phase. For a $300 million
highway project affecting Boston's Charlestown neighborhood, a drop-in center set up during the
planning phase continued through congtruction. The center linked a highly-interactive planning and
design process with the congtruction phase.

Thedrop-in center must be easy to find and visible from the street. Storefronts with first-floor
accessareideal. A drop-in center must be an inviting and active place that wel comes the community.
It must have adequate space for exhibits, reading tables, and asmall project library. 1t should have
room and chairs for smdl-group mestings.

A drop-in center must have convenient hours. It should not confine its hours to between 9:00 A.m.
and 5:00 p.Mm., for most people are not able to vist during those hours. Opening on weekends and
evenings maximizes opportunities for community vists. Shorter weekday accessibility combined with
some Saturday time keeps hoursto 40 or under per week. The MBTA maintained a 40-hour-per-
week drop-in center in Roxbury’ s Dudley Square during design and congtruction of anew trangt
gation. The center was open during business hours, but because the area—amagjor shopping node
adjacent to alarge public housing development—is very busy dl day long, many people vidted. The
center was used frequently for night meetings as well.

The agency, its consultant, or member s of the community can staff a drop-in center, inany
combination. A professond staff person should be present at dl times. Community people may want
to play arolein the center and could be remunerated for their time, if resources permit. A disinterested
caretaker can be employed for emergencies only and ingtructed carefully on how to greet vigtors.

Preparation for opening day is essential. The community should have 15-30 days notice before a
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drop-in center isopened. The existence of a center must be publicized in many community publications
and with sgnsin thewindows. The office telephone must be operable, and its phone number must be
publicized and accessible. A sufficient supply of materids (charts, maps, handouts, brochures, fact
sheets) must be ready for the opening. On opening day the drop-in center can have asgn that is
dtractive and visble from adisance. Findly, opening day might include a specid event to publicize the
office and kick off the public involvement effort. (See Non-traditionad Meeting Places and Events.)

How arethey used with other techniques?

A drop-in center can become a locus of activitiesfor public involvement. Itisanided placefor
meetings and charrettes. (See Charrettes)) The center can host a hotline or other telephone techniques,
such as voice mail for comments, fax-on-demand, and a menu system for project information. (See On-
line Services.) Citizen training and coordinator-catayst activities can be organized through a drop-in
center. It often serves as a community planning center, clearinghouse, and location for open houses.
(See Open Forum Hearings/Open Houses.) Teleconferencing centers can be set up at drop-in centers
to dlow people to communicate not only with the office staff but dso with agency personnd in the main
office. (See Teleconferencing.)

A drop-in center isa source for information pieces. Informationis distributed via brochures, flyers,
or posters, and displayed on computer terminds or interactive kiosks. (See Interactive Video Displays
and Kiosks) Information is augmented and detailed by staff. Public information materias include the
address and telephone number of the drop-in center, so that people can cdl or stop by for additiona
information. (See Public Information Materias.)

What arethe drawbacks?

Rental costs can be high. Renting a storefront is costly in a centrd, easly accessible area. Because a
downtown, visible location in Basdt, Colorado, was so expensive, the Colorado DOT set up adrop-in
center for the State Highway 82 Corridor Study in a suburban office park on the highway. An agency
may be able to obtain donated space in the community.

A drop-in center requiresa commitment to keep it openfor a specified time period or as needed.
This commitment includes saffing and running the office carefully to make it successtul.

Staffing needs can be daunting. One or two full-time people may be needed over asgnificant
period of time. The cost effectiveness should be explored before an agency makes a commitment to a
drop-in center. One way to hold down staffing needs is to make the drop-in center available for fewer
hours per week. Another isto utilize public involvement volunteers to help staff the center. (See
Speakers Bureaus and Public Involvement Volunteers.)
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A drop-in center can be poorly implemented, despite good intentions. An “exhibit’-type drop-in
center, with graphic displays and little d sg, isless flexible and interactive than a saffed office. A lightly
gaffed, under-maintained office will not help an agency or aproject. A community isdienated by an
unattractive drop-in center and an uninformed gaff. A fidd office must have updated materids, displays
that are understandable to lay people, and an interested staff.

L ocation sometimes becomes an issue. A neighborhood can be angered and fed betrayed by
placement of a drop-in center in an adjacent community. Boston's Centra Artery/Tunnel Project
avoided controversy by setting up three drop-in centers smultaneoudy, even though congtruction would
afect the aress a different times.

The agency may want a high degree of control over information distribution at a drop-in center.

For a center to be successful, staff needs to be able to give information ratively fredy without having
to go through chamels a the main office. If accessto information is restricted or unreasonably dow,
credibility suffers and community activity a the center drops off.

Liability issuesare a consideration. Maintaining adrop-in center of any type carrieswith it a
respongbility that the office be safe and clean for neighborhood vistors.

Isadrop-in center flexible?

A drop-in center can be set up at any time during the process. However, once established, it
should be maintained for the specified time frame and a aconsstent leve of gaffing. Setting up a
center is less cost-€effective late in aproject or planning process.

When isit used most effectively?

A drop-in center iseffectivein project development. Many State DOTs use drop-in centers at
project locations to give information to people and obtain comments and opinions about the project as it
is detalled and more fully developed by the agency.

A drop-in center isvaluable as an introduction to the planning process. In Boston, the MBTA
Replacement/Trangt Improvement Study drop-in center was set up a the very beginning of the planning
process.

A drop-in center isparticularly useful where community residents are underrepresentedin

trangportation planning or project development. In Denver, certain minority and economicaly
disadvantaged neighborhoods, unaccustomed to mgor construction work, were concerned about
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upcoming light rail congtruction. The drop-in center helped a committee of local residents monitor
congruction.

A drop-in center isused during design and construction stages to maintain contact and build trust
within acommunity. Continuity from planning through design and congiruction phasesis an asset to an
agency in terms of working cdosdy with acommunity.

For further information:

Arizona Department of Transportation, Tucson, Arizona, (602) 255-7768

Arkansas Department of Transportation, (501) 569-2281

Colorado Department of Transportation, Denver, Colorado, (303) 757-9266

Denver Regiond Trangt Digtrict, Denver, Colorado, (303) 299-2401

Little Rock Metropolitan Planning Organization, Little Rock, Arkansas, (501) 372-3300
Massachusetts Bay Trangportation Authority, Boston, Massachusetts, (617) 222- 3366
Massachusetts Highway Department, Boston, M assachusetts, (617) 973-7000
Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Planning Organization, (202) 962-3200
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Chapter 3.  GETTING FEEDBACK FROM PARTICIPANTS

B. DESIGNING PROGRAMSTO BRING OUT COMMUNITY VIEWPOINTSAND
RESOLVE DIFFERENCES

Standard mesting formats are not dways successful in bringing out afull range of community viewpoints
or resolving differences of opinion. Sometimes participants need other ways to make their views known
and to build consensus. The use of special techniques, some of which are costly and must be conducted
by professond consultants, may be warranted in such Stuations.

Agencies can use very specific means to obtain feedback from participants and weigh them dong with
other peopl€ s positions. New techniques such as customer-based analysis help agencies determine the
community’s needs and what might satisfy those needs. Reliability of results, in terms of substance and
datigtical vaidity, depends on the method used.

When people make their views known but are unable to reach consensus on the issues, aternative
dispute resol ution techniques can help resolve the conflicts. Whether disagreements are settled without
outside assistance (for example, by negotiation) or require athird party to mediate depends upon the
complexity of the issues, the extent of the sdemate, and the skills and spirit with which al parties enter
into the resolution process.

Waysto get direct feedback and resolve differences include:
> focus groups,

> public opinion surveys;

> facilitation; and

> negotiation and mediation.
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FOCUS GROUPS

What isafocus group?

A focusgroup isatool to gauge public opinion. Borrowed from the marketing and advertisng
industry, it frankly regards transportation as a product that can be improved and the public as customers
for that product. It isaway to identify customer concerns, needs, wants, and expectations. It can
inform sponsors of the attitudes and vaues that customers hold and why. It can help drive development
of palicies, programs, and services and the alocation of resources. Focus groups have been used by
trangportation officiasin New Y ork and Illinois as away to determine public opinions on high-
occupancy vehicle (HOV) lane additions and rall trangit aternatives.

A focusgroup isa small group discussion with professond leadership. A carefully-selected group
of individuas convenes to discuss and give opinions on asingle topic. Participants are selected in two
ways. random selection is used to assure representation of al segments of society; nornrandom selection
helps dicit aparticular pogtion or point of view. A combination of sdlection techniques can result ina
focus group of people wdl-versaed in trangportation issues dong with those who are solely consumers of
transportation services.

A focus group hasthese basic features:

> acaefully-crafted agenda, with five or Ssx mgor questions at most;

> emphasis on gathering perspectives, indghts, and opinions of participants through conversation
and interaction;

identification of mgor points of agreement and divergence of opinion;

minimal presentation of materid to set context and subject;

gleaning, not shaping, of opinions or perspectives,

eght to twelve participants, and

undergtanding that the participants roleisto give persond indghts and perspectives.

YVVVYVYY

Why isit useful ?

A focus group leader exploresattitudesin depth through follow-up questions. It offersan
opportunity to get behind people’ s expressed attitudes and assess policy directions and program
objectives. Itisachanceto review alocation of resources. It helps confirm or deny established gods
or set new directions.

I nfor mality encourages full participation. The smdl size of the group lowers barriers to spesking

out. A focusgroup isaplacefor people to spesk out without criticism of their comments. Spontaneity
in responding produces fresh information. Participants are not required to prepare for the discusson.
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Many focus groups have found that participants readily volunteer ideas and comments that have not
been recorded esewhere. For example, focus groups were used in Los Angdesto find out why
commuters were not taking advantage of free trandt passes.

A focus group supplements other forms of public involvement. It servesthe narrowly-defined
need for direct and informa opinion on a specific topic. For broad participation from al community
residents on the same or other topics, dternative forms of involvement are used.

Does a focus group have special uses?

A focus group provides community input from otherwise unrepresented individuals. Residents
from specific areas within an urban region can be heard. Geographicaly-based opinions and issues can
be more readily defined and discerned. The Colorado Department of Trangportation (DOT) used 20
regiond focus groups for detailed discussion of issues following a statewide community survey.

A focus group can marshal expert opinion on a plan. Project Cdiforniaused six focus groups of
engineers, systems analydts, regulatory officids, and other specidigts to evauate guiddines for encour-
aging technologicad development, including dectric vehicles, intdligent transportation systems (ITS), and
the mass trangt indudtry in the State.

An agency can use focus groups to compare opinions. In preparationsfor Chicago’s Downtown
Plan, opinions of Loop residents were compared with those of suburbanites; results suggested new
directions in commuting and in aigning the proposed downtown light-rail line. Focus groups can aso
compare opinions that are internd and externd to an organization.

Who participates? and how?

Focus group members are selected by the sponsor. Depending on the goadsto be achieved, a
focus group is heterogeneous (with a variety of people from different backgrounds within asngle
geographic area) or homogeneous (with separate focus groups for residents, businesses, and indtitutions,
asin, for example, Boston's Back Bay Transportation Strategies project). Members may be randomly
sdlected or invited from previoudy identified, nonrandom groups.

Community residents participate by stating opinions. Individuas within the group may reect to

others opinions or bring up their own idess. The facilitator of the group guides discussonto cover dl
agendaitems and assure that dl individuas get a chance to spesk.

How do agencies use the output?
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A focus group produces opinions from local people. For the Massachusetts Turnpike, focus groups
helped identify user requests and needs for park-and-ridelots. The output of the group meseting is
aways recorded in written form for the sponsor’ suse. In addition to the written document, some
agencies use videotapes of the proceedings. Some use mirrored one-way windows to observe the
focus group in process.

Focus group information supplements other community input. A purpose for the group is clearly
identified beforehand. Its agenda fits closdy within the information needs of alarger project or
program. Opinions derived from the group inform the larger effort. For Chicago’s Downtown Plan, the
City used four focus groups—from in-town and the suburbs—to find out what people liked and didn’t
like about downtown Chicago.

A focus group istailored to assess public reactions. Becauseit typicaly dedswith broad policy or
program goals and impacts on the community, it does not dwell on technica issues. It helps agencies or
organizations understand overal public reactions to programs or policiesa asingle point in time. For
example, in the San Francisco area focus groups were used to obtain commuter perceptions about
ridesharing.

Who leads a focus group?

A focus group needs afacilitator. The facilitator is essentid to hold the group to the agendaand
elicit opinions from each participant. 1n some cases, the facilitator is essentid to keep asingle
participant from dominating the proceedings. In other ingtances, opinions may be lost in a sea of
anecdotes unless the facilitator firmly steers the group toward the agenda. (See Facilitation.)

A facilitator needs guidance on the agenda and pur pose of the focus group. Sample questions for
the group can be provided to the facilitator by the sponsor. The sponsor may be present at the group in
anonparticipatory function or as an outside observer. During abreak in the discussion, the sponsor
may confer with the facilitator to assure that al agendatopics are covered.

What arethe costs?

A focusgroup isrelatively inexpensive compared with the costs and effort involved in administering
afull opinion survey. (See Public Opinion Surveys) It consumeslesstime in both implementation and
andyds. Extensve datigticd andysisis not required, because a focus group provides only quditative
information. However, agencies often choose an outside firm to provide a paid, neutrd facilitator.
Public agencies tend not to pay participants, in contrast with private market research organizations.
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A focus group need not be time-consuming. Mestings are seldom longer than two or three hours.
For the participants convenience, it may be held after work hours. Schedules can be tailored to fit
needs of participants and the sponsoring agency. If required, afocus group can be organized within a
matter of weeks following adecison to proceed. It takes a moderate to long amount of time to select,
invite, and confirm participants. The time required to prepare focus group agendas and questions is not
magor if an experienced facilitator is available to work with the sponsor.

How isafocus group organized?

A focus group isintegrated with alarger program. Itisused to inform executives and staff of
public reactionsto ongoing work. Thus, it grows from the needs of the larger work and provides
supplementd input and information to it. For example, in Florida focus groups were used to define the
preferences of commuters and travel-related businesses for community red-time traffic informetion.

Policy direction within an agency isrequired. A sponsoring agency selects the agenda, participants,

and facilitator and may designate questions to be addressed by participants. A meeting Ste must be
selected and may need to be on neutra ground if the sponsor is not to be identified.
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How isit used with other techniques?

A focus group cannot replace other techniques of public involvement, but it can provideinput. Itis
used to identify concerns and issues prior to implementing a media strategy. (See Media Strategies)) It
is used to refine requirements for trangportation aternatives and can be repeeted at intervasto gauge
changesin public opinion. It provides a quditative supplement to quantitative community surveys. (See
Public Opinion Surveys.)

What arethe drawbacks?

A focus group provides solely qualitative responses. Itisnot datisticaly representative of society
a large. Whileit fitsthe Intermoda Surface Trangportation Efficiency Act’'s (ISTEA'’S) requirement of
giving people an opportunity to comment on a project, afocus group includes only a sample of the
community. Asaone-time event, it does not meet Federa standards for continuing public involvement
and cannot replace amore formal process that records each participant’s comments and presents al of
them to the appropriate authorities.

A focus group brings no public consensus. Potentidly opposing groups do not deliberate important
issues. The god isto obtain opinions—not disseminate information. Specific viewpoints of individuds
or the groups they represent are the principa product of afocus group meeting. Thus, the results are
used as aguiddinefor further thinking and andysis.

For further information:

Boston Transportation Department (Back Bay Transportation Strategies), (617) 635-3086
Chicago City Planning Department (Downtown Plan), (312) 744-4142

Chicago Regiond Transportation Authority (South Corridor Trangt Study), (312) 917-0700
Colorado Department of Transportation Long-range Plan, (303) 757-9266

New Jersey Department of Transportation Long-range Plan, (609) 530-2866

New Y ork Department of Transportation Region 10, (518) 360-6006

31



PUBLIC OPINION SURVEYS

What are public opinion surveys?

Public opinion surveys assess widespread public opinion. An agency adminisersasurvey to a
sample group of people viaawritten questionnaire or through interviewsin person, by phone, or by
electronic media The limited sample of people is considered representative of alarger group.

Survey results show public positions or reactionsto agency actions and gather information for use
inthe process.  Surveys can be formad (scientifically assembled and administered) or informa. For
example, in aseries of formd surveys, votersin the Puget Sound region (Segttle, Washington) were
asked to say how they would vote on various possible eementsin aregiond trangt system. Inan
informd survey, the Ohio Department of Transportation (DOT) attached a questionnaire to its draft
statewide transportation plan, Access Ohio, to solicit comments from reviewers. During preparation of
Oregon's transportation plan, public opinion surveys were made available in the policy eement draft and
at public meetings.

Scientific surveys give broadly applicable results. The Puget Sound surveys mentioned above, for
example, were based on arandom sample of voters carefully chosen to be satigticaly representative of
dl voters. Informa surveys tend to bring responses from a self- selected group of people—those who
are more persordly interested in specific trangportation issues than the population a large. However,
informa surveys can be designed to reach a broader group than those who attend public meetings.

Why arethey useful?

Surveys portray community perceptions and preferences. They can accurately report on what
people know or want to know. They test whether a plan or plan dement is acceptable to the public as
it isbeing developed, or test an agency’ s perception of what people are thinking and reinforce decisons
made through participatory programs. They can idertify concerns before a public vote is scheduled, as
was done in the Seettle area.

Surveys can test whether opinions are changing, if repeated after an interva of time. Resultscan
be useful to the leaders of the process or to eected officias and community leaders. Results are used to
guide efforts to meet public concerns and develop effective messages for public information and for a
media srategy. They give meaningful cluesto the likely leve of public acceptance of a plan, program,

or process. The Puget Sound surveys spanned a five-year period.

Better information enhances an agency's under standing not only of public concerns but aso of the
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process of public involvement. An agency can respond to survey results by providing missing or
inadequate information that did not get through to the public or was misnterpreted. This addsto the
Substantive discussion of issues deemed important by respondents.
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Do they have special uses?

Surveysfocus public thoughts about a service and provide a context for an opinion. A public
opinion survey in Chicago found that public attitudes about trangt are not only afunction of services
received but are dso strongly affected by people's fedings about crime, government in generd, public
civility, and the neighborhoods where a trip begins or ends. Public opinion surveys were digtributed at
the Delaware DOT's public “exhibits’ of progress on ahighway project. The surveys helped the DOT
determine what attendees thought of ideas under discussion and present project issues in ways that
engaged them.

Surveysindicate preferences of segments of the population. In Utah the Wasatch Front Regiond
Council and the Utah Trangt Authority conducted a survey of more than 2,000 individuas to determine
transportation preferences for disabled persons. Santa Barbara, Cdifornia, used a public opinion
survey in conjunction with the update of its generd plan to identify issues of particular concern to
Higpanic and African- American business people and community leaders. Lancaster County,
Pennsylvania, used avisud preference survey to determine physica aspects and patterns that residents
preferred and to show how those vaues could be reflected in an overal plan for the area.

Who participates? and how?

Surveysdirectly involve a relatively small population of a State or region. In turn, that population
isinvolved only in aone-way participatory effort, without the opportunity for give-and-take with the
sponsoring agency. For surveyswith arandomized sample of the population, chosen in adaidicaly-
vaid way, the sample can be dratified to include only people within a specific geographic area, income
group, or other category of people from whom information isdesired. Although it never replicates the
overd| population precisdy, it remains datisticdly valid.

Respondents provide a composite view of the larger population. Inascientific, daidicdly-vdid
survey, answers are expanded to reflect what the population as awhole might have answered if they
had dl been asked the survey questions. Informal surveys can never be viewed as the basisfor such an
expangon. However, large informa surveys can generaly indicate the predominant features of public
opinion. Inaninforma survey in Atlanta, nearly 1,500,000 people were reached through an overal
media strategy; more than 10,000 people responded by filling out questionnaires on the regiond
visoning program.

Who leads public opinion surveys?

Public opinion surveys can beled by trained agency staff people. Often, particularly for
datigticadly vaid surveys, outsde help is gppropriate because of the survey’s complexity. Professond

34



survey takers dso help an agency move expeditioudy and achieve the necessary accuracy to assure the
public that results are valid and unbiased.

What arethe costs?

Informal public opinion surveys arereatively inexpensive. They can be prepared by agency staff
and administered a meetings or as part of adocument. But they can be useful. The Albany, New

Y ork, Metropolitan Planning Organization took a survey to solicit comments on the structure of the
public involvement program; the results showed that multiple techniques of public involvement in
planning would be the most gppropriate course of action.

Scientific surveys ar e expensive because of the complexity of drawing a sample population or
structuring the questions asked. Time is dso a significant factor because of survey preparation and
adminigration. Collecting, transcribing, and summarizing data becomes increasingly expensve asthe
number of questions or Size of the sampleincreases. A carefully-sdected sample reflecting many types
of interests within the larger population takes additiona time and money. Also, asurvey cannot stand
aone; it must be accompanied by other public involvement techniques, each with its own cost.

How are public opinion surveys or ganized?

An agency ascertainsthe need for infor mation and then determines the most gppropriate means of
getting it. If an agency needs opinions about a planning effort or project that is getting underway, for
instance, it needs to determine whether forma or informa comments are most appropriate. In part, this
decison turns on whether the agency wants opinions relatively quickly from known participants (an
informa questionnaire) or needs considered opinions from groups that are not ordinarily informed or
involved in trangportation processes (amore forma questionnaire and sample salection process).

An agency deter minesthetypes of questionsto be asked. Opinions about the process can be
elicited from those surveyed—its overal gpproach, its progress to date, the direction it istaking, and
potential next steps. Also, opinions can be directed toward considering aspects of a project—the
corridor characteristics, aternatives under investigation, etc. Whether the questions are asked of known
participants or people unknown to the agency, it isimportant to frame them in a clear, unambiguous
manner. Sometimes questions need to be in languages other than English or be accessible to persons
with disabilities. (See Ethnic, Minority, and Low-income Groups, Americans with Disghilities.)

An agency establishesthe survey questionnaire. Public opinion surveys are taken in avariety of
ways. A ample method is the telephone interview. More eaborate methods, involving printed
questionnaires, need extendve preparation and testing to avoid ambiguities or misunderstandings when
received by a community respondent.
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How arethey used with other techniques?

Public opinion surveys supplement other techniques. For example, results of surveys can provide
grigt for discussion in civic advisory committees, charrettes, or brainstorming sessons. (See Civic
Advisory Committees; Charrettes, Brainstorming.) Survey results can be afocus of avideo production
or afacilitated meeting. (See Video Techniques, Facilitation.) Surveys usudly produce quantitetive
results that can be counterbalanced by the qualitative results obtainable from afocus group. (See Focus
Groups.) Public opinion surveys should be conducted so as to be accessible and understandable to
Americans with disgbilities. (See Americanswith Disabilities))

Informal surveys may beincluded in public information materials, especidly if distributed through
local newspapers. (See Public Information Materias.)

What arethe drawbacks?

Surveysare not interactive. Used inisolation, surveys produce data, not a dialogue between the
community and an agency or between groups of people. Theinformation in a questionnaire should be
neutral to alow respondents to make up their own minds about a question or concern.  Surveys can
goread mignformation if poorly or ambiguoudy drafted.

A public opinion survey is sometimes difficult to undertake for some stakeholder groups for
certain topics. Some people prefer one-on-one discussions of issuesthat affect them, while others
prefer surveys because they do not have time to go to mestings.

Survey results may not reflect the entire community’ s views, especidly in the case of informd
surveys.

When are public opinion surveys most effective?

Public opinion surveys can betaken at almost any time during aprocess. Used carefully and
repeated over time, they keep an agency wel-informed of changesin public knowledge of a planning
effort or project development and peopl€' s preferences within that knowledge. For example, the

Sesttle Regiond Trangt Project surveyed votersin two "waves' about 18 months gpart to determine
awareness of the project, overal support, and funding, phasing, and location preferences.

For further information:
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Albany, New Y ork, Metropolitan Planning Organization, (518) 458-2161

Centra Puget Sound Regiond Trangt Authority, Seeattle, Washington, (206) 684-1357
Delaware Department of Transportation, (302) 739-4348

Ohio Department of Trangportation, (614) 466-7170

Utah Department of Trangportation, (801) 965-4359

37



FACILITATION

What isfacilitation?

Facilitation is guidance of a group in a problem solving process. The group leader—a facilitator—is
neutral in regard to the issues or topics under discusson. The facilitator works with the group as a
whole and provides procedura help in moving toward a concluson. For example, facilitation of
community meetings on the proposed Monongahdla Valey Expressway between Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, and Morgantown, West Virginia, led to an agreement by the Pennsylvania Turnpike
Commission to divide the project into separate, more manageable segments.

It ismanaged by thefacilitator with the consent of the participants. The god of both the
facilitator and the group is to arive a a collective decison through substantive discussions.

Facilitation leads toward empower ment and consensus. To the extent that a group is representa
tive of gakeholders, the conclusion isapostion or alevd of consensusit has jointly achieved.

Facilitation hasthese basic features:

group energies are focused on atask or alimited issue

discussion is structured without controlling what is sad;

discusson is kept to the topic, with new issuesidentified and reformulated asthey arise;
participation in discussion is equdized; and

the facilitator probes for consensus or agreement on iSsues.

YVVVYVY

Why isit useful?

Facilitation bringsout all points of view represented in the group. Inasmall group, afacilitator can
encourage discussion from al participants. (See Small Group Techniques.) Sharing viewpoints
dimulates discusson. Given alack of full expresson of views, afacilitator can ask hypothetical
questions to get discusson moving. (See Negotiation and Mediation.)

Timeisoften saved through facilitation. Ongoing differences of opinion or salemate chalenge a
neutrd fadilitator. The application of facilitation skillsis useful to bresk a galemate and alow a group to
move toward consensus. In Washington State, completion of 1-90 depended on facilitation of
agreement between the Department of Transportation and a neighborhood group looking for mitigation
of nighttime congruction.

Facilitatorsworksfor an open process. They ensure that the group is fully aware of the issues prior
to discussion of stepsto be taken. Fecilitators assures that education on technical issues takes place as
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appropriate and seek out the stances of participants on those issues. They ensure that points are
clarified and dicit follow-up on questions. Opinions are respected by facilitators, who assure that al
members of the group are respectful of each other’ s views.
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Doesit have special uses?

Facilitation indicates a commitment to action. A fadlitated meeting takes on an importance a
regular meeting does not have.  1ts designation indicates an agency’ s commitment to offer away of
overcoming a specific obstacle. Its existence demongtrates a commitment to involving loca peoplein
the decison-making process. It demondtrates that the sponsor is open to taking public comment to
heart.

Facilitation isflexible. It can be used a dmog any timeto assst a group in surmounting an obstacle
to collaborative decison-making. It can be used to discuss either small or overarching issues. It can be
used for comprehensive planning issues, project-level decison-making, policy review, or detaled
design.

Who participates? and how?

Representatives of community groupsor stakeholders areinvited to participate in afacilitated
group. A widespread divergity in viewpointsis expected to exist onissues. Thisdiversity must be
represented to ensure full discussion. (See Ethnic, Minority, and Low-income Groups, Americans with
Disabilities)

No special training of participantsisrequired. Many individuas within agroup may have a depth
of interest in issues being discussed. Thisinterest may range from a broad, long-term view of the issues
within a geographic area to a specific and more short-term view of issues surrounding a project or

program.

People participate by examining and discussing issues with othersin thegroup. Discussons are
in as much depth as available time permits. A facilitator helps a group work within the time available to
it. Typicdly, mgor points of discusson are recorded by an individua assgned the task. Thefacilitator
may not be able to take minutes; another individua can be assigned the task.

How do agencies use the output?

Facilitation isaimed toward a product, which may be reactions to agency policies or proposasor a
consensus on an action to be taken. For example, meetings to develop aregiona trangt plan for Seettle
were facilitated with professond assistance hired by an agency.

Group consensusisused asinput to an agency'swork. A fadilitator's god isto bring agroup

together on an action or issue and find points of agreement. She or he may be able to craft a
compromise podgtion through give-and-take and over ardatively short period of time.
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Who facilitates?

A neutral facilitator is selected by the sponsor to lead the group. The facilitator must be accepted
by the group as unbiased, condructive, and fair. She or heis an experienced professond familiar with
asssting group discussons via group processes, communication, and conflict resolution skills. The
fadilitator dicits both facts and opinions and hel ps the group distinguish betweenthem. It is hdpful if the
fadilitator isdso intimately familiar with the subject matter of the discusson.
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In this capacity, a facilitator does not express a personal opinion. Neutrdity ismantained a dl
times. If an opinion isrequested, it can be given, but prior to offering the opinion the facilitator
announces that she or heis stepping out of the neutrd role. At no time should a facilitator make a
decison for the group. The“what I'm hearing” technique brings discussion back to the agenda and
checks on whether people are in agreement.

A facilitator leadsthe meeting in an informal manner. Humor is hdpful in providing ardaxed
atmosphere. A podtive dtitude is essentid, asis uncritica recording of ideas from participants.

What arethe costs?

Facilitation requires agency support staff. Minutes must be taken. A ste for the meeting must be
sdlected. Agency representatives typicaly attend to provide responses to participants questions. In
some instances, an agency needsto carefully explain its position or andysis, requiring saff to be
available.

Material needs are minimal, but a quiet meeting room is mandatory. A flip chart is essentid to write
down participants comments. Background information must be prepared as appropriate so that partici-
pants can quickly grasp the issues. Written materids dealing with contextual issues may be needed at
hand to supplement information provided to the participants at the meeting.

How isfacilitation or ganized?

The sponsor deter minesthe need for facilitation. A divisveissue may cdl for facilitation. For
example, the Virginia Department of Transportation (DOT) used afacilitator to work on resolving
potentia conflicts with neighborhood organizations. The sponsor selects a neutral person for therole,
sometimes from within the agency but more usudly from an outsde source.

The sponsor deter minesthe meeting's agenda and schedule. An agendamay cover one or more
issuesto be discussed. The sponsor meets with the facilitator to discuss the agenda and approach to be
taken within the meeting. A sSteis sdected, typicdly in a space that participants perceive to be neutrd.

Thefacilitator conducts the meeting. The sponsor does not attempt to control the direction of the
meseting once it isunderway. The facilitator conducts the meeting toward its stated goals and may add

questions to dicit responses from individuads. A facilitator records participants comments on aflip chart
or butcher paper without editoridizing.

How isit used with other techniques?
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Facilitation supplements other techniques. A fadlitator can assst an established civic advisory
committee to progress toward its goas. (See Civic Advisory Committees.) Facilitation is a requirement
for a charrette or afocus group and can aso be used in brainstorming or visoning sessons. (See Char-
rettes, Focus Groups, Braingorming; Visoning.) Itistypicaly used in acollaborative task force. (See
Collaborative Task Forces) Facilitation can be used in discussons associated with transportation fairs.

(See Trangportation Fairs,) Video can be used to record facilitated proceedings. (See Video
Techniques)) In Idaho, facilitators helped with both focus groups and a civic advisory committee
working on theinitid effortsin aregiona long-range plan.

What ar e the drawbacks?

Facilitation must be done by a neutral person. When agroup perceives that afacilitator is biased, it
feds manipulated by an agency. In practice an impartia person may need to be sought from outside an
agency—which raises the expense of conducting a meeting. A respected community member is often
an appropriate choice.

Thereisalimit on the number of intereststhat can befacilitated in a meeting. The sponsor of
the process must recognize these limits in establishing the group.

Opponents may refuse to consider each other'sideas, despite the presence of an experienced
facilitator. People who fed they are being controlled or patronized are likely to withdraw from full
participation. Agency staff who fed that the process is leading nowhere may not respond gppropriatey
to questions from participants.

Time constraints work againgt facilitation. A short meeting may not provide enough time for afull
discusson of theissue a hand. Participants fed short-changed if insufficient time is dlotted to
discussion of acontroversa issue.

For further information:

|daho Department of Transportation, (208) 334-4444

Maine Department of Transportation, (207) 287-3131
Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission, (717) 939-9551

Virginia Department of Transportation, (804) 786-2935
Washington State Department of Transportation, (206) 440-4696
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NEGOTIATION AND MEDIATION

What are negotiation and mediation?

Negotiation and non-binding mediation ar e alter native dispute resolution (ADR) processes
designed to resolve a conflict between parties unable to reach agreement. ADR proceduresam to
resolve conflict before it moves toward the courts. Agency staff can use some ADR procedures; others
require outs de experts, often called third- party neutrals. In some ADR procedures such as binding
arbitration, third parties make decisons. Binding procedures, however, are not appropriate to
transportation planning and project development. This report dedls only with non-binding techniques.

Themajor ADR procedures suited to transportation decision-making are negotiation,
facilitation, and non-binding mediation.

>

Negotiation is the process of bargaining between two (or more) interests. It can be
conducted directly by the concerned parties or can take place during the mediation process. In
negotiation, the concerned parties meet to resolve adispute. In Nevadaand Cdifornia, after a
auit was filed againgt the Lake Tahoe-area Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO),
environmentaigts, developers, and other participants negotiated in workshops and small
meetings to develop mutudly acceptable environmenta standards and long-range plans. The
city of Sdamanca, New Y ork, negotiated with representatives of the Seneca Indian Nation to
reach consensus on steps to provide economic development opportunities for the tribe. (See
Smadl Group Techniques)

Facilitation refersto skilled leader ship focused on meeting process and organization.
Agency gaff or third parties can facilitate. Becauseit isbroadly applicable to public
involvement situations other than dispute resolution, facilitation is presented in thisvolume as a
Separate technique. (See Facilitation.)

Mediation uses a trained, impartial third party to help reach consensus on substantive

issues at disagreement among corflicting partiesin public involvement. A mediator can be

from within or outsde an agency but must be neutra and percelved as such by dl parties.

While mediation can be binding or non-binding, only non-binding mediation is considered here.

Non-binding mediation generdly has the following characterigtics:

" aneutrd third party, impartid and unaligned with any side of the conflict, is appointed to
find consensus; the third party has no decision-making authority;

" dl interested parties are included, by agreement;

. the parties are asked to participate voluntarily;

" opportunities are offered for loca people, as well as officids or leaders, to be heard;

. community people receive regponses to their suggestions or concerns,
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. the parties work toward reaching consensus; the third party makes suggestions for
possible compromise positions and otherwise hel ps the parties negotiate;

. if agreement isreached, it is usudly congdered a commitment on both Sdes,

" written agreements, memoranda, meeting minutes, or reports are usudly included; and

. sessons are typicdly confidentia and often protected by State statute as such.

Mediation and facilitation have some similarities but are not the same. Fadlitation issmilar to
mediaion in that participants work toward mutua understanding with the help of aleader. However,
facilitation works toward building consensus within a meeting, right from the beginning of the process,
while mediation is usualy employed when an impasseis reeched.

Why arethey useful?
Sometimes consensus-building effortslead to an impasse. Thisis especidly true for controversd
or complex projects. In such cases, both agencies and participants need another means to determine

which way to go.

Mediation and negotiation take a problem-solving appr oach rather than an adversarial one.

The process helps participants.

> resolve differences without court suits;

> facilitate agreement and address primary concerns of involved local residents, abutters, and/or
interested groups,

> work together to ease implementation of a plan or project;
> obtain agreement without an agency imposing an unpopular or polarizing decison; and
> dedl directly with a project proponent or agency as an equal participant.

M ediation helpsreach consensus on controversial transportation plansand projects. Itisoften
used in congtruction disagreements with contractors. Outside the field of transportation, examples of
how mediation has been used range from child custody disputes to conflicts over siting hazardous waste
or energy facilities. In trangportation, the Pennsylvania Department of Trangportation (DOT) has used
mediation for severd years. Asone example, for Philadel phia' s new interstate Route I-476, an outside
consultant worked to devel op agreements between community people and the agency regarding
environmenta and mitigation issues that had stalled the project.

Mediation and negotiation provide a structured, semi-formal, and orderly way for peopleto
find agreement. They require no one to commit to an outcome that may be unpredictable. The
consensus reached through them is non+binding on participants.

Alternativesto mediation and negotiation are more costly and time-consuming. A dispute
resolution process can avoid time wasted in unproductive or acrimonious debate at meetings, litigation,
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magor redrafts of plans when they are nearly complete, or saff effort spent rebuilding agency credibility.

Do they have special uses?

Negotiation is especially useful in informal situations—to resolve differences among parties, avoid
engaging a broader group with loca disputes, or address severd aspects of a dispute smultaneoudy.
Negotiation can be brought into a process at any time but is most effective before polarization. In
Hampton, Virginia, anegotiation process to find consensus on a new connector road was established.
Participants were trained in the steps of the process. When the staff was further trained in facilitation
and collaborative methods, consensus-building became aregular dement in Hampton's planning efforts.

Mediation, by contrast, has a special and distinctive use: it isgenerdly employed when a process
has reached an impasse or mgjor breakdown. Mediation has been employed in transportation projects
and long-range planning studies where profound disagreement has occurred. In the Boston,
Massachusetts, Centra Artery/Tunnel Project, the process resolved an impasse over acritical river
crossing design, leading to adoption of an dternate plan. In Fort Worth, Texas, a mediator was hired
after loca groups and residents filed suit over the findings of an environmenta impact study for
expandon of 1-30. The process resulted in more highway options, which were broadly supported
within the community and carried forward into further studly.

Who participates? and how?

It isessential toinclude all potential stakeholders in establishing a dipute resol ution process.
Stakeholders may include neighborhood residents, local business people, abutters, regiond interest
groups, public officids, and agencies. Failureto include dl pertinent interests undoes consensus. A
person or group whose position has been ignored can chalenge the legitimacy of the process. Parties
need to be identifiable and willing to participate. All participants must fed some pressure to agree and
must have concluded that they cannot do better by steam rolling each other or going outside the
transportation process by, for example, gppeding to the political process.

Partiesin a dispute resolution process can appoint or elect representatives in order to avoid
large, unwieldy meetings. This requires that groups be sufficiently well-organized to identify leaders who
can speak for the group credibly. In Silver Spring, Maryland, representatives of project opponents and
proponents, the county, and a developer came to the table to resolve a dispute involving a proposed
downtown shopping and office development. The Sze of the smdl, representative group helped to
resolve the issues quickly.
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The representative processrequires a high degree of cooperation and trust in sdecting
individuals to serve. A strong neighborhood group in Minnegpolis, Minnesota, served as the focus of
leadership meetings with police and other agencies to address drug and crime problemsin
disadvantaged neighborhoods. Churches represented many residents and created a focus for consensus
building in the Binghamton, New Y ork, downtown revitdization project, and in the Fredericksburg,
Virginia, homeless shelter program.

Mediation usually consists of a series of meetings. Negotiation can consist of one or more
meetings among parties. All participants are accorded equal status in the process and are
encouraged to present their views on each issue. For maximum success and effective participation, the
process must strive for:

regular and timely opportunities for participation;

an on-going commitment from each participant to attend meetings,

full and honest expression of issues and concerns,

complete willingnessto listen to other participants; and

agreement on the process and basic guidelines for managing it.

YVVVYVY

An agency sponsorsand/or participatesin a mediation or negotiation process. Agency daff
members develop and use negotiation and consensus-building skills as aregular part of their public
involvement practice. Agency staff people aso are potential third-party mediators, athough they should
not serve in Stuations where their neutrdity on the issuesisin question. Effective professond
negotiators focus on meeting the parties’ underlying interests. By doing o, they open up many areas for
credtive resolution. Amateur negotiators commonly understand negotiation as the hard-nosed exchange
of positions in which one party sarts low, the other high, and each triesto give as little as possble in the
process of reaching an agreeable middle ground. Professond negotiators avoid this win-1ose approach
and drive for win-win solutions. The Pennsylvania DOT has ontcall mediation consultants who are
cdled in as necessary. Its project engineers are aware that they can request assistance on an as-needed
basis from agency headquarters when projects begin to encounter obstacles, and that expert consultants
can be assigned to resolve conflicts, if gpproved by agency officids.

How do agencies use the output?

Thegoal of all disputeresolution isto reach a publicly-supported decision by addressing and
resolving pertinent concerns. Thus, the result should be consensus on a course of action, including the
possihility of not going ahead with a plan.

Producing long-term results requires on-going leader ship. While many uses of dispute resolution
center around a particular plan, sometimes mediation and negotiation are used as needed over alonger
period of time to keep a process moving forward. For 23 years, amayora advisory board in
Indianagpolis, Indiana, has used negotiation and mediation by group |leaders to resolve competing
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community objectives regarding alocation of resources and to foster economic growth and civic
expangon.

Mediation can resolve impasses over controversial projects. In Chapd Hill, North Carolina, a
third- party mediator (who was dso alocd architect versed in design concepts) worked with neighbors,
city officids, and business people to develop a consensus design for anew McDondd' s restaurant
opposed by the community.

Mediation or negotiation can be used in addressing priorities for capitd improvements. In New
Jersey, mediation of a State Department of Transportation road widening project in Montgomery
Township successtully resulted in a plan using saggered phases of implementation spread over severd
years.

Mediation has helped in developing policies for new regulations by bringing opposing sides
together and avoiding obstacles and potentid disputes. The U.S. Environmentd Protection Agency
often uses amediator to develop consensus over regulations among arange of public and private
interests, for example in the areas of water and air qudlity.

Who leads these techniques?

In mediation, an outside party or someone from within an agency servesasathird party,
provided she or heisneutrd and is percaived as such by dl parties. Theindividua should have the
fallowing qudifications

> training in dispute resolution;

> experience from many possible fields—induding public involvement, law, business management,
planning, and training;

no stake in the outcome;

ardationship of trust with al partiesto a dispute;

grict impartidity and fairness, and

ability to make suggestions and to find areas of agreemen.

VV VYV

A mediator frequently creates a draft working document that is modified through discussons with
al partiesto reflect developing points of consensus.

A skilled mediator should be ableto work on a single issue on a short-term bas's, with the
possible option to remain involved as a monitor of future activity or implementation. 1n Eugene, Oregon,
the mayor hired an experienced mediator to assst in developing more positive relaionships between city
agency gaff and minority community resdents. After atwo-day process filled with frank and open
discussion, strong relationships were formed between previoudy uncomected staff and community

people.
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Negotiation isled by agency staff or management. The chief qudification isagood understanding
of interest-based negotiations—whether from training or experience.

Trained consensus-builders and mediator s are available throughout the United States. Agency
gaff can dso be trained to develop their facilitation, negotiation, and consensus-building skills The
North Front Range Transportation and Air Quality Council—the M PO for Fort Collins, Colorado,
area—hired a consultant to train the aff in mediation and consensus- building.

How ar e these processes or ganized?

Thefirst activity of any mediation or negotiation is conflict assessment. The third party or
agency daff needs to address such questions as: is the conflict resolvable? and what are possible
resol ution approaches?

Further preparation iscrucial. Inbeginning aprocessit is essentid to:

identify essentid participants,

afford dl participants an equa standing;

dructure sessions to encourage participation;

find aneutra location for meetings, probably not in an agency's heedquarters,
achieve consensus among participants on the agenda;

find convenient times for meetings, and

provide sufficient time between sessons to do follow-up work and andysis,

VVVVVYYYVY

A successful negotiation might be completed in a very short time—aslittle as an hour for avery
gpecific issue with asmdl number of sakeholders, where generdly positive, trusting relationships are

dready in place.

For a complex mediation, many months may be required, and large complex trangportation issues
involving many stakeholders may take ayear or two or more. A mesting every two to four weeks for
two to four hoursis acommon scenario. Time between sessonsis often needed for staff to modify
plans or conduct additional anaysis to respond to participants concerns.

In mediation, the work varies but usually includes the following steps:

open the discussion and outline the process;

agree on the scope of effort and roles of participants;

reach consensus on the agenda among participants,

review the ground rules (one person spesks a atime, etc.);

ask dl sdesto present ther viewpoints, perceptions of the issues, and reasons for the dispute;
help people express their concerns;

date al theissues,

VVVVYYY
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review any points of agreement that can be determined;

develop severd dternative scenarios to bridge the gap between the disputing parties;

work with al sdesto develop a solution to the dispute; and

document elements of project dternatives, funding priorities, or other decisions agreed upon by
the various interest groups.

YV VY

In negotiation, the processis mor e flexible but usudly involves the following steps:
identify underlying interests, as contrasted to postions;

develop dternative scenarios to meet underlying interests;

combine or further refine scenarios to meet as many interests as possible; and
Select a scenario via consensus.

VV VYV

Sometimes participants do not feel comfortable meeting in the same room with their opponents.

In such cases, the third party meets individuadly with participants outside the group to work out an
agreement step-by-step. The mediator carries proposas between nearby conference rooms until the
issues areresolved. In asgnificant historic example, Presdent Carter carried draft documents between
Prime Minigter Begin and President Sadat—in different cottages a Camp David—to obtain aforma
Middle East peace agreement. Inthisless open method, strict confidentiaity must be pledged by dl
participants at the outset and followed throughout the process. In some situations, use of athird party
follows gtringent confidentiaity principles, athough the resulting agreement becomes a public document
or isavailable to anyone who is interested.

What helps people change their positions?

Guiding participantstoward finding shared and compatible interests is an effective method.
Usudly participants take strong positions assumed to be “the only answer” to addressing their needs or
wants. Often, however, aternatives exist that till respond to the party’ sinterests but are easier for
other parties to accept or consider.

I dentifying inter ests begins with asking questions. Asking participants why they fed acertain way
clarifies basic needs and desires that have not yet been articulated. Breaking down generd interests into
specific dements helps focus the areas of disagreement. Suggesting dternative choices aso works.
Figuring out why people have made certain choicesis afirg step toward finding different ways of
fulfilling their interests that may be more compatible with the other party’ s needs.

Working towar d consensus by identifying interestsrather than establisning positionsis a key
skill that leads to effective cooperative decison-making and consensus-building. Using professonds
and seeking information and strategies from books and other resources helps make ADR processes
successful.
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How are negotiation and mediation used with other public involvement techniques?

Negotiation is part of an overall public involvement process and of many individua techniques
Collaborative task forces have consensus-building as amgor goa and often use negotiation as an
integral element of their activities. (See Collaborative Task Forces.) Practitioners who have honed their
disoute resolution skills use them informally in day-to-day work with participants and other planning
team membersto help foster coditions and move toward consensus.

Written materialsarerequired to provide information about issuesor plansunder discussion
in mediation and negatiation, asin other public involvement techniques. Disputes are often overcome by
providing adequate information or targeted materias that respond to the needs of individud participants
or groups. (See Public Information Materias.)

What arethe drawbacks?

A dispute resolution process such as mediation or long-term negotiation sometimesinvolvesa
large number of interests, adds time to a process (particularly when it follows afailed previous
effort), and requires dgnificant management and organization. A think tank on welfare issuesin Shelby
County, Tennessee, consisted of representatives of 65 members of the clergy, businesses and business
organizations, providers of socid services, and community organizations. A one-year negotiation and
consensus-building effort was required for the group leader to gain commitments and guiding principles
from thislarge group of agencies and organizations.

Hiring amediator or atrained negotiator isusually much more expensive than using in-house
personnel. The advantage is amore skillful mediation and/or negatiation and an improved process,
aong with aclearer pogtion of neutrdity. Sometimes a participant serves as athird party if sheor heis
regarded asimpartia by others.

Mediation may require special preparation for participants. Some groups may not be sufficiently
well-organized to participate; for example, neighborhoods with no leadership. All participants, including
less powerful interests, must have equa standing within the process. Consideration must be given to
participants range of knowledge and experience with the subject matter. Specid printed materid and
briefing sessons are often necessary to give dl participants an equa leve of basic knowledge and
undergtlanding so they can participate effectively in the disoute resolution process.

Participants are not always pleased with theresults of mediation. Failure occurs when mediation
is undertaken after people have dug in their hed's and view compromise or any dteration in their position
as“losng.” Sometimes conflicts occur among peopl€e s basic vaues, such as accepting certain
environmenta impacts. If alarge power imbaance among interests exists, mediation may raise
expectations among the less powerful that cannot be fulfilled.
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For variousreasons, consensus may unravel. Poor attendance suggests alack of trust or *buy-in’
to the process. If participants drift away over along dispute resolution process, consensus may be
week and difficult to sustain in action. Even strong consensus unravelsif agreements are broken,
priorities are not followed, or principles are forgotten.

Agencies often fear the challenges and sparksthat arise with many competing interests.
Resdents, locd officids, interest groups, and agency gaff may have long histories of hodtility. Finding
ways of defusing such antipathy and developing a fruitful mediation processisachdlenge. A skilled
third party’ sroleisto effectively ded with hotility and make the outcome a success. Agency daff with
strong negotiation skills also help to create a more positive working relationship.

Are mediation and negotiation flexible?

Mediation and negotiation have consider able flexibility. The processes.

are us=ful in long-range planning and project development;

resolve either mgjor or minor conflicts;

are effective with either smdl or large groups,

take place in different-9ze municipdities or regions;

aoply in avariety of settings—between groups or within groups,

work in homes, offices, or specialy-designed facilities or conference settings; and

take place over arange of time frames—short- or long-term.

Choosing the most appropriate dispute resol ution technique depends on the circumstances and
characterigtics of the dispute, the participants, and the dispute resolution strategy.

YVVVVYVVYYVYY

When arethey used most effectively?

Mediation is most effective when other lessformal consensus-building fails and an impasse has
been reached. Negotiation is most effective before an impasse is reached.

Mediation and negotiation must be part of a participatory process tha includes such regular
activities as working group meetings, hands-on discussion sessons, and timely responses to comments
and concerns. Attempts to reach consensus by addressing concerns early helps prevent an impasse.
Consensus-building generates trust that agencies will cooperate to reach amutudly satisfactory solution
or agreement. Through mediation, agencies find help in reaching agreements, but they are il ultimately
respongble for making find decisons.
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For further information:

American Arbitration Association Headquarters, (212) 484-4000

City Manager’s Office, Fort Worth, Texas, (817) 871-6111

Community Mediation Centers—American Bar Association, (202) 331-2661
Greater Indianapolis Progress Committee, Indianapolis, Indiana, (317) 286-3160
Harvard Law School, Program on Negotiation, (617) 495-3100

Nationd Institute for Dispute Resolution, (202) 466-4764

Pennsylvania Department of Transportation, (717) 772-2563

Program for Community Problem Solving, (202) 626-3183

Society of Professionals in Dispute Resolution, (202) 783-7277

Universty of Virginia Inditute for Environmental Mediation, (804) 924-1970



Chapter 3. GETTING FEEDBACK FROM PARTICIPANTS

C.

TAKING INITIAL STEPS

Agencies need specific ways to solicit feedback from community people, resolve differences, and integrate
the results into a process of planning or project development. Some initia steps include the following:

v

Determine how and when feedback information will be used.
Be receptive to feedback and prepare to use it during ongoing staff work in planning and project
development. Determine when feedback on specific issues is needed and by whom.

Establish clear channels for feedback to affect agency decision-making.
Provide a well-defined avenue for information, testimony, and opinions from the public to reach
agency decision-makers and policy-setters.

Set up waysto give further information and get comments and questions.

Establish telephone connections that people routinely can use to obtain information and give feedback,
comments, or support. However, because many people prefer methods that are instantaneous and
hassle-free, supplement telephone connections with other methods, such as on-line services, that
make it easier to give and get information.

Sponsor brief surveys or small groupsto preview community viewpoints.
Investigate a small but representative sample of the community to pinpoint peopl€e's preferences
quickly. Design the form of the survey to objectively test preferences.

Sponsor focus groups to ascertain community concernsin detail.

Hold focus groups of representative people to get a broad outline of what people want to see and
what concerns agencies might encounter in specific situations. Repeat the technique in more than
one location to help determine geographic-based differences in opinion. Use the results to help set up
an overal public involvement strategy and specific procedures.

If an impasseis reached, try negotiation or third-party intervention.

Assess the complexity of the conflict to be resolved and how intently participants are holding to their
own positions without compromise. Use a skilled, in-house person to work informally with the
parties to reach consensus. If the stalemate holds fast, bring in a mediator or other third-party
neutral to assist the group in approaching the issues from other angles, improving their conflict
resolution skills, and coming to agreement.

Evaluate the approach with participant advisors.

Ask participant advisors if atechnique is appropriate or rewarding. Meet with community advisors to
get a sense of the best methods of getting feedback and comments and resolving conflicts.
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