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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

Public meetings are frequently viewed as a formalistic nod to democratciche
rather than a hallmark of participatory government. This negative perceppoblaof
meetings is a testament to their misuse and misunderstanding within the maniage
government agencies. McComas (2001) notes "public agencies use meetings to me
minimum legal requirements for public participation without ever giving mucghwéo
the public's input” (p. 38). Government agencies balance the statutory requir@ments f
public participation with the efficient execution of their regulatory respdingbi This
balance is frequently seen as a tension between bureaucratic procedurameagsiand
efficiency (Heberlein, 1976, p. 197; King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998; McComas, 2001 &
2001b). Given this perception, it is not surprising that agencies may view statutorily

required public meetings as an obstacle rather than as an opportunity.

This perception directly contends with the broad recognition of the potential
benefits of greater public involvement in the decision making processes of government
agencies (Carson, 2009; Heberlein, 1976; King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998; McMaster, 2002;
Motion, 2005; Thomas, 1990). This recognition is not limited to the observations of
academia. Already the new administration under U.S. President Barala®baralled
for greater transparency and information sharing in government (Steamboat, 2009). A

an award presentation at the U.S. Capitol, Paul McMaster captured the theory of



democracy which undergirds this emphasis on openness, "Democracy depends above all
on public trust. Public trust depends on the sharing of power. And the sharing of power
depends on the sharing of information” (McMaster, 2002). Political scholars make
arguments for public involvement for a number of different perspectives such as on the
basis of political cost-benefit analysis (Thomas, 1990) and for improved considefat

facts and values (Simon, 1997). This combined call for openness and participation is
ultimately supported with explicit legal requirements to make the decisikimgna

processes of government agencies open to the public (Cornell, 2008). This legislation
generally prohibits a contingency approach to public involvement such as that developed
by Thomas (1990, p. 442). This leaves scholarship to examine if and how government
agencies embrace public participation and benefit from its effects onotedisi

processes.

Communication scholars have, in many ways, already recognized a potential
synergy between the requirements of democratic process and the orgaalzgigls of
government agencies. This linkage is most readily associated with theof/alterming
agency decision making. Dozier, L. Grunig and J. Grunig (1995) emphasize the
importance of informed, strategic decision making and of using the "environmental
scanning” capabilities of the public relations/public affairs function to achiesend (p.
199). Public participation not only offers an opportunity for environmental scanning, but
L. Grunig, J. Grunig and Dozier (2002) also note that such participation and "sharing of
tasks" has particular benefit in the maintenance of relationships betwears unol
organizations (p. 551). Still, the logic of inclusive decisional processes contendsewith t

perception that the non-expert nature of publics' input renders it valueless and is grounds



for its dismissal and exclusion from such processes. Roberts (2004) describes this
contending perspective in which "direct public participation is viewed with sk&ptici

even wariness" (p. 316).

This negative perception of participatory processes, as an obtrusive requirement,
undermines the potential value of public meetings in decisional processes andas publi
affairs activities. Public meetings offer a way to strengthen ggemglic relationships
(APR) (Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 2002) and inform agency strategisideci
making processes (Motion, 2005, p. 505). J. Grunig, L. Grunig and Dozier (2002)
recognize that public participation in organizational processes is a mearengtisening
and maintaining organizational public relationships (p. 551). The participatory nature of
public meetings presents an opportunity to positively impact relationships: art impac
which can be evaluated in the exploration of its effects on the relationship out@bmes
trust, commitment, control mutuality and satisfaction described by Hon and JgGruni

(1999, p. 3).

Karlberg (1996) has also remarked on the need for a more complete application of
the inclusive aspects of symmetrical communication to "forums for public ¢atisaf

(p. 275).

The symmetrical ideals of holism, interdependence, equality, responsibility and
understanding need to be incorporated not just into the design of these forums [for
public consultation], but also into the representational strategies andnalati
postures that diverse stakeholders and interest groups bring to these forums.

(Karlberg, 1996, p. 275)



This identifies a need to examine public participation processes within axfoaknef
symmetrical communication and examine potential benefits from the codoeatat

perspective described by J. Grunig and Huang (2000, p. 28; Seltzer, 2006).

Purpose

The societal significance of government agencies' decisions elevates t
importance of public meetings. Greater attention on public meetings as a coatioanic
activity may offer an opportunity to ensure that the spirit of public meetingateguis
upheld and not merely the letter of the law. Simon (1997) provides a summary of this
concept: "since the administrative agency must of necessity make maeyudgments,
it must be responsive to community values, far beyond those that are explicitdenac
into law" (p. 66). The purpose of this study is to substantiate the proposition thaigexisti
public affairs structures within government agencies offer an appm®pghicle for
elevating the use of public meetings. This study explores how public meetngs ar
currently used by government agencies and examines the meetinds'@ifagency-
public relationship outcomes (Hon & J. Grunig, 1999). These findings are related to
relationship management theory in public relations literature in order to gtiligy

common goals of public meetings and public relations.



CHAPTER Il

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The Public Sector Context

The authors of the excellence theory state that “communication excalence
universal... it is the same for corporations, not-for-profit organizations, government
agencies, and trade or professional associations” (Dozier, L. Grunig, & JgGro85,

p. 4). The basic assumption is that the differences of the public sector do not prohibit
communication excellence. Dozier et al. (1995) maintain that the principleate#t
communication management, symmetrical communication and dominant coalition

support, are just as applicable to private organizations as government agencies.

Not all communication scholars share the assumption that the differencegietw
the public and private sectors are negligible to the application of theory. &uopkex
Liu and Horsley (2007) developed the government decision wheel model of
communication because, as Liu (2008) notes, “public relations models... and theories...
do not adequately fit the unique attributes of the public sector” (p. 5). These puldic sect
attributes frame the concept of a contingent application of normative theorgi(@sgm
Cropp, & Reber, 2000). A discussion of the differences and similarities of the two

sectors provides a better context for the application of theoretical principles

The reduction of organizations by “legal type” into dichotomous sectors

represents what Bozeman and Bretschneider (1995) refer to as thepjmarach” to



organizational differentiation (p. 200). Horsley, Liu, and Levenshus (2009) point out
that “the comparison may be more complex than a public-versus-private distimation a
may also include size, mission, and use of technology” (p. 3). Allison (1984) also notes
that there is a wide variation of organizational structures and missions withilseztor

(p- 22), further implying the shortcomings of a core approach. The advantage of a
bipolar, core approach is that it will sufficiently highlight the differerfoetsveen
government agencies and private organizations, which will provide the contess$argce

for discussing the application of theories across sectors.

Liu (2008) traces the discussion of sector differences to the 1970’s and Euske
(2003) corroborates this saying the discussion “has been going on in literature for
decades” (p. 1). A brief analysis of the described differences ymtds gnmediate
observations on the basic ways the sectors differ. Wilson (1989) specifudibgsaes
the constraints of the public sector, suggesting that there are "key tuss{@a 115).

The constraints are that: agencies' cannot manage and retain funds, caoceie"all

factors of production” and serve externally determined goals (Wilson, 1989, p. 115).
Allison (1984) reviews the public sector characteristics observed by Dunlop (1979) and
Neustadt (1979). Allison summarizes that the public sector differs from theepsaetor

in these areas: time perspective, duration, measurement of performanmenglers
constraints, equity and efficiency, public processes versus private proceksespress

and media, persuasion and direction, legislative and judicial impact, bottonmtiee, t
horizon, authority over enterprise, career system, media relations, perfermaasures,

and implementation (Allision, 1984, p. 19-21). Euske (2003) also provides a summary of

observed differences including: environmental markets, revenues, constraints and



political influences, transactional coerciveness, scope of impact, publiaggcruti
ownership, organizational process goals, authority limits, performance a&tx@est and
incentives (p. 4). Liu (2008) provides a more parsimonious summary of how the public
sector is different from the private sector. Her list includes: devaluation of
communication, federalism, leadership opportunities, media scrutiny, legalatoisst

politics, poor public perception, professional development and public good (p. 2).

It is not necessary to re-package these differences into another list, hubriths
noting that the cumulative research reflects basic differences in maganal autonomy
and public expectation. This simplification highlights the “constitutional diffes&
between the private sector’s standard of “authority commensurate witmsgsility”
and the public sector’'s model of “management... spread among competing institutions”
(Allison, 1984, p. 21). In other words, public responsibility fundamentally shapes
organizational structures in the public sector, which have “built-in inefficicas @
safeguard of the public interest (Euske, 2003, p. 5). The resulting contention between
structural process inhibitions and public service may give rise to some obtke m
nuanced observations of sector differences, such as Liu’s (2008) mention of “poor public

perception” in the public sector (p. 4).

Highlighting the basic differences between government and private organgati
provides a framework for discussing the processes by which informational {sradeic
produced, used, received and/or disseminated within the unique context of the public
sector. The lists of differences provides context for the observations of theewtszsi

For instance, saying that something results from lack of access to a domitiinhcoa



can be made more meaningful by considering the contextual factors whidmmbalyat

access.

Public Meetings and Public Affairs

The review of literature in this section first examines existinghdifns of
publics in existing public relations theory. This understanding of publics frames
observations of how agencies understand and identify their publics. The literaieve re
then discusses public meetings and the letter and logic of the associatetidagila
review of the excellence theory of public relations provides a lens for éngltiae
traditional goals and processes of public meetings. This cumulative undergtahdi
public relations and public meetings provides the context for understanding the potential
synergy of public relations goals and public meeting requirements. Finallyevrasr
examines literature on relationship management theory to allow for a discusgien of
potential effects of public meetings on agency-public relationships. Thctst allows
for the examination of how public meetings offer a space for relationship building

between government agencies and their key publics.

Situational Publics: One reason why an agency is likely to devalue the worth of public
meetings is the misconception of the ideal recipients of the associateéd kffother

words, agencies are likely to assume that they must communicate and irteoapora
representative body’s opinion based on the assumption that they need to be
communicating with the general public, not publics. The rationale of segmentingspubli
rather than developing campaigns for the general public, is that communidadits e

should be prioritized to reach those who “have consequences on organizations or on



whom organizations have consequences” (L. Grunig, J. Grunig & Dozier, 2002, p. 324).
L. Grunig, J. Grunig and Dozier (2002) note that it is the specific role of the public
relations function to help agency decision makers “determine which elemelnésrof t
domain are most important to reach” or in other words, identify “strategic pulic

95). J. Grunig’s (1994) situational theory of publics (STP) provides a means of
segmenting publics based on their activity in relation to a specific issue.ethgnizes

that the activity of the public determines its potential affect on the orgamzZ®ozier,

L. Grunig & J. Grunig, 1995, p. 31).

J. Grunig (1994) defines situational publics as groups that “organize around
issues” for communication purposes (p. 128). This provides an understanding of a public
as of a group of people who coalesce through the discussion of particular issue. This
definition is based partly on principles similar to John Dewey’s earlierepnalization
of publics as problem oriented and socially constructed (Russill, 2008). Vasquez (2001)
also recognizes the social construction of publics and defines them as a
“‘communicatively constructed social phenomenon” (p. 140). The importance of the STP
is that it lends an understanding of publics as discrete and durable populations whose

relationship with an organization gravitates around specific issues.

The STP was meant to segment those publics most likely to engage an
organization, and most likely to be attentive to the organization’s communicatiais.effor
Dozier, L. Grunig and J. Grunig (1995) explain this is “because active publics are the
only ones that generate consequences for organizations” (p. 31). This samd& segme
likely to attend public meetings: information seeking individuals forming around a

particular issue for communicative purposes. This means that the selbsedect the



lack of representation of a larger demographic are not necessarggtmi factors in
assigning value to the communication inputs of these groups of attendeesin#tead
be assumed that the interest groups attending public meetings are dxasetlgituational

publics that warrant the agency’s attention.

The concept of a situational public recognizes that the organization does not
unilaterally determine the conditions of communicative engagement. AarigGr
(1994) points out, “people cannot be affected by messages that they do not seek or even
process” (p. 28). This is a critical aspect of J. Grunig’s definition of pulhiasthe
publics essentially choose the organization (Rawlins, 2006, p. 2; J. Grunig & Repper,
1992, p. 128). This effectively defines publics in terms of their potential consequence for
the organization (J. Grunig, 1997; L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Dozier, 2002). Alternatively,
Rawlins (2006) suggests that “stakeholder” is a more appropriate term (p. 1). This
maintains a focus on a public’s effect on an organization but is consistent with
relationship management in which relationship participation is baseuitualinterest
(rather than the sole effect of a public’s involvement). Rawlin’s (2006) observekisha
mutual determination of participation is what differentiates stakeholdersgublics. In
the STP, publics choose the organization without the organization necessarily
reciprocating. Rawlins’ (2006) assumption is that mutual effect is regjtosit
participation in a relationship between the agency and the public.

This selection of public relations theory illustrates that there are neultgys in
which an agency can define its publics. Understanding how the agencies’ pubtic affa
officers identify their publics provides the foundation for exploring whether amcgge

considers publics as relational partners or audience segments with vawatsgolf

10



interest. The first research question compares practitioners’ understamding a

identification of their publics with the theoretical definitions of publics ankksiaders.

RQ1: How are publics defined by public affairs officers in government aghc

In order for a government agency to want to address the use of public meetings
and public participation, there must be a motivation based on the recognition of some
value to the agency. The literature on public relations provides a discussion on how
informational and relational value can be interpreted as effecting the buiatem
line” (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 102). The next section reviews the
excellence theory and the relationship management theory of public relafions
understanding of these theories and their concepts lays the groundwork forimiiscuss
how public meetings may be in use to improve public affairs and visa versa.

Public Meeting Definition In constructing an operational definition of public meeting
for this study, | first consider the legal definition of the term provided in titletbeof

U.S. Code (Cornell, 2008) and the common definitions that emerge from literature and
non-federal levels of government. The definition of “meeting” provided by the U.S

Code is as follows:

The term meeting means the deliberations of at least the number of individual
agency members required to take action on behalf of the agency where such
deliberations determine or result in the joint conduct or disposition of official

agency business. (Cornell, 2008)

Individual states and municipalities normally provide a variation of this

definition, which most frequently includes the qualifications of having a quorum of board

11



members and the board's conduct of public business (Schwing, 2008). Some states make
a differentiation between public meetings and public hearings. The New Yoek Stat
Department of State (2008) provides an example of this type of differentiatioeir

local technical government series:

Unlike public meetings at which the citizenry may only observe the members of
the municipal body as they conduct business, at a public hearing the citizens are
encouraged to speak and comment on the specific subjects addressed at the

hearing. (p. 2)

In order to apply a more inclusive definition, but still fit within the legal
framework provided by the U.S. Code, | consider the following definition from Meinig

(1998):

Although a public hearing is also a public meeting, the main purpose of most
public hearings is to obtain public testimony or comment. A public hearing may
occur as part of a regular or special meeting, or it may be the sole pur@ose of

special meeting, with no other matters addressed. (Meinig, 1998, p. 1)

For the purpose of discussing and addressing issues of participatory decisional
processes | also apply the qualification of seeking “input” suggested in McGomas’
(2001) definition. In consideration of these qualifications, | use the following topeah
definition in the subsequent discussion and in the description of methods and sampling:
“A meeting is the public and participatory deliberation of agency busindss thgally
required for the conduct of such business.” The terms of this definition ensure that the

discussion and data focus on those participatory processes which are required by law

12



This definition clearly excludes at least two critical types of meetthgse that
do not seek public involvement and those that are not required by law. This exclusion is
intentional and based on the strength of two reasons. First, | do not discuss mie&tings t
do not seek public involvement because | want to focus on meetings which contribute to
a participatory decision-making processes, so there needs to be an uddeattire (e.g.
a vote, workshop, scoping session, dialogue, or citizen advisory committee) to warrant
examination (Chess & Purcell, 1999; Heberlein, 1976; Young, Williams & Goldberg,
1993) . Second, | focus on the legally required meetings in order to provide a point of
consistency in the definition and exclude situations where participation is canitorge
an agency’s determination of its value.
Requirements for transparency: There are two bodies of law which apply to
opening the conduct of government business to public scrutiny and participation. These
are commonly referred to as sunshine laws and open meeting laws. Sunshinegiaavs off
more general address of transparency issues, such as open record laws, while open
meeting laws are a specific subset of these laws which address the mafediegjsion
making bodies in government agencies (Colorado, 2003; Cornell, 2008; RCFP, 2003 &
2009; Hudson, 2008; Nadler & Shulman, 2006). The Reporters' Committee for Freedom
of the Press (RCFP, 2003) gives this description of how sunshine laws relate to open
meeting laws: "Generally, sunshine laws guarantee public access toga&etly when a
quorum of a group meets to discuss public business."

In the U.S. Court of Appeals case of Soucie vs David, Judge Wilkey references
the ideology which led towards legislation for greater transparency inrtshisa laws:

“It is the purpose of this [Act] to establish a general philosophy of full 3ggisclosure

13



unless information is exempted under clearly delineated statutory landiégst’ Law,
2009, 448 F.2d 1067, 145 U.S.App.D.C. 144). First amendment scholar David Hudson
(2008) explains that sunshine laws “exist to shine light on the actions of government
officials” (p. 2) and avoid what Nadler and Shulman (2006) describe as a government
that is “prone to corruption and undue influence because there is no public oversight of
decision making” (p. 1). While Hudson (2008) notes that there is no first amendment
requirement for open meetings, the use and transparency of public meetings apbear
an increasingly inviolable fact of life for government agencies (Cantst2008; Haskell,
2001; Roberts, 2004). Roberts (2004) notes, “Direct citizen participation is no longer
hypothetical. It is very real and public administrators are central tostherey story” (p.
316). Haskell (2001) further testifies to scope and durability of this conceptdijirags

that “participatory democracy is here to stay at all levels of goverrirfperg2).

This is not to suggest that laws and external requirement only facilitate publi
interaction. Communication processes in the public sector are constrained/bgcan
statutes and structures which attempts to regulate the efficiency arebs$aof
government-public interactions. Some of these are the Gillette amendment,itmalNat
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA), the Freedom of Information Act (FQihfe
Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA), the Paperwork Reduction Act (P&#9 the
Office of Management and Budget (Toth, 2006; Wilson, 1989; EPA, 2009). Collectively,
these laws and oversight structures delimit the processes by whicleagarcinteract
and seek information from their publics. In this sense, there is a contention between
these external requirements and the satisfaction of other requiremeets telat

communication best practice and transparency.

14



This review of the legal requirements for public meetings and transpamwey s
two purposes. First, it establishes that, within the U.S. legal system, the ptlneafa
certain government meetings is not discretionary. There are explicgrdorceable
laws which are not only established, but likely to expand the definition of “meating”
include electronic correspondence (Carlstrom, 2008; Hudson, 2008; Steamboat, 2009).
These meetings, which are required by law, are going to require an expenditur
resources regardless of their utility. As a result, it is in the bestshtdrthe agency to
maximize the utility of public meetings in order to maximize the return oexpended
resources.

The second purpose is to differentiate between a legalistic fulfillment of
requirements for transparency and a full address of the public's participatio
government decisions which is the underlying purpose of this legislation. It is the
difference of these intentions that is attributable to participant dissditis with public
meetings (Carson, 2008; McComas, 2001; McComas, 2001b; McComas, 2003; Sharp,
Smith, & Patton, 2002).

Satisfying only the legal requirement of these meetings will palgntiost the
agency both resources and what Post, Preston, and Sachs (2002) refer to as a “license to
operate” (p. 20). License to operate, in this case, refers to that public supportswhich i
necessarily granted for the execution of an organization’s [agency’s] gsisifibese
points may encourage an agency to embrace concepts of transparency, but extending this
argument to their support of public participation in decision making rests on first
establishing the value of such participation. McComas (2003) recognizes such a value

and suggests that "in addition to satisfying democratic principles, citizevament

15



may also improve decision making and help to legitimate ensuing decisions" (p. 164).
The next section reviews an argument for coupling transparency with pditicipa

decisional processes.

A Need for Participation: Before addressing the role of public meetings specifically, |
consider the general value of participatory democracy in agency decigkomgn |

review some foundational concepts regarding participatory processes and tineir use
systems of governance. The 1970s were a time of significant expansion in the
application of direct democratic ideals (Haskell, 2001, p. 58; Roberts, 2004, p. 321;
Thomas, 1990, p. 435). This period represented a move towards a more egalitarian form
of government: a movement which was precursory to the contemporary emphasis on
transparency in governance. As Roberts (2004) explains, this is somewhapaftarde

from the foundational concepts of representative democracy which framed U.S.
democracy in its early stages. The argument of representative verstisieinecracy is
largely based on the question of whether or not group decisions are better than individual,
expert decisions.

Condorcet provided an early (1785) statistical argument for decision making by
majority rule (Boland, 1989, p. 181-182). Essentially, he states, “that the accugeacy of
majority increases with the number of voters” (Reimer & Katsikopolous, 2004, p. 1026).
Boland (1989) describes this in more detail: “If n=2m+1 jurists act independeatly, e
with a probably p>1/2 of making the correct decision, then the probability(p) that
the jury (deciding by majority rule) makes the correct decision incggaeaotonically to
1 as m increases to infinity” (p. 181). A critical point is that this theoreesreh the

uniformity of the general population for its application, including the uniformity of a

16



positive outcome determination (Boland, 1989). Application of this theorem also
assumes that a voting majority represents the true majority. Despiterititions for
the theorem’s application, it is significant because it provides evidence sogb#i
decisional efficacy of a non-expert population within a democratic systée. T
significance of Condorcet’'s argument is not to categorically asseddbaty decisions
should be made solely by direct participation, but it does illustrate that plusatiby
universally detrimental to decisional processes. This is important betdesées the

assumption that an elite decision making body is always the most effective option

This assertion lends itself to Roberts’ (2004) recount of the opinion that

participation in democracy is necessary to ensure public interests\aré. se

The people themselves are the best guarantors of their rights... Dirzsn citi
involvement also fosters more responsive policy and administrative systems th
are more in concert with what citizens desire, especially in the eargsstathe

policy process when the agenda is set. (Roberts, 2004, p. 324)

This suggests that public participation in decisional processes also acisez¥ and
balance on a potentially unrepresentative decisional body. Public participati
potentially acts as a safeguard on the decisional outcomes of an agency thaatslylti
responsible to the various publics, as per the designs of democracy. Representative
democracy recognizes that there are instances where the expert opinion dettenot
serve publics’ interests and there is a need for participatory influemsafetguard
agency decisions.

Criticisms of Public Meetings: Any value assigned to participatory decisional
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processes must also be weighed against the costs of their conduct. Thege costs a
represented in the numerous criticisms of public meetings. Public meetings are
frequently regarded as unsatisfactory vehicles for public participatems@@, 2008;
McComas, 2001; McComas, 2001b; McComas, 2003; Sharp, Smith & Patton, 2002)
despite their prevalence and legal requirement (Cornell, 2008; RCFP, 2003 & 2009).
While legislation may negate the need to weigh meetings' criticlswamine them as
detriments in relation to their value in decisional processes. Generallyititisnorof

public meetings can be broken down into two perspectives: that of the agency and that of
the participants.

From the agency perspective, public meetings are: required (whether input is
wanted or not), not representative of the general population, frequently contentious,
burdensome and only provide non-expert opinions, not valuable and constructive input
(Roberts, 2004). McComas (2003) describes the skepticism agencies feel towacds publ
meetings as a forum for public participation. “Rather than establishing/&yo-
communication, some critics argue that holding a public meeting is the suyefstrwa
government agencies to minimize citizen input into decision making” (p. 16&n iE
some degree of value is assigned to the information inputs gained from participatory
processes, there is still the argument that any improvement in decisional esiisarot
enough to validate the inefficiency introduced into the decisional process. Buast of
assumption is based on the difficulty of measuring certain quality improvements
(Thomas, 1990). Thomas (1990) recognizes that it is difficult to assign a value to the
greater consideration of quality-of-life concerns (p. 438). This means thedrtiepant

may perceive a significant increase in the outcome quality while theyadees not.
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This contributes to a more general disparity in the goal determination betvesenesg
and participants. Thomas (1990) points out that there is a tendency for publics to
perceive a negotiated outcome as positive while the agency is measucnyesit
against “programmatic goals” (p. 438). This point is further complicated iagssmed
that these programmatic goals were developed for the better servieepoiic to begin
with. Another criticism is that public meetings have non-representativeipants.

Carson (2009) cites evidence that public meeting attendees are not repvesentat
of their larger demographic. Roberts (2004) also notes that there is a need fmbiake
meetings representative of more than just a “subset” of the population. There meevide
to suggest that although the attendees of public meetings are not representiéive of
larger demographic (Berstein & Norwood, 2008; Carson, 2009) they may still be
representative of the interests and concerns of the larger population (Chesel& Pur
1999). However, this value does not mitigate the concerns of effectivelgeapng all
effected interests or the concerns of addressing disparities betwesroleyelernance.
This is a particular concern on the federal level, because a progrargoetaesigned
for the service of a national public may conflict with public interests on a I(stze or
municipal) level and results in prioritization of interests (Liu & Horsl&Q7).

In summary of the agency perspective, public meetings are likely to be seen as
inefficient, not representative and potentially contentious. Thesesmgcuggest that
the summed value of a meeting’s informational products and the relational gains do not
validate a significant expenditure of resources. In essence, agenciesiticale
evaluations of both the processes and outcomes of public meetings, mostly from a

resource expenditure standpoint and based on a cost/benefit analysis (Roberts, 2004;
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Jacobs, 1997).

From the perspective of the publics, public meetings: are time consuming, do not
actually influence decision making processes, and are only used to legitimat
predetermined actions. Putin comparable cost benefit terms, the small likelitbed of
actual effect on the agency’s processes does not warrant the expendigsiofes,
particularly with regards to time. What is noteworthy in reviewing theatiiee which
describes public dissatisfaction in public meetings (Carson, 2008; McComas, 2001,
McComas, 2001b; McComas, 2003; Sharp, Smith, & Patton, 2002) is that the
dissatisfaction is targeted at the agencies’ utilization of the infammahd not
necessarily the information-gathering mechanism. In other words, the publiogne
may not be broken as a vehicle, but the process to which it contributes may be in need of
redress.

A similar conclusion can be arrived at in examination of the agency smsgoof
public meetings. These criticisms center upon a cost benefit analysisicafigcone in
which the informational quality of outcomes does not warrant the expenditure of
resources to conduct the meeting. This gives rise to the minimalist exectipublic
meetings by an agency. However, it stands to reason that if the benefit gtexe ii
would warrant the cost. Pursuant to this logic, there are two ways in which the benefi
can be increased, that is, that the informational value of the public participation can be
increased. Either the quality of the information produced can be increased, or the
processes by which the information is incorporated within the agency can be improved to
gain more value from the information. Existing public relations literature waigigest

that both of these aspects may be improved through the application of strategic public
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relations principles (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002; Ledingham, 2006). The
publics’ criticism of public meetings can also be addressed in applyingiticgofes of

this literature to the legally required public meeting format.

Excellence Theory: The International Association of Business Communicators (IABC)
funded the Excellence study to codify the most effective practices of publionsl and
guantify how these practices contributed to the business bottom line (Dozier, Lg,Gruni
& J. Grunig, 1995). The paradigm model identified “situational publics,” "synicaétr
communication,” "environmental scanning," and access to the "dominant coagion"
several of the defining aspects of excellent public relations prograozsefDL. Grunig,

& J. Grunig, 1995; L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002; J. Grunig & Jaatinen, 1999; J.
Grunig, 1997; J. Grunig & Repper, 1992).

Symmetrical Communication: L. Grunig, J. Grunig and Dozier (2002) provide the

following definition of symmetrical public relations:

Two-way symmetrical public relations attempts to balance the itdesEthe
organization and its publics, is based on research, and uses communication to
manage conflict with strategic publics. As a result, two-way symeaétri

communication produces better long-term relationships with publics. (p. 15)

Conversely, asymmetrical public relations represent “a zero sum game” cim tivai
organization wins only if the public or publics lose (Dozier, L. Grunig & J. Grunig, 1995,
p. 12). Itis important to note that within the most developed, new model of symmetry,
both forms of public relations, symmetrical and asymmetrical, are entpioyeder to
achieve a mutually advantageous and balanced relationship between an ooyeaindhti

its publics in the long term. This application of game theory emphasizes “recgmio#i
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organization’s and the public’s interest” (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 309)
but flexibility in communication tactics suggested in the new model does noedheat
continuum of outcomes described by Cameron and associates in contingency theory
(Cancel, Cameron, Sallot, & Mitrook, 1997; Cancel, Mitrook, & Cameron, 1999).
Essentially, symmetry is not contingent. This agency emphasis on collaboration a
consensus in symmetrical communication dovetails with the "criteria of csusand
compromise” by which publics weigh outcomes of public meetings. (Murray, 1983, p. 61
cited in Thomas, 1990, p. 438).

The primary point is that symmetrical communication seeks a relationshap whi
is mutually beneficial to both the organization and its publics (L. Grunig, J. G&unig
Dozier, 2002). The underlying concept is that balanced relationships with key publics
improves the operating environment of the organization and thus contributes to goal
attainment (L. Grunig, J. J. Grunig & Dozier, 2002, p.123)

Excellence and Government Agencies: J. Grunig (2006) argues that the lack of
symmetrical communication, which typifies government agencies in théemaestudy,
does not preclude the application of excellence principles. On the contrary, Dozier
Grunig, and J. Grunig (1995) note that the public affairs function in governmentesgenc
typically has access to the dominant coalition, which allows for such application.
Research conducted by Grunig and Jaatinen (1999) also suggests that syinmetric
communication and excellence principles are applicable to government agehcie
feature of government agencies is exclusive to the application of symmetrical
communication than agencies would benefit from such application, and those vehicles

which facilitate symmetrical dialogue.
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According to the excellence study, government agencies have thexealnt
public relations practices when compared to non-profit organizations, corporations and
non-governmental organizations (Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995). Government
agencies are least likely to employ symmetrical communicationiggaend favor
asymmetrical communications the most (Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995; L
Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002). This lack of symmetry seems contrary to the publ
service responsibilities of government agencies (Liu & Horsley, 2007). Ramakey
Steinbauer substantiate this assumption: “A form of public service motivation maa bee
part of discourse in public administration for a long time” (1999, p. 23). J. Grunig (1997)
also notes that the responsiveness offered by symmetrical communicatioa is not
condition contingent upon the interests of the agency: "If the agency does not
communicate with the publics it affects, these publics will demand the agency’
attention” (p. 247). These representative quotations illustrate that governmecieag
have a particularly strong motivation to communicate openly with publics and strive for
long term relationships which are mutually beneficial (Dozier, L. Grunid, &runig,

1995; J. Grunig & Jaatinen, 1999; Rainey & Steinbauer, 1999; Liu & Horsley, 2007).

Another particularly telling example of the need for public involvement in
agencies of the government is in a report of a National Research Council (NRC)
committee evaluating the U.S. Army’s chemical stockpile disposal progr&a,(N
2000). The U.S. Army represents an institution whose missions represent a delicate
balance of civil and organizational control (Gibson & Snider, 1999) in which undue
civilian influence in decisional processes represents a threat to this bafensach, it is

particularly telling that even the U.S. Army has been advised to “develog@aprof
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increased scope aimed at improving communication with the public” and to “identify
relevant stakeholders and... solicit input from them” (p. 1). A third recommendation
more specifically references aspects of public participation: “TheyAmd the Chemical
Stockpile Disposal Program management at all levels must make an idcrease
commitment to public involvement throughout the entire program” (p. 1). This example
further illustrates that government agencies should seek to incorporate public

participation within their decision making processes.

Environmental Scanning: Environmental scanning is defined as a public
relations function by which practitioners gather information from sourcesnato the
organization to provide context for strategic decision making (Dozier, L. GEudig
Grunig, 1995; L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002). The excellence theory of public
relations is based, in part, upon systems theory and aspects of organizational
effectiveness (Eisenberg, Goodall Jr., & Trethewey, 2007). The “systespepive”
recognizes that “changes in the environment affect the organization” §hig>4.

Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p.93). The environment consists of those external systems and
publics that may affect the organization and its processes. Consistent with dlgechiol
metaphor, a system which is affected by its environment must achieve honseegtasi
external pressures in order to exist and function. In order to remain sensikiige to t
environment the public relations function acts as “the eyes and ears of the diganiza

(L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 93). This means that public relations should
gather information on external actors in order to predict both the effect of an
organization’s decisions on its environment and the effects of the environment on the

organization.
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Public meetings offer an opportunity for the public relations function to gather
environmental information. The previous discussion on situational public suggests that
meeting participants are most likely to represent active publics. Actblie pwe the
most likely to have a direct effect on an organization (Dozier, L. Grunig&G&uhig,

1995, p. 31). ltis the role of public relations to act as environmental scanner and identify
aspects of the environment that will potentially affect the organizationr(lnig J.

Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 93). Considering these points, it is to the advantage of the
organization to engage in a real dialogue with participants during public me€itings
also important that the public relations function gather information from publiesgdut
in organizational decisions. The rationale for this particular role is subgbgue
discussed in terms of internal activism.

Internal Activism: Environmental scanning is meant “to provide valuable information
to strategic decision-makers about the consequences of organizational deciditimes
consequences sought by stakeholders” (J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 2001, p. 15). This
description indicates the role the public relations function has in advocating tiestsite
of publics in internal agency decisional processes. L. Grunig (2008) has alsbetks
this role as that of the “thinking heart” within the organization (p. 120) This
conceptualization of public relations emphasizes the ethical and logical inputs in
organizational decisions. Holtzhausen (2007) describes this role differentlytsugges
that it should be closer to that of an activist within the organization. This role suggests
public relations acts as a counterpoint to organizational interests in delgBimresses.
This creates a tension of interests that may be otherwise absent W#senet an

internal actor actively advocating for the interests of the key publics. oftstractive
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criticism of organizational interests ensures that decisions are nithdeowsideration of
environmental consequences. This improves the effectiveness of decisionalesutcom
and the greater consideration of public interests allows for more symahetri
relationships with publics.

This concept of using the public relations function as an internal advocate of
publics’ interests has particular application to the topic of public meetingsorCa
(2009) notes that public involvement offers a means of increasing a sense ofiagency
participants (towards decisional outcomes) (p. 1643); this is conditional on dieast
points. First, it implies that public input is in fact taken for action, such that the fina
outcome is recognizably related to the original input. Secondly, the input of the
participants must not be perceived as legitimization of a predeterminatbdgdiotion,
2005). Internal representation of publics’ interests would reduce the prevalence of
formalistic meetings and the segregation of participatory processesasiom
processes. A major criticism of public meetings is that they are only usajititondde
preexisting decisions (Motion, 2005) and that the meeting itself is effecphaglyantry
and merely appeasement of legal requirements. In order to facilitatg gton
relationship with participating publics, there is a need for agencies to aeodd what
Roberts (2004) describes as “legitimating” or “instrumental” meetipng324). In order
to give value to publics’ participation, the incorporation of the input must not appear to
be contingent upon its synchrony with agency objectives. Instead, this input should be an
influence in the codetermination of these objectives. This codetermination could be
achieved with a public relations function that acted as an internal activist battak of

publics (Holtzhausen, 2002 & 2007).
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Dominant Coalition: J. Grunig and L. Grunig (2001) note that environmental scanning
“provides essential information for the public affairs staff to participatbe strategic
planning and decision-making processes of the organization” (p. 22). In order for this
information to have value, access to those people that influence organizationahdecisi
or the dominant coalition, is necessary to empower the public relations function and
apply this information to the organization’s management functions. Dozier, L. Grunig
and J. Grunig (1995) define the dominant coalition as “the group of individuals within an
organization with the power to affect the structure of the organization, define its
missions, and set its course through strategic choices the coalition makes). (They
go on to explain that this coalition does not need to be formally defined within the
organizational hierarchy, but can instead be those who informally influenceodsas
an effect of their control of resources (Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995, p. 15).
Recognizing that informal influencers affect decisional processewbas t
implications. The first is that the public relations function does not need to have direct
and formal influence in order to provide input into decisional processes. This can be
done through informal counseling or by other, indirect means (Berger, 2007). As
suggested earlier (J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 2001), being in control of the infronmad
resources gathered through environmental scanning may be a means fonig¢theas
influence the public relations function has in or on the dominant coalition.
A second implication of informal influence processes is that the formallyedkfi
structures that frame participatory processes may not adequately goyuice
information products to input into decisional processes. For example, if public rseeting

are handled on a “functional level,” the inputs may never effect strategstoshsc(J.
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Grunig, L. Grunig & Dozier, 2002, p. 91; Steyn, 2007). This not only frustrates the
publics’ goal of influence through participation, but it also fails to utilizemiodlly

valuable information regarding the organization’s environment. It is necebaatii¢

public relations function be empowered to effect strategic decisions in ordey for i
informational resources to lend value to such decisions.

Continuing the Dialogue: Even after environmental information has been received by
the dominant coalition, there is still a need to follow up on public involvement with
continued dialogue. Chess and Purcell (1999) highlight this need when they observed,
“the majority of the studies found that meetings influenced government detigons
2686). This finding is contrary to the perception of public participation processes as
tokenism, and illustrates the added responsibility the agency bears in ithgstinat

effects of public involvement even after the fact. This illustrates the pdtiemtaapublic

to be dissatisfied with the effects of their participation, despite its incaoiqomithin

agency decisional processes. It is both within the spirit of disclosure and tetiuy’'a

best interest to highlight the specific effects that participatory psesdsad in decision
outcomes. It is also necessary to attend to the, often neglected, converse and explai
where and why participatory inputs had no effect in such outcomes.

Public Affairs and Public MeetingsApplication of these theoretical principles in public
relations literature offers an opportunity to address the criticisms otpubkktings.

Vigoda (2002) suggests that failing to address these criticisms and thanesul
“administrative-democratic turmoil” will lead to further skepticism in paliplarticipants

(p- 538). The previous review of literature has established that there is a tensi@nbetwe

the legal and theoretical need for participatory processes and the detrahtrese
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processes. The previous review has also suggested that public meetings mayaprovide
appropriate and convenient vehicle for participation. What is left to be expldred is
agencies use public meetings to meet the needs for participation while retthecoogts

and barriers to themselves and their publics. The second research question examines
practitioners understand and execute public meetings.

RQ2: How do public affairs officers in government agencies make meaning of public
meetings?

The second research questions seeks to explore how public affairs officers make
meaning of public meetings. Specifically, the question explores how the pantiscipa
perceive the purpose and value of public meetings and how they perceive thair role
meeting efforts. The concept of making meaning rests on the assumptionakeateal
reality in which meaning is “imposed on objects, events, and the like by people” rathe
than “intrinsically attached” (Berg, 2009, p. 10). Understanding the practgioner
perspectives of public meetings provides a starting point for discussing ticaapplof
theoretical prescriptions. The reconciliation of practical and theoreticsggmives is

the basis of the collaborative determination of a co-created reality.

The exploration of meaning making highlights the factors that contribute to the
cultivation of the practitioners’ perspectives. This will speak to whetngrgment
agencies are maximizing upon their requirements for using public meetingstbewhe
their meeting efforts represent a "minimalist" (McComas, 2001, p. 38) valisitic”
(Heberlein, 1976, p. 200; McComas, 2001, p. 38) approach to their execution. This will

examine the practitioner’s perspective of the informational value publicngedénd to
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agency decision making. These findings are discussed in terms of the purpayesisand

(e.g. Informing strategic decisions) of public relations suggested lexta#ience theory.

Relationship Managemen&mphasizing aspects of co-determination and mutual effect
is consistent with the systems perspective and has spurred a growing CORS8ITSYIS
public relations scholars that relationships are, or should be, the focal elempehtiof
relations (Hon & J. Grunig, 1999; L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002; Ledingham,
2006; Yang, 2005; Yang & J. Grunig, 2005). The systems perspective and other
influences of the excellence theory suggest that interdependent relatiossisip

between an organization and other external actors (L. Grunig, J. Grunig,i&r [k895).
Hung (2005) also recognizes that interdependent relationships are an inheveatdeat
the systems perspective and suggest that “public relations and public a&dire a
management of interdependence” (p. 395). The significance of these interdependent
relationships to the organization is the fundamental premise for relationshipemardag
theory in public relations. Recognizing this significance, Bruning, Dials, amkiaShi
(2007) quantitatively supported the concept that a public’s perception of its relationship
with an organization affects “the level of support that a public may provide to an
organization” (p. 29). This offers empirical evidence to the primary proposition of
relationship management, that a positively perceived organization-publionmshkap

(OPR) is beneficial to the organization. This also substantiates the “intuitdddienfe
establishing and developing long term relationships with strategic pubtiasigB,

DeMiglio, & Embry, 2006, p. 34; Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995).

J. Grunig (2006) has suggested that future public relations research should focus

on cultivating and maintaining relationship between an organization and its publics. L.
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Grunig, J. Grunig and Dozier (2002) had previously advocated scholarship’s focus on
relationships by stating, “the central concept of public relations should beldbienship
between an organization and its publics" (p. 548). Even practitioners are supporting the
growth of this research area, calling for the further development and dipplioca
relationship management and its measures (Bronn, 2008; Penning, 2007). Collectively,
there is a growing unaminity that relationships are the focal element of pelbtions

(for examples see Bronn, 2008; Bruning, Castle & Schrepfer, 2004; Bruning, DeMiglio,

Embry, 2006; Ki & Hon 2007; Ledingham, 2001; Ledingham, 2003).

Public relations scholarship has already studied applications of relationship
management theory in a variety of contexts including a utility company,rsitigs,
media, and multinational corporations (Bruning, Dials, & Shirka, 2008; Christen, 2004;
Hung, 2005; Ledingham & Bruning, 2007; Sung & Yang, 2008; Vorvoreanu, 2006;
Wilson, Stavros, & Westberg, 2008; Yang & Grunig, 2005). Those relationships studied
have been discussed in terms of an extensive list of variables and attributésgacl
reciprocity, trust, credibility, mutuality, mutual legitimacy, mutual gpatutual
satisfaction, mutual understanding, control mutuality, openness, satisfadatione
commitment, personal commitment, involvement, investment, interdependence,
communal relationship, community involvement, community improvement, affective
intimacy, relationship termination cost, non-retrievable investment, reputation,
anthropomorphism, adaptation, professional benefit/expectation, the comparison of
alternatives, comparison of level of alternatives, communication linkagueusds,
immediacy and dominance-submission, comfort with relational dialecictson,

summate constructs, structural bonds, social bonds, passion, emotion, intimacyyintimac
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and similarity, and shared technology (Bruning, DeMiglio, & Embry, 2005; Yadg &
Grunig, 2005; Bruning, Castle, & Schrepfer, 2004; Toth, 2000; Ledingham & Bruning,

1998).

Hon and J. Grunig (1999) developed a parsimonious and reliable set of outcome
measures for determining the relative quality of a relationship based on taptjpers of
the involved public. These relationship outcomes included commitment, control
mutuality, trust, and satisfaction, and originally included two relationshigtype
communal and exchange in the discussion of these outcomes (Hon & J. Grunig, 1999, p.
3). Hon and J. Grunig (1999) used “outcomes” rather than “outputs” in order to measure
communication procesffectsand not the “short termgroductsof communication
activities (p. 2). Measuring these outcomes provides a snapshot of an individual
relationship’s health, in order to better strategically manage comntionicasources in
maintaining numerous relationships. J. Grunig (2002) also developed qualitative
measures of these same outcomes. This provides a set of qualitative refationshi
measures that can be directly referenced to quantitatively supported outcomes. The
parsimony, reliability, and qualitative adaptation of these outcomes wgaicgint in
the decision to use these measures in this study. Ultimately, | chose toerwdy the
four relationship outcomes in order to focus on the quality of the relationship without

discussing a specific typology.

Hon and J. Grunig (1999) provided specific definitions for the four relationship
outcomes. Control mutuality is defined as “the degree to which parties agree onswho ha
the rightful power to influence one another” (p. 3). Trust is measured based on
perceptions of “integrity,” “dependability,” and “competence” (p. 3). This ind&that
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trust is measured as an effect of a relational partner’s perception ofi¢is ability to
accurately say what they will do, and effectively reliably do what theyresy will do.
Commitment measures the degree to which a relational partner is willingritam the
relationship. Hon and J. Grunig (1999) differentiate between emotion and actied relat
dimensions of commitment and describe these dimensions as affective and continuance
commitment, respectively (p. 3). Finally, satisfaction measures both tiieeredit and

goal fulfillment perceptions of a relationship.

Collectively, measuring these relationship outcomes provide a means of
evaluating relationship quality. This evaluation allows the public relationagea to
determine which relationships are in need of further maintenance andetis eff
maintenance efforts. In this study, | use qualitative measures of theseneatto frame
the investigation of how public meetings potentially affect relationships. EdbbsH
outcomes has the potential to be affected by the participatory processesof publi
meetings. Control mutuality can be directly related to the degree thaipartin affects
decisional outcomes. Trust is likely to be affected based on perceptions of whether t
agency is only conducting the meeting to legitimate prior decisions and to gedet le
requirements. Perceptions of trust and control mutuality can affect theaeffolic is
willing to put into maintaining a relationship. Considering this, commitment is also
likely to be affected depending on whether their interests are likely trbeand
transparently considered. Satisfaction also has the potential to be affethedoiblic
meeting experience. More facilitative participation processes caaa$e the cost
perceptions of the participating public. The more thorough consideration of thespublic

interests may also increase their appraisal of benefits.
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Considering the growing emphasis in observing relationships in public rejations
and the multiplicity of metrics and points of measure, there is a need to examine how
agency practitioners perceive public meetings as affecting theiorslhips. This is the

purpose of the third research question.

RQ3: How do public affairs officers perceive the effect of public meetngsgency-
public relationships?

This question explores whether practitioners perceive a relationship betwiegulkitie
meeting efforts and their relationships with the involved publics. This alsorespf
and how metrics are used to substantiate this link between public meetings and
relationships. Finally, this question implicitly addresses the more depgstion of
whether the practitioners even perceive a relationship as existing hetwagency and

meeting participants, and if so, in which cases.

Synthesis:  This review of literature has discussed perceptions of publics, the ideals of
participatory processes in governance, public meetings, and the public reladiomsst

of excellence and relationship management. The discussion of these topics should have
yielded five main points: (1) public participation in the decisional processes of
government agencies is required both by law and to ensure responsible governance; (2)
public participation has potential value in decisional processes of goverageies;

(3) public meetings may offer an opportunity for participation and informatiamgha

(4) theory suggests that the public affairs function should seek to identfyalkactors

and gather environmental information to determine potential effects on the adggncy; (
existing theory also suggests the public relations function should seek tosbastaioli

develop positive relationships where interdependencies exist with thesekattors.
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These theoretical propositions collectively warrant the exploration of hawciage

understand and associate the concepts of publics, public meetings and relationships
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CHAPTER Il

METHODOLOGY

Research Design: The study employs a descriptive research strategy (Forzano &
Gravetter, 2009, p. 149) to examine how public affairs officers in government agencies
use and understand public meetings. This provides an examination of the application of
the focal concepts of publics, public meetings and relationships within government
agencies. The data consist of the results from 20 interviews with public affaiess or
communication practitioners in different agencies of federal and sta¢éergnent. These
responses reflect an outreach effort which consisted of hundreds of emails and phone
calls to over 60 state and federal agencies over several months. The levéisi$ &na

the public affairs function and the individual interview is the unit of this analysis Thi
data is analyzed using the theoretical frameworks of excellence thedmglationship
management theory as the analytical framework. The subsequent discegsws the
sampling process and the development of the interview instrument or protocol.
Interviewees The data were based on 20 interviews with communication practitioners in
state and federal government agencies. The practitioners’ offices sihdrpbitles

either included “public affairs” or indicated an external communication fm¢t.g.

public information, outreach, external communication). All practitioners werdable
provide insight on their respective agencies’ communication practices. Theaweesgi

were from nine regulatory federal agencies, five non-regulatorydiagencies, four

regulatory state agencies, and two non-regulatory state agenciesedé@éra fgencies
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came from a variety of departments including: Department of Agriculepartment of
Justice, Department of Commerce, Department of Interior, Departmerdredpbrtation,
Department of Homeland Security, and Department of Defense. Thegdat@es came
from Virginia, Maryland and Missouri.

The interviewees were selected using both "purposive” (or "judgmentdl”) an
convenience sampling (Berg, 2009, p. 50). The sampling is purposive because it
maintained the function level of analysis and sought to represent the broaddsé possi
variety of government agencies. The sample initially drew from fedesatcaes listed in
the federal register as having conducted or intending to conduct a public meeting. Due
the lack of response to my interview invitations, | expanded the sample soulice to a
federal agencies. | also employed snow ball sampling based on the recotionsrafa
interviewees and government communicator networks. This adaptation in sampling
should not significantly mitigate the findings because the purpose of the stiey i
examination of the use and understanding of concepts in government agencies, but does

not suggest that it is a survey of all practices in all agencies and agpesy t

Responsive Interviews The primary vehicle for data collection in this study is
responsive interviewing. The purpose of qualitative interviewing is “to hean¢haing

of what interviewees are telling [us]” (H. Rubin and I. Rubin, 2005, p. 14). H. Rubin and
l. Rubin (2005) describe responsive interviewing as self-reflective gtirdend flexible

(p. 30). H. Rubin and I. Rubin (2005) stress the interviewer's role as the instrument of
measure and the resulting importance of identifying subjectivities in ratatjpns

through the interviewer's self reflection. The protocol maintains the fligxiiiggested

by H. Rubin and I. Rubin (2005) by using the protocol as a "conversational guide” (p.
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147) in what Berg (2009) describes as a "semistandardized" interview {@rmias).

The use of open-ended questions that are not leading towards a particular rdgpesse a
for greater depth and accuracy. The resulting data focus on a rich descriptien of t
practitioners’ perceptions of publics and public meetings and their perceiveidoaffec
agency-public relationships. My protocol adapted an exigtiotgcol developed by J.

Grunig (2002) in order to frame the discussion of relationship effects.

The previously described principles of qualitative interviewing were apmied t
the established qualitative instrument provided by J. Grunig (2002) which examines
relationship quality based on the relationship outcomes previously developed by Hon and
Grunig (1999). J. Grunig (2002) suggests that the indicators targeted in his protocol
"provide a good measure for evaluating relationships” (p. 1). The section obtagqd
adapted from this set of questions used the "grand-tour questions" and probes suggested
in J. Grunig (2002) for exploring how practitioners perceive an effect on relationiships
terms of these relationship outcomes. Grunig’'s suggested protocol addredseshep
typologies as well, but | focus on relationship outcomes and not the distinction of
communal/exchange relationships. In other words, | wanted to discuss the quthléy of
relationship with the greater validity that is borrowed from using an establimethod,
but I do not wish to suggest that the relationship falls within a particular typology. The
guestions instead explore only the interviewees’ perceptions of how the publiegneet
affected the practitioners’ perceptions of their relationships with their gublibe

protocol is included as Appendix 1.

Protocol: The protocol can be broken up into the following sections: "rapport

building" questions (Berg, 2009, p. 130), "tough” questions (H. Rubin & I. Rubin, 2005,
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p. 118), and follow-ups. As Berg (2009) suggests, the first set of questions focuses on
building a sense of rapport with the interviewee. This gets the interviewdertaiie
speaking and more likely to provide depth or detail to their responses. Given the broad
nature of these interviews and the likely time constraints, the rapport building lstte
necessarily brief. Rapport questions address the interviewee’s role thighi

organization and a description of duties.

The majority of the questions were broken up by the research question they
address, with questions three through six addressing the first researcbrgsesten
through nine addressing the second, and ten through fifteen addressing the third. The
apparent lack of balance in research question/protocol question distribution was due to
the nature of the protocol questions. Question nine was a particularly broad question
with multiple probes. This question provided a substantial exploration of the second

research question.

The third research question addressed multiple outcomes, so the protocol uses
both broad questions and a series of narrower questions addressing public meetings’
effects on specific relationship outcomes. Specifically, questions 10 and “btaare
tour” questions that provide a general address of agency-public relatiottshipside
context for the discussion of individual relationship outcomes (J. Grunig, 2002, p. 4).

The "Grand Tour" questions are adapted from J. Grunig's (2002) questions developed for
using qualitative research to describe relationship outcomes in organizational-publ
relations. The focal subject has been changed from a broad discussion of relationships t
a broad description of the public meeting’s affect on relationships. Questions 12115 off

a narrower address of how public meetings specifically affect p@vos of control
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mutuality, trust, commitment and satisfaction. These protocol questions rel#ted t

third research question, which received the most significant adaptation dweiagttial
interviews. This was because relationship building efforts were frequeemtydered
outside the purview of public affairs. Follow-up questions were situational, and $ought
develop why relationship building was not associated with the interviewees’

communication efforts.

The final questions provided an opportunity for interviewees to give contact
information for follow up, suggest questions for future use, and ask any questions they
had regarding my research. This provided the opportunity for snowball sampling by
referral (Berg, 2009). This also provided an opportunity to adapt the protocol to better

address the apparent segregation of public affairs and public involvement.

Consent and ConfidentialityThis portion of the study involved human participants and
required that an application be submitted to the University of Maryland institutional
research board (IRB). Consent form were presented to interviewees, revigwed, S
and returned. Consent for audio taping was also confirmed in the recording of the
interviews. Interviews were recorded via digital voice recorder fastrgtion

purposes. Only agency abbreviations, designating whether the intervieweeavas i
state/federal and non-regulatory/regulatory agency, were used on the ttansa@igder

to maintain confidentiality. Names were recorded on the consent forms so donsent
were secured and stored separately from interview transcripts. Tpaiosisriand

consent forms will be maintained in separate locked locations with the primargitstude
investigator. The IRB approval and consent form are included as Appendix 2.

Reflexivity  Reflexivity has important implications to the validity of the qualitative
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findings (Berg 2009, p. 198). H. Rubin and I. Rubin (2005) suggest, "you have to
sensitize yourself to these biases and learn to compensate for your ow(ps|agj’
There are several aspects of my specific demographic which may hagalpannport
on my interpretation of the qualitative findings. These aspects include mygeacker,
age, vocation and education. | am a white male in my late 20's studying at thiesitinive
of Maryland, College Park while serving active duty with the United Stadzast@uard.
White and male are demographics generally associated with thetgnajdregemonic
structures (Mcintosh, 2008; Bagilhole, 2002). My familiarity with this demographic
requires me to be more sensitive to marginalized perspectives in conductiageasch
in order to ensure the inclusiveness of the data. Where possible, | report qualitative
findings in the interviewees' own voices in order to ensure the findings reported are
representative of the participants.

My professional and academic affiliations also have the potential to introduce
subjectivity into the interpretation of qualitative findings. | am a member of a
government agency (U.S. Coast Guard) and | am studying the practices of gavernm
agencies. This may introduce a positivity bias in my reflections on the conduct and
processes of such agencies. As such, | have sought to use the maximum sampbd sizes t
were logistically feasible in order to provide corroboration of the findingia Hot feel
that my academic affiliation invites any such positivity bias; howevekrnaeledge its
potential. Dr. Elizabeth Toth and Dr. Linda Aldoory are currently faculty in the
University of Maryland communication department and the authors of Excelleocg, the
Drs. James and Larissa Grunig, are also retired faculty. | feel yhaview of literature

substantiates any evaluations of these authors' work in this thesis.
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Validity: The use of multiple interviewees provides what Denzin (1978, p. 295)
refers to as triangulation of “person” (Denzin cited in Berg, 2009, p. 7; Thurmond, 2001,
p. 254). This triangulation of data strengthens the "internal validity" ofttioly $Berg,
2009, p.6; Forzano & Gravetter, 2009, p. 157) and will "add rigor, breadth, complexity,
richness and depth to any inquiry" (Denzin, 2005, p. 5). The study will also review
multiple sources of data. The number and variety of participants helps ensugertioé
the examination and ensures a fuller description of the findings. Additionally, the use of
interviewees from multiple government agencies may broaden the appticabdst of
the findings and thus increase the transferability of the conclusions.

It is important to note that there are different definitions for validity astsat
with quantitative and qualitative methods. Kvale (1995) highlights the incongruence of
gualitative data with modern definitions of validity, particularly with regandsxternal
validity and reliability (Forzano & Gravetter, 2009). Kvale (1995) suggests tyatifli
gualitative research can be considered in the form of craftsmanship validity,
communicative validity and pragmatic validity. Qualitative data adds rishares depth,
but is inherently subjective. As such, the craftsmanship validity described by Kva
(1995) is particularly important to the observation and association of interview data.
Essentially, the researcher is the primary instrument in the collecitbmerpretation of
qualitative findings, so the validity of such findings are a function of the resgarch
conduct, ethics and background. This requires that | be reflexive in the intéoprefa
my qualitative data, the processes of its collection and its ultimatenpatsa.
Reliability: ~ For this research, rigor, reflexivity, and design description will increase

the likelihood that another researcher could conduct the same experiment, underethe s
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conditions, and yield similar results. However, the implicitly contextual eatiithe
qualitative findings limits the concern for their complete replicabiityale, 1995). This
aspect of reliability could have been increased with a second coder reviewingrttes

but one was not used in this research.

Data AnalysisThe data were aggregated and categorized based on the research
guestion they answered. The following steps summarize the process of datmaggr

and analysis:

1. All interviews were transcribed and reviewed for discussions of publicsg publi

meetings and agency-public relationships.

2. The discussions of publics were aggregated and reviewed. This aggregated data
were discussed in terms of how the data suggests publics are identified and

understood by practitioners.

3. The practitioners’ understanding of publics was compared to the theories of

publics to examine the consistencies and differences.

4, The discussions of public meetings were aggregated and reviewed. This
aggregated data were discussed in terms of how the data suggests practitioner’s

make meaning of public meetings.

5. The practitioner’s aggregated perceptions of public meetings and their eakie w
compared to the theoretical propositions of excellence theory to examine the

consistencies and differences.
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The discussions of public meetings’ effects on agency-public relationships was
aggregated and reviewed. This aggregated data were discussed in terms of what

aspects of public meetings effect which relationship outcomes.

The practitioner’s perception of the effects on agency-public relationseips w
considered with regards to its application to Hon and J. Grunig’s (1999)

relationship outcomes.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

The similar and reoccurring responses in the interview data were ¢a¢elgoto
themes. The themes were then broken up based on their relevance to the thide resear
guestions. These themes are then discussed in terms of the relevant theory @n order t
answer the research questions. This section will provide the list of themws w
emerged from the data, categorized by research question.

The themes for each research question of first listed as they emergetidrom t
data in the voice of the interviewees, that is, maintaining their languagetirethes.

The themes are then interpreted and aggregated to facilitate a discussiam of the
significance in terms of the relevant theory. The explicit transifimms an “emic” to an
“etic” expression of the themes indicates my ownership of the descriptionstagdrézs
as my interpretations of the data (Potter, 1996, p. 85).

Research Question 1. How are publics defined by public affairs officecva@mgnent

agencies?

Agency Publics The first research question sought to explore how government
agencies identify and define their publics. The protocol asked questions to elicit the
practitioners’ descriptions of who their publics were, how they were detainand

what their relationship was to their respective agencies. Accordinglputiiies-related
themes that emerged from the interview data related to types of publics anitetiee by

which practitioners identified them. These themes included: the general publitic spec
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publics, legislative publics, internal publics, agency partners, media, [@sctiécs

publics, affect oriented determination, diverse publics, sense of service, pateayal
requirement, agency-culture, personality effects, and relationship pafhese themes
generally address who the agency’s publics are and how the agencyirueteatsn

publics. These themes are aggregated based on their commonalities in ordegriogefer

the interviewees’ collective perceptions through the discussion.

Perceptions of the General PublicThe general public is described by the interviewees
as a mass audience of their communication efforts. A team leader in egntateney
federal agency describes why she perceives this mass audiencdisasigta public
affairs. She says, “it's one of those dilemmas I think every public affarson gets into

is — you know, it goes back to that, “Are we reaching everybody?” The intergs
efforts to reach everyone accompany a thematic emphasis on a general public.
Practitioners ranged in their usage of this term, using it both as an umbrelfaitedl of
their publics and as a specific designation of a passive, amorphous audiencestieal is li
separately from the agency’s discrete publics. In essence, the terendigeublic”

either describes “everyone” or “everyone else” in the interviewees’ gaeaos of their
publics. The interviewees’ descriptions of a general public are significanideettey
collectively suggest the perceived significance of mass audiences.hdimis tarries
through to their broader descriptions of their communication efforts and theiiveerce
communication responsibilities.

An Inclusive General Publicfhe interview data suggested that one interpretation of the
general public is as an inclusive term describing all potential audieAgasblic affairs

officer in a regulatory state agency describes this perception oieaay@ublic as
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inclusive and “quite broad.” One interviewee refers to this broad audience as “the
general public at large” another as “the public across the board.” A seniatigoracin
a non-regulatory, federal agency further illustrated this broad use t&rthedescribing
his audience only as “The public... The average citizen and the media.” These
descriptions of a general audience did not necessarily preclude audieneats¢igm A
public affairs officer in a non-regulatory state agency gives amghea He explains,
“While we reach the general public there are times when we also reach pecitd s
segments of the population. Seniors, disabled, families, pet owners, various different
segments that may have somewhat different needs.” A practitioner in a ndatong
federal agency further describes the inclusive, umbrella concept of a gardraln
relation to specific segments. She says, “public is everybody out there, anduhen y
have different stakeholders within that public.”

A Separate General Public:The other interpretation of the general public that is
represented in the interview data is the view that the general public is atsepat
additional public requiring a separate communication effort. For example, a public
affairs director in a non-regulatory federal agency ends his list ofgsubith the catch-
all term, “...news media, interest groups, like Brookings and Heritage, the general
public.” This practitioner uses the term “general public” as a more definedoaddithis
list of publics, rather than a term indicating the inclusion of their other pubhdbis
sense, this interpretation of the general public is as a public different andtdistim
segmented publics, rather than their sum. Of these two interpretations of 'genera

public” the interviewed practitioners frequently used the term to describethi@svise
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non-differentiated, passive audience, but it is occasionally used as the unsegmented, a
inclusive umbrella term.

Requirement: The primary determinant of the interviewees’ perceived
responsibility to a general public was expressed in the theme of requirerhent. T
descriptions of requirements included perceptions of both inferred and explicit
requirements. These requirements were described in terms of exghatitdguirement,
requirements of agency policy, cultural requirements, and practical negquite The
explicit requirements included themes like external requirements, or lawsyemoya
policy. External requirements referred to descriptions of executive orkfedslation
that was imposed upon the agency rather than internally generated; agé&ncy pol
addressed internally generated requirements. The inferred requirencéuded themes
like agency culture, director personality, an individualized sense of servicdyeand t
requirements of best communication practice.

Laws and Policy as Explicit Requirementsegal requirement is often mentioned by
interviewees as a primary determinant of their communication publics. é&mwiawee in
a regulatory federal agency provides one example: “We are also requieed toy
answer each of the formal comments that we receive.” Another interviewee in a
regulatory federal agency corroborates that, “it's guided certainly gusalaws in
terms of... how the public should be engaged.” Policy requirements were similarly
described as a de facto determinants of communication efforts. An inteevie a
regulatory federal agency describes that, “We have a community involvement qoadi
that outlines in more general terms that we are continuing to provide opportuorities f

meaningful community involvement.” Another interviewee in a non-regulatory federal
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agency substantiates his determinations by saying, “It's a policy of theyageBoth
laws and policy, as explicit requirements, are described as at leadtgetdraninants of
who agencies communicate with.

Sense of Service and Personality as Cultural Companéatsnterviewee in a non-
regulatory state agency alludes to the effects of informal requiremdnts
determination of publics by saying, “sometimes it's a policy requirerghisometimes
it's just a sense of the mission of the agency.” He further explains the sensie e
requirement by saying, “there’s a sense of mission that is intemh&zmany of the
people at our department.” This sense of mission, or sense of service is described b
other interviewees as well. Internalized sense of service is mentionedrftigduy
interviewees and is referenced through the discussion of the three reseaticngjassa
theme describing the public sector communication context.

This sense of public service has been considered implicitly in previous
discussions of the public sector. For instance, Liu and Horsley (2007) citetViter
(1997) who describes this moral obligation as accompanying the political mandate of
public service (Viteritti in Liu & Horsley, 2007, p. 379). However, Liu and Horsley’
subsequent discussion of “public good” (p. 379) and the observations of other authors
(e.g. Euske, 2003; Allison, 1982) focus more on the structural effects of the lack of
“economic markets” in the public sector (Rainey, Pandey, & Bozeman, 1995, p. 568).
The interviewees instead emphasize an internalization of the “moral atotigati
described by Viteritti (Viteritti in Liu & Horsley, 2007, p. 379). The frequenai w
which the interviewees cite this “sense of service” as their impetus foeffeets

suggests that it is at least as significant as the legislative and pgjisyements. For
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instance, one interviewee in a non-regulatory state agency recognizes both esfloygnc
saying, “sometimes it’s a policy requirement and sometimes it's jstse ©f the

mission of the agency” and specifically saying, “there’s a sensessfanithat is
internalized by many of the people at our department.” Another interviewee in a non-
regulatory federal agency also suggests that this internalized senpietis exists

outside of policy, saying “I think it’s just part of our culture.”

The interviewees also mention the effects individual personalities have on
communication practices and the determination of publics. They most frequenthecite
personality of a senior manager or the director when describing how cepartsaof a
communication program are personality driven. An interviewee in a regulatieyaf
agency describes how personalities contribute to a sense of shared beksgfsdy &’s
just the philosophy of our director and the philosophy of a lot of the people who work
here.” Another interviewee in a regulatory federal agency explains, ltiper@onality
driven.”

The descriptions of an internalized sense of service, effects of individual
personalities, and shared perceptions were folded into the theme of culturamesois:.
These descriptions portrayed a sense of obligation that was not found in explicit
requirement or policy, and extended beyond the requirements of best practices. As one
public affairs officer in a non-regulatory federal agency describelink it's just part of
our culture in terms of public affairs.”

Cultural Requirement Agency culture effectively refers to unwritten or informal
policy. The term culture is used to reference the interviewees’ descriptians of

influential system of shared beliefs. This is consistent with Eisenberg, Gaondal
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Trethewey’s (2007) discussion of organizational culture as “as set of common &etlefs
values that prescribes a general view of order” (p. 127). This theme does notajyeear
an isolated environmental characteristic in academic discussions of the pciioliqlsel
& Horsley, 2007; Allison, 1982; Ring & Perry, 1985, Euske, 2003).
Practical Requirements:  The interviewees also describe practical requirements for
interacting with a general public. These requirements relate to percepfibest
communication practice. For example, an interviewee in a non-regulatorglfagency
provides an explanation of why her agency interacts with “a pretty diverse grbup”
publics, which includes “the general American public.” She explains, “You know, we
really can’t be effective as an agency and meet our mission... unless we knotheiha
needs are.”
The General Public and Requirement  These themes of requirement describe the
contextual factors which interviewees’ feel influence their determomaif their publics,
specifically their perceived responsibility to a general public. Howedwvetegrms general
public and publics were not exclusive; interviewees frequently described batkralge
public and segmented publics as their target audiences. As mentioned earlier,
interviewees either saw their primary audience as the general publicy sath¢he
general public as one of their audiences, among (and distinct from) other publids. Whi
communication with a general public was frequently substantiated by expiicfeoed
requirements, the communication with specific publics was described as haworg a
situational determination.

The recognition of cultural influences is subordinated to structural influences in

literature describing the public sector (e.g. Liu & Horsley, 2007; Liusldgr &
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Levenshus, In press; Euske, 2003; Allison, 1982; Rainey, Pandey, & Bozeman, 1995;
Ring & Perry, 1985). This sense of mission, or perceived responsibility to the public is
still a consistent theme in the interview data. While this may reflect avitgdiias on
the part of the interviewees, it still appears to be a factor which shapesdtigopex’s
motivation and perceptions of communication goals.
Specific Publics In addition to describing a general public, the interviewees also
described a variety of discrete, segmented publics. The interviewaaseimutiustries,
communities, consumer groups, interest groups, other agencies, and specific
demographics on their lists of publics. The interviewed practitioners use tlse term
stakeholder, constituency and public, sometimes interchangeably, but it seems obvious
that the underlying philosophy is best represented in the situational theoryio$ @ural
less by the stakeholder theory. This is made apparent in the intervieveeleshjrantly
effect-oriented determination of their communication counterparts.

The descriptions of segmented audiences differed from descriptions of a general
public in their characteristics and determination. The segmented publics werbet:
as discrete and situational groups which the agencies communicated withpedifie s
groups that an agency communicated with were, overall, very different, buivere
similarities in how communication efforts were distributed and how publics were
determined. The interviewees’ described that their responsibility toemaygrublic was
primarily a function of various requirements. The segmented publics werenatetd
situationally, and prioritized based on the agencies potential effect on thespuliliese
themes of effect-orientation and situation-specificity describe a @ah#ference in

interviewees’ determination of their general public audience and their seghpublics.
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Effect-Oriented and Situational Determination: Effect-orientation references the
interviewees’ descriptions of their determination as being based on an as#esism
those publics most affected by the agency. Note that this does not specaiéfzatiyce
the publics’ effect on the agency, as this received little mention in the ewedata, and
then, primarily in reference to intra-governmental publics. Issuefggycaddresses the
interviewees’ descriptions of how the determination of publics “depends on the issue
being discussed.”

The different agency practitioners individually described very differenb$ets
publics, but the publics were always related to the agency's area ofgmeriThe
interview data associated the determination of publics with sevetatdamcluding:
agency mission, regulatory responsibility, and the particular issue. Oniéqumacin a
federal regulatory agency said, “It truly depends on the issues beingsédcus
suggesting that both the public and the public’s activity are variable depending on the
agency’s mission. The interview data also suggests that the agency’s rgdulatton
may be a determinant of audience segmentation. This is implicitly suppgrtiee b
apparent connection between interviewees in non-regulatory agencieseng [@ss
emphasis on segmenting the general public. The data supports the intuitiveiagsociat
between an agency’s mission and its audiences. For example, a practitioreztarah f
regulatory agency which administers motor vehicle safety describes $timsepablics

as,

Trucking companies and bus companies... basically anybody that owns a truckhat bus

operates on a public highway could be our public. We also have of course, the safety
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advocacy groups that want to make sure that the highways are saés.Ubitons,

mechanic unions.

While these may be obvious determinants of audiences, the commonality in these
determinations of publics is how the agency affects its publics.

The determinants of mission, regulatory responsibility and issue also lend
themselves to the situational theory of publics, in which publics can be eitlver @cti
passive depending on the issue (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 324). The
interviewees’ describe conditionally active and issue oriented publics, whedtlylties
to the situational theory of publics. An interviewee in a regulatory fedgeaks gives
a general example of how publics’ activity relates to the issue, “When weahakges
to policy that restricts access, that changes a management strategye thee a lot more
public engagement from a lot of different groups.” The conclusion is that the
practitioners both segment situational publics and recognize an undifferentia¢ed| ge
public.

Diversity of Publics: The diversity of publics is a characteristic that frequently is
mentioned in academic literature (e.g. Euske, 2003, p. 5). This diversity of puldics wa
also suggested in the interview data. A public affairs officer in a reguladeydi

agency explains that the diversity of her agency’s publics relates to thiedomze of its
mission. She says, “our mission is just so large that we have marine rinaumdineaces,
we have seafood industry audiences, the list is never ending.” The diversity irs public
was frequently described by the interviewees in terms of regional difegem publics

as well as the overall expanse or number of publics. The interviewees note that thei

agencies’ publics vary regionally, which poses a significant challendesubany for
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federal agencies which have a national scope. An interviewee in a oegtéaleral
agency describes that different offices, “have different constituents, aveydifferent
publics that they're addressing as well and there’s different cultuldse”interviewees’
descriptions of their publics’ regional diversity suggests a distributed owperfs
agency-public relationships. An interviewee in a regulatory state agesayb@s that
determination of publics is localized due to regional differences. She sayg, ¢fifioss
have direct contact and develop relationships and identify the audiences for their
particular region.” The interviewees’ descriptions of their publics’ diwehsghlights
that interactions with specific publics and the subsequent agency-public rélgsoase
differentiated geographically as well as situationally.

Publics at Public Meetings:The publics that attend the agencies’ public meetings are
issue specific and affect oriented. These are the situational publidsethatierviewees
described as the active, effect-oriented, and discrete subsections efé¢nal gublic that
they communicate with. As one interviewee in a regulatory federal ageptained, “It
really depends on the subject of the meeting.” The attendance of an agencg's gtudli
public meeting is situational to a large degree, but there are instancespubbcs serve
with greater consistency because of their participation in either an adforrformal
advisory capacity. While these still offer informational inputs to the agé¢ine advisory
meetings do not generally allow open attendance, and therefore, do not fitcthe st
definition of a public meeting used in this research. In the meetings with open
attendance, the interviewees explain that there are publics which arenfheque
attendance are there because either their personal well being, orttieat obmmunity,

interest group or industry, is potentially affected by the agency’s reguladExamples of
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these audiences included safety advocacy groups being in attendance at aggimgsm
regulating motor carriers and commercial fishing interests beimgsepted at meetings
regulating fisheries. These groups tend to be discrete and durable publics, with whom a
sustained agency-public relationship is theoretically feasible.

The interviewees also describe instances where there is a less digemetal
public response. This can be seen in public meeting transcripts where the pastaripant
mostly representing themselves rather than a particular group or ineege®tTDSR,
2009). An interviewee at a regulatory federal agency describes thatitbatersl
responses can stem from “visceral emotion.” He gives the example of howr s=ties
receive a broader reaction from the public: “When we make changes to palicy t
restricts access, that changes a management strategy, then wat seera public
engagement from a lot of different groups.” These situational publics are the
impermanent aggregations of the non-differentiated general public described by
practitioners. This can be roughly related to J. Grunig and Repper’s (1992)
conceptualization of “hot issue publics” (p. 139). The distinction between these publics
and the more durable and defined publics is important in the later discussion of
situational meeting efforts because the input of these less defined andaigmpor
transient publics is rarely considered beyond its situational application.

Media, legislative audiences, and individuals from the general public are also
described as attending public meetings, but their role is described as mibaeyaard
passive. For example, a public affairs officer in a regulatory statecgglescribes, “we
will have representatives often from congressmen or the local Congressifime and

then also [the Senator’s] office attend these public meetings just as obsertrer
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process, and then we’ll also have, every once in a while, a member of the mediac” Publi
meetings are described as targeted outreach vehicles in the sense thetkhey
information exchange with specific, affected publics. The practitioners’igisorof
publics attending meetings suggests that public meetings are a paoticigehicle
engaging key publics in a dialogue. A public affairs specialist in a non-regustioey
agency explains that the purpose of meetings is to “allow the public to have morte of tha
dialogue.”
Relational Partners: One of the protocol questions asked the interviewees whether they
perceive a relationship with the different publics they described. The respod®sated
that all of the publics described, including the general public, could be considered
relational partners. The interviewees’ descriptions of their relationshiphéatgeneral
public was again explained in terms of explicit and inferred requirements. One
practitioner in a regulatory federal agency says that the relationghipheigeneral
public exists because, “everything we do, of course, involves taxpayer money,yand the
have a right to know what we’re doing.” A public affairs officer in a reguldtetgral
agency explains,Pretty much all aspects of our job are so closely tied with the public
and the community, that relationship is very tight and always has been.” Another
interviewee in a regulatory federal agency describes the pervasseaehis agency’s
relationship with the general publitit's never lost on us that relationship... we have a
connection with our public.”

The practitioners also describe relationships between specific publics,
rather than a general sense of public responsibility. A practitioner gukatery state

agency describes that it is a departmental gdabtild as good a relationship with
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them.” Sometimes these relationships are described as working relggsmstrticularly
with intra-governmental publics. For instance, one practitioner in a non-@yuédte
agency describes that his agency has a “very close working relationsthiptiaer
government offices. Another public affairs officer in a regulatory fedemi@g
describes his agencies’ relationship with legislative audiences. Hée saybave a very
good working relationship with the Senator and his staff, and all the electeadlgffic

the area.”

The interviewees describe relationships existing between all of the pilialics
they describe: the general public, specific publics, media and intra-govesaimeblics.
The explanation of why the relationship exists is largely redundant with theursdien
of why they determine their publics to be their audiences. However, the development of
these relationships is not always perceived as the responsibility of the caratiumi
function. For instance, a practitioner in a non-regulatory federal agencibdedbat
relationship management can fall to the program level, where the exchangegs taki

place. She says,

A lot of times, the particular groups that are responding back to, like, to these
open calls for information through tikederal Registerthey’'re constituencies
that the bureau or office has already been involved with... And so, they have that

established relationship, so they really don’t need us in that loop.

In other instances, this division of relationship ownership is not situational, but
structural. The best example is the interviewees’ descriptions of caongedssfairs

offices. An interviewee in a regulatory federal agency describeshtss t
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communication efforts are structurally and procedurally divided. He observdsstha
agency has “many avenues [of communication] and many different audiences.”
Relational responsibilities generally appear to be distributed alosg fezceived

divisions.

Intra-Governmental PublicsThe intra-governmental category represents two audience
groups suggested by the interview themes: legislative audiences and imi&y-age
audiences. Legislative audiences include audiences in both the executive dai/kegis
branches. Inter-agency audiences are other agencies and governmeiasiethie
different levels of government. The inter-agency audience group effgatiekides
government audiences both internal and external to the agency. Both inter-agkncy a
legislative audiences are similar in that they are determined lnyeffexit on the agency,
rather than by the agency’s effect on them. In this sense they differ frafidbe
orientation of the general and segmented publics and utility determination of media
Legislative Audiences The legislative audiences described in the interview data
include congressional committees, audiences at congressional hearmhtg affice of
the executive. The categorical differentiation of these audiences seemsitmbadnm

the structure of agencies’ communication function, particularly for cosigres
audiences. The best example of this is the frequent use of congressionaleaffag ®r
offices in government agencies. As one practitioner in a non-regulatoryl fagenay
illustrates, “we have a congressional affairs team, because one ofjowemeents, and

of course, you know, I'm sure you can appreciate, it's important that Congress

understands what we're doing. So we have a - there’s a team that wotksvstitic
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them as their constituents.” Another interviewee in a federal agency expledi® $o
heavily regulated by Congress and the requirements that we need to follow.”

The dedication of audiences to congressional affairs directly reflectsfect
that Congress has on the agency as a legislative authority. This influézicgseto the
communication and participatory practices of the agency, particularly pubdtings.

One of the major reasons for this is that the regulatory process is frequéizttgd in
Congress (Kerwin, 2003). At this point the rule making process is working with a
deadline, and this deadline logistically limits the agencies’ outreaisfitias in a rule
making process. An interviewee in a regulatory federal agency desthik effect, “I

think it's more transparent than people think but I think the problem is that because the
amendment process, once it begins, it becomes tied to timelines and deadlineaifor cert
things that have to happen.”

The interaction with the legislative audiences occurs at the intersectvwecoe
elected and professional government. This intersection introduces many of ticalpolit
influences described by the interviewees. The effects are describedfhetpyehe
interviewees. One interviewee in a regulatory federal agency prasdesample of
these effects noting,

The political reality is if the Senate majority leader sends a lett@urt

superintendent or the director saying, “I do not support a fee increase at this

time,” that is going to weigh very heavily in the decision to move forward.

He goes on to describe that Congress’s effect on the agency is “because of tha
control over our purse strings... they can directly affect [the agency’s|tiopsrthrough

budget increases or budget decreases.” Another practitioner in a reguldévsy fe
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agency explains the effects of Congress’s legislation saying, “Sreeheige chain

reaction that happens based upon regulations that we in essence have to make because of
the way laws have been set up through Congress.” She also explains that the advisory
council that her agency works with is also “set up by Congress.” Thesmsdslities,

in part, help ensure the agencies’ responsibility to the general public, and to this end the
elected audiences can also be used as a weathervane for public support. Awegervie

in a federal regulatory agency again explains, “we’re using the Congrdssiona

Delegation... as our market research before we actually go out to the public.”

The legislative audiences of agencies are segmented for a directed coatimiinic
effort because of the significance of their effect on the agency. The invaivésn
described by the interviewees as a source of the politics and legislatcnavéi
characteristics of the public sector (Liu, Horsley, & Levenshus, In prEss)exchange
with these audiences is different from the exchange with inter-agency augiences
primarily because interviewees emphasize that legislative audiactoesy affect them,
where as the effects of inter-agency publics are described as more passive. A
interviewee in a regulatory federal agency explains that the inhibitfiectedf inter-
agency publics arise more from their lack of involvement than their involvement. She
says, “Collaboration doesn’t come naturally when one agency has the resppiaibil
mandate and is measured on it while somebody else only has a piece of the action. So
collaboration between non-equals can be a little awkward.”

Internal and Inter-Agency Publics This category of publics addresses the themes of
internal publics and other government entities with which the interviewees tntétse

specific examples include descriptions of working relationships and shared
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responsibilities. Internal publics are included in this category becariggdhviewees
seemed to associate them with their working partners rather than spaeifituaication
audiences. A public affairs director in a non-regulatory federal agencylpsoan
example of this association in his list of publics. He ends his list witthé.State
Department, the White House, a number of other agencies, including like EPA and others
that are — they’re primarily in — we’re calling internal publics.” Thisatligtion of
internal publics absorbs the completely external focus of agency commaomiicagiublic
affairs. In other words, the interviewees’ descriptions of internal publicsiloledc
publics that were internal to the government, but still external to the agBatyics
internal to the agency were not mentioned in the interview data. The closepteeisam
of an interviewee producing informational products for the director.

The interagency category primarily relates to the interviewees’ gésas of the
other government agencies and entities that they work with in achieving their
communication goals. The interviewees described joint agency meetings aatloutr
activities used to facilitate their efforts. One public affairs offinea federal regulatory
agency explains, “we do like to partner out with folks... that way makes everything
quicker when we’re working jointly together.” The term “partner” is used bgrot
interviewees to describe these inter-agency audiences. For examplec afbailbs
practitioner in a regulatory federal agency describes the presencenol/agartners at
public forums. She says, “we invited anybody who wanted to come to this forum and all
of our partners who were involved.” This sense of partnership perceived by the
interviewees speaks to a mutuality in dealing with inter-agency pubatss not present

in their descriptions of legislative publics.
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Media The interviewees’ described media with sufficient frequency and ttetai
suggest that this was a third major division of the agencies’ publics. Even witletis
general segmentation into the general public, media and governmental audiences, the
interviewees' subsequent discussion of these publics illustrates that mediaratsrihe
greatest attention. Media, in the subsequent discussion, is described as prédfessiona
journalism or commercial media. The proportionality of agencies’ distoibuti
communication resources seems to reflect the importance of media. This icedide
the interview data, not only in the descriptions of media’s importance, but also in the
number of instances where “media relations” is built into the office or posiiies af
the communication practitioners.

A practitioner in a large, regulatory federal agency illustratesriperitance of
media in saying, “90 percent of my actions are either media requests or mgatiaasi
on our end.” Another practitioner in a regulatory federal agency also says that her
responsibilities are “mostly talking with media.” This is not surprisgtha media-
centrism in agency communication efforts is frequently cited as a defimangateristic
of the term "public affairs” (e.g. Lee, 2008, p. 8; Creighton, 2005, p. 9). What is
interesting is that the media focus seemed to extend to most of the interviexgees, e
when their office was titled something other than public affairs (i.e. regulatfairs or
public information). The interviewees’ responses help to describe how medianceftris
the public sector is married to its public service orientation and its unique penceipt
the general public.
Determination of Media:  An interviewee in a non-regulatory federal agency

describes the perceived significance of media as a public affairs pubkcsa$s, “So the
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media is important. From this office’s perspective it's probably the mgsirtamt.

“The media is described as the primary public for agencies' dedicateducorators
because of agencies’ responsibility to a general public. A practitioneran-eegulatory
federal agency describes this relationship:

The media is important because it disseminates information to the public. Itis a

conduit through which we communicate to the public, as well as to other

audiences such as members of Congress or the administration.

This determination of media suggests that it is identified based on its utility in
facilitating the communication between an agency and its other publics. This
determination differs from the effect-oriented and situational detettron of other
segmented publics and the constraint related determination of intra-gonéahpublics.
Changing Media Relationship: ~ The interview data suggests that new media are
getting increased attention, and may be replacing professional med@asnunication
conduit. A practitioner describes that her regulatory state agency hadyatiade
changes: “We have more dedicated staff now to focus primarily on social. métda
interviewees generally describe an increase in their agencies’ useabhsedia, and it
is frequently cited as a communication vehicle. An interviewee in a regufatiaral
agency has observed “a tremendous increase in electronic media.” Anothaopeact
in a regulatory federal agency describes the media his agency uses by ‘¥agi@lso
maintain a Facebook fan site, our own government website, and then also we have a
Twitter site.” Another practitioner explains that her regulatory sggecy is “slowly
creeping towards that way because the budget situation has forced us to stog gsinti

much as we used to be able to.”
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Barriers to Change: There still appear to be factors limiting the use of social media in
the government context. Staffing, red tape, and training are all mentionedias barr
the use of social media. A member of a non-regulatory federal agencypegscr
general sense of structural constraint in the use of social media, sayendpri’'t do any
blogging. We don’t do any tweeting or anything like that just because the [deptitne
not yet set up for that.” Ease of use may also be a factor, as training lisayd a
available for the use of newer media. An interviewee in a non-regulatory geaieya
specifically describes the lack of training, saying, “Although | have noitgias a web
person, | maintain the site that we have.” A practitioner in a state ageaqyrasdes a
description of how access requirements provide an impediment to the use of social
media:

We are looking at posting some instructional videos to the public on what they

can do to be prepared on YouTube. The thing we have to overcome with that is

accessibility for visually impaired and hearing impaired people so \kideof
figuring our way around that.

There are instances where effects of “federalism” and “polifiasi, Horsley, &
Levenshus, In press, p. 2) potentially inhibit the development of new media and
communication in general. One example, brought up by an interviewee, is the inhibiting
effect of Virginia’s attempt to create and external agency to mahagate’s
information technology. As a result of creating a private Virginia médion
Technologies Agency (VITA) “The problems have affected almost evaty agency
that uses a computer -- a prison was left without inbound phone service for hours, the

Virginia State Police in Newport News lost Internet access for monettinee days and
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computers in DMV offices crashed” (Kumar & Helderman, 2009). This type of event

exemplifies the operating environment of government practitioners which poses a

potential barrier to government’s effective use of new media.

New Media, Same Publics: Despite these factors the use of social media appears to be a

trend. One question is whether the new media will be used to reach a general audience or

specific segments of the public. There are several indications that theataare

being adapted primarily for one way, public information targeted at a generahe@di

For example, of the different social media mentioned by interviewees, Mwittest

prominently mentioned. An interviewee in a non-regulatory state agencybeésdtre

attraction to such non-interactive media are preferred because of theehgkmall

investment of time and staff that is involved, and the large audience reached. ,He says
Even though everything is free in that you don’t have to pay for YouTube, you
don’t have to pay for Facebook, you don’t have to pay for Twitter, there is a huge
cost depending on how you use them in human capital, in time... For example, we
have a Twitter account and our Twitter account merely pushes Twitter messages
out telling people when something is happening in the state or directing them to
our website about a press release or something on our website. We don’t monitor
Twitter accounts. We don't receive tweets. We merely push them out and
encourage people who want to re-tweet them. We do not in any way, shape or
form monitor it or do any incoming tweets.
The similarity in the use of traditional, professional media and new mediarused i

one-way formats suggests that agencies have a propensity (structuidsmopybtical) to
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use new media in old ways. This suggests that new media use by government &encies
likely to only fill an informational gap left by the recession of professianahalism.

Potential Use and Potential Growtfihe terminology alone, social media, implies two

way communication, so it is reasonable to assume that improvements to vehicles of
exchange will serve those audiences which are currently involved in two way
communication with agencies. One recent example of new media applied to old forums is
in the improvements to the electronic docket system on regulations.gov. As one
interviewee in a regulatory federal agency explains, “Now the regulajmnsite

actually will take WAV files or any type of electronic file... as a sudsmoin.” Although

this potentially improves access to a traditional forum, old arguments|bbeisiy

revisited.

The changes in the areas of electronic and social media seem to improve public
information more significantly than public interaction. The interview data st et
electronic media may offer limited improvement to some informational prodiketsh{e
e-docket example). However, there are currently barriers to the adopti@reof m
interactive media. One of the primary barriers is the fact that the sallyelean
communication staffs are not equipped with enough personnel to take on an increased
volume of input that would be introduced by new vehicles of exchange. An interviewee
in a regulatory federal agency gives a small example of the potentialsecsk& says,

“the last administration had a blog, the staff time that was taken in reviewany
comment was quite extensive and they did review every comment... one topic... garnered
them about 30,000 responses.” This is also empirically evidenced by the day to day

examples of the Departments of Motor Vehicles that does not list ageoog numbers
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for the general public and government practitioners who do not list their emaakadsir
and contact information.
Research Question 2. How do public affairs officers in government agenale

meaning of public meetings?

Themes: The second research question sought to explore how public affairs
practitioners perceived public meetings in relation to their broader comationic
responsibilities. The specific protocol questions asked the interviewees whenyand wh
they conduct public meetings and what role they play in the effort. The resultant
interview data suggested the following themes relating to the practitipeeceptions of
public meetings: separate from communication, minimal responsibility, grolgvel
direction, difference in regulatory responsibilities, non-required meetingted

decisional input, procedural value, situational value, barriers, and multiple fofrhatse
themes relate to the practitioners’ perceptions of public meetings’ viagieptrpose,

and what role the practitioners play in them. This list of themes is preserierdiels
evidence in that it represents the “categories and meanings of the... pebosomjs]
studied” (Potter, 1996, p. 85). What follows is my interpretation and organization of the

interviewees’ themes.

Most of the themes which related to the second research question dealt with
practitioners’ perceptions of public meetings’ value. Two of these themes settithe
value of the meetings’ information output, specifically public comment. Theseshem
were descriptions of the public comments’ conditional value as a decisional input and
limited use outside of outside of specific meeting efforts. The two thenlestaly

suggested that this information had value and effect in agency decisions, hhisthat t
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value and effect was situational. Two themes relating to meeting forsnataiditioned
the practitioners’ perceptions of the value of public meetings. The interview data
suggested that there are many different meeting formats differithg degree of
formality and the amount of dialogue. The themes of “multiple formats” and “value
relative to format” discuss these differences and associations the pnactitmake
between these differences and the respective effort’s value. Finally,daheanees
described that the meeting process itself had value outside of its informatiotiatts.
Interviewees described that meetings increased the appearance of agcess a
involvement, which had effects on agency-public relationships. The practitioners’
discussions of these effects were reduced to the common theme of the publigsheetin

procedural value.

The Relationship of Public Affairs and Public Involvement:  The interviewees
described different interpretations of how public meetings fit within the retldres
of the communication function. The protocol asked whether the public affairs function
was involved in public meetings, and the responses ranged from “No. Typically not” to
descriptions of limited involvement. A public involvement practitioner in a regulatory
federal agency says that public involvement “isn’t public affairs. It singpit.” These
responses illustrate the interviewees’ interpretations of the intierset public
involvement and public affairs. As the same public involvement practitioner
summarizes, “There may be some overlap, but the purpose is different.” She goes on to
explains this difference in purposes:

Communication was more or less a one-way thing where the biggest point was

getting across your information. And with public involvement it’s at least axtao-
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street... you may not have at the end what you thought you would have, but it might even
be better because of the involvement and the collaborative nature of problem solving.
The separation of these terms is mirrored by a differentiation in resporesbilit
The evidence given by interviewees is that the use of public meetings is@ publi
involvement activity that frequently falls to the subject matter experts. oléefrpublic
affairs is related to public involvement only in its public information capacity. An
interviewee in a non-regulatory state agency describes,
We publicize the meeting so the people know where to go and they can attend.
And then also make sure that we do have the subject matter experts on hand so
that they can answer any questions or discuss whatever the issue might be.
Overall, the interview data suggests that an agency’s public participatiatiesct
are frequently divorced from their public affairs efforts. This seems to heubaarity
true in the case of the statutorily required meetings involved in the regulabcespr
Even outside of the interview data, there are indications of this. Consider the diversity
the titles of agency contacts listed in the Federal Register under pubtingraepublic
comment notifications. These include the general counsels, program coordinators,
regional offices, policy divisions, or specific docket administrators. The coaddct
management of meetings and participative activities can be the resptnsilitie legal
department, a division dedicated to regulatory support, or whoever is the specidlest on t
subject. Itis obvious that managing public participation is not the universafigtadc
province of a communication department within government agencies.
Minimal Responsibility: The limited involvement of public affairs in public meetings

was an evident and reoccurring theme in the interview. As one interviewee in a non
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regulatory state agency summarized, “Our role in public meetings isingtgd.” The
theme is termed “minimal responsibility” because some practitionersgkyole in
publicizing or logistically supporting the meetings while few actuallratéd the
meetings or systematically used or reviewed the public comment. A publis aff
practitioner in a regulatory federal agency describes this limitedven@nt: “Public
affairs... they kind of coordinate those sessions.” Another interviewee furtherlskes
that, “we publicize the meeting so the people know where to go and they can attend.”
The interviewees’ involvement is frequently limited to meeting publicitygras
interviewee from a regulatory state agency describes, “We support thentiby and
promoting the public involvement opportunities.” The practitioners did not typically
have a responsibility for conducting the meeting or for compiling and assngithe
informational products. The publicity effort and response to public comments was
described by the interviewees, but the theme seeks to separate that tamicabetf

actual interaction in the public participation and ownership of the informational psoduc
This theme addresses the broader impression of the interview data which saggests
divorce between public affairs and public meetings.

Program Level Direction: The lack of involvement on the part of the communication
professionals was addressed in part with the subsequent theme of programdetiehdir
This stemmed from follow up questions which sought to answer the question, “If you are
not managing public meeting efforts, who is?” The interview data suggesteaiiiat
meetings were typically a program specific effort. In other wordsesubjatter experts
were conducting the meetings and assimilating the public comment with tleeirAiat

an interviewee in a regulatory federal agency describes, “generallyowid require a

71



subject matter expert to be involved with [the] meeting... to be able to inteligpathk

to the public about an issue or the problem.” A public affairs practitioner in tegula
federal agency describes that this is, in part, a matter of practi¢hldyne person

could physically go to all the public engagements and do everything at enézy. c8o

you do have to divide and conquer and share that responsibility to those that aréaclosest
the issues.” Another interviewee in a non-regulatory federal agencylmsstirat this is

also an effort to improve access:

The decision is decentralized communications, because our experts are the people
who lead the teams who actually do the work and write the reports. So we, in the
interest of transparency, make those experts available so they can speak to t

public about the work they have done.

The overall impression of the interviewees’ descriptions is of a system ih whic
the public meeting effort is owned by the subject matter experts whoaiepiag the
regulation and the communication function serves a support role. A public affaies offic
in a federal regulatory agency describes this relationship: “So therestaassi from us,
but most of the time those big programmatic type of issues are handled by the reps
themselves, as far as conducting and running the meetings.”

Effects of Diffused Communication Responsibilities  The diffusion of public
meeting responsibilities does not necessarily reflect a lack of strateagagement,
because the diffusion of responsibilities appears to reflect the perceivesl ohetch
organization. A practitioner in a regulatory federal agency analogizesstrisution of
communication responsibilities to that of fire departments: “Public affe@gsiaists are

sort of like a full-time fire department and then everybody else, bysjisdla different
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degree of volunteer firemen.” The delegation of meeting responsibilitiee Bubject
matter experts compliments the limitations of small, media oriented pifaics staffs;
characteristics that many interviewees say exist in their aggentiterviewees describe
that public meeting efforts are initiated and managed by individual programs, and the
public affairs office becomes involved in a process, at the request of thengitétce,
to help with specific communication activities. The obvious result is that the
involvement of public affairs staff is determined by the initiating office byahe
communication specialists.
An interviewee in a regulatory federal agency describes a negative effec
of the communication functions’ lack of involvement in public meeting efforts:
Most of us in this organization we're scientists and whether we’re working on the
regulatory side or the research side, mostly everybody has at minimum a
bachelor’s degree but | would say a master’'s and even higher. The public doesn’t
understand that and so that’s where their frustration comes from because they
think that we're talking at that level deliberately so they don’'t understand iband s
we’re kind of keeping them in the dark. And that’s one of the things where we
really tried to bring those presentations and the terminology we use in them down
to a level that's a lot more respectful to them so they do understand what'’s

happening.

This observation refers to the fact that the subject matter experts are not th
communication experts and yet public meetings are, in the words of the intesjiéavee
forum for the people to communicate.” The interviewees recognize both benefits and

detriments in the subject-matter experts’ ownership of public meetings. ©nehend
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it improves access to the experts and shares the workload, but on the other hand, greater
involvement of communication specialists may improve the meetings’ igféfaets.

This may be an effect of the perception that effective communication is notiatypac
comparison to things like subject matter expertise or a media relationalgpechis is
suggested in the interview data in the frequency with which the intervieweetbeesc
their communication responsibilities being delegated elsewhere. Foplexanpublic
affairs practitioner in a state agency describes that some inqugnsesfunctions are
assigned to whoever is available. She says, “Well, they might not necesséniy be
subject matter expert or communication expert because unfortunately now wigt budg
and things like that we pull resources from where we can get them.” This igeoinsis
with Liu and Horsley’s (2007) observation that communications is undervalued in the

public sector.

Decisional Effect One of the primary criticisms of public meetings’ collection of
public comment is that it is only the appearance of participation, and that the stomme
has no real effect; however, the interview data sheds some light on this subject. The
interviewees do give examples of public comment effecting their agédeesions.
One practitioner in a regulatory federal agency generally describes hosgthatory
process is affected by public comment, saying, “there are times whdraws not
implemented rules and regulations because of public input.”

The interviewees described the actual decision making process in rule-msking a
an impartial weighing of effects. There are several quotes throughout tiveeiutdata
which describe how public comment is weighed in agency decisions. One interinewee

a regulatory federal agency says,
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| think in some cases public comments is weighed — in the cases where tlyey real

don’t have enough information to judge what the impacts are gonna be ‘cause the

data is just not there - | think that public comments may be considered more. Not
more than the science but it may take place where you can’t get enough.

The same practitioner goes on to explain that public comment and other inputs are
weighed according to their relative strengths, not by a concrete matrix

They look at public comment and they look at the science and they make that

decision... but | don’t think that one’s gonna outweigh the other. 1 think it's just

one of the decision points that they have to take into consideration.

Another interviewee in a regulatory federal agency gives an example of how
public comment can be subordinated to other inputs based on its informational quality.
She says, “their input is used a lot in this agency and sometimes we canberssuge
it's not, you know, it’s like your data stinks... our data has been peer reviewed and etc.,
etc.” The decisional process described by the interviewees is one wheretit
comment does have an effect on agency decisions, but only as one of the inputs in a
complex assessment. A public affairs practitioner in a regulatorysgfatey describes
an effect of this decisional process when she says, “Sometimes public invaiveme
doesn't necessarily mean we're asking an opinion... Sometimes it's jusj stha
information.” Her example illustrates that involvement does not always eguate

decisional effect.

Public Meeting Value A consistent theme in the interview data is the
interviewees’ recognition of the value of public meetings, in both the product and

process. A practitioner in a regulatory federal agency explains the fundamenta
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importance of public input in government agencies. He says, “I think government at all
levels has seen the merits of public forums and values the input of our citizens. It's the
basic precept of what sets the United States government apart from anyoséraiment

in the world.” Overall, the interview data suggests that the value of public comnaent a
public interaction as an informational input would warrant the use of public meetings
even without explicit requirement. As one practitioner in a non-regulatoryagfatey
explains, “Although many of these public hearings and things of that sort are ddayire
law, they - | think we would want to do them anyway... because they serve the long term
mission of the agency.” Quotes like these indicate that the interviewegsimzthat

public interaction facilitates agencies’ public service missions in additioraianing

their decisions.

Decisional Value: The public meeting is a vehicle for soliciting public comment for
consideration in agencies’ rule-making process (Kerwin, 2003). The intetai@w
suggests that this purpose of public meetings, as a situation-specifioml@asiresults

in the emphasis on subject matter expertise rather than communication expHntsis
evidenced by interviewees descriptions of subject matter experts beingge oha

public meeting efforts. A public affairs practitioner in a state agerplains is the
responsibility of the subject experts: “That's not something that a PA woulds- that'
something that would be referred to the [subject] experts.” A practitioner gukatery
federal agency describes that the scientific data or subject knovgatggred by the
experts is weighed against information generated from public commenvibaikg it
exposes a blind spot. He says, “I think the public comment can kind of fill that gap. But

| think they have to weight both.” Another interviewee in a non-regulatory fedematyg
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describes that comments are applied at the discretion of the expertsr&ldey’
reviewed and the ones that are appropriate are incorporated.” This indichatks tha
public comment information is only conditionally applied to the experts’ knowledge, so

its decisional value is limited.

Informational Value After exploring the use of public comment in agency decisions, the
follow up questions sought to explore any remaining value that the public comment may
have to the agency. The interview data suggests that the informational value of public
comment may exceeds its use as a situational, decisional input. A public affairs
practitioner in a regulatory state agency specifically desctiteemformational value of

the public comment that comes out of public meetings. She says, “It's completely
valuable because you're getting... very different points of view and it'sdidye

valuable.” An interviewee in a non-regulatory state agency also provides aplexdm

the value of public input. He says, “those organizations [preservation organizkéeps]

us in the loop about things happening on the ground that we might not otherwise be
aware of.” The interview data illustrates that the practitioners pertteawalue of

public meetings as an environmental scanning opportunity.

The interview data also suggests that the interviewees recognize publitgsee
to be an opportunity for conflict avoidance. As an interviewee in a regulaubeya
agency explains, “A lot of times, we choose to go ahead and do that public engagement to
save us the trouble of having controversy blown out of proportion later by not doing that
public engagement.” The interviewees recognize that their public canthtec
operating environment. A public affairs officer in a regulatory federal@gexplains,

“If you have the public against the [agency] and writing to their electecladfj that can
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affect that [agency’s] budget, or it can affect other operations in the [age®ayve're

very sensitive to how the public sees our operations and interprets our decisions.”

Procedural Value: Aside from the informational product value of the public comment,
there is also a procedural value in simply having forums for public participation. An
interviewee in a non-regulatory state agency explains that even acsarsagtings have
benefit in this regard.
Even as we sometimes have contentious public hearings... | still think in the end
the agency is better served because you're trying to get the word out aaidl,
preservation is meaningless if it's not supported at a grassroots level.
Another interviewee in regulatory federal agency explains, “it is irmpbthat
we have positive interactions with the public so that they maintain that advocaieyg fo
[agency].” This “advocacy” translates to public support for the agency and iismsiss
again suggesting an improvement to the organizations operating environment and
agency-public relationships. This procedural value of meetings exists outtide of
decisional value of the meetings’ decisional or informational products. The prakcedur
effects of public meetings present one area where greater communicatieenmeot
may have a positive effect.
Barriers: The fact that practitioners recognize the value of the informational
products, contrasts with their limited participation in required meetings. The
practitioners primarily cite time, funding, and staffing as a limitirggdiafor their
involvement, but not necessarily the availability of the information. An interéemwa
regulatory federal agency describes these barriers as “the lasidadfkime, talent and

treasure.” An interviewee in a regulatory state agency explains thaauftl love to see
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the actual written comments that came in but | just haven't had time to look at them
Another practitioner in a non-regulatory federal agency also describes tieeshar
using the public comment as a source of incoming communication,

You know, | haven't really jumped into that whole process and asked too much

about it, because | have so much other stuff to focus on... And we get too much

other information in... | think if we had the manpower and we had the time, we
would... | think it would be a valuable piece of information to have.

Public affairs practitioners indicate that they have access to the publicestmm
received at public meetings, but they do not seem to prioritize the effort efvregiit
above their other communication responsibilities. One public affairs practitioner
describes how her state agency even makes the public comment availalgefaorther
indicating that the information is there if the communicators want it.

In summary of these observations, interviewees describe public comment as being
one input among many considered in agency decision making. Overall, the interview
data suggests that the public comment is available to public affairs pracsitiandrthat
they recognize its value, but certain barriers inhibit their further coasiolerof this
information. The result is public comment is received, but in instances where it is not
applicable to a specific decision, it frequently is perceived as having herfwalue to
the agency.

Differences in Meeting Format  Responsibility for the management and execution of
public meetings is partially determined by the type of meeting. The reguhasatings,
such as statutorily required public hearings, offer a greater level of, dite the

interviewees describe the formality of the meeting format to be a&btoriwo way
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communication. The interviewees also suggest these regulatory meetidgs be
managed by subject matter experts. However, the interviewees dgseabsy

participation in informal, non-required meetings. A public affairs praotti in a

regulatory federal agency explains that the public affairs function isseatievolved

with these formal, regulatory meetings, but is involved with other, non-required public
meetings: “They’re kind of like a requirement so... that's not even in the purview of our
[office] to do that. When we go out and have like these informal meetings thevelram
instrumental in working with those.”

Some agencies, that are not bound by statute to conduct formal hearings, fulfill
their public comment requirements in different formats. As one practitioneedesat
regulatory agency explains, “our requirements are to provide a way for the pulpire t
their feedback, and we can do it in several ways.” This frees some agersiiese
more engaging or interactive formats for receiving their statutorily medjyiublic
comment in rule-making processes. Where statue requires a formaghsane
agencies have additional, informal meetings in order to address the commuanicat
barriers presented by the one-way, formal hearing format. Another ewewiin a
regulatory federal agency describes how his agency, “holds more inforntaigegest
to discuss a variety of topics and get away from the more strict public héammag
that's usually done.”

This description of the variations in public meeting formats represents a
continuum of formality ranging from formal, required meetings to inforntettige
meetings. This continuum of format rigidity is mirrored by an increase in the

interviewees’ involvement. As the meeting format is relaxed, the commursicator
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frequently describe greater involvement. This is illustrated in agenciek héwe
redundant meeting efforts (formal hearings and informal meetings) gathe regulatory
effort. In this instance, communicators appear to be more involved in the informal
meeting, despite the fact that the publics and the topic are likely to be the séonmé&br
hearing.

Regulatory Role and Outreach Efforts: There also appears to be a relationship
between the use of informal meetings and whether the agency is regulatory or non-
regulatory. As one practitioner in a non-regulatory federal agency loesctwe don't
hold any public meetings unless... we have to do so.” He goes on to say, “we don't get
much information from our publics.” While agency type implicitly determinegsésof
required, regulatory meetings, it is not the sole determinant of whether nsestng
required. A practitioner in a non-regulatory agency explains that sonsegwen though
his agency is non-regulatory, “it's a statutory requirement that tleepeilic hearings.”
In other words, the interviewees describe that there are statutorily reonaetehgs that
are not associated with a rule-making effort.

The effect-orientation of the agencies’ publics is again suggested in the
interviewees association of their agencies’ scope of effect withixtieat of their
outreach efforts. For example, a policy practitioner in a regulatdeydeéagency
explains that the broad scope of her agency’s mission areas determinavtiieement
efforts. She says, “People all breathe. They drink water. They like theyeartknow.
What we do affects them.” If an agency is non-regulatory, it makes sehgehtmless
direct public-effect because it is not making rules that are binding on the public.

Interviewees describe a degree of separation between the public and non-regulator
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agencies, which is described as resulting in a focus on legislative andgetera
audiences in these agencies.

A correlation between regulatory function and public responsibility may be
implicit, but this may be perceived by participants as a broader carelettween legal
requirement and public involvement. Essentially, it is this perceived coorelakiich
provides the foundation for criticisms that government agencies only do the minimum
required by law. However, the interviewees’ frequently mention instances Wissy
exceed the legal requirements in their efforts to increase public involvementanode
informational products. This suggests that the regulatory function of an agency
moderates practitioners’ perceptions of public responsibility, but only in soifar as
increases the effect the organization has on its publics. The relationsHgcofat
regulatory capacity is intuitive, but recognizing this relationship is eatent
understanding the relationship of regulatory capacity and public involvement efforts.
may not be necessary to routinely make an equivalent effort for public involvement
where the public is not directly affected, but the risk is that the non-routine nature of
public interactions will make such efforts less effective when they becorassagy. In
other words, lack of a regulatory role should not negate the need for agency-public

interaction.
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Research Question 3: How do public affairs officers perceive the effect ad publ
meetings on agency-public relationships?

The interviewees’ descriptions of agency-public relationships wereaigne
limited, suggesting that relationship building efforts were not a primary fodbgir
public affairs efforts. However, several themes emerged from the intestaiia which
described how practitioners perceived public meetings as affecting ageiloy
relationships. These themes included contributing factors, mutual benefit, aed limi
relationship building. In addition to examining emergent themes, | looked for Hon and
Grunig’s relationship dimensions. Specifically, | examined whether trustptontr
mutuality, commitment and satisfaction were supported in the interview ddtde the
support varied, with trust receiving the most frequent mention, all of these cimens
were referenced to some degree. Collectively, the interviewees’ptesticonveyed
that public meetings had an effect on agency-public relationship, but this effect was
considered ancillary to their purpose of providing a decisional input.

Contributing Factors The interviewees describe several aspects of public
meetings which affected agency public relationships. Dialogue, accessmr@sphtency
were all mentioned as aspects of agencies’ communication efforts whictlbotedrio
these relationship effects. A public affairs officer in a state agerscyides that
meetings are “more productive” when they have more dialogue. A sociaistdiemat
regulatory federal agency also describes the relationship of publicggeatialogue and
relationship effects. He says,

There was a lot of tension that was gonna come with this amendment. So we held

the informal meeting and it seemed to diffuse a lot of it. And then they set up a
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better working relationship with the industry. And then I think that amendment

proceeded a lot further- a lot more smoothly. And since that time | thinkthat t

agency and the councils have begun to try and utilize an informal meeting in a

general sense to kind of allow the public — to have more of that dialogue.

He similarly associates access with positive agency-publicomtaip effects.

He says, “I think that's been one of the benefits of it ... It's given a little bie raccess;
| think a better feeling from the public with that access.”

Transparency is also positively associated with relationship effects, but one
interviewee notes that transparency can potentially have positive and negati® @&ff
agency-public relationships. He explains that, “The key is, is how do we put that — how
do we manage transparency in a way that doesn’t end up — where that information
doesn’t end up being misinterpreted, or misconstrued, and causing a larger problem in the
end?” The interviewees’ descriptions of factors contributing to agency-public
relationships indicates that public meetings, as vehicles for public involvenment, ar
perceived as having the ability to affect relationships. The subsequent imutervie
guestions were probes which sought to explore how and if the practitioners made
assessments of this effect.

Limited Relationship Building The theme of limited relationship building reflected
the practitioners’ perceptions of differentiated responsibilities to both aadgublic

and their agencies’ key stakeholders: a perception which carried throughdhgsthns

of all three of the research questions. The interviewees frequently descriffedeack
between communication efforts which sought to build sustained relationships, and those

that only sought one way communication. The interviewees described this in terms of
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their agencies’ responsibilities, the issue being discussed, and the naturpulfiitte
Overall, the perception was one where relationship building efforts were canttingas
contingency did not merely reflect agencies prioritizing key constiteghor greater
outreach effectiveness; this extended to a basic segregation of communicatten e
between public affairs and public involvement. The overall impression is one where the
informational products from both the public information efforts and public involvement

efforts of the agency are used in different capacities.

The relationship building effects offered by the interactive aspects of public
meetings are perceived as ancillary to its role in providing the best dektisfonaation
for the agency. One public involvement practitioner in a regulatory federal agency
describes: “The object is in some ways relationship building as welj@sdascience
outcome.” This interviewee described a relationship building role in public involvement
but suggested it was “different” from the relationship building that is done in public
affairs. She describes relationship building in public affairs: “It's notifersake of the
relationship to get an issue dealt with fleat community. It's to get good coverage to
ensure that whatever is being talked about at that meeting or that priessrooa or
whatever it is gets the right coverage so that you get your point across.”ugests
relationship building in public affairs is a more asymmetrical effort fiogusn agency
advocacy. Some of the interviewees seem to support this assumption in their gescepti
of agency-public relationships. For instance, a public affairs practitiorzestate
agency says, “my view is that any time you’re dealing with the public ygetteng the

word out, you’re serving, in the long run, your agency.”
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The interviewees seem to recognize the potential relationship effects iaf publ
involvement, but the same interviewees are not involved in the meeting efforts. For
instance, a public affairs practitioner in a state agency describedahenship effects of
public involvement in public meetings,

| think it improves the relationship because we’re making a strong effort to

involve the public early and throughout a project. We're directly asking them for

input to provide information to us and opinions and coming back full circle and
saying, “We've heard you. Here’s how we’ve updated our document and our plan
and here it is available.”

When this practitioner was asked whether public affairs was involved in the
meeting efforts, the response was, “typically not.” This implies thatip®selationship
effects are viewed as a measure of a successful public information leditonbt as a
broader communication goal.

One point noted by the interviewees is that it is difficult to get past the §enera
public orientation in public affairs to involve specific publics in relationship building. A
public affairs practitioner in a state agency explains, “I'm not reallg that you can get
the general public more involved because I think a lot of efforts are made to broadcast
this information but it’s just not something of interest until they are somehovtetdfe
and often times that's only after the amendment is done.” This explanation also
illustrates the rationale of the agencies’ effect-oriented segnmmtdtpublics because it
indicates that the affected publics are likely to become active if theypadetermined

as specific outreach targets before the regulatory effort.
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Relationship Outcomes:  The interview data does indicate that practitioners
recognize the value of Hon and Grunig’s (1999) relationship outcomes as evaluative
dimensions, and have a limited use of these in evaluations of their communication, but
not necessarily with relationship building in mind. This seems to reflect thevatise

that the public meetings are frequently situation-specific communicaftmmsef This

pattern in the data suggests that the dimensions are used as process measuresirathe

outcome measures.

Trust and Satisfaction: The interviewees most frequently evaluate agency-public
relationships based on their perceptions of their publics’ satisfaction. One public
involvement practitioner in a federal agency describes that these are flgqufenhal
evaluations. She says: “You do see quite a bit of repeat participation from falks w
have had a positive experience and then they bring others.” She goes on to say,
“Sometimes there are thank you emails... We don't typically have a survey, a
guantitative survey that we send out but informally we do hear back from folks.” The
interviewees frequently describe binary assessments of theiomslaps valence or
positivity based on satisfaction, rather than a multidimensional assessméfarehti
relationship outcomes. For example, one public affairs officer in a reguidtdey

agency describes, “it is important that we have positive interactions wiguktie.”

The interview data suggests that public affairs practitioners realizegi®ns of
trust affect agency-public relationships. An interviewee in a regyléderal agency
describes the effectiveness of a public interaction in terms of participarsts’ She
says, “I think it builds a lot of trust and respect with these constituents becatsé a |

times the feedback that we hear from them is, “I have a lot of respect faorygetting
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up there and just taking questions thrown at you from any angle.” A publicsaffair
practitioner in a non-regulatory state agency describes the associdiveet@ublic
interaction in meetings and trust: “The more that they interact with us antbtleethat
we’re able to interact with them then they understand that we are a trustecteesnd if
there is confusion about things... that they can come to us and they’ll get accurate and
timely information.” These comments suggest that trust is recognizediagortant
relational element of effective communication, but the data does not indicateighat i

something that is considered outside of the evaluation of that particular meeting.

A practitioner in a regulatory state agency illustrates that agedetinguish
satisfaction from understanding and trust. As she describes, “one of the quéstions t
[is] asked of our customers when we do our customer satisfaction survey iubeey
like the [agency] listens to your concerns?" And 83 percent said, "Yes, we do tlyink the
listen to our concerns.” Are they always happy with the outcome? No.” The trust and
satisfaction of public meeting participants were described by the maetd as
benchmarks of a successful communication effort, but there is little in theodatggest

that there is a continued effort to measure change in these dimensions.

Control Mutuality:  The interviewees indicate an understanding of control mutuality’s
value in determining the effectiveness of communication. For example, anawes in

a regulatory federal agency relates the concept of involvement tawedfect
communication, saying, “To be effective community relations, you've got to bheteve
member inside your community.” Another interviewee in a regulatory fedgeacy

says, “We rely on the public — we have a great working relationship.” Quksdhdse

indicate practitioners are aware that control mutuality has an effeceanyagublic
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relationships. The interviewees’ references to control mutualitysaral associated with
the public involvement that occurs at public meetings. This indicates that the
practitioners implicitly realize the relationship effect of public mmegi

The interviewees describe more mutuality of effect in inter-agehatyoreships
rather than in agencies’ relationships with legislative audiences. Theisé¢nseit is
communication between partners rather than with managers. Interestigseemed to
apply even to agencies which had an oversight function over other agencies. The mutual
effect between agencies and levels of government is largely an effectdidttitwution
of functions. Some examples mentioned in the interviews included contracted
technology management agencies, the Government Printing Office (GPO), and
descriptions of specific interactions, such as “we administer fedewaisgr on behalf of
or to the local jurisdictions and other state agencies.” This diffusion of functians is
contributing factor to the effects of federalism described by Liu and ¢4of2007). Liu,
Horsley, and Levenshus (In press) describe the effects of federalismmmadf the
disassociation that occurs between layers of government (p. 2). The autholsedescri
that, as a result of federalism, "local, state, and federal agenciesitgcppeak with
multiple, sometimes contradictory voices on issues"” (p. 2).

Federalism is not without its positive effects; resource sharingeis loit the
interviewees as one benefit of working with different agencies and differaxis of
government. An interviewee with a non-regulatory state agency providegamsple of
how federalism allows them to overcome their barriers. “We don’t have the fhanci
ability to do [research]. There are two public affairs groups in this arehatatdone

some research. ... So although we don’t do any research on our own we do have a little bit
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of a body of research.” These interdependencies seem to strengthertithesheps and
improve the rapport in inter-agency relationships when compared to legislative
relationships.

Commitment: The interview data regarding perceptions of agency-public
commitment also speaks to the limited application of long term relationship emeag
principles to government agencies. Commitment seemed to receive little sagpert i
interview data, which is consistent with the interview data’s emphasis of shargbals
over long term relationships. Agencies’ meeting efforts are frequentlydiodiNzed,
addressing only a specific issue. This means that there is little petegilue in
developing relationships around a short term issue. The short sighted approach to
agency-public relationships seems to ignore several of the other aspectsof publi
meetings brought up by the practitioners. This leaves an unexplained gap between
practitioners’ recognition of the importance of trust, control mutualitysfeation and
commitment and their limited involvement in long term relationship building.

All of the elements appear to be present in agencies’ public meetings for
relationship building. The publics in attendance are the agencies’ stiatbjcs
considering the public sectors definition of the bottom line. They also describe the
relationship effects of public meetings, such as the observation that pubBkctioter
seems to have a positive, procedural effect on the audiences. The practitsmers a
describe that evaluations of trust, control mutuality and satisfaction dreaspgto their
assessments of successful communication efforts. Collectively, thestge/@npression
that relationship building is occurring during public meetings, but is considered an

ancillary benefit by the practitioners, and not an area of sustained comtimmeféort.
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This lack of relationship maintenance seems to overlook the fact that many of these
stakeholders will continue to interact with the agency outside of a particules; iss

specific public meeting.
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION

The interview data provides the practitioners’ perspectives of their organiiati
context and how it effects their communication efforts. The discussion of this dlasa se
to relate these perceptions to communication theory, particularly thednpeiblics,
excellence theory and the academic observations of the public sector’s coatmaaonic
context. In essence, the purpose is to consider the application of the normativeftheory o
communication to the operating realities of government agencies’ commanicati

In the discussion of agency publics, public meetings, and agency-public
relationships, it is apparent that the discussion repeatedly crosses over a tineding
described by the interviewees. There appeared to be an incongruence in tharttieory
the practice that did not seem to stem directly from structural or environrfettak.

This played out as the interviewer attempting to explore the intersection aof pfféirs,
public meetings, with the interviewees seeing the two as completely diftdferts with

no real common ground. The data seemed to trace this back to practitioners’ perceived
responsibility to both general and specific audiences which reveatedemtion

between democratic ideals and communication best practice. This perceion wa
mirrored in structural divisions within the agencies and in the goal diffetientian the

part of the practitioners. In other words, public meetings and relationship mamageme
were either the responsibilities of different personnel or were percasveerving

completely different purposes.
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This discussion seeks to link the practitioners’ perceptions of both general and
segmented publics to the broader separation of public affairs and public paoticipat
The discussion will also address how this relegates relationship building to téaole
process measure in public affairs. Finally, the discussion addresses haflebts the
fundamental structures of bureaucracy and its increasing environmental indalitipati
Segmentation Perspectives and Segregated Communicationsthe interviewees
describe their perceptions of a responsibility to a broad and inclusive, general publi
This responsibility to the American public interest is a frequently cétetbf
differentiating the public and private sector (Allison, 1982; Euske, 2003; Liu, Hp&ley
Levenshus, In press). The interviewees’ usage of the term “general polparti
recognizes the public sector’s societal responsibility which relatesmtexdual factors,
such as mission, scope of effect, and legal requirement (Allison, 1982; Euske, 2003;
Horsley, Liu & Levenshus, 2009, Liu, Horsley, & Levenshus, In press). One intersie
describes the resulting responsibility as one to “everyone and no one.” Tib&sath
publics which are not spatially and temporally discrete, and this concept is ot easi
placed in public relations theories which generally assume durable andedmdobts,
with whom relationships can be strategically managed (e.g. L. Grug,dig, &

Dozier, 2002, p. 95). Creighton (1999) provides a description which illustrates why
relational segmentation may not always be feasible in the public sectextzont

There are numerous parties and some of them are highly informal and quite
unable to commit their members. As a result, agreements reached adisoitamed the
next day by new groups that weren’t involved or that consisted of dissident members

from the old group (p. 251).
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The practitioners’ perceptions of the general public reflect a multirdiroeal
interpretation of segmentation that is not immediately related to one of jbetheories
of publics. The practitioners’ description of a general public as one public among other
more specific publics differs from the definitional requirement of excliysiviich is
frequently found in academic literature on publics (e.g. J. Grunig, 1997). Yet the
practitioners still provide examples of how they prioritize their strategblics and tailor
their communication to certain audiences. A practitioner in a state, regldgtamcy
describes her efforts to tailor communications to her various publics, “I call it a
diversified communication portfolio... you have to... make sure it's those tools that your
audiences really are reacting to and paying attention to.” This reprdsents t
practitioners’ understanding of the value of segmentation but suggests thagrtest
responsibility to a “general public” never consists solely of the sum of tif@itseto
reach these segments.

The situation described by the interviewed practitioners is one where thalgener
public is treated as one audience among others rather than the sum of them. This
perception is summarized by U.S. Office of Personnel Management, whiclbdgscr
agencies’ publics:

In addition to the general public, federal agencies communicate with many
specialized segments of the population, e.g., farmers, taxpayers, militsonpe,
educators, state and local government officials, manufacturers, and so oral Feder
agencies communicate with the general public and these other pertinent publics in a

variety of ways. (OPM, 2008, p. 66)
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The fact that reaching the general public is considered additive, rather than
ancillary, clearly illustrates the perceived relationship of the generatpardi its
segments in the public sector. Instead of the image of nesting boxes (J. Grunig &
Repper, 1992, p. 132), the image is frequently that of a divided box representing the
general public and strategic publics.

Public Service and Bottom Line: Many of the agency representatives
interviewed referenced a responsibility to democratic principles ag hemotivation for
the agency’s attention to a general public. The most frequently reoccurnmnegstinere
similar to Post, Preston and Sachs (2002) concept of “license to operate.”alithess
suggest that the relationship with an organization’s stakeholders is a prinremidant
of that organization’s operating environment; hence it is important that anzatianibe
responsive to the interests of its stakeholders. Interestingly, this providgslamagrn
as to why non-regulatory agencies have less developed public involvement efforts.
Explaining this aspect of public effect, a public information officer in a largergovent
agency referenced Clausewitz, who theorized “that martial successeeetingr
“remarkable trinity” of government, military and the people” (Roth-Douquet, 2007, p.
11a). The PIO felt that it was equally crucial to consider the “will of the pempteder
to successfully conduct business in a government agency.

Post, Preston, and Sachs (2002) allude to the practical significance of public
support, but this takes on greater significance in government agencies consigdring
the existence of a bureaucracy is predicated upon its service of the public. This
difference between practical and ethical considerations of public respiysitdds

further light on the apparent moderating effect of an agencies’ regutagpgnsibilities.
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In other words, it may be that the ethical component of public service is universal and
only the practical concern for public service varies depending on the regula&of rol
the agency. The significance of this observation is that it indicates thatao$enblic
service exists outside of the description of “public good” (Liu, Horsley, & hslves, In
press, p. 5) which primarily indicates a lack of an economic market. The intetatia
suggests that this sense of service would exist even if the regulatory tiodeagfency
was controlled. This potentially isolates a sense of public service asrdiaaping
public sector communication context.

Audience Equality and Segmentation ~ Another reason for the segregation of a
general public from its component segments is the incompatibility of segtoerand

the equality of access required in democratic participation. L. Grunig, J. Ginohig
Dozier (2002) describe these conflicting philosophies as they apply to the pdrceptua
differences of public relations theorists and the public sector practitigne324-325).
The implied power relationship of “strategic constituencies” (L. Gruni@runig &
Dozier, 2002, p.95) is seen by some scholars to be undemocratic (p. 324) because the
organization-centric perspective does not consider the larger, societaltcartiex
argument for an egalitarian consideration of audiences reflects an applufat
democratic ideals: ideals which are the foundation of the external reqoteemmgosed
on the communication practices of agencies. These requirements have dfdoceche
communication practice. A practitioner in a non-regulatory state agenaybesstow

the resulting “often well intended legal requirements” can frustrate concation

efforts by creating process and adding redundancy. However, the suggestion tha
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segmentation is undemaocratic fails to recognize the theoretical mechahanensure
the consideration of publics does not reflect a relative power differential.

The authors of excellence theory point out “J. Grunig has defined publics as
groups of people that have consequences on organizations or on whom organizations
have consequences” (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 324.) While this
recognizes the powerless, affected publics, it rests upon the communicationmsanage
sense of responsibility and the sufficiency of the manager’s autonomy. Theesaut
summarize, “The answer to the dilemma of how to practice symmetrical pellalions
in a situation of unequal power lies in the power of professionalism” (L. Grunig, J.
Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 326). This reliance on professionalism is sometimes
criticized as idealism (Holtzhausen, 2007, p. 363), but it has an increased application in
the public sector, where the inclusion of powerless publics rests, instead, onlexterna
requirements.

Contextual Motivations for Audience Equality Two essential criticisms are brought

up in L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Dozier’s (2002) discussion of strategic publics. One
criticism is that strategically managing publics is essentmllyritizing, and potentially
privileging one constituency over another. The second, is that the only way this would
not happen is if the organization suspended the consideration of its own interests for the
consideration of its publics, which makes such consideration discretionary. The
requirements of the public sector would seem to address both of these criticthats i

there are legal requirements for the equality of access and information. OrEesisa

the Freedom of Information Act, which requires that information be availabtado “

public” (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 1996, p. 1). There are also structures and legislation for

97



ensuring the agencies’ general responsibility to the public. These can ioé expl
requirements, such as the Government Performance Results Act of 1993, or agemcies wit
oversight responsibilities, such as the Office of Management and Budget and the
Government Accountability Office.

The theoretical criticisms and the external requirements both serve t@ittust
some of the potential influences which cause practitioners to concentrate effart
general public. However, as noted earlier, the interviewees still dettogibefforts to
segment audiences and tailor communications. This suggests that legahreqtsrare
not the only impetus for communication. It also implies that there is anotheusrfpet
the segmentation of audiences outside of the legal requirement for informathamgesc
with the general public. The differences in interviewees’ use of segnoendai their
reasons for using it, may reflect that it is in fact the “power of profedsaoriavhich
determines how the best communication practices are integrated with th&agen
external requirements for transparency and access. The supposed role aftitienars
in determining the use of best practice is one of the tenets of the excellege\lech
highlights the department manager’s role in effecting excellent comntionsa
However, it still speaks to the fact that the perceptions of responsibility ttesadje
public seem to inhibit the application of best practice: an inhibition which is only
sometimes overcome by the practitioners.

Structural Effects of General Public PerceptionsThe practitioners’ descriptions of a
general public serve to illustrate how public sector perceptions of publicstfita &
theoretical understanding of publics. The legislated public information requiearent

standard in all of the agencies; however, the regulatory agencies witkr gnalatic effect
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also segment critical constituencies for more effective informationhagge. While this
effort is not always explicitly required by statute or policy, pramigrs indicate that it is
a matter of most effectively fulfilling their perceived responsibgitiéd\s one practitioner
in a non-regulatory federal agency says, “We would not be meeting our reslggnsibi
we just published our material and walked away.” This redresses one of thafreque
criticisms of bureaucracy: that agency efforts meets only the miningahrequirement.
It also illustrates that practitioners meet their public information reaeinés to a general
audience, and then continue to follow up with communication with specific audience
segments.

The structural effect of the practitioners’ perceptions of general andicpec
publics is both an active and passive communication effort within an agency, toserve it
specific and general communication efforts respectively. Specificalyguhlic affairs
function becomes a one-way information engine which gives information to the public
through external, media professionals. The two-way communication and public
involvement occurs on an issue-specific basis, most frequently on a program lewssd. The
efforts seem to be meant to address all of the agency's communication ilekpes)s
however, the resulting multiple efforts also introduce a level of redundancy aatova
in the agencies’ communication efforts. These structural effects of theedif
communication responsibilities contribute to the media relations emphasis of tlee publi
affairs function.

The understanding of the practitioner’s responsibility to the general public, in
relation to its individual segments, provides the foundation for understanding the role of

media and governmental publics. There is an obvious synergy between the agencies’
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need to communicate to its audiences and the media’s need to provide their audiences
with information on issues that affect them. The linchpin in this relationship isdhe fa
that government issues affect such a broad audience. The relationship of “scope of
impact” (Euske, 2003, p. 4) and “media scrutiny” (Liu, Horsley, & Levenshus, In press,
p. 3) suggest the mutuality of media and agency interests. This goal mutuaiity all
agencies to pass some of the initiative of public information to professional, wadih
has a financial interest in reaching the broadest possible audience. Ehwtabeviate
the entire public information responsibilities of the agency, but it acts asea forc
multiplier for agency communication. The perceived improvement on the investment of
communication resources offered by media makes them a focal audience. uliaatres
dedication of resources to media compounds the structural division between public
information and public involvement.

The perceived dual mandate of public sector communication requires attention to
general and specific audiences. This contributes to the intervieweesptieasrof
public affairs’ ill-defined role in relationship building. The inhibiting effetthis lack
of definition is explained by Rainey, Pandey and Bozeman'’s (1995) correlation bf “goa
ambiguity” to perceptions of “red tape” (p. 568). In summary, the un-reconciled
contention between the practitioners perceived responsibilities inhiteitsied audience
determination and communication. This goal ambiguity hypothesis explains, irhpart, t
public sector communicators’ frustration at having communication requirementseouts
those suggested by theory and best practice, such as the requirement tayadérass
audiences when segmenting audiences contributes to more specific andeeffect

communication.
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The duality of practitioners’ perceptions of publics also introduces inefficiiency
agency communication practices. The practical prescriptions of segroerletory are
limited by the perception of the general public as an audience removed fregnisrgs.
The primary purpose of “strategic constituencies” is that its implen@miatproves the
return on the communication effort (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 95). A
significant part of that improvement is efficiency related; it has to do watte m
accurately reaching the most important audiences. The efficiency asapéetially
negated when there is a perception that separate efforts are requgeddia and
specific audiences. This suggests a fundamental contention between biest anacthe
perceived responsibilities of the public sector practitioners; this is adeabat seems to
be at the core of understanding the persistence of the one-way, public information
orientation to government communication.

Theory of Differentiated Communication Public relations, public affairs, public
information, public policy and public administration are all terms that argneted in
literature as having varying degrees of commonality (e.g. Toth, 2006; J. Grunig, 1992, p.
4; Creighton, 2005, p. 9; Henry, 2009, p. 3; Lee, 2008, XVI). Lee (2008) and Toth
(2006) provide the most elegant theoretical association of these terms in isggipast

each of the other terms is a subsection of government public relations. Themgmaini
terms (public information, public affairs, public policy, public administration) thus
represent different points on a spectrum ranging from communication oriented to
management oriented efforts. This continuum would reflect varying degrees of
involvement in the implementation of agency policy ranging from communication

information about policy, to its administration and development. The perceptions of the
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interviewees seem to suggest that public affairs varies from agency ty agésac
placement on this spectrum.

The first indication of this is that offices responsible for the same comntionica
functions use these titles interchangeably, and conversely, offices with fergrdi
interpretations of their responsibilities have the same title. The intedatga shows that
what is public information in one government agency, may be public affairs, public
policy, or even public involvement in another. Variation on this spectrum would also
account for the interviewees’ varying interpretations of how the informati@hag of
public comment relates to its value as a decisional input in that a management (versus
communication) interpretation of public affairs would emphasize its decisigmat i
Ultimately, this variation accounts for the different interpretations ofipalffairs
involvement in public meetings. The communication end of the spectrum is reflected in
those agencies which are only involved in publicizing meetings while the public
administration end of the spectrum is represented by the interviewee inal feder
regulatory agency who uses public meetings and communication instrumentady in t
development of broad (versus situational) policy development and implementation.

This point may be reflected in the fact that practitioners view information
collection as an additive process, in which the information value of public comment is
solely as a decisional input. In other words, the agency communicators seetthatf
the primary issue is that public comment reaches the agency decision,raakanst
that the communicators themselves process all communication inputs. This is also

consistent with the moderate decisional contributions of government communication
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departments that was observed in the excellence study (Dozier, L. GruhigGré&nig,
1995, p. 181).

The practitioners’ description of segregated communication efforts seeris to, a
least in part, reflect the existence of two fundamentally different viewiseorole of
communication. Normative public relations theory, particularly excellenceytheas
emphasized the importance of mutually effective dialogue in the determination of
organizational strategy (Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995). In this pergpgetto
way communication is used to manage interdependencies between an organizat®n and i
environment (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002, p. 95). L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and
Dozier (2002) describe the role of communication, “Of course , communication alone
does not create and maintain these relationships; but communication plays aevital rol
(p. 95-95).

Comparatively, the practitioners frequently describe this role @gdirto one-
way information dissemination and publicity. This perception is supported in public
participation literature, which distinguishes between public communication and public
participation. The comments of Rowe and Gammack (2004) are particularly agtgropri
to this discussion. They describe that, “Public communication involves the one-way
communication of information from the exercise sponsor to the public (a passive
recipient)” (p. 41). Alternatively, they suggest, “public participation involveswag
information exchange and debate between members of the public and the sponsor” (p.
41). This is also exemplified in Rowe and Frewer’s (2005) diagram which itestra
communication responsibility as isolated to the outward flow of information (p. 255).

These authors’ descriptions of public participation bear an obvious resemblance to
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excellence theory’s description of symmetrical communication, yet tlo&tpmaers
describe a situation where the two are treated as exclusive terms.

The fact that public affairs officers, as the communication specialists, dakeot
ownership of public participation programs may seem ironic to communication scholars,
who have struggled to establish the value of the public relations and public affairs
functions within organizations. However, the delegation of public participation tacsubje
matter experts is not solely an effect of the disassociation of public invaiveme
public affairs. The interview data reviewed in the findings suggested that the
decentralization of communication functions was an effect of efforts to improgsesacc
and better distribute the workload. For example, director of public affairs in-a non
regulatory federal agency stated that the diffusion of communication resitibasiis a
means to improve public access. He says, “we make all of our experts aviailabl
people.” The director points out that by having the subject matter speciahsisct
their own public meetings and information collection, the process is more directly
plugged into the concerns and interests of the agency’s publics and constituents. There
are also theoretical benefits to an agency encouraging wider involvement o publi
outreach and public involvement programs such as public meetings. The excellence
study suggests that this contributes to a more participatory culture, wharnakated to
institutions with higher levels of communication excellence (Dozier, L. Gréni.

Grunig, 1995).
Effects of Segregated Communication Efforts on Relationship Buildikgsentially,
the segregation of communication functions relegates relationships to the role of a

process measure rather than a communication goal. Hon and J. Grunig (1999) describe
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three stages of strategic relations as it relates to relationshi@tiah. These three
stages can be summarized as identifying strategic publics, “planniplgnienting, and
evaluating communication programs,” and “measuring and evaluating theslomg-t
relationships” (p. 9). The interview data suggests that these stages orwljyddrti
within the government communication context, specifically in relation to publicsaffa
The following discussion addresses how the three stages appear to apply astssugg
how this might relate to previously reviewed public sector charactsristic

The interviewees’ determination of strategic constituencies, or key plsga&ss
to be a critical theme in understanding why there is ambiguity surrounding peseuf
relationship building in public affairs. The data suggests two ways of looking at
agencies’ interpretations of strategic publics. One hypothesis is thatrie int
governmental audiences are the most significant publics because theseesidae the
greatest effect on the agency. For instance, congressional affagcusritly a separate
communication function. It is possible that a focus on long term relationshipsseamot
in public affairs because the communication intensive relationship buildingsedfert
being “strategically” targeted towards the audiences with the gredfiest. This leaves
public affairs to satisfy public information requirements and asymméyrigather
environmental information needed for decisional processes. This is a sedielegelyt
interpretation because it would seem to fit a significant amount of the interview
observations, and fits a number of the criticisms of government communication. This
interpretation may be accurate in some instances, particularly in nontoegagencies;
however, a more likely interpretation considers some of the contextual factbes of t

public sector.
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Another way to interpret the practitioners’ perspectives of strategicpusl
inferred in the interview data. As concluded from the data related to thee§iesirch
guestion, the interviewees seem to make an effect-oriented determinatiom kéyhei
publics. In other words, the strategic stakeholders are not determined ljirdair
effect on agencies’ actions, but more by how they are affected by theyadgéns seems
to primarily reflect a difference in how publics are perceived as eftgtite
organization. Ultimately, it seems “effect” on an agency, is different“déféect’ on a
private organization because of the differences in determinations of gpective
bottom lines. The bottom line of organizations in the public sector are determined by
their service of the “social good” (Euske, 2003, p. 5) or “public good” (Liu, Horsley, &
Levenshus, In press, p. 2). Recognizing the differences in perceptions okagenci
bottom line may account for the practitioners’ descriptions of key publics beingsegm
of the general public, and not only the legislative and interagency publics which have a
seemingly greater direct effect on agency operations.

The fundamental differences in the organizations’ determinations of thenbott
line contribute to significant differences between the sectors. While othierdand
environmental factors can have systematic effects on communication, thejodaem
procedural constraints rather than fundamental differences in motivations to
communicate. The non-economic public sector bottom line creates difficulty in the
“measurability of objectives” (Euske, 2003, p. 5), which contributes to “goal amiguit
(Rainey, Pandey & Bozeman, 1995, p. 568) within agencies. This goal ambiguity may
inhibit a clear delineation of communication responsibilities by not placimdnasms on

developing long term relationships with effected publics. Overall, the ambafudng
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term goals, specifically communication goals, seems to contribute to a focugron s
term goals. An effort to reconcile the perceptual differences betagency
practitioners and normative public relations theory must recognize the mast basi
differences in communication goal determination.

Wilson (1989) describes how the public sector context contributes to the focus on
short term goals. He says, “Faced with political superiors that find it contbe@asier
and politically necessary to focus on inputs, agency managers also tend to focus on
inputs” (p. 126). This suggests that the process measures may be perceived as more
important than long term relationship measures. Wilson (1989) also relategoidliof
fairness” (p. 127) to Rainey, Pandey and Bozeman'’s description of “goajutybi
(1995, p. 568) by explaining that “equity is more important than efficiency in the
management of many government agencies” (Wilson, 1989, p. 132). Wilson (1989)
gives this example to illustrates how “equity” becomes emphasized as aspgocd:
without illustrating its value as a long term goal:

We cannot easily say whether the pupils were educated, the streets mqae safe

some deseases prevented; but we can say whether every pupil got the same

textbook, every citizen got the same police response, and every patient got the

same vaccine. (p. 132)

This is not to suggest that these individualized, short term communication
processes do not have a positive effect. Hon and J. Grunig (1999, p. 9) indicate that the
achievement of short term goals, or “outcome objectives,” may contribute to tong te
relationship building, but the interview data does not indicate that this integratioe of

individual effort usually happens at the function level.
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The focus on “process measures” versus “outcomes” (Hon and J. Grunig, 1999, p.
18) can be related to a number of public sector characteristics. Part sfibcsuse
practitioners perceive the primary value of public interaction as beingsaradiinput,
as described in the discussion of the second research question. Another part may be that
the agency maintains a focus on exchange relationships, which apply bettgattorst
where there is mutual, direct effect between relational partners. Theyagenc
communicators’ effect-based determination of publics suggests that “communal
relationships,” rather than “exchange relationships,” are more applicable to affidilis
efforts (Hon & J. Grunig, 1999, p. 21).

This point is significant because it suggests that the relationship goalsema
unique in the public sector. In terms of the agencies’ publics, a distinction between
communal and exchange relationships becomes blurred because of the public sectors’
bottom line. The exchange relationships, which Hon and J. Grunig (1999) describe as the
“essence of marketing relationships between organizations and custonfecsivedf/
merge with the more selfless concepts of communal relationships. In other Wwerds, t
bottom-line centrism of exchange relationships is applicable, only the bottors fihe i
welfare of others,” which is the focus of communal relationships. This point is teeant
suggest that part of the reason public affairs practitioners do not make a sustained
relationships development effort is because there is insufficient abariyhat the
outcome of the relationship should be.
Communication Value of Public Commernthe review of literature recounts that one of
the frequent criticisms of public participation in government agencies is theptien

that the participation is without effect. As mentioned, this perception alschasts in
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the original Administrative Procedures Act. Essentially, bureaucracyntesmsled to be
an administration of government functions by those most qualified to do so. These
administrators were legally empowered to largely self-determinéhehtheir action
served the public interest; a logical effect of their being the most qualified.
philosophy, which underlies why agencies were granted the discretion tivegfect
respond to public comment, appears to put efficiency over democratic process and
representation of the public interest. The resulting process is one wheceimpuiis
considered in relation to other informational products either generated by bt bgug
the agency.

The themes of the interview data indicate that public comment has a value as a
decisional input, but it also indicates that practitioners do not assign it amgrfurt
communication value. Even though some interviewees describe responding to every
public comment and even posting them on the website, there is little or no effort to
holistically consider the comments outside of their issue specific, corBéit there is
potentially value to public comment outside of its worth as a decisional input. This is
perhaps best indicated by Dozier, L. Grunig and J. Grunig’s (1995) description of
informal, versus formal, environmental scanning (p. 202). The authors state that,
“Although [informal scanning activities] may not provide the level of quantiboahat
senior management needs for many strategic decisions, informal technuyids pr
communicators with sensitive antennae they need to get their firstdingidoulence or
problems on the horizon” (p. 203).

This suggests that public comment information may have further value in

preempting issues. Dozier, L. Grunig and J. Grunig (1995) find that such scanning
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efforts correlate strongly with communication excellence (p. 203). ddsiEconsidering
the scanning value of public comment and public meetings, practitioners seehthatfee
their responsibility is largely met by merely responding to public comment. As one
practitioner in a non-regulatory federal agency describes, “My rule of thurinois

don’t hear back from the people again, then they’re satisfied.” This mayieffgect

satisfy public information requirements, but it neglects an opportunity to inform the
agency'’s perception of its key publics. It is essentially two-way asymcade
communication, in which the value of incoming information is only considered from the
organizational perspective.

This is not to suggest that environmental scanning inputs are not received by
strategic decision makers. Although, the information received seems to doraglpr
from media scanning activities and regard a general public analybesy, laan an
analysis of key publics. For instance, one interviewee in a non-regulatorgiceatey
describes that “scanning the media” is a primary source for environmeptahation.
While this may provide some information on the agencies operating environmemgtt i
likely to be as developed as the information received from the agencies’ direct
interactions with specific publics.

An important point in the discussion of public comment’s potential value to
communication is that it is not an argument for increasing the effect ofyagahbtic
interaction within decisional processes. Where that argument can be and hasdeen m
it invites a different set of procedural considerations to avoid an imbalance of
informational inputs. Specifically, this invites the criticism that cenpablics will have

a disproportional influence on agency action, and receive undue consideration from the
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agency. This is a particular challenge for agencies given they must cdhsiédiects of
their efforts in the broadest context, not just in their own operating environments
However, these concerns do not apply to the more thorough consideration of public
comment by communicators. This information does not function solely as a ddcisiona
input in regulatory decisions, but also serves to better direct communicat\otiesctd
those publics most likely to be affected by the regulation. Such efforts canrtialy

avoid further petition, adverse legislation, and judicial review.

The issue specificity of public involvement is further described by Creighton
(1999). Creighton (1999) describes how agencies suffer from “meetingritigiich,

The symptoms are a tendency to think of public participation as a set of meetings

- particularly meetings at the end of a decisional process - intergpethemany

months of studies and agency coordination during which the public is uninvolved.

(p. 254)

This does not allow public involvement in the broader context of agency
management, and it does not provide for a sustained dialogue with the agencies’ key
publics. The interviewees obviously recognize meetings as an externadnegjt, and
they frequently describe efforts to publicize the meeting and its outcehels far
exceed the minimum requirements for such communication. However, the intesriewee
continue to individualize meeting efforts rather than incorporate them igter lar
communication goals.

Earlier in the discussion, | concluded that public advocacy may not be a practical
model for information gathering in agencies decisional processes, givehita et

concerns. Creighton also recognizes that applying the concept of strategfituencies
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to rule-making may introduce bias, and similarly concludes that there & gldte for
improved dialogue and participation, particularly in a consensus building effort. As he
says, “Although the process can be become skewed if agency staff inteyasttnl

some stakeholders, it is also true that personal trust is a major building block for
development agreements” (p. 254). This suggests that continuing the dialogue, outside of
the decision making process may improve agency-public relationships.

Creighton (1999) says that “more frequent interaction” and “less formal forums”
provide for more productive public interaction (p. 254). The interview data suggests that
communicators are beginning to address the shortcomings of formal meetings by
adapting meetings styles or having additional meetings. In the case of pubig aff
officers, who are primarily tasked with public information (media relatamtseving this
through associations with professional journalists), this translates to asvedmbility
to anticipate the information demands of publics. For public affairs officers who have
broader communication responsibilities, this also includes improved agency-public
dialogue and a better conceptualization of the agency’s operating environnment. O
important point is that in order for this effort to be consistent, avoid redundancy, and
limit extraneous effort, the regulatory meetings most also be taken agearitas a
communication forum.

Retrofitting Bureaucracy for Greater ParticipatioRegardless of the perceived benefits,

the segregation of public affairs and public meetings represents a broadaticeoér

the communication function and public involvement. The separation of these efforts does
not allow for the broader incorporation of the public input generated by public

involvement into strategic decision making. In order to fully recognize te v
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public input, the information needs to be considered outside of its specific decisional
application and processed as an informational product for general agency mamage
Merging, rather than segregating, public affairs and public involvement would faliawv
more holistic management of public input and an opportunity to address public demands
for greater participation in their government.

The demand for public involvement has been slowly increasing since the 1960s
(Creighton, 1999 & 2005), but there has not been a change in the basic bureaucratic
purpose outlined in the Administrative Procedures Act of 1946. The original
Administrative Procedure Act of 1946 required that public comment be received prior to
an agency’s rulemaking; however, it did not make any specific provisiortsefagency
actually considering these comments. This makes sense considering bayeaasra
supposed to be the administration of specific government responsibilities bggiookls
with the necessary expertise, rather than elected officials. The broadsicative
powers and rule-making authority which these professionals were subseguantbd
were theoretically warranted by their expertise. Bureaucra@es tiverefore imbued
with significant decisional autonomy, with only a minimum requirement for public
comment, in order to ensure no potential inputs were excluded. In other words, public
comment was meant to improve informational inputs into agency decisions, not to share
decisional responsibility. The failure to recognize the original purpogmific
comment is reflected in the contemporary criticism that public involvement éapay.
Rowe and Gammack (2004) explain this perceptions by noting,

It has been argued, for example, that many supposedly participative precedure

are nothing of the sort, but essentially public relations exercises givirgpearance of
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participation but without truly empowering the public... The public meeting is arcase
point: the public in attendance might feel that they are having an influence on policy, but
the reality is that influence is often minimal. (Rowe & Gammack, 2004, p. 41)

The interview data suggests that structures, such as the addition of informal
meeting efforts or public involvement offices, are being created in order tesadtie
apparent disconnect between participatory vehicles and their decisiontal eftecever,
this effort to retrofit bureaucracy to be more participative is only descnibibe idata as
being on the function level. The result is issue-specific public involvementsaffbith
are structurally segregated from traditional and required efforts terirdecisional
processes. This redundancy is exemplified in the interviewees’ descriptiongtipfan
meeting formats for individual efforts and physical separation of public infayrmand
public dialogue.

By recognizing that public affairs is not limited to one-way public in&drom,
there can be a more complete and thorough consideration of incoming information. The
public sectors’ communication efforts are independent and inefficient.athste
addressing a mass audience or committing resources selectivetégistaudiences,
they do both. Instead of having either communication personnel or subject mattes exper
control public forums, they have two different meetings; the required meeting anathe
informal meeting to encourage greater dialogue and relationship buildistgad of
integrating public input into the broader context of agency management, agencias have
new communication effort, with different subject matter experts eachwitrefew
obvious vehicles for information sharing. While this is a selective repetgenof the

interview data, it highlights the redundancy and inefficiency introduced in séggega
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communication efforts and suggests the potential synergy of public affairs ard publ
meetings.

To the individual government practitioner, this may appear to be too big of an
issue to fix. However, the interview data suggests that greater synaxyasable.
There are interviewees who describe robust communication programs that tailor
communication to dialogue with key publics while ensuring that information and access
is available to the broadest possible audience. These few intervieweesedescri
communication programs where public involvement and public information are
integrated concepts rather than separate offices with separate pupszesgto
separate publics. The features which appear to play a role in the developmese of the
programs are not specific enough to suggest that their results are not transferable
another agency. Specifically, regulatory capacity, mission, and level oingower do
not appear to prohibit the integration of public communication and public involvement.
A manager’s personality is frequently cited by the interviewees) @nabling factor,
and in one instance, so is the agency’s small size. Overall, the challengsaisiéhas
the challenge of improving communication excellence in a private organization. The
practitioner must seek windows of opportunity to impress upon strategic decision makers
the potential value of effective communication. Greater integration of public
communication and public involvement will reduce redundant communication efforts,
derive greater value from informational products and potentially improve publics’

decisional efficacy, while maintaining equality of access.
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Limitations

A limitation of this study relates to the potential limitations in traradféity. The
sampling was purposive, in that it intentionally included representation froenedtff
departments, levels of government (state and federal), and rule makingtistiioon-
regulatory and regulatory). This distribution of the interviews helps to irectbas
transferability in comparison to data focusing on only a single permutatibess t
variables. However, assuming broader transferability based on these exdgetargs
may not be reasonable given the potential commonalities in factors like emtesvi
personality. In other words, the respondents may only represent the most active and
outgoing practitioners, as that is likely to be why they responded. dilid mean that
the programs they participate in are systematically affected by thisctéiastic, and
cannot be transferred to a context is apparently comparable. In essentedytsegght
to strike a balance between transferability and depth and this balance wdsreahisi
the choice of methods. The resulting data helps to move the discussion of public sector
practice forward, but does not suggest a state-of-the-field, and may onlyrhiaee |
transferability to similar contexts.

The potential positivity bias of the interviewees is also a limiting faufttis
study. | am confident that | reached a point of saturation judging by the ultimate
repetition of themes in the data; however, all of the practitioners were askedtttedst
some self-evaluation in that they gave their impression of the effects of their
communication efforts. Any positivity in the self evaluation potentiallgcf the

overall quality of the data. The effort to reach saturation and the candor of the
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interviewees mitigates this concern somewhat, but the potential effatti®gh
considering as a limitation.

Future Research
Media and Government 2.0The prominent role of media in government
communication is one which is well reported in literature (e.g., Liu, Hor&ley,
Levenshus, In press; Allison, 1982; Euske, 2003; L. Grunig, J. Grunig & Dozier, 2002).
This prominence is substantiated in the interview data, but the changing role of
professional media and the concurrent increase in social media may preseiof are
change in this relationship.

We are now seeing traditional media crumpling under the weight of the

ubiquitous Internet. For example, tGaicago TribuneThePhiladelphia

Inquirere/Daily Newsand theSan Francisco Chroniclell either are in or close to

bankruptcy. And it is not only the newspapers... it's all advertising-driven content.

(Tabb, 2009, p. 1)

There is some interview data which suggests that new media may offer a
“window of opportunity” for expanding the communication function in agencies (Dozier,
L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995, p. 146). One practitioner in a regulatory federal agency
describes this change in his agency, “We went with first one person doing it as a
collateral duty to that person doing it full-time to now that person plus a staff ef thre
individuals doing social media networking because we get so many inquirieh&om t
public.” However, this window of opportunity will not stay open forever. Whether or
not government communication expands as a result of new media would seem tied to

how professional journalism adapts its role. Clark and Aufderheide (2009) also observe
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that professional media may adapt and resume its previous role as the prineeyofe
agencies information exchange. They explain, “Legacy public media, both some
commercial journalism institutions and public media institutions, are wrgstlrd with
the challenge of serving their public missions in new and radically differays.”

(Clark & Aufderheide, 2009, p. 12). It may be that the informational “conduit” described
by an interviewee earlier is streamlined into more direct commumicatodes offering
greater immediacy.

Strategic Decentralization and New Medi&he application of strategic decentralization
is also compatible with the advent of Web 2.0 features in which agencies ntagdxe f
to reach their publics on a wider variety of media and face a greater demand for
immediacy. The flat structure better recognizes that any agemopenean potentially
broadcast video in real-time to a global audience, regardless of their funtttiontie
agency. Including the unit level in public communication allows the agency ke ma
better use of the contributions of all employees” (Dozier, L. Grunig, &unigr1995, p.
145). Also, the greater inclusiveness of this structure allows the public moss &xce
the agency. An effort to limit the agency’s communication to a single offageseem
contrary to current initiatives of transparency and access.

Despite this potential application of new media, there are still perceptuarbar
to enhancing two way agency-public communication. There is a hesitation to invite
participation in vehicles with limited scope that is similar to the oppositioarttsv
segmenting publics on the grounds of egalitarian democracy. A practitioner in a
regulatory state agency addresses these questions of access dpy ‘SHyame’s people in

Southwest Virginia that don’t even have running water so you can’t expect to put
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something on the website and they'll see it.” Another practitioner in a regufatieral
agency explains how these differences in access affect the input’s vatukaftl to
judge the content and weigh that when you can have certain groups who have advantage
because they are more internet savvy, that they can have a better netwerkheyean
generate a lot more comments than a smaller group who aren’t that savvy.”

Essentially, this is the same argument for not segmenting publics and seeking
symmetrical communication, and it similarly ignores the context in which tbemation
is being used. This seems to be predicated on a fear that someone will be excluded;
however, the fundamental design of agencies offers the same elegant solutiornis There
little threat that the informational value of one vehicle’s input is privileged ove
another’s, because public input is an informational product and not a direct decisional
determinant. In other words, agencies were designed to be a body of adrarsisthat
would make the best decisions based on the best evidence. The role of public
communication is thus to improve the “best evidence” and not make the decision. The
effect-oriented determination of publics by government communicators cifsgts
remaining risk of access inequity. To use the interviewee’s example of &ieopl
Southwest Virginia that don’t even have running water,” it would be the respaysobili
agency communicators to segment this public as one affected by the agentoy, a
ensure this public has equal access to the agency through other vehicles.

Future research is needed to explore the potential for government agencies to use
new media as a growth opportunity for the communication functions. Specifibaltg, t
is a value in examining how the diffusion of professional media and the increasiof role

non-professional media is changing the traditional agency-media relationshgp. Thi
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examination would also yield evidence as to whether this results in sthattanges to

the media relations functions of government agencies.
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Appendix 1

Interview Protocol: How public meetings affect agency-public relationships (APR)

Name of Participant (for correspondence only; confidential):
Title:

Date of Interview:

Time Started:

Time Stopped:

Pre brief

1.

2.

3.

Ensure member has read/signed consent form
Introduce interviewer and study topic

Reconfirm audiotape permission

How would you describe your role in the organization? (Rapport)
How would you describe a typical day performing these responsibilities? (Rapport)

While conducting your public affairs responsibilities, how do you determine who you need to
communicate with? (RQ1)

How, if at all, do you prioritize these audiences? (RQ1)
What affect do these audiences have on your organization? (RQ1)

Do you feel that your organization has a relationship with these audiences? Why or Why not?
(RQ1)

How frequently does your agency conduct public meetings? (RQ2)

What role, if any, does the public affairs function play in organizing and conducting a public
meeting? (RQ2)

Why does your organization conduct public meetings? [Probes: What value, if any, do you
feel public meetings have to the organization? How does this achieve the goals of your
department? Can you give me some examples?] (RQ2)

10. What effect do you feel public meetings have on your publics’ perception of your

organization? Can you explain? (RQ3)

11. Do you feel that your experience at the meeting strengthened or weakened your

relationship with your publics? How so? (RQ3
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12. How, if at all, do you feel that the public meetings help achieve organizational goals with
your publics? (RQ3: Control Mutuality)

13. Do you feel that you can rely upon the audiences represented at public meetings? Why or
Why not? Can you give me some examples? (RQ3: Trust)

14. How, if at all, do you feel that the public meeting audiences demonstrate their willingness
to work with your organization? Can you give me an example? (RQ3: Commitment)

15. How do public meetings affect your level of satisfaction with the participating publics?
Please Explain. (RQ3: Satisfaction)

Follow up

16. Thank you for your participation. If | have any further questions while transcribing, would it
be acceptable to follow up with you? If so, what is the best way to get in contact with you?

phone #/email

17. Are there any other questions that you feel | should have asked to better explore how
public meetings affect relationships between government agencies and their constituents?

18. Do you have any questions for me regarding this research?

Thank you again for your participation.
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UMCP IRB Application and Instructions rev. 07/30/08

Page 5 of 9
Page 1 of 2
Initials Date
CONSENT FORM
Project Title Communication Study of Public Meetings in Government Agencies
Why is this This is a research project being conducted by Dr. Elizabeth Toth, Principal
research being Investigator, and Michael Patterson, master’s student, at the University of
done? Maryland, College Park. We are inviting you to participate in this research
project because your familiarity with the public affairs practices of government
agencies. The purpose of this research project is to understand the use of public
meetings by government agencies and examine how these meetings relate to the
agencies’ public affairs efforts.
What will | be The procedures involve a one-on-one interview which will be recorded with your

asked to do?

consent (audio only). The interview will either be face to face, at a location
mutually convenient to both you and the interviewer, or via telephone. The
interview is expected to last no longer than 1 hour. The questions asked during
the interview will focus on your experience with the public meetings. You will
be asked to discuss your professional experience as it relates to your agency’s
use of public meetings and public participation. For example, you may be asked
questions like the following:

How, if at all, do you prioritize these audiences?

What affect do these audiences have on your organization?
You may decline to answer any question, and you will not be penalized. You
may withdraw from the study at any time, and you will not be penalized. Your
participation is completely voluntary.

What about
confidentiality?

This research project involves making audiotapes of you. To help protect your
confidentiality, standard methods to protect privacy will be maintained. Your
identity and your organization or affiliations will remain confidential. Only the
Principal and master student will have access to your name and your
organization. Data will be securely stored in the master student’s locked office
on a computer. Hard copies of data will remain in the master student’s office. All
data will be destroyed (i.e., shredded or erased) when their use is no longer
needed but not before a minimum of five years after data collection. If we write
a report or article about this research project, your identity will be protected to
the maximum extent possible.

Your information may be shared with representatives of the University of
Maryland, College Park or governmental authorities if you or someone else is in
danger or if we are required to do so by law.

(Please check the blanks for all those statements that apply)

I agree to disclose information which may identify myself

I do not agree to disclose information identifying myself and wish such
information to remain confidential

I agree to disclose information which may identify my organization

I do not agree to disclose information identifving my organization and
wish such information to remain confidential

I agree to be audio-taped during my participation in this study.

I do not agree to be audio-taped during my participation in this study.

Page 2 of 2
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UMCP IRB Application and Instructions rev. 07/30/08

Page 6 of 9

Initials Date

Appendix 2

Project Title

Communication Study of Public Meetings in Government Agencies

What are the risks
of this research?

There may be some risks from participating in this research. Because
you may be audiotaped and may be identified by name, this project
presents minimal risk to you. Your participation is voluntary and that
you can decline to answer specific questions or to end your participation
at any time without penalty.

What are the
benefits of this
research?

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may
help the investigator learn more about how public meetings relate to
public affairs efforts in government agencies.

Do | have to be in
this research?

May | stop
participating at any
time?

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may
choose not to take part at all. If you decide to participate in this
research, you may stop participating at any time. If you decide not to
participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will
not be penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.
Also, if you choose to withdraw or request it, the researchers will
destroy all records including the audiotape.

What if | have
questions?

This research is being conducted by Dr. Elizabeth Toth in the
Communications Department at the University of Maryland, College
Park. If you have any questions about the research study itself, please
contact Dr. ElizabethToth at 2130 Skinner Building, College Park 20742;
301-405-8077; eltoth@umd.edu

If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or wish to
report a research-related injury, please contact: Institutional Review
Board Office, University of Maryland, College Park, Maryland,
20742; (e-mail) irb@deans.umd.edu; (telephone) 301-405-0678
This research has been reviewed according to the University of
Maryland, College Park IRB procedures for research involving human
subjects.

Statement of Age
of Subject and
Consent

Your signature indicates that:

you are at least 18 years of age;,

the research has been explained to you;

your questions have been fully answered; and

you freely and voluntarily choose to participate in this research
project.

Signature and Date

NAME OF SUBJECT

SIGNATURE OF SUBJECT

DATE
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