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a b s t r a c t
The Community Voice Method is a stakeholder engagement approach designed to foster more inclusive,
informed, and ongoing civic dialog in communities without a history of successful planning initiatives.
The method begins with an iterative participatory research process, resulting in the creation of an original documentary ﬁlm compiled from ethnographic interviews with a wide range of stakeholders. The
ﬁlm, which presents a research-based distillation of local civic discourse around the topic of interest, is
used in combination with quantitative data presentations to stimulate deliberation during subsequent
deliberative public meetings. Using ﬁndings from a Community Voice project in Macon County, North
Carolina (USA), we argue that, by preceding public meetings with participatory research, the Community
Voice Method was able to promote inclusive civic dialog; provide meeting participants with accessible,
trustworthy information; and help build ongoing community capacity to address local land use issues.
© 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
On July 29, 2005, 200 people crowded into the hot gymnasium of
Cowee Elementary School in Macon County, NC. They came to confront the developer of Wildﬂower, a 1500 acre gated subdivision
slated to be built on the mountain ridge overlooking Cowee Valley.
Less than 10% of the attendees spoke; all voiced concerns about
the impacts the development would have on the community and
the environment. However, the county lacked any land use plan or
ordinances regulating development, including major subdivisions
like Wildﬂower, and the developer made it clear that he was free
to ignore resident’s comments. The meeting provided no opportunities for residents to discuss the issues or formulate solutions,
and as the crowd dispersed, the mood was one of frustration and
alienation.
The Wildﬂower meeting was not the ﬁrst time that Macon
residents had come together around land use and development
issues—indeed, attempts to enact land use regulations in the
county dated back thirty years. However, during past planning processes, public participation opportunities had been both sparse and
explosive, resulting in a complete failure to generate county-wide
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land use policy. Ineffective communication by process organizers and the circulation of misinformation by planning opponents
had fueled pent-up public suspicion, which then boiled over at
confrontational public meetings. Most recently, in 2001–2002,
a county-led planning process had disintegrated without even
reaching a public hearing due to raucous protests and claims
of insufﬁcient opportunities for participation (Cho, Newman, &
Bowker, 2005; Cumming, Guffey, & Norwood, 2008). Thus, at the
height of the amenity-driven growth boom of the early 2000s,
Macon County’s citizens still lacked any effective public forum for
addressing land use issues, and mountainside development continued without public oversight.
On August 17, 2005—less than a month after the Wildﬂower
meeting—a different kind of public meeting was held in Macon
County: a deliberative forum on local land use issues, convened
as part of the Little Tennessee Perspectives (LTP) research project.
Even though both meetings were addressing similar issues, in the
same place, at around the same time, they were strikingly different in tone and eventual impacts. At the latter meeting, people
listened to each other, shared perspectives in a respectful atmosphere, found the experience informative, and felt encouraged to
participate further.
In this paper, we ask why the LTP project meetings differed so
strikingly from previous planning meetings in Macon County. We
argue that the difference is attributable to LTP’s use of the Community Voice Method (CVM), a public engagement approach that
precedes public meetings about planning with an extensive period
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of participatory research. In LTP, this research was aimed at characterizing local land use issues and the stakeholder perspectives
on those issues. Our analysis ﬁnds that CVM contributed to a better process by (1) providing participants with information about
salient issues that they found both accessible and trustworthy and
(2) fostering the establishment of an inclusive, constructive environment for public dialog. This improved participation experience,
we further argue, contributed to stakeholders’ capacity to address
land use issues following the conclusion of the meetings.
The paper proceeds as follows: we ﬁrst situate CVM theoretically, at the intersection of deliberative public participation and
participatory research, and explain how CVM addresses two persistent challenges facing public deliberation: inclusivity of diverse
stakeholders and amenability to multiple forms of expression.
Then, we introduce the steps of the iterative engagement process
and assess the results of employing it in Macon County. We next
discuss the mechanisms whereby CVM contributed to both formal
deliberations and the ongoing civic life of the community. Finally,
we consider the method’s limitations and other applications.

2. The genesis of CVM: addressing challenges of
participation in an amenity migration landscape
Many rural communities across North Carolina and the
United States have experienced unprecedented growth in recent
decades due to amenity migration (Chipeniuk, 2004; Marcouiller,
Clendenning, & Kedzior, 2002; Moss, 2006; Ryan, 2002, 2006). “One
of the major forces of change in rural America” (Stewart, 2002,
p. 369), amenity migration is characterized by “the purchasing of
primary or second residences in rural areas valued for their aesthetic, recreational, and other consumption-oriented use values”
(McCarthy, 2008, p. 130). Historically, low population densities
in these areas have limited the negative externalities of uncoordinated land use decisions and therefore the need for growth
management policies. Thus, many rural communities are unprepared to respond effectively when accelerating growth leads to
environmental or cultural degradation (Odum, 1982; Rudel, 1989),
and efforts to develop planning regulations often encounter hostility (Graber, 1974; McCarthy, 2002; Sargent, 1976).
Besides exemplifying the land use and public engagement
challenges described above, Macon County—a rural, Southern
Appalachian county—was chosen as our study site for two additional reasons: (1) one of the authors (Norwood) had direct
knowledge of the challenges facing land use planning processes
in the county, having directed a nonproﬁt watershed conservation
organization there for two years; and (2) a new grassroots group,
Macon Tomorrow, had emerged to advocate for more effective civic
engagement in land use planning discussions (following the failure
of the 2001–2002 county planning process) and was interested in
collaborating on this project. Macon Tomorrow’s steering committee at the time of this project was composed of representatives of
the planning board, a land trust, a regional conservation organization, a freelance writer and the county planner. Norwood had
been a founding member of the group and had sustained a strong
working relationship with Macon Tomorrow.
Macon Tomorrow believed that the often-raucous outcry at public meetings against even modest land use controls—which had
kept Macon County devoid of land use regulation for decades—was
not an indicator that most people opposed all regulation. Instead,
it was symptomatic of problems with the planning processes
themselves—design ﬂaws that favored ideological grandstanding
while denying participants the opportunity to reﬂectively consider
potential policies in light of their values, concerns and hopes for
the future. Norwood left her nonproﬁt position in 2003 to pursue
a graduate degree, with the aim of developing a research project
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that would foster more effective public engagement. Beginning in
2004, the authors, both graduate students, began collaborating with
Macon Tomorrow to plan and implement the Little Tennessee Perspectives (LTP) project — a multi-year research and engagement
effort named after the Little Tennessee River that bisects Macon
County. The research methodology built upon Cumming’s previous community engagement work (discussed in more depth in
Cumming, 2007) and was adapted/developed over the course of
the project.
Although LTP was endorsed by the Macon County Planning
Board, it was not part of a formal regulatory planning process and
policy change was not the immediate objective. Rather, Macon
Tomorrow’s aim for the process was to foster productive conversation, elicit stakeholder recommendations for addressing the effects
of rapid land use change in the county—either through governmental or non-governmental means—and to build participants’ capacity
to advance these recommendations through sustained dialog and
collective action. To do this, researchers and Macon Tomorrow
members sought to address three key problems that we identiﬁed regarding public participation around land use issues in the
county: participation processes needed to be better informed by
relevant data, more inclusive of diverse views, and conducive of
ongoing dialog. Over the next year, we collaboratively developed
the iterative, mixed-method approach—subsequently dubbed the
Community Voice Method—that we hoped would address these
persistent and thorny challenges.

3. Approaches to participation: linking deliberation with
participatory research
Public participation is a fundamental component of democratic
governance (Day, 1997; Mason, 2008; Pateman, 1970; Putnam,
2000; Renn, Webler, & Wiedemann, 1995), but in many cases,
“legally required methods of public participation in government
decision making in the US—public hearings, review and comment
procedures in particular—do not work” (Innes & Booher, 2004, p.
419). Rather, they foster a confrontational atmosphere that overwhelms many of the reasons participation is sought in the ﬁrst
place. As many scholars have noted, a “major problem of land use
decision making is its lack of opportunities for citizens to articulate their perspectives and learn from one another” (Lando, 2003;
Senecah, 2004; Stewart, Liebert, & Larkin, 2004, p. 316; Susskind,
McKearnan, & Thomas-Larmer, 1999).
In response to these problems, signiﬁcant theoretical and practical energy has been devoted in the past two decades to developing
public participation approaches that are more effective when the
“distribution of tangible losses and gains” are at stake, as is typically
the case in planning (Beierle, 1999; Campbell, 2005; Lukensmeyer &
Brigham, 2002; Plein, Green, & Williams, 1998; Sanoff, 2000; Smith
& McDonough, 2001; Susskind & Cruikshank, 1987, p. 17). Susskind
and Cruikshank (1987) argued that public participation processes
should: (1) provide opportunities for genuine participation, (2)
offer opportunities for systemic review, (3) be perceived as legitimate by participants, and (4) be viewed as setting a good precedent.
A primary way in which alternative participation approaches have
attempted to meet these criteria has been through improving
opportunities for communication among the stakeholders in a process. A “deliberative turn” (Dryzek, 2000) in planning and other
policy sectors has advanced approaches that foster “debate and discussion aimed at producing reasonable, well-informed opinions in
which participants are willing to revise preferences in light of discussion, new information and claims made by fellow participants”
(Abelson et al., 2003; Chambers, 2003, p. 309; Forester, 1999, 2008).
In other words, the value of deliberation—and related approaches
such as consensus building, mediation, collaborative planning and
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collaborative learning—derives from the “transformative power of
dialogue” (Daniels & Walker, 2001; Healey, 1996, 2006; Innes &
Booher, 2004, p. 428; Mason, 2008; Susskind & Cruikshank, 1987).
Despite its potential to improve upon traditional public participation techniques, deliberative public participation and related
approaches face their own challenges. Two of these that CVM
attempts to address are (1) issues of representation within deliberative forums, and (2) the ability of deliberative processes to
accommodate a range of modes of expression beyond rational argument. These are both elaborated below.

Wilmsen, 2008). As with deliberative participation, the core principles of PR remain valuable, despite valid critiques of PR projects that
have failed to embody the highest ideals of capacity-building and
community transformation (Hayward, Simpson, & Wood, 2004;
Schafft & Greenwood, 2003; Simpson, 2000). Given the compatibility of their goals and methods, participatory research represents
a uniquely efﬁcient way to inform and legitimate a deliberative
public participation process: including stakeholders in discourse
analysis can improve the accuracy of that analysis, while simultaneously assuring stakeholders that their views (and those of other
participants) are fairly represented.

3.1. Representation in deliberative processes
Deliberation about a public issue “by anything more than a tiny
minority” of stakeholders is often practically impossible (Dryzek,
2001, p. 652). Therefore, a primary challenge is how to foster deliberations that are representative of views in the broader stakeholder
population, i.e. increasing the congruence between the “micro discursive sphere” of formal deliberations and the “macro discursive
sphere” of civil society at large (Hendriks, 2006, p. 487; Mansbridge,
1999).
A compelling recommendation for increasing the representativity of deliberations is the proposal that discourses, rather
than individuals, serve as the unit of interest. Dryzek proposes
that the public sphere be regarded as home to a “constellation
of discourses,” with each discourse representing “a shared way
of comprehending the world embedded in language” (2001, pp.
657–658). Approached in this way, the “discursive legitimacy” of
deliberative public participation depends not on representing every
individual stakeholder, but on including stakeholders who represent the full array of discourses on a given issue (p. 661). Therefore,
“discursive representation offers a solution to this key problem of
scale that confronts deliberative democracy” (Dryzek & Niemeyer,
2008, p. 485). A critical challenge then becomes how to assess discourses in a manner that is regarded as a legitimate. Dryzek and
Niemeyer (2008) propose a variety of research-based methods for
assessing discourses, including Q methodology, historical analyses,
in-depth interviews, and opinion surveys, among others.
While we believe there is great merit in a discursive approach
to deliberative representation, we caution that relying upon social
science research to gauge the distribution of discourses could be
misunderstood by the public and branded as technocratic and
untrustworthy. Involving participants directly in the social science endeavor through participatory research (PR) may yield results
that are more accessible and easily understood by stakeholders,
more sensitive to discursive nuances (Dryzek, 2001), and deemed
more trustworthy in the eyes of many participants (Wilmsen, 2008)
than conventional research approaches. PR “entails involving the
people directly affected by the phenomenon under study in the
research process in order to produce new knowledge that can help
them to effect social change” (Wilmsen, 2008:12). With roots in
education, community planning and public health, PR draws on
approaches such as action research, conscientization, participatory action research, and community-based participatory research
(Freire, 1981; Israel et al., 2003; Lewin, 1948).
The parallels between deliberative public participation and participatory research are evident: in the arenas of policymaking and
research, respectively, each aims to make stakeholder participation
more meaningful and inclusive. Like deliberation, PR authorizes
participants to both advance and critique arguments, including
those of professional researchers or policymakers. By being selfreﬂexive in this way, PR aims to achieve goals that deliberation
also pursues: to yield results that are deemed trustworthy by all
concerned, while simultaneously building participants’ capacity
to advocate for their interests and engage in collective decisionmaking (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003;

3.2. Accommodating alternate modes of expression within
deliberations
Using PR or other approaches to include a fuller range of views
in a deliberative process (as described above) is necessary but not
sufﬁcient for more successful deliberation: it is also important
that those views can be voiced in a variety of ways. Forums that
recognize only rational argument may effectively exclude stakeholders who are more comfortable with other ways of legitimating
claims—e.g. through reference to deeply held values or through
storytelling—even if those stakeholders are physically present (Cox,
2006;Fairclough, 2003). Therefore, accommodating different communicative genres in deliberative forums has emerged as essential
to creating more representative spaces (Cornwall & Coelho, 2007).
Kruger and Shannon (2000, p. 464) have called for “participatory
methods anchored in interpretive theory” to encourage alternate
forms of expression within deliberative public participation environments.
Although the importance of values in decision-making processes has long been appreciated (Davidoff, 1965), there remains
a need to develop approaches that more accurately reﬂect “the
true value of place” in stakeholders’ lives (Kruger & Shannon, 2000,
p. 464). As Cheng et al. have noted, connections that people feel
to places can be powerful motivators of individual and collective
action; the concept of place is therefore increasingly recognized
as “a central feature of natural resource politics and management”
(2003, p. 95). Scholars have used a variety of methods to assess
the values that stakeholders ascribe to places: Kruger and Shannon
(2000) used a civic social assessment to better meet this need, while
Brandenburg and Carroll (1995) used individual stakeholder interviews to capture more nuanced perspectives on place than were
typically shared during public meetings.
A related and growing literature emphasizes the importance of
narrative forms of expression within participatory spaces. Sandercock has argued that storytelling is an under-developed art among
academics and planners, and that embracing the power of story
“widens the circle of democratic discourse” (2003, p. 11). Storytelling may “convey the bias in ostensibly universal principles”
structuring deliberation, and may also “foster unforced agreements” (Polletta & Lee, 2006, pp. 718–719). However, Sandercock
notes that there is a need to develop means of ensuring the
coherence and trustworthiness of stories, as well as dealing with
conﬂicting stories. She emphasizes the importance of designing
spaces where this can be accomplished, but offers little guidance
on how to do so.
A number of studies have used images as an alternative means
of eliciting stakeholder input that can be more sensitive to place
meanings, values, and stories. One approach to this has been to
use photographs of different development patterns as prompts in
interviews or surveys (Ryan, 2002, 2006). Stewart et al. (2004)
invited participants to photograph places that were important to
them and then talk about them in one-on-one interviews. However,
they did not offer a way of using their ﬁndings to beneﬁt the dialog in meetings. One attempt to accomplish this was undertaken
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Fig. 1. The Community Voice Method of deliberative participation through participatory research, as developed through the Little Tennessee Perspectives project.

by Glover, Stewart, & Gladdys (2008), who invited participants
to photograph places that were important to them and then talk
about them—ﬁrst in one-on-one interviews and then in a public
meeting. Photovoice, a community-based participatory research
process that has become prevalent in public health, also relies on
photographs to promote stakeholder dialog (Wang & Burris, 1997).
Unlike photo-elicitation and photovoice, CVM uses documentary ﬁlm production as a vehicle for data analysis and presentation,
which is different in two ways: (1) it provides a more sophisticated technology for integrating the views of many individuals,
and (2) it enables those views to be shared with others through
interview footage, rather than requiring participants to voice them
on the spot in meetings. These distinctions offer some advantages.
In a CVM project, much of the work needed to achieve narrative
coherence and identify areas of potential conﬂict is done during
the period of participatory research that precedes the public meetings, rather than requiring participants to do all of this work from
scratch in the meetings themselves. Further, by enabling views
expressed in the more intimate setting of one-on-one interviews
to be voiced within the meeting environment, CVM also helps
to bridge the divide between “private setting” and “public setting” speech (Brandenburg & Carroll, 1995, p. 395; Goffman, 1959).
In short, CVM’s pre-meeting PR/documentary production phase
positions participants to appraise, discuss and produce narratives
whose intimacy, trustworthiness, and coherence would otherwise
be difﬁcult to achieve. This helps to foster deliberative public
dialogs that are more inclusive of diverse views and more amenable
to diverse modes of expression.
4. Methodology
The Community Voice Method involves multiple iterations of
stakeholder input and formal analysis, the results of which are
presented at deliberative public meetings (see Fig. 1, above). This
iterative design ensures that the participatory research process
serves not only as a means of collecting background information
for a deliberative public participation event, but also as an opportunity for deliberative participation in its own right. Conversely,
deliberative participation at public meetings becomes part of the
research process—meeting participants, given the opportunity to
respond to the ﬁndings of the preceding discourse analysis, also
further enrich that analysis through their input. Expanding on the
deliberative principle that learning occurs through dialog, Community Voice projects take the form of an extended, mutually edifying
dialog between participants and researchers (the latter including
both professional researchers and local partners). The steps of this
process are described below.
4.1. Designing the project
The steering committee of Macon Tomorrow, a grassroots group
advocating for more effective public engagement in land use discussions, were invited to join the researchers in designing and

implementing LTP. Together, this project team of researchers and
community members determined project goals, procedures, and
stakeholder sampling design.
4.2. Stakeholder interviews
Fifty in-depth, audio-recorded interviews were conducted with
a variety of Macon County residents in order to document the array
of local discourses on land use issues. Interviews lasted an average of one and a half hours. Interviewees were selected through a
combination of purposive and snowball sampling (Bernard, 2002).
Purposive sampling criteria were developed to better align the sample with the diversity of the local population, as measured through
demographic traits—gender, race/ethnicity, age, occupation—as
well as locally salient variables such as local/in-migrant status
and political alignments. Individual interviewees were identiﬁed
through snowball sampling, i.e. peer referral: stakeholders, starting with project partners, recommended other individuals whose
perspectives on land use they considered particularly valuable,
representative, and/or well-articulated. Interviewees then recommended other interviewees, who recommended others, and so on,
thus enabling us to reach stakeholders across multiple degrees of
social separation. Interviewees were selected based both on their
demographic traits (as identiﬁed by recommenders) and the value
of their views in the eyes of their peers (as evidenced by the number of people recommending them), resulting in a ﬁnal sample that
was demographically diverse but skewed toward subpopulations
whose members were much more frequently recommended (i.e.
older men).
A spreadsheet of prospective interviewees that listed contact
information and demographic traits was continually updated as
more recommendations were received; subsequent interviewees
were selected to further the purposive sampling goals and include
the mostly high-recommended individuals as well as increasing
representation of subpopulations that were underrepresented in
the sample thus far. Though snowball sampling was an imprecise
means of meeting purposive sampling criteria, its value was evident in the high percentage of interviewee prospects contacted
who agreed to be interviewed/recorded (98%): in insular rural

Table 1
Narrative framework and sample interview questions.
Narrative
element

Interview topic

Sample question

Orientation

Connection to place

Complication

Changes taking place

Result

Impacts of changes

Coda

Vision for the future

What about this area makes it
special or unique to you?
Is this area changing? What kinds
of changes do you see?
What threats (if any) are there to
the land/environment in this area?
Overall, what do you hope will
happen to this area in the future?
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communities, we have found that mentioning a mutual acquaintance (i.e. the individual who recommended the prospect) was very
helpful in securing agreements to participate.
Each interview was semi-structured (Bernard, 2002): an interview guide was followed but not rigidly, allowing freedom to
explore topics in more depth. The interview questions were organized to encourage interviewees to tell a story about local landscape
change. As Table 1 illustrates, the sections of the interview corresponded to a subset of the ordered series of elements that comprise
Labov’s (1972) classic model of narrative: orientation, or scenesetting; complication, i.e. what happens, and the results of these
events; and a coda that recapitulates the narrative and makes evaluative judgments.

4.3. Interview analysis
The interviews were transcribed and coded using Atlas.ti, a
qualitative analysis software program. Discrete speech acts from
the interviews—termed discourse segments—were categorized to
develop two kinds of narrative typologies: functional and thematic. Functional coding identiﬁed the narrative function that
each discourse segment performed—e.g. providing orientation or
describing a complication. The top-level categories in this typology were deductively—derived from the narrative literature and
anticipated by the organization of the interview guide, as described
above. However, subcategories were identiﬁed inductively to
reﬂect the particular ways in which interviewees accomplished
each narrative function: e.g. we found that LTP interviewees provided orientation by articulating their connection to place through
either heritage or afﬁnity. Thematic coding, by contrast, differentiated interviewee narratives according to their thematic content:
the particular values, worldview, and ethos being invoked. Thematic codes were developed inductively by identifying emergent
categories in the course of coding the data.

4.4. Documentary production
Drawing on the foregoing analysis, we produced a 30-min documentary ﬁlm from the recorded interview footage. The purpose of
the ﬁlm was to present our ﬁndings about stakeholder discourses
entirely through the words of the interviewees. To do this, we drew
upon our coding to identify the intersections of functional and
thematic narrative types that characterized the data. From each
concourse of discourse segments representing a given intersection,
we chose exemplars, interview excerpts that communicated that
perspective particularly effectively (Brown, 1980). To assess the
rhetorical “effectiveness” of a statement, we considered not only
the message, but also the “epistemic standing” (Cox, 2006, p. 310)
of the speaker—whether or not a particular individual was likely to
be regarded as a legitimate spokesperson for a particular discourse.
Aware that seeing themselves on screen can be empowering to
interviewees, we also made sure that footage from every interview
was included in the ﬁnal cut.
In the ﬁlm, the exemplar statements were sequenced to form
“multivocal narratives” (McDowell, 1996). Though interviewees’
voices were the only ones heard in the ﬁlm, the editorial “voice” of
the researchers was also represented, resulting in “cocreation” of
narratives that reﬂected the participatory research process (Harper
et al., 2004, p. 201). Representation of different narrative types in
the ﬁlm was approximately proportional to their prevalence in the
overall project data. The narrative arc of the ﬁlm as a whole followed
the same overall abbreviated-Labovian sequence—orientation,
complication, result, coda—that had been anticipated by the organization of the interviews. Since the interviews were audio-recorded,

not video-recorded, we used photographs—of interviewees and the
topics they were addressing—to comprise the video portion.
4.5. Production of topical information graphics
In order to provide stakeholders with relevant information
about the issues under discussion, we produced maps, charts and
infographics about land use and development trends in the county.
We drew upon the analysis of the interview data to identify salient
local concerns about growth and landscape change and to understand the ways in which those concerns were being framed. Then
we conducted targeted analyses of geospatial and demographic
data that complemented the ethnographic data, for example measuring trends in land ownership by non-locals or changes in the
average elevation of homes over time. For a more complete discussion of this process, see Norwood (2009) and Norwood and
Cumming (2012).
4.6. Focus group feedback on presentation
We pre-tested the ﬁlm and infographics with ﬁve focus groups.
This phase of CVM provided an opportunity to retain trustworthiness of the data and the overall process by submitting our analysis
to critique by local residents. Twenty-one participants who had
not previously been involved in LTP were recruited from the general public through ﬂyers, newspaper advertisements and word of
mouth; they were paid a small stipend. Participants were asked to
comment on the accuracy and credibility of our discourse analysis
as displayed in the video, as well as the accessibility and relevance of the maps and data presentation. We revised and clariﬁed
the material based on feedback from focus group participants. For
example, we added a segment to the video about a 2004 landslide
that killed four people in the county (we had not included it because
we did not want to be seen as being inﬂammatory, but focus group
participants thought it was a serious oversight not to mention the
landslide) and modiﬁed many of the landscape change maps by
adding more orienting information.
4.7. Deliberative public dialogs
Only after completing the iterative process of stakeholder input
and analysis described above did we deem the groundwork laid
for successful public dialog. At this point, we held four meetings,
each at a different location in the county, in August 2005. The meetings were promoted in multiple ways. We previewed the video and
landscape change presentation for the local and regional press prior
to the ﬁrst public meeting to encourage media coverage, sent mailings to interviewees and civic leaders, posted announcements in
the newsletters of partner organizations, and took advantage of
the informal social networks of partners.
The meetings ran approximately two hours, and each followed
the agenda given below:
(1) informal conversation and snacking as participants arrive;
(2) welcome by County Planner and project introduction by
authors;
(3) land use change presentation;
(4) documentary ﬁlm presentation;
(5) small group discussions, facilitated by trained community volunteers: participants respond to the presentation and articulate
their own recommendations for addressing local land use
issues;
(6) small groups report back to full group;
(7) facilitated full group discussion: identifying intersecting recommendations, ways forward, obstacles to overcome;
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(8) evaluation/wrap up (including evaluation forms and an opportunity for participants to write postcards directly to the board
of commissioners, which project organizers would deliver at
the next board meeting).
Considering the community’s history of very contentious public meetings about planning, the format was carefully designed to
foster a sense of ease and openness among participants. The welcome by the County Planner was an important aspect of the agenda,
because even though many people were distrustful of the planning
department and planning board, the new county planner was a
widely respected local resident.
4.8. Disseminating project outputs
Following the public meetings, the authors and local partners
synthesized the ideas generated through the deliberations. The
ﬁndings were shared with the media, policymakers and participants through a short written report, which contained a description
of the methods employed, results of the meeting evaluation, and
recommendations for improving future planning processes, as well
as names of all the interviewees, a list of all recommendations
from the meetings, and resources related to public participation
and innovative community planning. A DVD containing the documentary ﬁlm and the infographic presentation was also produced
and distributed to project partners and other interested parties.
4.9. Ongoing tracking and evaluation
Evaluation, which had occurred throughout the project due to its
iterative participatory research design, continued in the wake of the
public meetings. By conducting follow-up interviews with project
partners, monitoring the agendas of local boards, tracking media
coverage in two newspapers (one local and one regional), and monitoring the distribution and use of the project DVD, we assessed
the project’s inﬂuence on local civic discourse and policymaking.
Not merely retrospective, this evaluative process was designed to
inform subsequent local initiatives and reﬁne the Community Voice
Method. We have also continued to monitor outcomes through
participatory observation by staying involved in local research and
engagement efforts in the years since LTP.
5. Results
5.1. Interview results
Table 2 compares the demographic characteristics of our interviewees to the county as a whole. Because older men were
recommended much more often in the snowball sample, our ﬁnal
interviewee pool is also skewed along age and gender lines, though
purposive sampling criteria served as a partial corrective to this
distortion.
Through analysis of the interview data, we identiﬁed the functional narrative types through which interviewees expressed their
connection to place (orientation), their views on change (complication/result), and their evaluative/prescriptive perspectives on how
to address those changes (coda). Many interviewees provided orientation by recounting their family’s protracted connection to a
place (heritage); an even more prevalent way of articulating that
connection was by describing the attributes of the place that they
found attractive (afﬁnity). While the former narrative type was the
exclusive province of multigenerational residents, the latter was
characteristic of in-migrants’ speech but sometimes employed by
“locals” as well. All interviewees viewed the local landscape as
changing (change), usually due to the effects of population growth
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Table 2
Interviewee and county demographics.

Gender
Male
Female
Race
White
Black
Hispanic (any race)
Other
Age (adults over 20 only)a
20–34
35–59
60+

Macon County
population (2000)

LTP interviewees
(2004–2005)

47.9
52.1

57%
43%

97.7%
1.3%
1.5%
1.6%

96.8%
1.6%
1.6%
0

18.2%
44.7%
37.1%

8.6%
36.2%
55.2%

a
Because some interviews were with multiple individuals, the table represents
individuals rather than interviews. Also, a single interview conducted with ﬁve high
school students (all under 20 years old) is not represented in the age distributions
but are represented in gender and race calculations.

and land development; none felt that it was unchanged (continuity). However, interviewees were divided in their assessment of the
effects of change: while the largest number saw this growth/change
as detrimental (loss), others saw it as beneﬁcial (gain) or simply a
fact of life (inevitability). Interviewees also varied in their view of
land use regulation: a small number had clearly articulated and
deeply felt positions in favor of individuals’ property rights, while
a similar minority were outspoken advocates of collective growth
management approaches. However, the majority of interviewees
had more nuanced—and frequently self-contradictory—positions:
they felt that some form of planning was needed to protect valued
attributes of place, but were less sure of the mechanisms that were
appropriate.
In the interview data, these narrative types were found in varied
combinations that revealed the true complexity of local discourse
around land use issues. For example, interviewees’ positions on
growth/change were not necessarily indicative of their positions on
planning/property rights. Another example is illustrated in Table 3,
which shows how heritage and afﬁnity orientations were each
used to justify both collective and individual codas. This ﬁnding
challenges the widespread assumption that “locals” all opposed
planning while in-migrants all favored it.
Thirty-eight thematic narrative types were also identiﬁed
through open coding of the interview data; these were used to
characterize the speciﬁc lenses through which land use issues
were being addressed. Interview content reﬂecting these widely
addressed themes guided production not only of the documentary
ﬁlm, but also of the infographics/maps.
5.2. Mapping and infographics results
The 15-min landscape change presentation that preceded the
screening of the documentary video featured population and land
use trends that were commonly cited in the interviews, had a story
that could be illuminated through geospatial analysis and could be
clearly illustrated to a lay audience. Below is a list of the infographics and maps that were developed over the course of the project
and shared at the public meetings:
Past and projected population growth, 1990–2020.
Degree of out-of-state land ownership.
County maps showing locations of homes 1950–2005.
Number of parcels 1983–2003.
Average size of parcels, number of subdivisions.
Land subdivision between 2002 and 2005.
Photos of changing development pattern.
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Table 3
Exemplar statements illustrating the different combinations of orientation type and coda type that were found in LTP discourse.

Heritage

Afﬁnity

Collective

Individual

“As an old timer and one who has roots here, I guess people like
me would like to see it stay the same. Obviously that’s not going to
happen. There’s going to be change, and what we want to do is
plan so that that change will make it at least be as good and maybe
better than what we have now. But we’ve got to do some land
planning or something to curtail the growth or regulate the
growth so that we still maintain our good, clean environment and
good way of life that we all enjoy.”
“The principal product of the forest, I think most foresters would
agree at this point, is clean water—and it is vitally important to us.
I would like to see the ﬂood plain kept as free of houses as possible
and I would like to see the tops of the ridges and the forested
slopes kept this way, because I think we need it for clean air, we
need it for clean water, and we need it for the rural uses of land
that’s going to keep us a rural economy and a rural landscape.”

“This is a tract of land that was settled by my ancestors, and I’m
seventh generation. . . and it’s still all in one tract with the family.
And hopefully it stays that way. . .. I’ve kind of got this thing about
if people’s got property and pay their taxes then I feel like basically
they should do what they want to with it. As long as they do it. . .
responsibly.”

Change in average elevation of homes built in each decade.
Viewshed analysis and parcelization on one mountain/subdivision.
Build-out scenarios at subdivision scale and community scale,
based on analyses of other mountainside development patterns
across the region.

5.3. Public meeting results
The four LTP public meetings attracted a total of 170 participants, with 70 at the largest single meeting. Nearly 40% of the
participants were Macon County natives, and another 15% had lived
in the county for more than twenty years. While it is impossible
to know how the non-governmental sponsorship of the meetings
affected attendance, the LTP meetings attracted similar numbers
of participants as did meetings held earlier the same year by the
Planning Board, which was seeking input on the development of a
high impact land use ordinance. However, LTP was much less well
attended than previous public hearings at which speciﬁc policies
were being considered. The degree and enthusiasm of participant response to the CVM process exceeded our expectations and
demonstrated that there was signiﬁcant interest in alternatives to
formal regulatory processes.
The meetings’ success as deliberative forums was strongly
afﬁrmed by data from participants’ evaluation forms: 98.5% of
respondents agreed that the process was an effective way of helping people talk about the changing landscape. Participants valued
“the opportunity to exchange ideas.” The process was deemed
inclusive and trustworthy: 89% of respondents afﬁrmed that the
documentary ﬁlm succeeded in representing “all different perspectives,” and 100% agreed that the small-group discussion format
enabled all meeting attendees to participate. Participants also
attested that their deliberation had been informed, not only by
information about fellow stakeholders’ perspectives, but also by
previously unavailable quantitative information: 91.5% of respondents reported learning something valuable about land use trends.
Furthermore, LTP attracted new participants to the land use conversation: nearly one in four reported attending public meetings
about land use issues less than once a year.
Respondents also evinced enthusiasm for further dialog: 98%
indicated that they were more supportive of having a public conversation about land-use planning in Macon County after participating
in this process than they had been beforehand. For many participants, Community Voice represented an unprecedented experience
of constructive, rather than destructive, public participation: as
one LTP meeting participant put it, “I had never attended anything
like this.” Another participant’s note, addressed to Macon County’s
elected leadership, reﬂects increased conﬁdence instilled through

“One of the biggest things I like about it is the freedom from the
tight restrictions that I grew up with in the major cities.. There is
no law against everything that you do around here.. We feel like
one of the nice parts about the area is that it is our responsibility to
maintain our part of it and it’s not an induced responsibility. It’s
ours that we feel from within. We take a lot of pride in that.”

participation in the meeting: “I feel that I’ve neglected voicing my
opinion on planning for many years because I do feel like the issues
facing us are complex. Please know that there is wide support for
the planning process.”
Following the meetings, the authors and a Macon Tomorrow
representative categorized the ideas generated during the small
group discussions for how the county should proceed in addressing
land use change. These topical categories were then ranked; the top
ten are listed below.
Top Ten Visions (the number following each vision indicates
how many small groups independently listed it)
(1) Increased and improved planning (13).
(2) Protecting water quality/watershed and storm water management (9).
(3) Expanding restrictions on building on ridge tops (7).
(4) Encouraging incentives for voluntary conservation by land
owners and developers (7).
(5) Clustering development in appropriate areas (6).
(6) Regulating development on steep slopes (6).
(7) Encouraging economic development that delivers quality jobs
(5).
(8) Harmonizing growth with community character (5).
(9) Protecting/improving appearance of main commercial corridors (5).
(10) Assuring and expanding affordable housing opportunities (5).
5.4. Post-project results—building civic capacity
Following the completion of the public meetings, the authors’
facilitating role was concluded; post-project initiatives were conceived and led by our community partners and other local
stakeholders. However, we continued to stay involved through
monitoring and evaluation, and also by speaking about LTP with
groups throughout the region. To measure the effects of LTP on
ongoing civic discourse and collective action, we monitored postproject developments through follow-up interviews, local media,
and participant observation. As described below, some effects of our
project were evident rather quickly; others only became apparent
at a further remove.
Compared to previous planning processes and environmental
research projects in Macon County, LTP was successful in generating new and trustworthy information that continued to be cited
after the meetings. In the year following the project, information
generated by LTP appeared in a minimum of 12 local and regional
newspaper articles, as well as three editorials calling for increased
growth management and planning. The project generated growth
statistics and information about local views that were subsequently
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cited by nonproﬁt organizations in grant proposals and newsletters, and also circulated informally in the community. Copies of the
DVD containing the documentary and land use trends presentation
were distributed virally across western North Carolina by multiple
actors, including local governments, nonproﬁts, planning professionals, and other academics: we estimate that more than 3000
people in the region have seen this video since the original meetings in 2005. The quote below, from a 2006 follow-up interview,
illustrates the degree to which people talked about the project after
its completion:
When I’m sitting around having lunch or hanging out with people, I’ll hear people quote the [LTP] video a lot and say ‘oh,
so-and-so, you need to watch that video because you won’t
believe what so-and-so said on there and you need to see that
presentation because that will change your mind.’ I hear that a
lot and that’s good. That’s even better than the planning board
quoting it, because those are real people.
Stacy Guffey, former Macon County Planner
LTP also inﬂuenced the agendas of organizations and boards
within in the county. Seven months after the public meetings,
Macon Tomorrow sponsored an all-day workshop, From Ideas to
Action, that was designed to increase the capacity of local residents
to take leadership on the land use issues identiﬁed through LTP.
Speakers from around the region were invited to share examples
of successful processes around community planning, steep slope
regulation and job creation strategies rooted in cultural heritage.
In addition, project partners credited LTP with elevating the
issue of steep slope development sufﬁciently to prompt the planning board to appoint a committee to consider regulations for
the ﬁrst time (pers. comm., Desmond, 2006). However, this failed
to result in policy because the subcommittee was dominated by
development industry representatives and quickly disbanded itself.
Despite this policy failure, the then-planning board chairman told
one of the authors that LTP “moved the planning conversation
ahead two years” in Macon County (pers. comm., Penland, 2008).
LTP has contributed to planning capacity outside of Macon
County, as well. In neighboring Jackson County, leaders attributed
the successful 2006 election of three pro-planning county commissioners in part to use of the LTP DVD as a campaign tool (pers.
comm., Lyons, 2008; pers. comm. Shelton, 2008). These commissioners went on to enact the ﬁrst county ordinances in the region
that regulated development pattern and thereby addressed some
of the concerns voiced through LTP.
LTP’s deliberative public participation process was deemed so
successful that many civic groups requested presentations about
the process, and it was used as a model for subsequent participatory
planning in the region and elsewhere across the state. For example,
in 2007–2008, the Region A Council of Governments sponsored a
regional planning initiative across seven counties in western North
Carolina, including Macon. The Mountain Landscapes Initiative represented the ﬁrst time that the region’s political and development
industry leaders came together to publicly support growth management. A Macon Tomorrow steering committee member who
had been an LTP partner was a key catalyst in developing this
initiative. The authors were invited to manage a six-month outreach/engagement process utilizing CVM, involving 70 interviews
and 10 public meetings, which led up to a regional charrette. The
charrette, in turn, catalyzed community-scale planning initiatives
in at least three locales.
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fostered the unprecedented establishment of inclusive, constructive forums for civic dialog in which participants were able to draw
upon accessible, trustworthy information. Below, we articulate
ﬁve distinct characteristics of CVM that supported the successful
meeting environment. We then describe two ways in which the
legitimacy enjoyed by the public forums helped to support continued dialog and therefore build capacity of residents to engage in
planning. Finally, we discuss the limitations of the approach.
6.1. Effects of preceding deliberative public meetings with
participatory research
6.1.1. Foregrounding local voices
Unlike most public meetings, the opening presentation at a
Community Voice forum is primarily delivered through the voices
of local stakeholders—by means of the documentary ﬁlm. This communicates respect for stakeholder perspectives, elevating them to
the same status as those of the project organizers, public ofﬁcials, or
outside ‘experts’ who usually speak at such events. This approach
was acknowledged by meeting participants, including one who
wrote: “thanks for actually having local voices on the video instead
of outsiders who tend to have the resources to be decision makers.”
On a metacommunicative level (Briggs, 1986), the very existence of the ﬁlm also conveys respect, since it is a record of the
considerable effort that has already been expended listening to
stakeholders and assessing the local constellation of discourses.
This demonstration of commitment to inclusivity goes a long way
toward overcoming whatever initial suspicions meeting participants may harbor regarding the project and its organizers.
6.1.2. Representing diverse perspectives
By representing, to the greatest degree possible, the full range
of stakeholder discourses, the ﬁlm ensures that diverse voices are
accorded standing in the public deliberation that ensues. One participant expressed appreciation for the “variety of real people”
featured. One compelling reason to present stakeholder perspectives through the documentary medium is that a ﬁlm comprised of
interview clips can include voices that would otherwise be absent
or underrepresented at a public meeting (Levine, Fung, & Gastil,
2005). In our experience, stakeholders who have historically been
marginalized or are uncomfortable with public speaking are frequently less intimidated by a one-on-one interview. In this way,
Community Voice helps to correct for differences in the deliberative
capacities of stakeholders.
6.1.3. Framing information through local discourse
Fostering informed deliberation is not simply a matter of presenting participants with information; to be useful, the information
must be presented in a way that participants ﬁnd accessible and
relevant (Nickerson, 2003). Guided by the discourse analysis, the
project team was able to frame data in ways that were appropriate to the local discursive context. The documentary ﬁlm presents
ﬁndings on stakeholder views entirely through local discourse. The
maps and visualizations, meanwhile, have been honed by participant input to optimize their clarity and salience. Soliciting end-user
feedback on landscape visualizations, which has been shown to be
valuable (Pettit, Raymond, Bryan, & Lewis, 2011), enabled deliberations to beneﬁt from ‘expert’ analyses, e.g. quantitative assessments
of landscape change trends that would not otherwise be accessible to most participants. This discursive approach yields increased
legitimacy, allowing community members to assess “what is relevant and what is not” (Parkinson, 2003, p. 190)

6. Discussion
We argue that, by preceding public meetings with an iterative, participatory research process, the Community Voice Method

6.1.4. Challenging preconceptions
The opening presentation at a Community Voice meeting is
designed to be clear but not to suppress complexity; indeed, the
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participatory research ﬁndings frequently serve to complicate participants’ preconceptions of the issues and of other stakeholders.
For example, one participant discovered that “a lot more people
than I thought believe in planning.” Participants are thereby challenged to consider problems in new ways, rather than to simply
reenact previous arguments. The juxtaposition of interview clips in
the ﬁlm can expose tensions between different stakeholders’ views,
but it can also reveal surprising areas of agreement. This challenges
participants to view each other not simply as proponents of a single
agenda, but as multifaceted individuals.
6.1.5. Setting a more reﬂective tone for deliberation
Each of the preceding characteristics contributes to setting a
more reﬂective tone in the public meetings than would otherwise
be the case. The documentary ﬁlm projects one type of communicative event (interviews) into another, very different one (public
meetings), and in doing so, fosters a hybrid discourse that imbues
public deliberation with some of the intimacy and thoughtfulness
of an interview. Viewing the documentary exposes meeting attendees to the personal reﬂections of fellow stakeholders, many of
whom they may know. This tacitly gives the audience permission
to be reﬂective themselves, to articulate values, and to employ more
narrative and less antagonistic ways of speaking.
The resulting conversation at a Community Voice meeting is
unlike any that most of its participants have previously had—one
in which it is possible to talk about difﬁcult, complex topics in more
productive ways and to overcome, at least temporarily, the negative, contentious debates that have been the norm. In the words
of former County Planning Director Stacy Guffey, LTP provided “a
way to take people back to the basics about planning . . . about ‘let’s
just agree on the things that we love about Macon County and that
they’re important and that we should have a dialog about how to
protect those things”’ (pers. comm., 2006).
To take advantage of this hybrid discourse, it is important
that small group discussions—rather than an open questionand-comment period—follow immediately upon the documentary
screening. This point bears emphasizing because it is counterintuitive: after presentations, it is customary for presenters to open
the ﬂoor for questions and comments from the audience. In denying this impulse, the facilitator can initially seem to be repressing
participation rather than fostering it. We have observed, however,
that the ﬁrst people to speak in open question/comment periods are
usually those with conﬁdent, crystallized positions on an issue—the
same people who are likely to speak at a more traditional meeting. As soon as such a speaker launches into a familiar polemic,
other attendees become defensive again, and much of the reﬂective
potential established by the documentary is lost. By immediately
directing people into small group conversations at the conclusion
of the documentary, the facilitator can maintain a more reﬂective
and inclusive tone. Facilitated small-group deliberation deprives
conﬁdent ideologues of their accustomed spotlight, but assures
everyone else that their voice will also be heard and recorded.
6.2. Contributions to ongoing civic dialog and capacity building
Evidence from post-project evaluation of LTP corroborates past
studies, which have shown that deliberation can increase the ability
of citizens and institutions to undertake future collective problem
solving (Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2007; Gastil, 2008). The evaluation
process indicated that LTP met Susskind and Cruikshank’s (1987)
standards of fairness, and thereby contributed to the ongoing civic
discourse about land use planning in the county and region following the meetings. Evidence of these contributions is seen in the
two primary ways in which the project has been locally leveraged
since its completion. The ﬁrst has involved project participants, the
media and other individuals referencing content from the project

directly—such as statistics, maps or quotations from the video—to
build a case for better planning. The second involved people referencing the design of the project to advance the adoption of more
inclusive, deliberative participatory process, such as the regional
planning initiative that adopted the CVM approach. In both of these
ways, LTP contributed to (1) the region’s evolving civic discourse
about planning and public engagement and (2) the increasing collective capacity of stakeholders in the region to effectively address
landscape change issues. Neither would have been possible nor
effective unless LTP had been widely regarded as a trustworthy
process.
6.3. Limitations
Despite its unique beneﬁts, the Community Voice Method also
comes with certain limitations, including those listed below.
• Time and cost. The Community Voice Method is more timeconsuming, and thus more costly, than less intensive public
participation techniques. However, we have found that the
budget compares favorably to shorter duration but more concentrated public participation processes such as charrettes.
• Technical requirements. Some steps of the method require specialized skills. For members of a community or organization
to undertake a Community Voice project, therefore, they must
either engage the services of trained professionals or receive
the necessary training themselves, as well as securing access to
the computer technology needed. These technical demands limit
the transferability of the method, although increasing access to
recording devices and editing software may reduce some of these
barriers in the future.
• Non-participation. Like other public participation techniques,
the Community Voice Method cannot ensure participation by
all stakeholders. Stakeholders may opt not to participate in
any phase of the process, from the initial interviews (though
refusal to participate in this phase was very infrequent during
LTP) to the public meetings. Though the preceding interviewing/documentary production process is designed to improve the
inclusivity of deliberations at the public meetings, there are still
absent voices: this approach, like any participatory process, is
never perfectly representative. However, the reliance on discursive representation mitigates against this inevitability.
• Local capacity to implement next steps. As discussed earlier, translation of the ideas and momentum generated during the public
meeting into action following the meetings depends on the
capacity or motivation of local partners to facilitate this transition. Outside researchers/organizers can no longer play a guiding
role at this point. The success of implementation efforts therefore
varies depending on partners’ capabilities and interests.
We do not believe that these limitations compromise the value
of the method; however, they should be factored in when beginning
a Community Voice project, so that expectations are appropriate.
7. Applications
The Community Voice Method was conceived to help address
a particular issue: polarized debates about rapid landscape
change caused in Macon County, NC. However, the challenges to
effective public participation in this case—a lack of established
resource governance institutions and forums for civic deliberation, plus inequalities in the empowerment of different stakeholder
groups—are not unique. Therefore, we believe that the Community Voice Method is applicable to a wide variety of settings
and issues. Since 2004, we have used CVM in projects that have
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involved more than 1000 participants in nine rural North Carolina
counties. In 2010, CVM was successfully adapted to a strikingly
different cultural and resource management context: the Turks
and Caicos Islands, where it was used to engage ﬁshermen in
developing management policies for the local sea turtle ﬁshery.
This project is also the ﬁrst use of CVM to directly guide policy development. Most recently, the Method was used in Warren
County, NC—a low-income, majority-minority community—to help
build civic capacity at a different intersection of issues: economic
development and the local food system. Information about each
of these efforts and the resulting project videos are available at
www.communityvoicemethod.org.
We have also used CVM to train academic and communitybased researchers in the communicative, ethical, and technical
competencies that are critical to successful participatory research.
Graduate and undergraduate students from such ﬁelds as Anthropology, Environmental Science, Geography, Planning, and Public
Policy, as well as community partners representing government
and civic organizations, have received ﬁeld training by working on CVM projects. A pilot course in the method in 2009
was well received by students and participating stakeholders
alike.
8. Conclusion
The Community Voice Method has demonstrated the ability to
catalyze informed, inclusive deliberation and lay the groundwork
for ongoing civic capacity building. This iterative, participatory
approach to public engagement has enabled the authors, in collaboration with community leaders, to foster civic dialog about complex
and contentious topics where prior efforts had failed to successfully
engage stakeholders.
However, alienation and disempowerment of stakeholders in
planning and resource management processes remains a profound
problem, as does the continued degradation of much-valued landscapes and the erosion of community identity and sense of place.
The insufﬁcient or ineffective public participation opportunities
that often characterize local land use debates can render the negotiation of growth management strategies practically impossible. In
such cases, there is a palpable need among local residents to discuss deeply felt issues of community and landscape change in a
more respectful and productive setting, ideally one that can begin
addressing the challenges they perceive. Innovative, deliberative
approaches such as the Community Voice Method should become
the norm, not the exception, in navigating these critically important
local decisions.
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