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Founded in 1894 by Teddy Roosevelt, Louis 
Brandeis, Frederick Law Olmsted, and Mary 
Munford, NCL established the Model City 
Charter, city manager form of government, 
and other reforms to fight corruption, end 
patronage, and advance public health.

The mission of the National Civic League is to 
advance inclusive civic engagement and 
promote innovations in democracy to make 
decision-making more participatory, 
equitable, and effective.

The National Civic League: A long history of 
supporting civic health



NCL: What are the innovations we need today?

The Civic League works with communities to improve 
public meetings, measure civic engagement, and 
strengthen civic infrastructure. Nationally, we track 
and support democracy-building work, as illustrated 
on the Healthy Democracy Map.



Why does local democracy 
matter? (part 1)

Stronger connections among residents, 
and between citizens and institutions, 
makes people:
▪ Physically healthier
▪ More successful economically
▪ Kids do better in school
▪ More prepared for natural disasters



Why does local democracy 
matter? (part 2)

When people have meaningful roles in 
public decision-making, they produce 
policies/decisions that:
▪ Represent what people want
▪ Are more informed by local 

experiences and conditions
▪ Enjoy broader public support
▪ In some cases, are accompanied by 

other changes made by citizens



Why does local democracy 
matter? (part 3)

When people have meaningful roles in 
public problem-solving, they produce 
solutions that:
▪ Rely on volunteerism and citizen 

capacity
▪ Rely on volunteerism in collaboration 

with government
▪ Are creative
▪ Get people involved who don’t want to 

participate in decision-making



1998: The Decatur Round Tables



Deliberative discussions

▪ Groups of 4-8, randomly sorted
▪ Facilitators
▪ Group agrees to ground rules
▪ No more than one elected official per 

group
▪ Process for summarizing/sharing ideas 

(do it digitally – like an online polling or 
texting-based platform)



Decatur’s Better Together Community Action Plan



General purpose Some representative examples

Crowdsourcing and ideation AllOurIdeas; MindMixer; IdeaScale

Gathering feedback on problems and services SeeClickFix; FixMyStreet; PublicStuff

Crowdfunding Kickstarter; ioby

Petitions Change.org

Games @stake; Community PlanIt; Civic IDEA

Mapping and wikis  LocalWiki; OpenStreetMap

Illustrating options and voting on them Metroquest; Ethelo

Hyperlocal community-building Nextdoor; Front Porch Forum

Finding common ground in large groups Pol.is

Polling Mentimeter

Digital 
engagement



Better public meetings

Most official public meetings (city council, school board, etc.) are frustrating, inequitable, 
and inefficient. Public is angry or absent; less trust between residents, government.

Options for improving them:

▪ New procedures for advance notice and comment on agenda

▪ New procedures for bringing input from community organizations

▪ Changes in format from two-minutes-at-mic public comment period to small-group 
discussion, digital polling, conflict resolution avenues, etc. 



Social engagement

Regular events that are:
▪ Convenient
▪ Fun
▪ Informed
▪ Kid-friendly
▪ Trust-building
▪ Focused on food
▪ Include some opportunity 

for learning, gathering 
public input



Decatur Dinners



▪ Money that citizens decide how to 
spend

▪ A structured process – citizens 
brainstorm, research, and develop 
proposals, working with gov’t 
officials, staff (the thick part)

▪ Citizens vote on proposals (the thin 
part)

▪ Can have multiple levels – city, 
region, state

Participatory Budgeting



Touch a Truck and Touch a Budget



Civic assemblies

▪ 20-50 randomly selected people
▪ Meet 3-10 days over several months
▪ Hear testimony, learn together
▪ Issue recommendations
▪ Officials pledge to consider 

recommendations



Questions to tackle:

▪ Who should be in charge of engagement?

▪ How to build in engagement on the biggest 

issues?

▪ How to support engagement by  neighborhood, 

youth, community groups?

▪ How should official public meetings work?

▪ How are you going to measure success?

Some answers go in charter – some shouldn’t!

How to improve democracy 
through city charter revision?



Decatur City Charter Revision



How to support neighborhood, youth, community 
groups (the ground floor of democracy)

Some options:

▪ Neighborhood council system – give councils specific 
roles on planning and budgeting issues 

▪ Annual citizen academy process

▪ Youth council that interacts regularly with city council, 
manager 

▪ Non-voting youth representatives on city council 

▪ Workshops and how-to materials for neighborhood and 
community leaders on how to engage residents 

▪ Hybrid process supporting deliberation and gathering 
input from community groups



Decatur 101



Decatur Youth Council



What are your 
residents thinking 

about local 
democracy?



How are you going to measure local democracy?

Some options:

▪ Ratings process for all 
official public meetings

▪ Annual reports produced 
by body governing 
engagement 

▪ Regularly occurring audit 
process by an external 
researcher



There are many potential allies for improving local democracy

www.healthydemocracymap.org 

http://www.healthydemocracymap.org/


Decatur Community Asset Database



Community foundations can play 
key roles

chart at right from the “Community Foundations 
for Civic Health” Project



• citizen assemblies
• citizen juries
• deliberative polls

mini-
publics

• deliberative forums
• participatory budgeting
• commissions that engage
• neighborhood councils
• youth councils

participatory 
structures

• survey panels
• reporting systems
• co-creation of public services
• volunteer mobilization
• mini-grant programs
• scenario mapping

good governance 
opportunities

• ideation
• crowdfunding
• e-petitions
• serious games
• texting-based engagement

civic tech opportunities

• hyperlocal online networks
• neighborhood groups
• On the Table/Meet and Eat

social and community networks

A pyramid of 
democracy 
innovations



When local democracy succeeds, celebrate it!



Decatur: All-America City Award Winner



Resources!

www.healthydemocracymap.org 

http://www.healthydemocracymap.org/
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