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N ATIONAL ISSUES FORUMS bring together citizens
around the nation to discuss challenging social and
political issues of the day. They have addressed issues
like the economy, education, health care, foreign affairs,
poverty, and crime.

Thousands of civic, service, and religious organizations,
as well as libraries, high schools, and colleges, have spon-
sored forums. The sponsoring organizations select topics
from among each year’s most pressing public concerns,
then design and coordinate their own forum programs,
which are held throughout the fall, winter, and spring.

A Different Kind of Talk

No two forums are alike. They range from small study
circles to large gatherings modeled after town meetings,
but all are different from everyday conversations and
adversarial debates.

Because forums seek to increase understanding of
complicated issues, participants need not start out
with detailed knowledge of an issue. Forum organizers
distribute issue books like this one, featuring a nonparti-
san overview of an issue and a choice of several public
responses. By presenting each issue in a nonpartisan way,
forums encourage participants to take a fresh look at the
issues and at their own convictions.

In the forums, participants share their opinions,
their concerns, and their knowledge. With the help of
moderators and the issue books, participants weigh
several possible ways for society to address a problem.
They analyze each choice, the arguments for and against
it, and the trade-offs and other implications of the choice.
Moderators encourage participants, as they gravitate
to one option or another, to examine their basic values
as individuals and as community members.

Forums are initiated at the local level by civic and
educational organizations. For information about
starting a forum and using our materials, write
the NIF Institute, 100 Commons Road, Dayton,
Ohio 45459-2777, or phone 800-433-7834.

On the Internet: www.nifi.org.

THE ENERGY PROBLEM

The Search for Common Ground

Forums enrich participants’ thinking on public issues.
Participants confront each issue head on, make an
informed decision about how to address it, and come to
terms with the likely consequences of their choices. In
this deliberative process, participants often accept choices
that are not entirely consistent with their individual wishes
and that impose costs they had not initially considered.
This happens because the forum process helps people
see issues from different points of view; participants use
discussion to discover, not persuade or advocate. The best
deliberative forums can help participants move toward
shared, stable, well-informed public judgments about
important issues.

Participants may hold sharply different opinions and
beliefs, but in the forums they discuss their attitudes, con-
cerns, and convictions about each issue and, as a group,
seek to resolve their conflicting priorities and principles.
In this way, participants move from making individual
choices to making choices as members of a community—
the kinds of choices from which public action may result.

Building Community through Public Deliberation

In a democracy, citizens must come together to find
answers they can all live with—while acknowledging that
individuals have differing opinions. Forums help people
find the areas where their interests and goals overlap.
This allows a public voice to emerge that can give
direction to public policy.

The forums are nonpartisan and do not advocate a
particular solution to any public issue, nor should they
be confused with referenda or public-opinion polls.
Rather, the forums enable diverse groups of Americans
to determine together what direction they want policy
to take, what kinds of action and legislation they favor
and what, for their common good, they oppose.

Moving to Action

Forums can lead to several kinds of public action.
Generally, a public voice emerges in the results of
the forums, and that helps set the government’s compass
because forum results are shared with elected ofticials
each year. Also, as a result of attending forums, individuals
and groups may decide individually or with others to
help remedy a public problem through citizen actions
outside of government.




