11TH “BEST PRACTICE IN
CITIZENS’ PARTICIPATION” Award
AWARD APPLICATION FORM

A. BASIC INFORMATION:
Title of the experience : Conversation Corps
Name of city/region : Austin, TX
Promoting entity: City of Austin, Capital Metro and Austin Independent School District
Country: United States
Starting date: January, 2015
Finishing date : n/a
Population size: 930,000
Surface area: 325.94 square miles
Population Density: 3,358.32/sq mi
GDP per capita: $52,110 (2013)
Sector of the economy: Public/Government
Diagnosis, prospection, prioritization, monitoring
Type of experience:

Regional scope
Thematic area

etc. workshops or spaces
Public consultation
Public participation in the Law
Entire Region
Governance
Education
Transportation
Urban management
Health
Safety
Environment and/or urban agriculture
New social movements and associations
Culture
Housing
Employment
Decentralization
Local Development
Learning/training
Economy and/or finances
Legal regulations
Social inclusion

x
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

All

B. PROCESS
DESCRIPTION OF THE CONTEXT IN WHICH THE EXPERIENCE OCCURRED
Austin’s population has doubled every 20 years for more than two centuries. Our city is such a desirable
place to live for so many people that it is easy to miss the people who live in this thriving city and are
barely surviving. It’s easy to miss them because if you’re doing well here you rarely cross paths with
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those who are not. Among all the lists that Austin is at the top of, “most socioeconomically segregated
by geography” is one of them.
This dichotomy in the quality of life in Austin makes serving the entire population and making decisions
that are in the best interest of everyone very difficult. Fortunately the past several years have seen a
heightened commitment from Austin residents and decision makers to adapt to the growing needs of
the region. In 2012 voters passed a measure to move from a council structure where all representatives
were elected at large to a new structure in which the city is divided into 10 districts all of whom elect their
own council member. When the new council was sworn in in January of 2015, every area of Austin had
a voice representing them on the dais for the first time in Austin’s history.
The City quickly learned that populations that have never had their voices heard don’t start speaking up
overnight. Having a representative on the council was a huge step in the right direction but along with it
was a need to help people understand how to share their voice. The City’s Communications and Public
Information Office felt an overwhelming responsibility to help the citizens of Austin play a role in making
the new structure of city government successful. With these needs in mind, the concept of Conversation
Corps was born.

OBJECTIVES
There are three primary objectives of Conversation Corps: Give community members the skills needed
to lead and participate in meaningful conversations; create opportunities for anyone and everyone to
participate in dialogue about issues that impact them; and connect community dialogue with decision
makers. Using an accessible model that brings conversations to comfortable and convenient settings,
volunteers facilitate dialogue that enables participants to hear from others and learn from different
perspectives.
As we expand the program and it grow its impact, we look to meet the following growth goals: wider
and more consistent participation in conversations, both by participants and by our trained, volunteer
hosts; increased input from the public that reflects a cross-section of perspectives more aligned with
the population as a whole; and an array of topics that better align with the interests and concerns of our
community.

DESCRIBE THE EXPERIENCE
As the weight of the need for more robust engagement laid heavily on the staff of the City’s
Communications and Public Information Office, the team began exploring how to make it easier for
anyone and everyone to share their voice. A vision was formed to offer more opportunities for people
to participate in the decision making process outside of City Council meeting. The team envisioned an
infrastructure to support engagement through small, intimate, non-intimidating environments, where
people talked with each other through civil conversation instead of at one another from a podium.
This was a task that far exceeded the capacity of City staff, so the idea was created to train a large
corps of volunteers who could go out and lead these conversations and then report back what they
heard from people. In early 2013, the City approached other public agencies, gathered community
members and began talking though how to bring this concept to life. It took a couple years to get the
new initiative up and running, and in January of 2015, Conversation Corps publicly launched and
trained its first 30 members of the Corps. Since then more than 100 volunteers have been through
training.
With a solid foundation of volunteers, conversations began in May of 2015 and ran through July of
2016. The first phase of the pilot has successfully reached all 10 city council districts. We’ve heard
from more than 700 voices from all over the city about 14 different topics. Conversations have taken
place in coffee shops, libraries, recreation centers, houses of worship, neighborhood facilities and
even on the train.
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The second phase of the pilot will commence with a Day of Dialogue on Presidents’ Day 2017. After
several months of strategic planning and assessing the success of the program thus far an updated
model has been developed that will focus on training more volunteers and make hosting and attending
conversations more flexible and convenient. We’ll be taking both training and dialogue opportunities
into already existing groups and organizations. With more topics and more opportunities to participate,
we look forward to an even greater impact.
As the program gains visibility, the hard to reach populations are becoming easier to reach. We’re
confident that in the next phase of the program, as we take conversations into places where people
already gather, we will truly move the needle on engaging with some of our most vulnerable
community members - those that are significantly impacted by policy yet don’t have the capacity to be
part of shaping that policy.
Reaching our entire population will require partnerships with the entities that everyday citizens
encounter in their everyday lives, and building these relationships is a huge focus as we launch the
new and improved model. One example is the partnership we’re building with Goodwill Industries of
Central Texas to take conversations to their employees and clients. We’ll also be approaching other
nonprofit organizations that serve our low-income areas of town in addition to employers large and
small.

LEADERSHIP AND SHARED RESPONSABILITES.
While the vision for Conversation Corps originally came out of the City’s Communications
and Public Information Office, there have been many individuals at multiple agencies that
have been absolutely crucial to the program’s creation and execution. The program
manager, an employee of Leadership Austin - a local non-profit contracted by the City to
administer the program – is responsible for day to do day management of the program
including volunteer training and support. An operations team was formed early into the
launch of the program, which is comprised of one “on the ground” representative from each
organization. It is this operations team that make decisions about topics and the ongoing
changes to the program. A steering committee has also been established to meet quarterly
and make longer term strategic decisions about the program and the partnership.
In addition to the staff time that the agencies are willing to dedicate, the support from top
leadership at each organization has been vital. The Mayor, the CEO of Capital Metro and the
Superintendent at AISD all fully support this initiative. We also have an amazing group of
incredibly committed volunteers who truly are the ones who bring the program to life.

COLLABORATION WITH OTHER ENTITIES OR WITH OTHER
DEPARTMENTS OF THE SAME MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT
City of Austin staff knew they were not the only professionals in the field of community
engagement with limited resources and reached out to two other public agencies – Capital
Metro, Austin’s regional public transportation provider; and the Austin Independent School
District (AISD) – to engage them as co-creators of this initiative. The other agencies
immediately jumped on board to collaborate, a partnership formed, and the concept of
Conversation Corps began to evolve.
One major milestone was the commitment of Leadership Austin, a local non-profit, to join
the effort. Leadership Austin was a natural fit because of their proven ability to train
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community members to engage in collaborative, inclusive, and sustainable leadership for
our region. In addition, the partnering agencies of Conversation Corps sought the neutral
and nonpartisan position that Leadership Austin holds in the community, the organization’s
reputation of being well respected and trusted, and the “corps” of more than 2500
community-minded and engaged Leadership Austin alumni.
It is the collaboration of these four organizations that have brought Conversation Corps to
where it is now. During the next phase of the initiative, a large focus will be placed on
building more partnership within the community.

C. METHODOLOGY
DESCRIBE THE METHODOLOGY AND THE PARTICIPATION MECANISMS
IMPLEMENTED IN THE DIFFERENT STAGES OF THE PROCESS.
Our model revolves around training volunteers who go out and facilitate dialogue in the community
about important regional issues and then report back what they hear to the Conversation Corps
partners – all of whom are public agencies. The conversation structure that we train our volunteers to
use includes a final round in which themes are decided on by the group. We don’t look for consensus
but simply agreement about the main themes that have surfaced during the hour-long conversation.
Our volunteers then submit a report back to us with these themes. Our agencies compile themes from
all of the conversations and develop reports and recommendations for the decision makers specific to
each topic.
The type of feedback we receive from these conversation augments other input processes. Our
methodology for this type of engagement captures the power of storytelling and personal experiences.
As a result, Conversation Corps not only impacts policy, but also makes a positive lasting impact on
everyone involved in the process. We’ve learned that our community can make decisions differently
when we understand each other better. Conversation Corps brings the human touch back into what in
many cases has become a mundane and impersonal experience.

D. FUNDING STRATEGY AND BUDGET
BUDGET
The current budget for the program is $45,000. 95 percent of this funding is used to cover staff time to
administer the program with the remaining funds used toward website hosting and basic materials.

FUNDING STRATEGY
Program funding is provided by each of the partnering agencies. The City of Austin, Capital Metro and
Austin ISD each contribute $15,000 yearly.
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E. INFORMATION
PARTICIPANTS

SPREADING

AND

FEED-BACK

TO

THE

DESCRIPTION OF THE INFORMATION DISSEMINATED DURING THE
PROCESS.
Information about the program and how to participate is disseminated through all three public agencies
as well as through Leadership Austin. Community members can sign up for a newsletter and will hear
directly from Conversation Corps about ongoing opportunities as well as about how feedback is being
used.
For each topic, background information is put together to help inform the dialogue. This is made public
through our website. The feedback we receive is also published on the website and sent out through
our newsletter and social media. For those who do not have readily available access to our website,
they can call 3-1-1, Austin’s 24-hour Citywide Information Center, for all of the details.
As we build more partnerships with other community organizations and businesses, we will grow the
ways in which information is shared and even more importantly who it is shared with.

FEED-BACK TO THE PARTICIPANTS
A feedback loop is built into the program so that people who have participated in conversations can
see how their input is being used. Once the feedback is compiled we publish it on our website so that
everyone can see the themes from all of the conversations. We also keep our website updated with
how the feedback is being used – who is using it, what decisions have been made and what decisions
are still on the horizon. We ask all of our participants to give their contact information so that we can let
them know that updates have been published. Our volunteers collect this contact information and
submit it with their report.
This feedback loop enables all of our partnering agencies to say “we hear you even if we can’t address
your concerns immediately.” It allows us to address misconceptions. It gives a glimpse into what we
don’t know people don’t know. A common theme across almost every topic has been the desire for
more information and education. People want more connection to the “how” and “why.” Many want
solutions that already exist and it is a matter of connecting them with the resources they need.

F. RESULTS
TOTAL NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS. PERCENTATGE OF PARTICIPANTS
OVER THE TARGET POPULATION GROUP. PROFILE OF THE
PARTICIPANTS.
The first phase of Conversation Corps has successfully reached all 10 city council districts. We’ve
heard from more than 700 voices from all over the city. Based on survey results from attendees, 44
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perfect of respondents were male, 56 percent female. Participants have ranged in age from
teenagers through senior citizens and come from incomes of less than $10,000 to more than
$105,000. A little more than half of our respondents identified as White/Caucasian, 10 percent
Hispanic/Latino, 10 percent Asian American, 6 percent African American and 10 percent other.

HAVE THE RESULTS BEEN DOCUMENTED? WHAT KIND OF
DOCUMENTATION IS IT? HAVE OUTCOMES BEEN RETURNED TO THE
CITIZENS?
Our model is set up to provide documentation at each stage. Each conversation topic has its own
page on our website that includes background information on the topic, a full report and a summary
of feedback from conversations and routine updates on how the feedback is being used. This is all
public information.

IMPACTS ON PUBLIC POLICY.
Conversation Corps has successfully made its way into policy decisions. The feedback we’ve
received, coupled with input from other forms of public engagement, has helped inform decisions in
regards to mobility solutions, affordability plans, use of City parks, parking rates, transit options,
recycling and composting services, community engagement processes and agency budgets. Over
the past two years, the program has developed a reputation for convening meaningful input.
Elected officials and staff from the departments within our agencies now reach out to ask for the
help of Conversation Corps in hearing from the community.

IMPACTS ON THE ACTORS.
Connectedness is at the heart of our impact. Our agencies feel more connect with one another and
find ourselves collaborating outside of this partnership in unexpected ways. We feel connected to
the input we’re receiving because it comes with a narrative that survey results and online polls can’t
produce. Our hosts feel more connected to the community and are proud of creating a space that
helps people connect with each other. Participants feel connected to each other and our
community’s decisions. Whether or not policy decisions align with their views, they feel more
connected to the issues and the process.

EXTERNAL IMPACTS. IS THE EXPERIENCE TRANSFERABLE? CAN IT BE
REPLICATED IN ANOTHER CITY OR BY ANOTHER ORGANISATION?
We are very proud to have just been recognized as a semi-finalist for Harvard’s Innovations in
American Government Awards, and we look forward to sharing the success of our efforts with
communities across the globe. With a committed group of volunteers and public officials who make
public input a priority, we believe our model can work anywhere. The infrastructure needed to run a
program like ours includes the capacity to train and manage volunteer facilitators and access to
places where people gather. This could be done by an agency or by an affiliate organization.

G. EVALUATION AND MONITORING.
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DESCRIBE
SHORTLY
WHAT
KIND
OF
EVALUATION
(INTERNAL/EXTERNAL) HAS BEEN FORESEEN FOR THE PROCESS, WHO
WILL CONDUCT IT AND WHICH PARAMETERS WILL BE MEASURED.
As the program grows, we measure all of the quantitative and qualitative data we can get our hands
on to help drive strategy and decisions. We look to both the quality of the experience for everyone
involved as well as the quantity and diversity of participants to measure our success.
We assess the quality of the experience on three levels - Are the supporting agencies satisfied?
Are our volunteers feeling supported and successful? Is the experience meeting the expectations of
the participants? This assessment is conducted through regular meetings with all of the partnering
agencies, regular contact with and surveys from volunteers, and post-conversation surveys from
participants.
The surveys also collect data that we need to measure the quantitative goals we must deliver to the
leadership of our agencies.

WILL CITIZENS BE INVOLVED IN THE EVALUATION? WILL THEY BE
PROVIDED WITH THE EVALUATION’S RESULTS?
Closing the feedback loop is essential to the success of Conversation Corps, and this includes
evaluation of the program. We seek regular feedback from everyone who has been involved. In
addition we seek input from those who have not been involved as a means to understand how to
engage more citizens. We use this input to guide program updates and enhancements and keep
everyone informed as we move forward.

ONCE THE EVALUATION PROCESS IS FINALIZED, IS THERE A CITIZENS’
MONITORIZATION/ FOLLOW UP PROCESS FORESEEN?
The vision for Conversation Corps is that it becomes community-owned. As we build the
infrastructure, we strive to include citizens at every phase so that it becomes their program. With
this strategy, the program will continue to exist as long as the community finds it valuable.

H. ABSTRACT AND CONCLUSIONS.
HIGHLIGHTS OF THE EXPERIENCE.
Through Conversation Corps, community members who our agencies have never heard from are
showing up and getting involved. More voices are being heard and included in policy decisions.
As we persistently work toward growing the number of people who participate in Conversation
Corps, which will allow the input to have even more influence on policy decisions, we fervidly
celebrate the unquantifiable impact we see in the community. People are learning to talk to each
other differently. They are listening to one another and walking away from conversations saying “I
hadn’t thought about it that way before.” We continue to work toward making sure participants are
truly heard by our agencies and at the same time ensuring that they are being heard by one
another. We know that if we can change the way our community understands issues from multiple
perspectives, it will change the way we’re able to serve everyone’s needs. Community members
can have their needs heard and be the voice for other people at the same time. This achievement
has a ripple effect throughout our community. In a country that is incredibly divided, we need the
compassion and understanding that accompanies civil discourse now more than ever.
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FUTURE CHALLENGES TO ACHIEVE.
In order to meet our goals, our model has required some significant changes from the original
vision. Despite having opportunities to participate in conversations in all areas of town, in a variety
of venues, at multiple times of day, we continued to see low attendance in many areas. When we
took a step back to assess why people were not participating at the level we hoped they would, we
realized that while we were taking opportunities physically closer to people, it still wasn’t close
enough. As we move forward, we have decided to focus on making conversations even more
accessible.

WHY CAN THE EXPERIENCE BE CONSIDERATED INNOVATIVE?
There are many strategies that allow individuals to share their views with governmental agencies.
There is also great work being done in cities across the world around dialogue and deliberation to
bring communities together. Conversation Corps marries these two concepts in a profound and
unprecedented way. Our model provides a platform for community members to share their opinions
and hear from different perspectives, encouraging a marketplace of ideas that foster innovative
solutions for the issues facing our region. Our vision is to change where and how our community
discusses important issues and then connect these everyday conversations with how decisions are
made.
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