Amplifying vocal minority views in Public Participation 


                                                 March 2013


Amplifying vocal minority views in Public Participation

Introduction
In traditional public participation the commonly used idiom – “one bad apple can spoil the whole barrel” – genuinely relates to the influence of the vocal minority on conventional communication exercises.

In traditional public participation exercises through public forums and representative briefings, a vocal minority can overwhelm and dominate the opinion space and flows. Where social media elements are harnessed by this vocal minority this can be greatly, rapidly and detrimentally amplified and exacerbated. Loud and stridently-voiced opinions of the vocal minority can often drown out, and even block the important communication and dialogue between project proponents and the silent majority of stakeholders needing to be consulted. It is essential for modern public participation exercises to acknowledge and counter this common bias, to truly reflect the prevailing views of the silent majority, in addition to other voices, and to achieve transparent, inclusive and representative engagement and to prevent decisions being skewed, or misrepresented. 

Composition of the Silent Majority
The silent majority can be observed as two generic types in Hong Kong. The first comprises the apathetic, who may not care enough to attend, let alone speak out at public engagements. The second comprises those who wish may attend and speak out, but may be too afraid to do so publicly, for fear that their views may be strongly criticised or contested by loud oppositional forces or parties present. For this reason, the vocal minority commonly overwhelms the silent majority and, because of their silence, the silent majority’s views are commonly neither aired nor shared. 

Reaching Out To Silent Majority
Techniques and tactics, to reach out, include removing traditional barriers to participation in terms of physical, cultural and social-economic constraints, motivating and enhancing willingness and availability to public participation through greater appeal and benefits. In addition, tactics include modifying and tailoring the material content, format and channel of the participation process to suit specific audiences, to secure the understanding, acceptance and support of the silent majority in the public participation can be adopted. 
PR and Publicity
A first step is to introduce the subject matter and engagement event notices to the general public. As the phrase from the story of Muhammad goes: 'If the mountain will not come to Muhammad, then Muhammad must go to the mountain' 
One effective method to give the silent majority both distilled project information and notice of public participation events is to take the information on development plans to areas where the affected community commonly go. In Hong Kong, putting up banners and posters in food shopping areas, billboards in mass transit railway and transport termini, on railings next to the zebra crossings and posters on bus and tram shelters take the message to the heart of the community. 
Another method, comprises setting up manned ‘roving exhibitions’ in public spaces, routes to work, schools, shopping centres and near community facilities, where the community ‘attend by accident’ can drop by and view summary posters of key information. Manning these community participation events allows ‘one-to-one’ engagements with project representatives and allows questions to be asked and answered. Such opportunities also allow, personal invitations to attend larger public forums of gathering to learn more and share. 
Tailoring the Messages to Different Audiences

Crafting and tailoring the message for different audiences, comprises a key tool to better communicate and seek involvement with the wider public, such as use of simple, lay language, and non-technical terms. In a consultation on a new town project, rather than asking the community to come to a forum to discuss new town expansion, the communication was simple: “Come and share your views on how to make the new town a better place, to life, work, rest and play.”  

For smaller focus groups with interest groups or green NGOs the information that can be more technical and aligned with specific information needs.
Project Websites 
Another way to bring the message to the community comprises project websites, with all project information posted, with PR and publicity driving traffic to websites.

Personalisation and ‘Trust Banking’
In addition, delivering project information to home is key. Delivery of colourful simple poster to lobbies of public and private housing notice boards, more micro-targeted brief leaflets, project summaries or ‘digests’, updates or letters to individual households’ mailboxes, allows entire communities to be informed and encourage public participation at wider community gatherings to learn more and contribute to the dialogue. 
Survey and Quantification
Another tool to ‘rebalance’ vocal minority bias is to engage a statistically-representative sample of the community opinions by quantified, independent survey techniques. Such tools can, neutrally, provide an overview of community opinion, at the same time, serve to demonstrate the interest, illuminate issues and clarify general viewpoints on development options etc. Asking people in the community randomly on the street or by phone, survey about their opinions fosters good ‘public relations’ and shares the developers willingness to share their information and listen to views in order to achieve project ‘betterment’.
After collecting survey data, such information can then be ‘shared-back’ in major future public participation events, through the agenda, to balance out the vocal minority comments that will be received from the audience. Such a mechanism will better allow representation of the prevailing ‘true views’ to the audience and which may even encourage the silent majority to contribute more vocally. 
Public Forums: Firm Facilitation, ‘Contracting’, Dialogue and ‘Trade Offs’ 
Finally, to the planning and logistics of large public engagement events themselves to allow the silent majority to be heard. Certain golden rules must be employed in such ‘mega’ forums and large public gatherings, namely: 

Always, encourage both public attendance and also targeted attendance by the widest number of different ‘interest group’ stakeholders (proactively by invite if necessary), particularly when it is known that different groups may hold diametrically-opposed views; for example, pro development/ employment advocates and green groups that are staunchly against development. Such a deliberate tactic will allow the apparent ‘trades-off’ to be publicly aired and debated. This tactic allows  different stakeholders and interests to hear the other parties’ views, and may even allow them to recognise that all parties will need to make concessions based on the information from the project proponent and also shared by attendees on the day.

It is said that facilitation is an art not a science. On the day, if large public events are poorly facilitated and domination by one opinion (‘grandstanding’) is allowed to prevail, then the vocal minority will have the upper hand. Here the experienced and qualified facilitator must commence the public forum with the ‘rules of engagement’ and enter into a ‘contract’ with the entire audience on what is, and is not, allowed. 

Simple logistics, such as setting a shared agenda prior to the forum, in which the majority of the public forum duration, e.g. two thirds, is reserved for questions from the audience and allowing only short, limited duration, presentations from the proponent. The presence of a large visible countdown timer to honour ‘contracted’ agreed time limits and its firm use. Agreeing with the attendees, on the day, on asking a single question in a limited time, e,g. three minutes, to allow as many voices and opinions to be aired as possible. Similarly, setting the same rules and timing on the proponent’s answers. Randomisation of questions can also be neutrally achieved by asking the question to written down on papers during proponent presentations and drawn ‘on stage’ from a transparent at random. 
Strong, independent and fair facilitation and simple logistics and firm housekeeping, on the day, can allow the silent majority time to share their views and demonstrate that the purpose of public consultation, is - just that – fairly and even-handedly, consulting all of the public and sharing back, to everyone, that all opinions matter, even the – hitherto – silent majority’s.
Conclusions
It is a fact that the vocal minority can hinder and dominate dialogue and damagingly manifest mistrust between project proponents and the majority of stakeholders in conventional public participation exercises. Social media can rapidly amplify and distort community ‘consensus.’ With these ‘shortfalls’ recognised, different strategies and tactics are available to balance out the voice of the vocal minority by amplifying the volume of silent majority to more accurately, and neutrally reflect, the true overall opinion landscape and whole community views.
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