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Abstract: Various communication improvement methods have been introduced in the public
involvement process of transportation planning projects. Public officers often struggle to build
relationships and communicate with citizens in public meetings. In this study, we consider a
method  to  improve  people’s  impressions  of  public  officers,  which  may  lead  to  a  better
understanding of the response contents of public officers. The evaluation was done by the
young  generation  as  their  future  seems  most  important  in  such  long-term  projects.  We
developed two response methods, I-message and cushion sentence.  They were verified by
experiments  simulating  a  question  and  answer  session  of  a  public  meeting.  Personal
experience, one of the cushion sentences, received the most favorable evaluation compared to
the other response types.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Ever since public involvement was incorporated into the transportation planning processes,
opportunities for communication between citizens and public officers have been increasing.
The  Transportation  Research  Board  (TRB)  Committee  on  Public  Involvement  in
Transportation (O’Connors  et al., 2000)  defined public involvement as “the process of two-
way communication between citizens and government by which transportation agencies and
other officials provide notices and information to the public. They also use public input as an
integral factor in decision making.” Therefore, two-way communication between citizens and
public officers is very important. Public officers related to the public involvement process
require a variety of skills to effectively communicate with the public. To date, there have been
insufficient  opportunities  to  ensure  quality  communication  between  citizens  and  public
officers during the planning process.

Public  meeting  is  one  of  the  most  important  channels  to  disseminate  information,
provide  a  setting  for  public  discussion,  and  get  feedback  from  the  community  (Federal
Highway Administration, 2015), although various media can deliver information to the public
(Terabe and Kin, 2010). Public meeting, in general, starts with a brief introduction, followed
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by presentation of a project. Then, a question and answer session begins. An agency staff
preside at the session and a public officer reply to the question. Although most citizens in the
room are watching and listening quietly, questioners often may angry with, or may be loud in
the project, especially if the issue being discussed is controversial. Some of them are very
upset to hear the reply and start incoherent speech. Therefore, it is important that how public
officer reply to various questions so as to keep the meeting focused and constructive.

Handbooks  for  better  public  involvement  communication  are  available  (Creighton,
2005; Federal Communicators Network, 2000), advising those attended the meeting to “Speak
clearly and concisely”, “Speak slowly and calmly; don’t raise your voice” and so on. Almost
all  public  officers  know  what  they  should  do,  however  it  can  be  difficult  to  put  such
knowledge into practice. Accordingly, public officers would benefit  from a more practical
guide that applies to the real communication they experience when talking with citizens in the
public involvement process (Hyuga and Terabe, 2010).

Studies evaluating public involvement process as a whole can be seen in Kramer et al.
(2013),  Wagner  (2013),  Bailey  et  al.  (2015).  For  instance,  Bailey  et  al.  (2015)  examine
literatures dealing with process performance in the fields of environmental management and
other  participation  research.  They  propose  four  process  metrics  for  public  involvement:
Quality, Inclusion;  Clarity;  and  Efficiency  or  QICE.  The  performance  of  communication
seems to be measured by experts on C-metric (Clarity), however, it is not clearly addressed in
their study.

Regarding effective information for public involvement, Lebeaux (2015) conducted 22
interviews through 32 corridor projects around the U.S. and evaluate by seven performance
criteria for facilitative information. Her propose includes best practices for communicating
uncertainty,  conveying  alternatives,  using  early  stage  visualizations,  and  using  maps  on
project websites. 

Innes  and Booher  (2004)  shows  that  collaborative  participation  can  solve  complex,
contentious  problems.  They  propose  that  participation  should  be  a  multi-way  set  of
interactions among citizens and other players who together produce outcomes. Quick  et al.
(2015) analyzed the effects of deliberative dialogues on the participants through analysis of
transcripts,  before  and  after  comparison  of  participant  attitudes,  and  semi-structured
interviews. They observed many individuals changed their position from strong opposition to
strong support for selected policy options, and the group collectively moved from divergent to
convergent views about a new local tax for transportation. Collaborative participation through
deliberative dialogues is important aspect in the planning process. The public meeting is the
beginning of those dialogues.

The purpose of  this  study was to  determine  best  practices  for  public  officers  when
speaking with citizens in order to help them improve their communication skills in the public
involvement process. As shown above, very little studies focused on communication skills in
this context.

Politeness seems to be a key of good communication when talking with general public
in Japanese culture. It sometimes includes an expression with indirect phrases, euphemisms,
and hedges. Politeness theory (Brown and Levinson, 1987) is one of the research topics in
communication study. It suggests the use of politeness strategies can mitigate face threat and
enhance  the  effectiveness  of  advice  messages.  Goldsmith  and  Macgeorge  (2000)  asked
students volunteers (N=407) to read about a hypothetical situation in which a person gave
another advice and to complete questionnaire survey. Neither speaker-listener relationship nor
politeness strategies was consistently associated with perceived threat to face or perceived
advice effectiveness. They suggested revisions to politeness theory and additional factors that
may affect judgments of face sensitivity and advice effectiveness. Although politeness is one



of the important concepts for verbal communication, our approach is not directly related to
these studies.

2. EXPERIMENT

2.1 Development of response methods

We devised six types of response methods, which are shown in Table 1. We assumed they
would improve personal impressions of public officers’ responses. We also felt that public
officers could easily incorporate these response methods when replying to the public at open
meetings.

Case 1 is a standard, normal response (NR) used as a control case for comparison with
other cases.

Case 2 is an I-message, described as a sentence beginning with the word I. As part of
ongoing family therapy for parents and children in the 1960s, Dr. Thomas Gordon developed
the concept of I-messages as a mechanism for conflict resolution. I-messages are frequently
used with the intent of being assertive without putting the listener on the defensive. Gordon
applied this concept to various fields, including parent training, teacher training, and conflict
resolution  (Gordon  Training  International,  2019).  We posited  that  public  officers  could
eliminate remarks that might seem to frame their listeners as opponents by changing normal
sentences to I-messages. We also expected listeners to sense a public officer’s confidence in a
worthy project by expressing strong support through the use of active voice instead of passive
voice.

Next,  the  cushion  sentences of  Cases  3–6  are  techniques  to  pad  or  front-load  an
intended sentence with cushion words before proceeding with the actual reply to the question.
Considering  a  question  and  corresponding  answer  as  a  conversation,  we thought  a  good
impression  could  be  developed  simply  through  the  good  intentions  of  accepting  open
questions from the public. Cushion words are used frequently in Japanese conversations to
add  a  polite,  mild,  and  friendlier  tone  to  original  sentences.  They  can  also  reduce  the
harshness of some responses, a directness that often discourages requests from attendees at
public meetings. The cushion sentences we developed for this study were framed to expand
the concept of cushion words.

There are four cushion word types as shown in the Table 1. The personal experience of
Case 3 is a sentence that describes the respondent’s own experiences related to the question.
We expected listeners to feel familiarly with the public officers after knowing they had similar
experiences.  Appreciation and sympathy of Case 4 is a sentence that sympathizes with the
person asking the question and his concerns.  Confidence of Case 5 is a sentence expressing
confidence in the project that can serve to comfort attendees.  Attention responses of Case 6
serve to focus citizen attention where the responding public officer wants it to be.



Table 1. Response methods
Case Name Description and example sentence

1 Normal
Normal response (NR) as a control case. 
“The traffic will increase after this project.”

2 I-messages

Response beginning with the word “I” instead of “you” to
identify  responsibility  for  the  answer  and  to  increase
proactive impression of the respondent. 
“I suppose the traffic will increase after this project.”

3

Cushion
sentences

Personal
experience

Response revealing public officer’s own experiences related
to the question. 
“When I  lived near this road in the past,  I  recognized the
potential danger too.” 

4
Appreciation
and sympathy

Response  appreciating  and  showing  sympathy  toward
question. 
“You are correct. Safety is the most important factor, as you
said.”

5 Confidence

Response demonstrating that the public officer is confident
about the project. 
“I  am  confident  about  this  project.  Safety  has  been
considered thoroughly.”

6 Attention
Response attracting listener’s attention. 
“I  would like to ask you to listen carefully, because some
points are not easy to understand.”

2.2 Method

The participants for this experiment were 112 undergraduate students in the Department of
Civil  Engineering  of  Tokyo University  of  Science.  They  were  randomly  divided  into  six
groups. Each group consisted of eighteen or nineteen people who listened to different audio
recordings produced according to the characteristics of a case, one through six.

Upon arrival in the meeting room, participants were instructed to listen carefully to the
audio recordings as they would be expected to answer questions related to them afterward. We
explained  the  purpose  of  the  research  as  an  evaluation  of  public  officers’  responses  to
questions posed by citizens.

The audio recordings were each assumed to be a question and corresponding answer
from the public meeting. The voice included an opinion and question posed by questioner.
This was followed by each of the six response patterns made by the public officer. The scripts
for the public officer’s responses to the questions were developed according to the six profiles
shown in Table 1.

The scenarios created by the authors were based on a fictional road planning project set
in a fictional city. Questioner stated his concerns about safety. He was assumed to be young
resident participating in the meeting who was familiar with the scene of the project. After
listening to the responses to the question, the participants evaluated their impressions of the
responses on a five-point scale.

We focused on evaluations by young citizens.  Population is declining in Japan, and
most  attendees  in  the  public  meetings  are  still  older  citizens.  It  is  natural  that  older
generations,  most  of  whom  are  retired,  have  more  free  time  to  attend  public  meetings.
Younger generations are often too busy doing other things and tend to have little interest in
transportation planning. Conversely, it could also be said that they have not had opportunities
to experience planning meetings. If given an opportunity to watch a public meeting and listen



to the dialog between citizens and public officers, how might they feel about the discussion?
It is important to learn how young people might be encouraged to attend public meetings. If
discussions at a meeting generated interest, there is hope that they could also be encouraged to
participate in the planning process.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We described the features of the five response methods devised in this research by comparing
with the normal response (NR). The evaluation items in Table 2 reveal significant statistical
differences between at least one of the cases and NR. The differences here mean the result of
the t-test for the average score from the evaluation among twenty-nine questions. The scores
were logged in written questionnaires using five-point answer scales: 1) I do not agree with it
at all; 2) I mainly do not agree with it; 3) I neither agree nor disagree; 4) I mainly agree with
it; 5) I agree with it very much.

Table 2. Average of evaluation scores

Evaluation Normal
(NR)

I-message
Personal

experience

Appreciation
and

sympathy
Confidence Attention

3. Comfortable speed of speech 4.17 3.89 3.84 3.71 4.00 3.50 **

6. Accustomed reply 3.11 3.50 3.63 * 3.29 3.58 3.40 

7. Concise reply 4.00 3.61 * 3.68 3.39 ** 3.79 3.50 **

9. Tries to build up trust with residents 2.39 2.50 3.53 ** 3.06 ** 3.16 ** 2.45 

11. Familiar tone 2.33 2.33 2.84 * 3.00 ** 2.53 2.20 
13.  Incorporates  questioner’s concern

into plans
3.00 2.83 3.21 3.28 2.63 2.35 **

16. Businesslike tone 4.06 3.94 3.16 ** 3.39 ** 3.68 4.00 

18. Intends to develop better plan 3.06 2.72 3.21 3.53 3.21 2.50 *

19. Motivated tone 3.28 3.39 3.74 * 3.53 3.53 3.40 

22. Emphasizes only good points 3.61 3.44 3.11 3.38 4.05 * 3.65 

24. Jargon-filled reply 2.50 2.22 1.95 * 2.00 2.37 2.35 
29.  Wanted  to  attend  the  public

meeting
2.61 2.94 2.68 2.82 2.95 3.10 *

**P<0.05 *P<0.1

We also  asked  respondents  to  answer  five  questions  regarding  the  contents  of  the
questions and answers soon after the evaluation. If the participants were attracted by a certain
response and listened to the audio carefully with interest, the ratio of correct answers was
higher than the NR. The results of the chi-square test comparing each method with NR are
shown in Table 3. Only participants who listened to personal experience responses achieved
better  results  than  those  who listened  to  NR.  The  other  response  methods  did  not  reach
statistical differences with NR.



Table 3. Ratio of correct answer
Normal
 (NR) I-message Personal

experience
Appreciation
and sympathy Confidence Attention

Ratio of correct
answer 58.3% 69.4% 76.3% 55.6% 50.0% 65.0%

Chi-square --- 1.93 5.46 0.113 1.03 0.714

P-value --- 0.165 0.0195 ** -0.736 -0.309 0.398

**P<0.05

3.1 I-message

I-message was a sentence beginning with the word “I” using active voice instead of passive
voice. Only evaluation item 7 (Concise Reply) achieved statistical difference from NR, and
the score was lower than NR. This  means that  the participants  felt  the response was not
sufficiently concise. The ratio of correct answers was second highest among the six patterns;
however, it was not statistically significant.

From  this  result,  we  concluded  that  the  I-message  was  not  effective  in  attracting
listeners’ attention, nor did it express strong intentions to proceed with the project. There are
two reasons to explain this outcome. First, the NR did not contain strong words that might
frame the  citizens  as  opponents.  There  was  no  significant  change  after  modifying  the  I-
message since the NR was a flat sentence with a common tone for the voice. Second, the
listeners could not feel the effect of the I-message with the shorter response script. I-messages
are most effective in cases of longer dialogue such as therapy and training. Because of the
limitation of this experimental study, it was not very effective.

3.2 Personal Experience

Personal experience was a response designed to reveal the public officer’s own experiences
related  to  the  question.  There  were  many  evaluation  items  that  resulted  in  a  significant
difference compared to the NR. Two evaluation items based on items 9 (Tries to build up trust
with residents) and 11 (Familiar tone) scored higher than the NR, and item 16 (Businesslike
tone) scored lower. These results suggest that listeners held good impressions of the officer’s
response. The evaluation score of 19 (Motivated tone) was also higher than the NR. This
means that participants felt motivated while listening to the response.

In addition, the only significant difference was obtained in the chi-square test with NR,
and the ratio of comprehension was the highest. Therefore, the good impressions of the public
officers,  the main goal of this research,  helped to increase the willingness to listen to the
response and then, as a result, improved the degree of comprehension.

The evaluation score of item 6 (Accustomed reply) was higher than that of the NR and
the score of item 24 (Jargon-filled reply) was lower. We think these are also related to a
friendly impression. The participants felt closer to the public officers who mentioned their
personal  story.  Therefore,  the  degree  of  comprehension  improved  only  among  the  same
cushion sentences.

3.3 Appreciation and Sympathy

Appreciation and sympathy was the response expressing appreciation and sympathy toward
the questioner. As in personal experience, there were statistically significant differences for
three evaluation items, 9 (Tries to build up trust with residents), 11 (Familiar tone), and 16



(Businesslike tone). These indicate that the impression about the public officers was good.
Although the response method was different, both appreciation and sympathy and personal
experience sympathized with the questioner. Therefore,  the empathetic  effect seems to be
successful  for  improving  the  impression  of  responses.  However,  as  in  I-message,  the
evaluation of  item 7 (Concise  reply)  is  lower than that  of  the NR. This  implies  that  the
cushion sentence with appreciation and sympathy resulted in a prolix expression.

Although there was no significant difference in the chi-square test, the ratio of correct
answers was lower than that of the NR. We suggest that prolixity of expression influenced the
lower correct answer. In addition, the evaluation score of item 19 (Motivated tone) was the
second  highest  compared  to  NR.  Despite  this  good  impression  of  the  public  officer’s
response, it seems that it was difficult to understand because of its complexity.

3.4 Confidence

Confidence refers to the response demonstrating that the public officer was confident about
the  project.  As  in  the  cases  of  personal  experiences  and  appreciation  and  sympathy,  a
significant difference was obtained for item 9 (Tries to build up trust with residents). Despite
the fact that there were few items that give a significant difference with NR, the impression of
the public officer was better than average.

However, the confidence of the public officers may have backfired, as evaluation item
22 (Emphasizes only good points) scored very high. Although no significant difference was
obtained from the chi-square test,  the correct answer rate was the lowest. In addition,  the
evaluation item 26 (I fully understood the contents of the response), which is not listed on
Table  2,  scored  3.79,  the  same  as  personal  experience.  The  participants  felt  that  they
understood the contents of the response as well as personal experience; however, the ratio of
correct answers was the lowest. It is thought that the participants were generally convinced, as
shown by evaluation item 8 (Compelling response), which had the highest value, 3.42 (item
not listed in Table 2).

We believe that the participants were persuaded by the confidence of the public officer
and felt that they had understood the contents of the response. Cushion sentence confidence
seemed to work well as an explanatory method; however, it may not be suitable for question
and answer sessions as it did not improve understanding of the response.

3.5 Attention

Attention was the response intended to attract listener attention. The impression of the public
officers was poor. Evaluation of items 13 (Incorporates question’s concern into plans) and 18
(Intends to develop better  plan) were lower than those of NR. The evaluation of items 3
(Comfortable  speed of speech)  and 7 (Concise reply)  were also lower than those of  NR.
Despite  these  poor  evaluations,  the  correct  answer  rate  was  higher  than  NR  but  not
statistically significant.

Attention  was inspired  by  experiences  from our  classrooms.  When students  seemed
distracted, a teacher would say that the topic being discussed would be on the examination in
order to call attention. As a result, motivation for learning would be temporarily improved;
however, it  is  thought that students were more anxious about the examination rather than
being  more  motivated  to  learn.  Motivation  for  learning  improved  only  because  students
wanted to be less anxious. In other words, the teacher stimulated the students' anxiety levels
so that they realized they needed to understand well.

In  the  attention  experiment,  the  participants  may  also  have  felt  pressure  to  listen



carefully. If they had experienced anxiety from the responses with these cushion sentences,
they most likely would have had a poor impression of public officers.

There was a significant difference between only attention and NR on evaluation item 29
(Wanted to attend the public meeting). It was higher than all others. We thought that the poor
impression of the public officers triggered the listeners’ distrust in the actual public meeting,
but, conversely, they were motivated to participate.

The cushion sentence for attention was not suitable for question and answer sessions
because we found that the impression of the public officers dropped, thus inducing distrust
from the citizens.

4. CONCLUSION

This  study investigated public  officer  responses during question and answer sessions at  a
simulated public meeting in the public involvement process of the transportation project. We
conducted an experiment  using young university  students  to  evaluate  audio recordings  of
different responses. These responses were captured based on five methods that we devised
from our  experiences  and  existing  studies.  The  speech  styles  examined  were  I-messages
(beginning a  sentence with “I”  instead of  “you”)  and  cushion sentences (inserting simple
phrases  or  short  sentences  before  the  intended  response).  Five  patterns  of  response
incorporating these styles were evaluated through written questionnaires that included ratings
of twenty-nine factors.

Results  showed  that  the  cushion  sentence  citing  personal  experience  was  rated  the
highest. The participants felt that the public officer seemed closer and more familiar when
they listened to the response that began with his personal experience. They were sympathetic
to his words and were left with a good impression of him. The resulting higher willingness to
listen relates directly to understanding the goals of this project.

The  cushion  sentence  to  determine  appreciation  and  sympathy  helped  improve  the
impression of  the public  officer;  however, it  did not  help the participants  understand the
contents of the project better. Although appreciation and sympathy seemed to be important for
dialog between public officers and citizens, it  did not work well when the public officers
responded with that particular cushion sentence.

There are limitations to this study. We encouraged the participants to put themselves in
the  position  of  residents  living  near  the  transportation  project;  however,  the  hypothetical
nature of the setting may have affected evaluations. Applying different speech styles as an
experiment  using  an  actual  project  owned  by  the  transportation  authority  would  be
impossible. Evaluation by different sample cohort, such as older generations, would validate
the findings and broaden scholarly discussion. Nevertheless, this study provides useful and
practical information about improved communication skills which will inspire future efforts
by public officers tasked with responsibilities related to public involvement.
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