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The inclusion of minorities in the public participation process is one of the greatest 

challenges within the field of planning. However, the political structures around public 

participation make it difficult for practitioners to respond to the challenges and needs of an 

increasing number of cultural minority groups in urban regions. Scholars have advised planners 

to be more sensitive to the needs of minorities, but there are no tools in the planning field to 

evaluate cultural sensitivity in practice. This dissertation examines public participation related to 

intercultural sensitivity. In particular, this research adds to a better understanding of the role of 

planners and the role of intercultural sensitivity in public participation. The research draws on 

data from multiple methods including the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS), a demographic 

questionnaire, and four semi-structured interviews. Findings suggest that planners have high 

levels of intercultural sensitivity and are sensitive to the needs of socio-cultural and economic 

minorities, but the political structures of the planning process often pose constraints around 
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which planners must adapt. This research contributes to understanding of public participation 

and provides recommendations for improving public participation. It suggests the use of the ISS 

as a benchmark tool to measure intercultural sensitivity in the planning field. Furthermore, the 

planners’ discourse on public participation, intercultural sensitivity, and inclusivity helps 

illustrate challenges provides new approaches to pursuing this issue across the United States.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

If we “live” and form our lifeworlds in different cultural communities, within which we 
develop different “languages” and different “systems of valuing,” how do we get to talk 
to each other about matters of common concern? And, when we get to talking across 
these divides, how do we get to decide what is right? (Healey, 1997, p.63) 
 
Planners, in general, are concerned with meeting the needs and improving the general 

welfare of individuals (Burayidi, 2003). Ideally, planners seek to obtain and integrate public 

input in decisions concerning the population they serve through a process called public 

participation (EPA, 2018). Public participation refers to “any process that directly engages the 

public in decision-making and gives full consideration to public input in that decision. Public 

participation is a process, not a single event” (EPA, 2018).  

The concept of public participation originates from the Greek notion that citizens should 

decide in the affairs that concern their daily lives. Several scholars parallel this aspect of public 

governance to a democratic ideal because it advocates for the sharing of power between the 

public and the government (Arnstein, 1969; Carp, 2004; Connelly, 2010; Pickering & Minnery, 

2012). It requires public officials to actively seek and consider the input of the public in their 

policies (Carp, 2004; Connelly, 2010; EPA, 2018; Seltzer & Mahmoudi, 2012; Smith, 1933). 

Participation takes many forms including voting in elections, contributing in political 

campaigns, protesting, or engaging in local government issues (Berry, 1981; Verba, Schlozman, 

& Brady, 1995; Gormley, 1981; McClurg, 2003; Weber & Khademian, 1997). However, this 

paper restrains public participation to what “largely occurs at the administrator-citizen interface” 

(Yang & Pandey, 2011, p.881).   

Public participation serves several purposes. First, it allows officials to assess the public’s 

preferences and improves local decisions (Adams, 2004; Burby, 2003; Neshkova, 2014). 
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Officials recognize that identifying local solutions for local challenges without citizens’ 

contribution is likely to be ineffective (Gittell, 1972; King & Stivers, 1998; Myren, 1972; 

Thomas, 2013; Potapchuk, 1996) because local groups provide input to local problems that 

planners alone may overlook (Burby, 2003; Laurian, 2003; Van Herzele, 2004). Therefore, an 

incorporation of local knowledge allows residents and planners to reach creative solutions for 

local issues (Rydin & Pennington, 2000; Innes & Booher, 2004). 

Secondly, public participation facilitates the implementation and the development of 

policies (Adams, 2004; Wang & Van Mart, 2007). In fact, citizens’ involvement especially in the 

early stages of the process, leads to collaboration (Rydin & Pennington, 2000) and development 

of project ownership, which makes them likely to monitor their project, even post-

implementation, because plans are reflective of citizens’ values and opinions (Shepherd & 

Bowler, 1997; Rydin & Pennington, 2000; Wang & Van Mart; 1996).   

Thirdly, public participation bears a democratic ethic and the goal of empowerment. 

Public participation responds to the democratic assumption that people should have a say in 

public decisions which affect them (Fiskaa, 2005). By inviting citizens into the planning 

conversation, public participation advances the ideals of justice and fairness because it accounts 

for the needs and preferences of minorities, which may have otherwise been excluded (Innes & 

Booher, 2004). 

Fourthly, public participation improves the overall well-being of society (Barber, 1984). 

People who participate usually evolve into mature and responsible citizens because they have an 

increased knowledge of citizenry (Potapchuk, 1996). Participation activity also fosters a learning 

opportunity for all participants (Hanna, 2000); contributes to building social capital; and solves 

and reduces conflicts (Berry, Portney, & Thomson, 1993) through a transparent, inclusive, and 
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fair decision-making process for all (McLaverty, 2002; Potapchuk & Crocker Jr., 1999a; Innes & 

Booher, 2004; Halvorsen, 2003). 

Finally, public participation meets legal requirements. The Title VI federal requirement 

prohibits government and non-profit agencies, recipients of federal funds, to exclude the public 

from the decision-making process (Brody, Godschalk, & Burby, 2003). 

However, critics assert that participation opportunities are not equal (Evans-Cowley & 

Hollander, 2010) and that representation is not reflective of the entire community spectrum (Day, 

1997; Evans-Cowley & Hollander, 2010; Ebdon & Franklin, 2006; Roberts, 2004). Research 

suggests that a selected minority participates (Barreto, Segura &Woods, 2004), and that these 

participants have incomes and levels of education higher than that of the average (Crosby & 

Bryson, 2005; Verba et al., 1995).  Therefore, groups with time and discretionary income 

influence the planning process in their favor (Lowndes, Pratchett, & Stoker 2006) because their 

level of education contributes to their understanding of participation issues (Abel & Stephan, 

2000; King, Stivers et al., 1998; Lowndes et al., 2006). 

The costly formula of participation—money, time, and education (Carp, 2004; 

Leighninger, 2013; Vogt, King, & King, 2004)—automatically excludes some groups from the 

process (Abel & Stephan, 2000). Furthermore, planners traditionally hold public meetings during 

times and at locations unlikely to be accessible to groups working evening shifts and residents 

lacking reliable means of transportation or supplemental income to contract out household chores 

(CAMPO, 2019). Thus, with limited resources and access, the poor and the working poor 

typically prioritize providing for their families over volunteering their time in public 

participation (Russel &Vidler, 2000). 
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Critics also accuse public officials of cheating participation, reinforcing exclusion, and 

promoting elitist interests because officials use artificial avenues of representation to deceive 

socio-cultural minorities and disfranchised community members with a semblance of decision 

power through board appointments (Arnstein 1969; Kakabadse, Kakabadse, & Kouzmin 2003). 

Yet, another group of scholars attribute the issue of citizen representation to the use of 

ineffective methods of engaging the public, which regardless of their inefficiency, are still 

enshrined in public participation canons (King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998; Innes & Booher, 2004; 

Rowe & Frewer, 2000). “Legally required methods of public participation in government 

decision making in the US—public hearings, review and comment procedures in particular—do 

not work. They do not achieve genuine participation in planning or other decisions” (Innes & 

Booher, 2004, p 419). These approaches do not provide planners with any fundamental guideline 

on conducting effective participation: the requirements are largely too vague, too general, and 

too old (Brody et al., 2003). 

Since genuine participation requires the affected people to influence policies through 

their input (Brody et al., 2003), practitioners are now turning to non-traditional approaches, 

which are based on communication, collaboration, and consensus building built on the ideals of 

Communicative Action. The Communicative Action model improves public participation 

through participatory planning and offers a “more democratic, more socially fair and more 

accessible” process for all (Damurski, 2015, p. 1568). It fosters understanding and agreement for 

all participants, opens the process and welcomes arguments from all stakeholders (Sager, 2009). 

More specifically, communicative approaches unfold the process for traditionally excluded 

groups and advance social justice and fairness in areas of public services, built infrastructures or 

spatial development (Albretchs & Denayer, 2001). 
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Problem Statement 

During the past decades, the influx of immigration from non-western nations to the 

regions of Europe and North America have brought immigrants whose diverse ethnic needs often 

challenge the status quo of unitary, top-down, planning practices (Hou & Kinoshita, 2007; 

Umemoto, 2001). As American cities become more racially and ethnically diverse, planners 

must engage with cultural groups who speak in several languages (Umemoto, 2001). 

This situation gives rise to inequalities in the planning process (Umemoto, 2001) because 

planners are often challenged when they deal with a communication style other than their own 

(Hou & Kinoshita, 2007) and may unintentionally discard the inputs of participants (Umemoto, 

2001). Moreover, in some communities, participation intimidates citizens because they do not 

understand the material and perceive themselves as not having adequate knowledge to contribute 

to the discussion (Halvorsen & Jarvie, 2002).  

In fact, communication nuances such as those of body language, facial expressions, and 

voice intonations (Albu, 2015) contained in each culture, when misinterpreted, add to minorities’ 

feelings of being discriminated against (Umemoto, 2001) and forfeit sincere efforts towards 

participation (Umemoto, 2001). In an environment that expects planners be more inclusive and 

sensitive to the voices of all (Listerborn, 2008), designing and facilitating planning processes to 

accommodate cultural differences is a difficult task (Umemoto, 2001). 

The term multicultural planning refers to the “sensitivity of the planning process to 

cultural diversity” (Qadeer, 2009).  It is “a strategy of making reasonable accommodations for 

the culturally defined needs of ethno-racial minorities on the one hand and reconstructing the 

common ground that underlies policies and programmes on the other” (Qadeer, 2009, p.10). It 

recognizes, integrates, and welcomes the contribution of socio-cultural differences and serves as 
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a means of empowerment (Sandercock, 1998). Scholars advocating for multicultural planning 

(Sandercock, 1998, 2003; Burayidi, 2003; Forester, 1999, 2000) have created a basis for cultural 

competence in the field of urban planning. 

Intercultural sensitivity is the affective dimension of cultural competence in intercultural 

communication, which requires an interest in other cultures and a willingness to modify one’s 

behavior to adapt to other cultures (Bhawuk & Brislin 1992). Since the primary role of planners 

is to meet the needs and improve the general welfare of individuals (Burayidi, 2003), through 

public participation (EPA, nd), they need to be interculturally sensitive and incorporate that 

sensitivity into planning practices (Sandercock, 2003a) in order to also meet the needs of socio-

cultural groups. 

In fact, the literature suggests cultural competence and sensitivity methods and 

techniques for engagement (Qadeer, 2009; Sandercock, 2003b; Forester, 2000; Burayidi, 2003) 

proposing that planners’ roles should build on stories and be people oriented to create more 

empowerment opportunities for traditionally excluded groups.  Forester (2000) and Sandercock 

(2003b) suggest using storytelling to negotiate and discuss issues among different stakeholders. 

This approach allows parties to share their experiences and suggestions in a climate of mutual 

learning, because individuals adjust their values according to their experiences. Sandercock 

(2004) presents a therapeutic approach to planning to foster social learning and improve the 

planning process to include the perspective of minorities and suggests that planners play a role in 

social learning and healing. Burayidi (2003) and Qadeer (2009) exhort planners to be sensitive to 

other cultures by acknowledging differences in engagement techniques and designing planning 

policies which account for cultural needs (Qadeer, 2009). Forester also (2000) suggests the 
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creation of safe spaces, platforms conducive to collaboration and trust where individuals freely 

share and discuss ideas. 

However, planners are often depicted as being insensitive and discarding cultural 

differences in their practice (Qadeer & Agrawal 2011; Zhuang, 2013). If that is the case, it means 

that planners themselves obstruct public participation. Yet, there is not enough evidence to 

conclude that. Despite the considerable attention given to multiculturalism in planning practice 

and research, the field of evaluation of the efforts struggles in the United States. The literature on 

multicultural planning has not addressed how sensitivity is evaluated in practice. Evaluations are 

rare and rely on few case studies, most of which are from Canada (Qadeer, 2009; Qadeer & 

Agrawal, 2011; Wallace, 2000; Zhuang, 2013). In spite of the solutions and engagement 

techniques discussed and proposed, the planning field lacks the criteria and tools necessary to 

assess intercultural sensitivity specific to 21st century American needs. The amelioration of 

multicultural planning must build on a knowledge and understanding of planners’ current states 

of intercultural sensitivity. However, without a point of reference, it is impossible to compare 

results across individuals or groups, over time, and across agencies to determine influential 

factors in order to make recommendations to improve intercultural sensitivity. 

To begin to address this knowledge gap, this research proposes to use Chen and 

Starosta’s (2000) Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) as a tool to measure planners’ levels of 

intercultural sensitivity. The ISS is an empirical, quantitative tool to serve as a shared evaluation 

instrument, a point of departure for judging cultural sensitivity in urban planning practice. This 

study focuses on planners’ intercultural sensitivity as well as the demographic factors affecting 

intercultural sensitivity and how planners discuss the public participation of socio-economic 

minorities in planning.  
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Contribution 

With cultural differences existing in planning, both in terms of changing demographics of 

planners and the population they serve, it is imperative for planners to examine their own 

attitudes toward cultural differences. Scholars argue that intercultural sensitivity is crucial to 

individuals to live and work with others from different cultures (Landis & Bhagat, 1996). It is 

essential to accept different cultures in order to plan effectively within culturally diverse 

communities. If planning is also devoted to considering the needs of ethno-racial and socio-

economic minorities, then having culturally competent planners is sine qua non to this task. 

Since planning professionals play a crucial role in determining the outcomes of public 

participation (Connelly, 2010), an objective assessment of intercultural sensitivity is vital to 

implement appropriate changes adapted to the increasing cultural diversity of urban regions.  

However, these goals might be difficult to achieve without first measuring planners’ sensitivity 

to cultural differences and then taking action to address their lack of sensitivity, if necessary. 

Hence, the results from the survey and the interviews contribute to reconciling the gaps found 

between theory and practices in order to improve public participation approaches. 

Although the hypotheses tested in this study have not lead to any statistically significant 

results, they are still relevant to improving the reliability of the multicultural planning literature 

that uses the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale. Because this is the first time that the Intercultural 

Sensitivity Scale is used in planning, the findings are informative as they might encourage future 

research to replicate the study with a different population of planners to in order to test the 

reliability of the scale in planning and re-test the hypothesis in order to determine what 

demographic factors, if any, affect cultural sensitivity. Finally, this research, in spite of the lack 

of statistically-significant findings, sets the tone for future research intercultural sensitivity in 
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planning and makes the planning literature more compete and improves the reliability of future 

research.  

The research uses a mixed method approach to reveal opportunities and challenges of 

public participation in a multicultural environment. The quantitative part of the research 

measures the intercultural sensitivity of planners while the second part examines the findings of 

the survey through planners’ personal experiences in order to unveil the realistic scope of issues 

in planner-citizen communication for decision-making, to eventually reconcile theory with 

practice. This study reveals that the missing link is that academe does not emphasize the political 

nature of planning that oversimplifies the intricate web of public participation that planners 

navigate daily. It also provides empirical grounds to revisit planners’ roles, functions, and 

expectations in today’s era of public participation. The knowledge and understanding of 

planners’ levels of intercultural communication and the possible factors therein are to reshape the 

concept of public participation in how it is taught, practiced, and discussed in academic and 

professional circles.  

Significance 

This study provides baseline data for orientation to intercultural sensitivity and its 

relationship to various demographic variables in the Dallas–Fort Worth (DFW) area. The 

findings may lend to discussions within the region. An understanding of intercultural sensitivity 

can assist planners in helping the communities that they serve, since greater levels of 

intercultural sensitivity lead to greater intercultural competence.  

Cultural differences exist in planning institutions and the competencies of an effective 

planner include being sensitive to various cultures. In fact, cultural diversity in metropolitan 

areas has affected planning processes (Umemoto, 2001; Forester, 1999, 2000). “When minorities 
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are becoming majorities, new challenges of inter-minority relations and mutual recognition are 

arising” (Qadeer & Agrawal, 2011, p.139).  In the DFW area, the number of people born in 

foreign countries has increased by almost 50% from 2000 to 2013 and this trend is expected to 

continue to grow in the future (NTCOG, 2019). Furthermore, in this region, 239 languages are 

spoken at home (DFW International, 2014), and 13% of the total population in the region has a 

limited ability to read, write, speak, or understand English (NCTCOG, 2019).  

This study plays a significant role in understanding of the role and functions of planners 

in public participation. Such a study has never been performed on planners in general or on 

planners in public institutions. Therefore, the results may lead to other studies in other 

metropolitan areas to examine the intercultural sensitivity of their planning professionals. The 

DFW area’s rapid growth and immigration rates, growing urban poverty, and limited 

transportation options are characteristics shared by other metropolitan regions of the United 

States. Therefore, it makes DFW a useful case study to examine the role of planners in genuine 

public participation efforts. Such understanding proves helpful in designing fair and inclusive 

participation programs. The results provide a foundation and direction for continued research 

within the DFW area and in the United States.  

Organization of the Study 

The next chapter reviews and discusses the relevant literature in order to provide an 

empirical and theoretical framework. Specifically, Chapter Two gives an overview of public 

participation, provides an overview of public participation, presents the benefits and problems of 

current practice and proposed solutions. 

The third chapter presents the methodology and the theoretical framework, describing 

data sources and analytical techniques for both phases of the research.  
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Chapter Four presents the data collected in the survey and in the interviews. The findings 

presented in this chapter answer the overarching research question of whether or not planners are 

culturally sensitive.  

Chapter Five discusses the key findings and links the data back to the literature review in 

order to answer the three guiding research questions. This chapter includes future research that 

might enhance and further this study as well as the research’s broader implications for the fields 

of planning and multicultural sensitivity assessment.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter provides a common understanding of the terms and concepts used in this 

paper and presents the reader with a portion of the theoretical and academic work toward the 

roadblocks that planners encounter when designing participation programs. 

Overview of Public Participation 

The term public participation lacks clear definitions (Rowe & Frewer, 2005), bears a 

variety of definitions (Martin, 2009; Yang & Callahan, 2005) and conveys different meanings to 

different people depending on the spatial and temporal context in which it occurs (Sanoff, 2000). 

The concept is still vague and contested (Arstein, 1969; Day, 1997; Yang & Callahan, 2005) and 

as a result, it raises consistent concerns within the planning community (Carp, 2004).  

Public participation is “a general concept covering different forms of decisions-making by 

a number of involved parties” (Wulz, 1986, p.153). According to Langton (1978), public 

participation is “initiated and controlled by government to improve or gain support for decisions, 

programs, or services” (p.21). It is a set of methods aimed at consulting, involving, and 

informing the public and those affected by a policy to have a say in that decision (Smith, 1983). 

Participation is “the expectation that citizens have a voice in policy choices” (Bishop & Davis, 

2002, p.14) and that “interested citizens, residents, or stakeholders have the right to contribute to 

decisions that affect them” (Pickering & Minnery, 2012, p.250).  Participation is also the sum of 

efforts citizens put together in order to influence the decisions of policy implementing agencies 

(King et al., 1998). As such, it is considered by several scholars to be an empowerment tool and 

a democratic right (Arnstein, 1969; Day, 1997; Yang & Pandey, 2011).  It is “the central element 

in unleashing the power of people to control their own destiny” (Poptachuk, 1996, p.55).  
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This research aligns with Creighton’s (2005) definition of public participation as being 

“the process by which public concerns, needs and values are incorporated into governmental and 

corporate decision making. It is a two-way communication and interaction, with the overall goal 

of better decisions that are supported by the public” (p. 7).  

The Benefits of Public Participation 

Theorists and practitioners support public participation for several reasons but mostly 

because of the benefits of the process (Irvin & Stansburry, 2004). There are five purposes 

associated with public participation (Innes & Booher, 2004). First, it allows public officials to 

gather information about the public’s preferences, by means of consultation, surveys, or 

representative groups (Burby, 2003; Van Herzele, 2004; Adams, 2004; Rydin & Pennington, 

2000). Rydin and Pennington (2000) state that the public are key resources of knowledge that 

officials need in order to achieve policy goals. Adams (2004) has reached a similar conclusion 

while exploring the functions of city council and board meetings in Santa Ana, California and 

has found that, while public meetings may not fulfill their primary functions, the citizens 

comments are useful in providing city officials with information to set the agenda. 

Furthermore, because citizens are more familiar with their own community, they are 

more likely to provide relevant, layperson knowledge to the planning process (Brabham, 2009; 

Van Herzele, 2004). Citizens bring the type of information that planners could have missed or 

excluded while generating holistic and creative solutions (Burby, 2003; Laurian, 2003; Van 

Herzele, 2004). Van Herzele (2004) conducted a study on the value of local, non-professional 

knowledge in an urban renewal project in Belgium and noted that regardless of the difference of 

opinions between planners and the public, citizens’ opinions were necessary to adjust the 

proposed planning solutions, although the input did not serve in formulating new interpretations 
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of the planning issue itself. It is in similar cases that participation creates a learning opportunity 

for all stakeholders (Hanna, 2000). Consequently, “local knowledge should never be ignored by 

planners seeking to improve the lives of communities experiencing the greatest risks” (Corburn, 

2003, p.420). 

Second, public participation increases the legitimacy of decisions and guarantees the 

support of stakeholders (Meier, 2000; Barnes, Newman, & Sullivan, 2004). According to Seltzer 

and Mahmoudi (2012), plan implementation relies on the degree to which citizens’ view plans as 

a legitimate basis for acting and invoking public purposes. Neshkova (2014) validates that notion 

through a study on public participation in public budgeting where she observed that public 

administrators are more likely to involve the public in order to gain support, validate policies in 

terms of practicality and legitimacy, improve the compliance rate, and enhance the overall 

quality of decisions. In fact, if planners hold public hearings and give everyone the opportunity 

to speak, then “whatever is decided is, at least in theory, democratic and legitimate” (Innes & 

Booher, 2004, p.423). Furthermore, the public favors projects in which they have worked and are 

more likely support it even post its implementation (Gittell, 1972; King & Stivers, 1998; Myren, 

1972; Thomas, 2013). Extending this idea, Fiskaa (2005) asserts that “[t]he purpose of public 

participation is of course to obtain better plans, meaning that they are well accepted by most, and 

therefore easier to carry out” (p. 160-161). 

Third, public participation also embodies a democratic ethic and empowerment ideal 

(Barnes et al., 2004). Adams (2004) asserts that providing participation activities to community 

members reinforces their political power and raises the citizens’ levels of awareness of local 

issues. Participation helps improve policy and draws excluded citizens back into the political 
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arena (Bishop & Davis, 2002). This aspect of public governance is democratic because it 

encourages planners and the public to share power (Arstein; 1969; Carp, 2004; Connelly, 2010). 

Fourth, public participation improves the well-being of society. When stakeholders 

organize to solve issues directly affecting them (Potapchuk & Croker, 1999a), it builds social 

capital (Putnam, 2000; Innes, 1998), solves conflicts, and helps transform relationships among 

them (Potapchuk & Croker, 1999b). Likewise, studies have showed that the involvement of the 

public in the early stages of the decision-making process reduces conflicts, simplifies the 

development of policies (Rydin & Pennington, 2000), and fosters trust between citizens and 

policy actors (Berry, Portney, & Thomson, 1993). Wang and Van Wart (2007) studied the effects 

of public participation and discovered that the public’s involvement in the decision-making 

process improves the trust that citizens have in public officials, especially when the process 

shows integrity and professional ethics. Furthermore, Halvorsen’s (2003) study of the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture Forest Services (USFS) supports the idea that a transparent, inclusive, 

and accessible participation process improves trust, reduces conflicts, and brings consensus 

among stakeholders. 

Fifth, public participation is a federal mandate. The Title VI federal requirement of public 

participation prohibits agencies recipients of federal funding to exclude the public from the 

decision-making process (Brody et al., 2003). Dalton and Burby (1994) analyzed the effect of 

land-use regulations on areas at risk of natural disasters in 176 local governments in five states. 

The study revealed that mandated participation causes local governments to produce better plans 

through the establishment of a more comprehensive assessment of risks of natural hazards, which 

accounts for community needs and alternate solutions. However, public participation is not 
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devoid of flaws, the next section discusses the problems in current practices and the solutions 

devised to address them. 

The Problems in Current Practice 

The concept of public participation is problematic (Day, 1997; King et al., 1998). Public 

participation is not clearly defined, and the growing number of participation mechanisms causes 

an ambivalence among practitioners and theorists as to the type of activity that public 

participation should entail (Grizez Kweit & Kweit, 2007; Hendriks, 2009; Rowe & Frewer, 

2005). 

In their attempt to create a typology of public engagement mechanisms, Rowe and 

Frewer (2005) have referenced more than one hundred mechanisms, which, while being similar 

to one another in process, also lack proper definitions, which exacerbates the issue of 

conceptualization. There are various methods of participation, which encompasses surveys, focus 

groups, citizens juries, conferences, (Rowe & Frewer, 2005; Adams, 2004, Laurian & Shaw, 

2008) taskforces, workshops, and charrettes (Innes, 1998). In fact, for the same concern, based 

on the conception of an issue, some agents would decide to include public services users, others 

active stakeholders, and others as individuals in the participatory space (Martin, 2009). As a 

result, the lack of clear definitions hinders the breeding of specific research questions, affects 

participation design (Bherer & Breux, 2012) and provides no evaluation criteria (Laurian & 

Shaw, 2008; Rowe & Frewer, 2005). 

A second problem is the institutionalization of participation, which according to scholars, 

has turned public participation into a series of meaningless activities and mere rituals to fulfill 

legal mandates (Innes & Booher, 2004; Evans-Cowley & Hollander, 2010). Critics contend that 

public participation activities do not genuinely seek input and creative solutions and that 



 
 

17 
 

participation rituals do nothing but compel citizens to accept pre-decided policies, convey 

information to policymakers and fulfill legal mandates (Evans-Cowley & Hollander, 2010; 

Adams, 2004; Cole & Caputo, 1984; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Innes & Booher, 2010). This is 

what Arnstein (1969) termed “token participation.” 

In fact, conventional forms of participation, such as public hearings, have been found to 

be ineffective and, instead, to reinforce conflicts and antagonism among stakeholders, especially 

because each group feels compelled to bring an opposite view to get a point across (Innes & 

Booher, 2004). Furthermore, public meetings seldom attempt to reach consensus among parties 

and score low on empowerment (Fung, 2015). They are outdated by at least thirty years but 

persist because they are engraved in the legal framework of participation (Innes & Booher, 2004; 

Leighninger, 2013; Rowe & Frewer, 2005). Yet, they do not always provide opportunities for all 

views to be expressed, can be intimidating, lack transparency and fairness, or happen too late to 

truly influence the process (Baker, Addams, & Davis, 2005; Laurian & Shaw, 2008). 

Among all participation methods, public hearings are the most widely used form of 

public participation because of the legal framework by which participation is conducted (Adams, 

2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Leighninger, 2013; Wang &Van Mart, 2007). However, since 

public hearings are scheduled so late in the process, when citizens voice their comments, the 

likelihood of influencing decisions is very small (Fiorino, 1996). Furthermore, the existence of 

sunshine laws often prevents officials from commenting or responding to any issue not placed on 

the agenda 72 hours prior the meeting (Leighninger, 2014).  Additionally, the time restriction on 

individual interventions does not allow citizens to thoroughly explore complex problems, thereby 

limiting the extent to which community members can learn about a topic (Adams, 2004; Evans-

Cowley & Hollander, 2010). The meetings allow three minutes for citizens and officials to ask 
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questions or to make a comment about an issue (Leighninger, 2013). “Citizens march up to the 

podium, give their two minutes speeches…and then officials proceed with their business 

irrespective of the arguments made by citizens” (Adams, 2004, p.44).  In other words, public 

hearings give limited power to citizens (Abel & Stephan, 2000) and invalidate the purpose of 

public participation because such processes do not guarantee that citizens will influence the 

outcomes of decisions (Adams, 2004; Buchy & Hoverman, 2000; Cole & Caputo, 1984; Evans-

Cowley & Hollander, 2010; King et., al, 1998). 

Thirdly, citizens lose trust and become frustrated with the government because of the lack 

of interaction with officials and a perceived inability to genuinely influence policy through 

participation (Fung, 2005; Leighninger, 2014). Community members often view public 

participation as a monologue rather than a dialogue (Baker et al., 2005). This unilateral 

communication style generates a decline in public trust and causes cynicism and apathy toward 

public participation (Berman, 1997; Fung, 2015; King et al., 1998). Citizens then view public 

servants as corrupted agents (Fung, 2015; Gilens, 2012; Johnson, 1993) who use public 

participation only to make the public cooperate with previously decided outcomes and solicit 

comments about proposals to comply with federal mandates about public participation (Burby 

2003; Innes & Booher, 2004; Halvorsen & Jarvie, 2002; Wiedmand & Femers, 1993)  

A fourth and ubiquitous critique of public participation is representation (or lack of 

thereof), the sine qua non of genuine participation (King et al., 1998). As pointed out by Evans- 

Cowley and Hollander (2010) all participation opportunities are not equal. Research confirms 

that socio-economic status (SES) is a powerful predictor of participation (Verba et al., 1995). 

Furthermore, Verba, et al., (1995) states “The central tenet of the SES model is that people of 

higher socio-economic status—those with higher education, higher income and higher status 
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jobs—are more active in politics” (p.281).  Studies have confirmed that differences in 

participation are related to gender, education age, political persuasion, race, and previous 

activism (Midden, 1995). Therefore those who actively participate are Whites, upper or middle-

class, college educated, and members of advisory boards (Abel & Stephan, 2000).  In fact, elites 

control the participation process because they have the necessary resources (Lowndes et al., 

2006) such as education and civic skills which fosters their understanding of the information 

provided and allows them to actively participate, and their socio-economic status affords them 

time and income to devote towards participation (Abel & Stephan 2000; Lowndes, et al., 2006). 

On the contrary, low-income groups and socio-cultural minorities refrain from 

participating because they lack resources, such as education, time, and money which are 

necessary to participate (Hou & Kinoshita, 2007). Havlorsen and Jarvie’s (2000) public 

participation research on environmental issues confirms that minorities groups and blue-collar 

workers are less likely to attend public meetings because they do not have access to reliable 

transportation nor the financial resources to afford childcare services or contract help for 

household chores as opposed to active community members.  Thus, “classic groups to be 

excluded from 19:00 h meetings are women and young parents who cannot afford alternative 

childcare” (Burchy & Hoverman, 2000, p.21). 

Furthermore, Rowe and Frewer’s (2000) assessment of public participation methods has 

revealed that public hearings are commonly held during weekdays and working hours in 

locations inaccessible by public transportation. The meeting times also prevent cultural 

minorities and low-income individuals to participate because this segment of the population 

usually works at times when meetings are held (Burchy & Hoverman, 2000).  Members of the 

public are also intimidated and often exclude themselves from participation when think that they 
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do not have the required skills and knowledge to effectively communicate with the decision 

makers (Halvorsen & Jarvie, 2002). 

The current work on participation depicts planners has having a negative attitude toward 

participation, but with little evidence to contribute to that conclusion (Clifford, 2013). While 

public servants, politicians, and citizens are interested in citizen involvement, there is still 

significant evidence to show that efforts toward participation are not effective (Crosby, Kelly, & 

Schaefer, 1986; Kathlene & Martin, 1991; Kweit & Kweit, 1981). Some authors have described 

planners as ambiguous towards public participation (King et al., 1998). Therefore, even when 

planners believe in the ideals of democracy, they are skeptical about it (Day, 1997; Gruber, 

1987). The conundrum of participation is explained through Arnstein’s (1969) famous claim: 

“The idea of public participation is like eating a spinach: no one is against it in principle because 

it is good for you” (p. 216). In the article “Putting more Public Policy in Policy Analysis,” 

Walters, Aydelotte, and Miller (2000) boldly assert that decision-makers are reluctant to share 

their power.  The literature attributes this unwillingness to past experiences in which citizens 

have portrayed themselves as not being interested in public issues (Halvorsen & Jarvie, 2002) or 

at best shifting their interests (Brody et al., 2003; Yang, 2006) either due to a lack of experience 

in a specific area or based on a perceived importance of an issue  (Brody et al., 2003). Hence, 

citizens catch the “window of opportunity” through their increased participation during a specific 

event and decrease it afterwards (Birkland, 1996, 1997; Prater & Lindell, 2000). This fluctuation 

of interests presumably decreases officials’ willingness to promote participatory agendas (Yang, 

2006). 

Furthermore, public participation is costly. Citizens who accept an invitation to a focus 

group or citizen jury must usually receive compensation in terms of cash or gift certificates 
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(Vogt et al., 2004; Waterton & Wynne, 1999). Furthermore, skilled professionals such as 

interpreters or facilitators must also receive compensation (EPA, 2018). In terms of time and 

energy, the amount of red tape and interpersonal complexities required for policy-making also 

affects planners’ autonomy and efficiency (Carp, 2004; Walters, Aydelotte, & Miller, 2000). 

Moreover, the time and resources required to collect and process information negatively affect 

employees’ productivity (Leighninger, 2014). Therefore, when an issue does not guarantee 

benefits, officials are likely to forfeit participation (Ryding & Pennington, 2000). 

Issues requiring technical knowledge and preparation generally deter administrators from 

seeking participation (Neshkova & Guo, 2012). Friedman has suggested in the past that that 

planners  perceive their knowledge as being superior to that of local citizens (1973). In fact, most 

entry-level planning positions require a minimum of a master’s degree in the United States (US 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). Therefore educated planners believe that the average public 

cannot realistically assess the socio-cultural, economic, and political factors necessary to an 

effective decision making and as a result they do not include the public’s opinions in decisions 

(Yang, 2006; Innes & Booher, 2004; King et al., 1998).  This kind of attitude exacerbates 

existing dilemmas between planners’ expertise and mandated public participation requiring the 

public’s input (Yang & Callahan, 2005). In such, Zanetti suspects that the rational planning 

model, which has for a long time portrayed the planner as the technocrat and value-devoid 

expert, has contributed to the current attitudes of planners in discarding local knowledge (1998). 

Yet, Burby (2003) suggests that practitioners’ communication style can encourage or 

hinder participation. In fact, Carp (2004) has interviewed public art planners and has discovered 

that planners’ attitudes and personal style significantly shape public participation outcomes. In 

fact, when meetings are too formal, the public is likely to not attend or when they do, they do not 
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voice their opinions (Hou & Kinoshita, 2007; Innes, Connick, & Booher, 2007). For some 

attendees, they might not understand the steps, mistrust participation methods (Newing et al., 

2008), or feel intimidated by the formal communication style used during public meetings 

(Hibbard & Lurie, 2000). In a natural hazard mitigation case study for instance, citizens felt 

intimidated by the formality of the process and have reported feeling not capable of providing 

input on technical issues such as engineering and building codes (Godschalk, 2003). 

The literature suggests that cultural barriers between planners and planning subjects may 

deter participation (Carp, 2004; Clifford, 2013). While the current context of participation 

requires the inclusion of minorities’ opinions in plans, it does not provide sufficient guidelines 

on planning in a culturally diverse environment (Milroy & Wallace, 2002; Qadeer & Agrawal, 

2011). There is a “growing recognition on the part of administrators that decision-making 

without public participation is ineffective” (King et al., 1998, p.319). Therefore, government 

entities have taken proactive and inclusive measures to increase civic engagement in their 

decision-making (Young, 2001). The next section reviews the proposed solutions to change the 

status quo of public participation. 

Proposed Solutions 

King, Feltey, & Susel, (1998) suggest that accessibility is key to achieving representation. 

Research shows that barriers to participation include transportation, time constraints, family and 

childcare, lack of financial resources, and the realities of everyday life (Halvorsen & Jarvie, 

2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Halvorsen (2003) and Rydin and Pennington (2000) stress the 

importance of holding meetings at strategic hours—in the evening, rather than in the middle of 

the day—in accessible locations, such as schools or churches, and reducing meeting times in 

order to increase attendance. Baker and others (2005) reinforce the need for accessibility by 
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recommending officials select venues accessible by public transportation. Furthermore, King, 

Feltey, & Susel (1998) suggest that the provision of free, on-site childcare and food are vital in 

creating opportunities of participation.  

The literature on public participation asserts that when individuals do not think that they 

have the proper skill sets to communicate effectively, they refrain from participating (Halvorsen 

& Jarvie, 2002). Therefore, Hou and Kinoshita (2007) propose using informal means of 

communication to engage citizens. Halvorsen and Jarvie (2002) expand on this notion and 

suggest that planners always frame the issue in a language that participants can understand.  

Furthermore, scholars such as Halvorsen and Jarvie, (2002) and Godschalk and others (2003), 

suggest that connecting issues at stake with elements of quality of life can help citizens to relate 

and understand concepts. 

Hibbard and Lurie (2000) advise using a skilled facilitator to communicate to the 

audience in a simple language and receive their points of view. Federal mandates also require 

public agencies to expand participation opportunities to non-English speakers through translation 

and meaningful activities in their native language. 

Studies confirm that informal activities improve relationships between planners and 

members of the public (Hou & Kinoshita, 2007; Innes et al., 2000) and lend opportunities to 

bypass socio-cultural and political barriers. Indeed, studies on public participation link the lack 

of citizen participation to a lack of trust in government (Walters et al, 2000; Halvorsen, 2003). 

Halvorsen and Jarvie (2002) suggest that highlighting successful participation outcomes in the 

local media has the potential to rekindle the flame of participation among citizens. 

Additionally, Shipley and Utz (2012) promote education as a way to breach the gap 

between citizens and experts by establishing a common knowledge base. King, Feltey, & Susel 
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(1998) propose to educate citizens in the areas of research and organization, in learning centers, 

to encourage people to be involved and make a difference in their local communities. Scholars 

point out that planners often come unprepared and unable to select the right mechanisms of 

participation (Shipley & Utz, 2012; Michaels, Mason, & Solecki, 2001). Therefore, scholars 

suggest educating and training planners in the area of public participation (Utz & Shipley, 2012), 

communication and interpersonal skills, team building, facilitation and listening, small areas 

workshop, and contextualization of participation (King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998;  Brody et al., 

2003). 

The academic community has yet to develop teaching approaches to prepare future 

planners for public participation. A brief survey on planning programs in the United States and 

Canada has revealed that more than half schools do not offer meaningful courses on public 

engagement (Shipley & Utz, 2012). In professional circles, however, the International 

Association for Participation in Planning (IAP2) provides courses and training sessions to 

practitioners on how to conduct effective public participation (Shipley & Utz, 2012) 

Novel Approaches 

Public participation methods are not a one size-fits-all formula and must be adapted 

contextually for the purpose of participation and the nature of the issue considered (Bherer & 

Breux, 2012; Walters, Aydelotte, & Miller, 2000). In some cases “full citizen control can work, 

while in other situations consultation is more preferable” (Fung, 2006, p.66). Forester (2006) 

warns us of the difficulty to practice such an easy-to-preach participation message and appeals to 

planners’ sense of creativity to find more ways to involve the public.  As a result, more theorists 

and practitioners are leaning toward collaborative approaches of decision-making with the 

public, although this remains an exception rather than the rule (Innes & Booher, 2004, p.422). 
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The following section briefly discusses some of the techniques supplementing the conventional 

methods of participation.  

Citizens’ Juries  

Citizens’ juries represent a community’s profile, through random or stratified selection, 

rather than selecting volunteers (EPA, 2017; Utz & Shipley, 2012; Young, 2001). It mirrors the 

jury system in law and places decision making into the hands of citizens (Utz & Shipley, 2012). 

The “jury” chooses the most attractive solution for the community and presents 

recommendations in a form of a report to the given agency (Environmental Protection Agency, 

2017). Practitioners and scholars support this method for its notable successes and for genuinely 

delegating power to citizens (Keyon, 2005). 

Focus Groups and Facilitated Discussions 

Facilitation consists of guiding a group in a problem-solving process discussion managed 

by a facilitator, where participants discuss all points of view, select the best policy options, and 

incorporate them into a recommendation for the government (Leighninger, 2013). Professionals 

support this method of participation because it leads to empowerment and consensus building 

(Leighninger, 2013).  

Focus groups are small group discussions led by a professional facilitator (EPA, 2018). 

Focus groups are a tool used to explore public opinion when little or no information is available 

on a given issue (US Department of Transportation, 2018). This method explores attitudes in 

depth to redirect policies or resources allocations (US DOT, 2018).  Focus groups also incite 

planners to reconsider issues they may have omitted in the process of using quantitative methods 

(Vogt et al., 2004; Waterton & Wynne, 1999). A typical focus group session is composed of 4 to 

12 selected participants, generally lasts from 2 to 4 hours, and takes places at a neutral and 
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comfortable location to facilitate the flow of ideas and opinions (Simon 1999; Shipley & Utz, 

2012). Hollander (2004) cautions about the exclusive use of focus groups because participants’ 

pressure may limit the objectivity of the debate, depending on the sensitivity of the issue at stake.  

Visualization Techniques 

Planning professionals use visualization to convey information to the public in an easily 

understandable format. Formats include maps, graphs, pie charts, pictures, displays, photo 

composites and simulations, artists’ drawings, 3D illustrations, maps, and interactive maps (U.S. 

DOT, 2018). Planners also use interactive maps in coordination with copies of images, text, 

audio, or graphic annotations to convey information to stakeholders (U.S. DOT, 2018). 

Visualization also enables the public to have a better understanding of the project and its 

impacts because residents explore “what if” scenarios and possible changes (U.S. DOT, 1998).  

Before and after photographs, for example, show different scenarios and present the project from 

multiple perspectives. Simulation models also use the community's input to generate comments 

and recommendations on plans or residential codes because residents view simulations and 

understand how changes could affect their future. Visioning exercises provide a platform for 

mutual understanding between planners and the public (de Groot, Winnubst, Van Schie, & Ast, 

2014) and engage citizens in the creation of community plans (Shipley & Utz, 2012). 

Several planners brand visioning as a tool to reach a more collaborative planning 

(Graffikin & Sterrett, 2006; McCann, 2001). Participants reach consensus by creating future 

images of their community and using these images to guide the creation of a shared plan (Moore, 

Longo, & Palmer, 1999; Shipley, 2002; Morrison, 2003). Through visioning, the public feels 

more confident in knowing that they play a significant role in the future of their community 

(Graffikin & Sterrett, 2006). Visualization can reach a wider and audience, hence the diversity of 
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participants allows officials to consider and include values that could have easily been 

overlooked if the planning process only included experts (de Groot, Winnubst, van Schie, & Ast, 

2014; Shipley 2002). 

However, visualization techniques have some drawbacks. Visualization can be costly and 

time consuming because of the level of skills required to appropriately convey the information to 

the public. Furthermore, visualization can confuse the public and lead to false expectations if the 

visuals are too complex or too technical. Therefore, agencies and professionals need to ensure 

that the renderings are realistic and true. Furthermore, because visualization efforts are usually 

led by agencies and professionals deciding the information, the content, the level of detail, and 

the simplicity of the renderings, visualization techniques could be considered biased toward one 

alternative, forcing the public to pick a pre-determined choice. If the public perceives this 

technique as being deceptive, it can limit participation. 

Tony’s Nelessen’s Visual Preference Survey 

The Visual Preferences Survey (VPS) is a visualization technique developed by Anton 

(Tony) Nelessen in the 1970s. The VPS is a technique used by planners where citizens react to a 

set of images, rather than words. It typically asks participants to view a series of images then 

score them based on their preference.  It contains scenarios that provide the community with a 

wide range of options and allows participants to express their opinions and reach consensus. 

Planners show images of urban elements such as streets, houses, architecture, storefronts, and 

ask residents to give a score to each slide and then averaging the responses. The residents then 

review the images and explain their reason for giving the image the score. The images with the 

highest scores, negative or positive, determine the community’s preference. The VPS enables the 

public to define its preference for the urban design elements of their community, including 
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architecture style, parking size areas, signs or building setbacks, transportation analysis, and 

large-scale planning regional efforts. To be most effective, images in the VPS must be viewed 

from the same angle. Therefore, putting together a VPS is time consuming because someone 

must drive around to take the pictures from the same angle to provide comparable images. 

Collaboration and Consensus Building 

Consensus building is a means of deliberation allowing for debate among people 

representing different stakes in the problem (Shipley & Utz, 2012). Innes (1998) posits that, 

when properly designed, consensus building takes into account the needs of others and produces 

decisions that benefit the public interest. In theory, consensus makes participants reach the best 

alternative (Utz & Shipley, 2012). Furthermore, contrary to the traditional methods that are more 

confrontational, this method deflects conflicts, because the consensus building tools help people 

realize that “success is possible even when people disagree” (Halvorsen, 2003; p.537). It permits 

interactive conversation (Utz & Shipley, 2012) and fosters mutual learning among participants, 

(Halvorsen, 2003; McCool & Guthrie, 2001). Consensus building requires a diversity of interests 

to allow officials to estimate the preference of the public at large. It also requires participants to 

be committed over the duration of the process, a process which cannot be rushed (EPA, 1998). 

Crowdsourcing and Computer Approaches 

Technology and Internet-based tools offer citizens new possibilities of participation in the 

planning process (Hanzl, 2007). There is an overall recognition that computer-based methods of 

participation facilitate public participation (Utz & Shipley, 2012), offer citizens new possibilities 

of participation (Hanzl, 2007), and enable planners to assess the collective interests in ways that 

face-to-face meetings cannot (Brabham, 2009). Conroy and Gordon’s (2004) study of a 

technology-based approach in public meetings within an environmental policy setting has 
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revealed that the use of technology enhances participation experience in terms of learning and 

satisfaction for participants and officials. 

Practitioners also take advantage of the accessibility of web-based computer applications 

to create participation techniques (Shipley & Utz, 2012). Crowdsourcing is “a mechanism for 

leveraging the collective intelligence of online users toward a productive end” (Brabham, 2009, 

p. 250). Studies have suggested that online methods of participation, such as crowdsourcing, are 

likely to engage the public and improve knowledge among citizens (Evans-Cowley & Hollander, 

2010). Advocates of crowdsourcing posit that it draws a more diverse crowd and enables those 

who cannot usually participate to do so as freely and openly as they wish because the Internet is 

anonymous and devoid of the body language, face-to-face interactions, and interpersonal 

dynamics that usually encourage people to participate (Brabham, Sanchez, & Bartholomew, 

2009).  

However, Seltzer & Mahamoudi (2012) assert that the social aspect of plan constructions 

requires a face-to-face interaction, rather than the unspecified Internet interaction. Therefore, 

crowdsourcing does not offer citizens the ability to identify the different stakeholders. Planners 

should consider crowdsourcing methods as “complements to, rather than replacements for, more 

traditional citizen involvement activities” (Seltzer & Mahamoudi, 2012, p.14). 

The current literature suggests that Internet participation has a positive effect on public 

participation (Weber, Loumakis, & Bergman, 2003). Moreover, Wang and Van Mart (2007) 

have conducted a study on public participation and have discovered that an increasing number of 

cities are using the Internet to reach out to the public. Yet, Peng (2001) asserts that while the 

Internet can encourage local participation, it does not necessarily guarantee it.  Furthermore, the 

use of the Internet is only profitable in some contexts (Evans-Cowley, 2010). A study on 
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communication between citizens and the State of Georgia officials revealed that despite the 

availability of Internet tools to facilitate the communication with the local government, the 

number of people who have used the Internet was lower than that of those who have not 

(Thomas & Streib, 2003). Such results might be explained by the fact that members of the 

community may not have access to technological resources because they lack the financial 

resources and skills that allow them to contact the government through such means (Chadwick & 

May, 2003; Zhong-Ren, 2001). 

Geographic Information System (GIS) is a computer-based technique used by planning 

professionals to facilitate participation. Participatory Geographic Information System (PPGIS) 

“pertains to the use of geographic information systems (GIS) to broaden public involvement in 

policymaking” (Sieber, 2006, p.491).  GIS can “integrate spatial and attribute data, conduct 

analysis, construct scenarios, and disseminate results” (Zhong-Ren, 2001, p.889). GIS is a 

significant tool for planning analysis (Zhong-Ren, 2001) because it enables officials to collect 

information on citizens’ perceptions and preferences (Talen, 1999). Planners and community 

members utilize GIS to produce spatial decision-making tools and coordinate priorities for a plan 

of action. Zhong-Ren (2001) points out that some of the citizens do not have enough knowledge 

to read maps or understand intricate spatial models, therefore Innes (2005) warns practitioners 

about the use of technology in the participation process because computer-illiterate citizens have, 

in the past, accused planners of using technological tools to manipulate them. 

This section has presented a review of the literature concerning public participation.  

Public participation allows officials to know the community’s preference in order to improve 

local decisions, facilitate the implementation of policies, advance the ideals of justice, improve 

the overall well-being of society, and fulfil legal mandates. However, there are issues with the 
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current practice because opportunities to participate are not equal, given that the avenues of 

participation favor the wealthy and educated to the detriment of socio-economic and cultural 

minorities who lack the necessary resources to participate. Additionally, the traditional 

approaches of public participation are not conducive to meaningful public participation.  In order 

to palliate the issues of public participation, scholars and practitioners resort to non-traditional 

approaches which are mostly based on communication. Yet, increasing immigration raises issues 

for planners who constantly communicate with socio-cultural minorities in their daily practices. 

However, when communication clues are misinterpreted, even authentic efforts towards 

participation can fail. Planning scholars encourage cultural competency by exhorting planners to 

be sensitive to the needs of socio-cultural minorities. Despite the proposed solutions for 

engagement techniques, the planning literature lacks a benchmark tool to objectively assess the 

sensitivity of planners across time and space. Without this starting point, it is impossible to 

evaluate sensitivity in planning and determine viable policy recommendations.  In order to fill 

this gap, this research suggests the use of the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) as a validated 

evaluation tool to evaluate cultural sensitivity in urban planning. The following section presents 

the methodology of the paper and discusses the ISS.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY  

The goal of this research was to measure the levels intercultural sensitivity of planners in 

the DFW region as well as determine whether variables such as age, gender, race, education 

levels, field of practice, years of experience, third culture status, and multilingualism influence 

the intercultural sensitivity of planners. The following section presents the theoretical 

framework, the research design, the research instrument, the hypotheses, the data collection 

process and the data analysis. 

Theoretical Framework 

Participatory Planning 

Participatory planning is a planning model rooted in the theory of communicative action.  

Communicative action encourages an open dialogue to solving conflicts, building consensus, and 

improving public participation (Healey, 1996, 2003; Innes, 1996). This approach employs non-

traditional planning techniques that rely on professional and local knowledge to not only foster 

dialogue but to engage community members during the entire participation process (Nasca, 

Changfoot, & Hills, 2018). 

Participatory planning has several virtues (Forester, 2000; Miraftab, 2003) such as 

efficiency, effectiveness, and empowerment (Miraftab, 2003). In fact, when community 

members are solicited on a project for either efficiency or effectiveness, immediate community 

concerns are solved, but participation is unlikely to continue after the duration of the project. 

Critics assert that participation is only in token because community members do not have a real 

influence on the participation process and that planners engage citizens on a set of predefined 

alternatives (Miraftab, 2003). 
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On the other hand, when the community shifts from passive recipients of outcomes to 

active agents of change by initiating projects, it builds and reinforces participants’ sense of 

empowerment because it enables them to mobilize their own resources in order to foster change 

(Miraftab, 2003). 

However, successful participation is not a one-size-fits-all recipe; it is rather contextual 

because “[it] depends on the condition within which the collaboration is established” (Miraftab, 

2003, p. 229).  According to Miraftab (2003), institutions and structures often create roadblocks 

to participatory planning, and programs offered do not always lead to citizen’s empowerment nor 

do they trigger any socio-economic change in the community because these participatory 

planning approaches do not address the complexity of power dynamics; hence, community 

efforts often replicate injustices of traditional involvement approaches. Therefore, to achieve 

successful collaboration, there remains a need to achieve synergistic relations between 

community members and external agents (the government, the public sector, and the private 

sector) and the way these partnerships are achieved is very important.  

In fact, when engagement programs are designed with external agents only, without 

involving local citizens, the likelihood of success is low because citizens do not have a sense of 

ownership (Poptachuck, 1996). On the other hand, when initiatives emanate at the grassroots 

level but lack external support, the potential to form and establish a partnership between citizens 

and external actors is limited because citizens lack access to legal, administrative, and financial 

assistance because the government or the private sector are those who generally provide such 

resources. Yet, when the government sponsors participation activities, it strips local citizens of 

empowerment because the government takes the charge to lead the conversation, selects who 
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participates, determines relevant information, and sets the rules for how citizens intervene and 

participate. 

Multiculturalism and Planning 

Multiculturalism is a principle that recognizes “ethno-cultural identities, accommodates 

differences, and seeks integration through a common ground (Kymika, 2007). Planners work 

with residents and elected officials to guide the layout of the community. Successful planning is 

one that is inclusive and reflective of the comprehensive values of the entire community 

(American Planning Association, 2019). However, immigration has brought people with 

different cultures and languages, and the challenge of planners rests in designing and facilitating 

programs to accommodate these cultural differences (Umemoto, 2001).  

Since planners have the power to decide the communication and language tools to 

employ during participation, they must be sensitive to other cultures by acknowledging the 

differences in engagement techniques (Burayidi, 2003; Sandercock, 2003). Instead of choosing 

highly technical and complex tools that obtrude participation (Nasca et al., 2018) the 

communication channels should be akin to what citizens use every day (Wilson, 2001; 

Listerborn, 2008). Consequently, planners should be flexible in their practice and find ways to 

improvise during the planning process in order to create opportunities for collaboration, to 

facilitate collaborative inquiry by asking questions and building trust (Forester, 2000) and to 

allow different groups to provide their input (Umemoto, 2001). 

Therefore, Forester suggests the creation of “safe spaces” in which various actors or 

stakeholders engage without any threat of violence or abuse (2000); these are platforms where 

individual freely share and discuss ideas. The successes or failures rest on planners’ abilities to 

judiciously selecting stakeholders to discuss their interests and commitments as well as that of 
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others. Planners can find interested parties on a project (community members or external agents) 

and involve them from the beginning through a series of open-dialogues to foster synergy. The 

creation of safe spaces fosters an atmosphere of collaboration as opposed to the traditional public 

hearings which usually antagonizes parties.  

Furthermore, the pedagogy of storytelling also creates additional opportunities for 

empowerment and facilitates planning in multicultural settings (Forester, 1999; Sandercock, 

2000). Storytelling teaches important lessons about negotiation and conflict resolution. 

Storytelling also fosters progress because it allows involved parties to consider the issues at stake 

under different angles and to explore new practical options. Telling detailed stories yields 

practical results. Therefore, Forester (1999) stresses that the stories people tell are relevant to the 

planning process for planners as well as community members. Hence, planners must actively 

listen without presuming that cultural differences are unsurmountable (Forester, 1999). Thus, for 

planning to adopt participation approaches adapted to multiculturalism, planners must have the 

skills to communicate effectively across cultures. This ability is the “intercultural 

communication competence” (ICC) (Chen & Starosta, 1996). 

Intercultural Communication Competence 

ICC is the nexus of planning, participation, and multiculturalism. ICC is the “ability to 

negotiate cultural meanings and to appropriately execute effective communication behaviors that 

recognize each other’s multiple identities in a specific environment” (Chen & Starosta, 1996, pp-

358-9). It refers to “an individual’s ability to achieve their communication goal while effectively 

and appropriately utilizing behaviors to negotiate between the different identities present within a 

culturally diverse environment” (Portalla & Chen, 2010, p.21). 
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Intercultural Communication Competence and Intercultural Sensitivity 

The concept of intercultural communication competence includes elements necessary to 

foster communication and create and nurture meaningful interactions between planners and 

citizens. The “Intercultural Communication Competence is an umbrella concept which is 

comprised of cognitive, affective, and behavioral ability of interactants in the process of 

intercultural communication” (Chen & Starosta, 2000, p.3). Intercultural sensitivity, which is the 

affective component of intercultural communication (Chen & Starosta, 2000) is one of the 

central tenets of this paper.  

Prior studies have addressed the concept of intercultural sensitivity. According to 

Bhawuk and Brislin (1992), intercultural sensitivity requires an interest in other cultures, a 

sensitivity to notice cultural difference, and a willingness to modify one’s behavior to indicate 

respect for individuals of other cultures. Bhawuk and Brislin (1992) have designed the 

Intercultural Sensitivity Inventory Scale (ICIS) to measure intercultural sensitivity by examining 

individuals’ responses to items reflecting individualist-collectivist orientations. Yet, when 

evaluated by Kapoor and Comadena (1996) the ICIS has been found unreliable due to ambiguity 

in tone and direction. 

Furthermore, Hammer, Bennet, and Wiseman (2003) define intercultural sensitivity as 

one’s “ability to discriminate and experience relevant cultural differences” (p.422). According to 

Bennett (1986, 1993), intercultural sensitivity  is the communicators’ abilities to transform 

themselves affectively, cognitively, and behaviorally from the ethnocentric stages to reach the 

ethno-relative stages in the development process of intercultural communication. Bennett (1993) 

created the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) to serve as framework to 

explain how individuals experience and engage in cultural differences within the field of cross-
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cultural adjustment and adaptation (Tamam & Krauss, 2017). The Intercultural Development 

Inventory (IDI) is a tool that measures worldview orientations toward the cultural differences as 

identified by the DMIS (Hammer, 2008). It is a valid and reliable measure of intercultural 

competence cross-culturally (Hammer, 2008). 

However, Chen and Starosta (2000) denounce the conceptual ambiguity in the previous 

studies due to the lack of clarification of the concept of communication competence and its 

related constructs (Fritz, Mollenberg, & Chen, 2001). They assert that this confusion leads to 

difficulties in the evaluation measurement of ICC. Therefore, Chen and Starosta (1996) have 

suggested another model of intercultural communication competence that integrates three 

dimensions: intercultural awareness, intercultural sensitivity, and intercultural adroitness. Each 

of these three dimensions contains a set of defined components. Intercultural awareness refers to 

the cognitive dimension of intercultural communication competence as an individual’s capacity 

to recognize similarities and differences from other cultures (Fritz et al., 2001). Intercultural 

adroitness is the behavioral dimension of intercultural communication competence. It is 

someone’s ability to attain communication goals (Fritz et al., 2001). Intercultural sensitivity is 

the affective dimension of intercultural communication (Chen & Starosta, 2000), it is the “active 

desire to motivate themselves to understand, appreciate and accept cultural differences among 

cultures (Chen & Starosta, 1998, p.231). 

Chen and Starosta’s (2000) Intercultural Sensitivity Model  

Chen and Starosta (2000) assert that intercultural sensitivity should be the prerequisite for 

an effective intercultural communication competence and should be restricted to its affective 

elements in order to be most valid. Therefore, when discussing the need for a more precise 

understanding of intercultural sensitivity, Chen and Starosta (2000) acknowledge that cultural 
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sensitivity should mainly deal with its affective aspect (Petrovic, Starcevic, Chen, & Komnenic, 

2015) and be kept separate from intercultural awareness and intercultural adroitness (Chen & 

Starosta, 1997). 

Intercultural sensitivity is “a mindset that helps individuals distinguish how their 

counterparts differ in behavior, perceptions, or feelings in the process of intercultural 

communication” (Chen & Starosta, 2000, p.4). It a person’s “ability to develop a positive motion 

towards understanding and appreciating cultural differences that promotes appropriate and 

effective behavior in intercultural communication” (Chen & Starosta, 1997, p.5). It is also “an 

attitude that reflects the degree of willingness to interact with people from different cultures” 

(Ruiz-Bernado, Sanchiz-Ruiz, & Gil-Gomez, 2014, p. 318). It focuses on emotions or change in 

feelings, resulting from settings and environments different from those of one’s own culture 

(Ruiz-Bernado et al., 2014). 

The Chen and Starosta Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) 

The Intercultural Sensitivity Scale is an instrument to study the concept of intercultural 

sensitivity (Fritz et al., 2001). In a preliminary study, Chen and Starosta (2000) have developed 

73 items that represent the indicator of the six components of intercultural sensitivity. The six 

constructs or elements are self-esteem, self-monitoring, open-mindedness, empathy, interaction 

involvement, and non-judgement (Chen & Starosta, 2000, p. 4).  

• Self-esteem is a measure of how one sees oneself.  People with high self-esteem are more 

likely to deal with issues such as frustration, alienation, and stress provoked by the 

confusion arising in intercultural communication. 

• Self-monitoring is the capacity to identify ambiguous situations and to adapt one’s social 

behavior in order to communicate effectively. 
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• Open mindedness refers to people who are open-minded and who not only express 

themselves but are also open and accepting of countering opinions. 

• Empathy is one’s ability to see things from the perspective of their cultural counterpart. 

Empathy is an important component of intercultural sensitivity because an emphatic 

person is more prone to actively listen, show affection, and understand others during 

intercultural communication. 

• Interaction involvement refers to people’s ability to maintain an appropriate conversation 

procedure during intercultural communication. 

• Non-judgment is the quality of someone who sincerely listens to his or her counterparts 

rather than judging them and hastening to conclusions.  

The authors used a five-point Likert scale to respond to each of the items: 5= strongly 

agree, 4= agree, 3= uncertain, 2= disagree, and 1= strongly disagree. In the pre-study, the 

researchers administered the instrument to a sample of 168 American students. Although the 

questionnaire was made of 73 items, the purpose was to reduce the number of the items. After a 

preliminary analysis, the researchers selected 44 out of the 73 items. 

After the preliminary study, the researchers administered the first (actual) study to 414 

college students enrolled in basic communication courses. The population was 63% female and 

37% male, and the average age of participants was 20.65. The scale consisted of 44 items for the 

purpose of scale construction.  The purpose of the first study was to determine the factor 

structure of the 44-item version of the scale. 

The five factors used here are interaction engagement, respect of cultural differences, 

interaction confidence, interaction enjoyment, and interaction attentiveness. Interaction 

engagement concerns the participants’ feelings of participation in intercultural communication. 
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Respect for cultural differences concerns how participants orient to or tolerate their counterpart’s 

culture and opinion. Interaction confidence deals with the confidence of participants in 

intercultural settings. Interaction enjoyment concerns the participant’s reaction to communication 

with people from other cultures, whether these reactions are positive or negative. Interaction 

attentiveness refers to the efforts that participants make at understanding what is going on. 

The second study evaluated the validity of the five-dimensional scale with other 

associated measures. The researchers administered the survey to 166 students. The higher scores 

suggest a higher cultural sensitivity. The reliability coefficient yielded .86.  In addition to 

completing the 24-item version of the scale, participants took other scales: the seven-item 

Interaction Attentiveness Scale by Cegala (1981), the 10-item Rewarding Scale (Wheeless & 

Duran, 1982); a 10-item Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), and a 13-item Self-Monitoring 

Scale (Lennox & Wolfe, 1984). Respondents also filled out a 14-item Perspective Taking Scale 

(Davis, 1996), a revised 13-item Intercultural Effectiveness Scale (Hammer, Gudykunst, 

&Wiseman, 1978), and a 22-item Intercultural Communication Attitude Scale (Chen, 1993). The 

authors chose these measures because of their likely relationship with the concept of intercultural 

sensitivity. The correlation between the ISS and its related instruments validated the study. In 

fact, the results indicated that people that are intercultural sensitive are more likely to have a high 

self-esteem, be more attentive and emphatic, and be people who can self-monitor themselves 

during the process of intercultural communication (Chen & Starosta, 2000). 

Overall, the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale showed strong reliability and validity (Dong, 

Day, & Collaco, 2008; Peng, 2001). At the time of the scale’s production, the potential limitation 

was that more studies were needed to explore the structural validity of ISS in a non-American 

sample. The scale was later validated for use on a German population (Fritz et al., 2001). 
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However, critics assert that the scale “is not a generic model that is culture free” (Tamam, 2010, 

p. 181) and claim that it has implicitly been designed to fit a western population. 

Research Design 

This study uses a mixed-methods approach in order to investigate planners’ levels of 

intercultural sensitivity and associated variables, in the DFW region. As the name implies, a 

mixed method approach includes both quantitative and qualitative methodologies (Creswell, 

2003).  According to McKay (2009), mixed methods account for the fact that human behavior is 

complex and cannot be explained using a single method. This methodology reinforces the 

research with detailed explanation of research questions which could not have been possible with 

a sole reliance on one type of method (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). Furthermore, a mixed-methods 

approach improves the data’s accuracy because it compensates for the strengths and weaknesses 

of its sister research approach (McKay, 2009). Therefore, the research produced by mixed 

methods begets a superior product (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). A mixed methods design 

was used in this study in order to broaden the understanding of the topic of intercultural 

sensitivity within the planning field by building the qualitative approach on the results of the 

quantitative one (Creswell, 2003). 

There were two phases in this research, Phase 1 and Phase 2. Phase 1 consisted of 

quantitatively assessing planners’ levels of intercultural sensitivity and determining the 

relationship between demographic characteristics and the ISS level. According to Babbie (2007), 

a quantitative approach is “the numerical representation and manipulation of observations for the 

purpose of describing and explaining the phenomena of that those observations reflect” (p. 405). 

According to Terenzini  and Upcraft (1996), “quantitative studies give us a very firm foundation 

for describing and analyzing what ‘is’ and offer some insights into ‘why’ it is the way is” (p.85). 
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Moreover, the aim of this research is to determine the correlation between the demographic 

variables and the intercultural sensitivity of planners; therefore, quantitative methods are 

appropriate when the purpose of the study is to assess variables affecting an outcome (Creswell, 

2003). 

Phase 2 focused on qualitative interviews of planners to confirm the quantitative 

assessment results and to gain insights and possible explanations about the findings. The main 

purpose of the second phase was to gather additional data to confirm or refute the quantitative 

data. Furthermore, this phase helps the researcher gain insights into the “why” of the results of 

participants’ intercultural sensitivity scores and their possible relationships to the demographic 

variables that may allow deeper insights into the experiences and perceptions of planners. 

Interviews can help measure attitudes and gain in-depth information about the research topic 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2007). Furthermore, according to McKay (2013), “interview 

approaches provide information about participants’ internal meanings and ways of thinking – 

these insights generally are not possible to gain through quantitative questionnaires” (p.94). 

Furthermore, in-person interviews help identify concerns that could have been overlooked by the 

research (Halvorsen & Jarvie, 2003). This research study used semi-structured, face-to-face 

interviews in lieu of structured interviews. This was to prevent the interviewer from biasing the 

question so that the interviewer could clarify a question if asked (Jaques & Povey, 2007) and 

give the respondent the opportunity to further clarify and explore in detail their expressed views 

(Cassell et al., 2001; Jain et al., 2008). 

Participants were selected based on the results of the quantitative phase. I interviewed 

them based on their ISS score. All the prospective interviewees were emailed. Interested 
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candidates contacted me back and expressed their willingness to be part of the study. 

Respondents were interviewed based on a script of four main questions.  

1- Do these results align with your own observations? 

2- How do you explain the results, in light of public participation? 

3- What do you think the implications of the findings are? 

4- What recommendations would you provide? 

The entire interview script is, with probing questions, is presented in Appendix 7.  

The interviews were conducted at each respondent’s place of work. One interview was 

conducted in a food court according to each interviewee’s preference. The interviews lasted 1 to 

2 hours, there was no time limit set to allow the conversation to continue and participants to 

express their views until the topic was exhausted. At the beginning of the interview, the purpose 

of the study was reiterated. A digital recorder was prepared to record responses along with a 

notepad to allow the researcher to take notes.  

However, some limitations to the interview method is that participants may choose to 

provide socially desirable answers to stay conventional (Alshenqeeti, 2014); “what people say in 

an interview will indeed be shaped, to some degree, by the questions they are asked. The 

conventions about what can be spoken about;…[...]…by what time they think the interviewer 

wants; by what they believe he/she would approve or disapprove of” (Hammersley & Gomm , 

2008 p. 100). When using the qualitative approach, researchers must be cognizant that they can 

influence the data through their choice of words and expression; therefore, they should make 

efforts to minimize influence on participants (McKay, 2009). 
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Rationale for Using Chen and Starosta Intercultural Sensitivity Scale 

This research study used Chen and Starosta’s (2000) 24-item Intercultural Sensitivity 

Scale (ISS). It is a valid and reliable quantitative tool for assessing intercultural sensitivity (Fritz 

et al., 2001). The ISS responses were entered in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) software to measure the different scores and analyze the relationship between variables. 

SPSS is a software package used for statistical analysis. Therefore, the ISS fits the quantitative 

research methodology because quantitative research “employs strategies of inquiry such as 

experiments and surveys and collects data on predetermined instruments that yield statistical 

data” (Creswell, 2003, p. 18). 

Although Bennett’s (1986) IDI is a reliable measure of intercultural sensitivity, the 

instrument was not used in this research because of its proprietary character. In fact, permission 

to administer the survey is only given to trained individuals from the Intercultural 

Communication Institute. There is also a fee to hire a trained consultant to administer the IDI 

(Wabash College, nd). Furthermore, the IDI measures intercultural sensitivity in stages 

(Hammer, 2008) while the ISS measures intercultural sensitivity in general. Since the purpose of 

this research was not to measure the stages of intercultural sensitivity, but to measure 

intercultural sensitivity in general, the ISS was the most appropriate tool. Furthermore, the ISS 

did not require any special training, was available on the Internet, and was free of charge. 

Context for the Study 

This study took place in the DFW metropolitan area. DFW is the fourth largest 

Metropolitan region of the U.S. as well as the fastest growing one, with about 7.3 million 

residents (NTCCOG, 2017). The influx of immigration greatly contributes to Dallas’s diverse 
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racial and ethnic makeup, mostly composed of Hispanics (40%) and Blacks (23%) (United States 

Census Bureau, 2018); thereby representing more than half of the total population.  

Regardless of its unprecedented growth, the region faces some socio-economic 

challenges including concentrated poverty, inefficient public transportation, and a growing 

number of residents with limited English proficiency (NTCOG, 2019). DFW residents face 

unprecedented levels of poverty as 22% of the population lives below the federal poverty level 

(United States Census Bureau, 2018).  In 13 years, the percentage of people living below the 

federal poverty level increased from 11% in 2000 to 15% in 2013 (NTCOG, 2019). Furthermore, 

the DFW area is the fourth of fifteen metropolitan regions with the highest number of 

unaffordable housing in terms of transportation costs (City of Dallas, 2017). While residents 

spend more than 50% of their income on transportation (NTCOG, 2017), less than 20% of jobs 

in the region are accessible by transit in under 90 minutes (Dallas City Hall, 2016).  

Population and Sample Characteristics 

The population for this research is made of planners from the DFW area, more 

specifically, those working at the North Central Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG), the 

DART agency, and the 13 cities serviced by the DART network. The study also includes 

planners from the Trinity Rail Express, the commuter rail service between Fort Worth and Dallas 

known as the T.  I chose these institutions because they constitute the main players in public 

transportation in the DFW metroplex, and they make major decisions related to public 

transportation policies. The sample for this study included participants from different races, ages, 

genders, education levels, field of practice, years of experience, third culture status, and 

multilingualism.  The participants for this research were expected to be N=100. The number was 

limited by the availability of participants, time, and funding constraints.  This was a purposive 
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sample because this research sought to know the intercultural sensitivity level of planners in the 

DFW area.  

The survey had 102 responses. According to the results, most respondents are young and 

belong to the generation described as Generation Y or millennials. Millennials constitute 51% of 

respondents.  Millennials include people born between 1996 and 1981 (Pew Research Center, 

2019), but the “generational cut off points are not an exact science” (Pew Research Center, 

2019), therefore, for the purpose of this study, I extended the millennials to also include people 

born in 1979.  

The second group, described as Generation X, comprises 33% of respondents and 

includes individuals within the age range of 41 to 55 years old. The remaining percentage of the 

respondents, 17%, are Baby Boomers, individuals 55 years or older. Their smaller number 

indicates that they are exiting the labor force. There was no respondent that was 20 years or 

younger. 

There was an equivalent proportion of males and females who responded to the survey. 

While the percentage of males and females is almost the same, males are still the predominant 

gender within the planning profession. This result also aligns with the national trend which 

indicates that 57% of planners are males (American Planning Association, 2019). 

 Morevoer, the questionnaire revealed that 77% of the participants are White, which made them 

the most common race in the sample. Non-Whites constituted 25% of the sample population. 

These results corroborate the national trend, according to which Whites represent the  

predominant race among  American planners (American Planning Association, 2019).  

Fifteen percent of respondents indicated that they grew up in a country other than that of 

their parents, and the other 85% indicated not having grown up in a country other than that of 
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their parents. Likewise, of the respondents surveyed, 72% of respondents do not speak another 

language, while the remaining 28% does.  

Of the 102 people surveyed, 65% of respondents have a master’s degree. In fact, 

according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019), the typical entry-level education, that is the 

typical level of education that most workers need to enter the occupation of urban and regional 

planners, is a master’s degree. Additionally, 30% of respondents hold only a bachelor’s degree, 

4% hold a doctorate degree, and 3% have another degree that has not been specified in the 

questionnaire. These results show that most urban planners are highly educated individuals with 

specific field knowledge and professional expertise.  Of the degrees that were not specified, one 

respondent mentioned having a high school degree, and another mentioned having an associate 

degree and being a state-licensed therapist.  

Additionally, 48% of respondents practice in the field of land use, and 38 % practice 

within the field of community development. Fifteen percent of respondents practice in other 

areas of planning. However, for this category, respondents indicated one or more specializations. 

Fianlly, the average year of experience is 14 years for this sample. Table 1 outlines the results 

the population sampling and compares some of the demographic and professional categories with 

the national trend.  
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Table 1 

Sample and Population Characteristics 

Categories Sub-Categories Sample  National Trenda 

Age Age Category 20-40 year-old   42 year-old  

Gender Males 52% 57% 

Females 48% 43% 

Race Whites 75% 79 % 

Non-Whites 25 % 21% 

Education Level Masters’ Degree 64% 70% 

Bachelors’ 
Degree 

30 %  25 % 

Doctorate Degree 4 % 2 % 

Other 3 % 3 % 
Field of Practice Community 

Development 
38%b 58%b 

Land use and 
Other 

64%b 48%b 

Years of 
experience 

Average Year of 
Experience 

14% 14 % 

a The American Planning Association 
b Respondents indicated one or more specializations led by land use and community development 
 

Description of Research Instrument 

Research Questions 

The research questions were designed to assess the levels of intercultural sensitivity of 

planners and associated variables. This dissertation used the DFW region as a case study to 

measure the intercultural sensitivity of planners in the region. The research mainly sought to 
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answer the following question: are planners culturally sensitive?  Subsequent questions are as 

follows: 

• What is the level of intercultural sensitivity of planners, as measured by the ISS (Chen & 

Starosta, 2000) in the DFW region?  

• Do planners’ levels of intercultural sensitivity vary in relation to the following variables? 

o Age 

o Gender 

o Race 

o Education level 

o Field of practice 

o Years of experience 

o Third culture status 

o Multilingualism 

• To what extent do the qualitative results align with the observations and experiences of 

planners and how do they make sense of the results? 

The Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) 

The data was collected using Chen and Starosta’s (2000) ISS scale. In general, 

researchers have used this scale to test people’s feelings during their communication with people 

from a different background (Soltani, 2014). This instrument is effective in measuring cultural 

sensitivity with a Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient of .86 (Chen & Starosta, 2000). 

Moreover, the ISS is a valid research construct, and it has been found to be valid in various 

studies measuring intercultural sensitivity (Fritz et al., 2001). The scale consists of five factors 

on which statements are based: interaction engagement (7items), respect for cultural differences 
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(6 items), interaction confidence (5 items), interaction enjoyment (3 items), and interaction 

attentiveness (3 items) (see Appendix 1 for a copy of the scale). 

The scale consists of 24 items and participants’ responses are ranked in terms of levels of 

agreement or disagreement, using a five-point Likert scale, where 1= strongly disagree, 2= 

disagree, 3=somewhat disagree, 4=agree, and 5=strongly agree. The total score is the sum of all 

item scores. The sum of the responses gives a score ranging from 24 (the lowest) and 120 (the 

highest); a higher score signifies a higher intercultural sensitivity.  

However, since the ISS questionnaire contains positively keyed items as well as 

negatively keyed statements, items 2, 4, 7, 9, 12, 15, 18, 20, and 22 have been reverse coded 

before summing the 24 items (Chen and Starosta, 2000). Reverse score items are coded so that 

negative keyed statements are such that 1= strongly agree, 2= agree, 3= somewhat disagree, 4= 

disagree and strongly 5= disagree (the positively keyed items keep the same code, in such that 1= 

strongly disagree … 5= strongly agree). Transform mode is the SPSS function that performs the 

reverse coding (1=5, 2=4, 3=3, 4=2, 5=1). “Reverse-scoring the negatively-keyed items ensures 

that all of the items—those that are originally negatively keyed and those that are positively 

keyed—are consistent with each other in terms of what an ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ imply” (Moralle, 

Preston, Chen, & Berberian, 2016, p. 527). 

Research Variables 

There are eight socio-demographic variables in this study: age, gender, race, education 

levels, field of practice, years of experience, third culture status, and multilingualism. The 

research variables data were collected with a demographic questionnaire (see appendix 2 for the 

Demographic Questionnaire).  Since the intercultural sensitivity scale has not been used in 

planning, this research used intercultural sensitivity studies in different disciplines like nursing 
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and education in order to design the various hypotheses. The study incorporates efforts to 

correlate the various demographic variables to intercultural sensitivity.   

Age. Previous research (del Villar, 2010) on students’ levels of intercultural sensitivity 

suggests that age is an influential factor affecting intercultural sensitivity. The respondents 

agreed that their level of maturity has made them feel more comfortable in the presence of 

strangers.  Hence, the level of intercultural sensitivity increases with age. 

Gender. Some research suggest that men and women score differently on intercultural 

sensitivity. In a study on intercultural competence, women presented higher intercultural 

sensitivity scores than men (Tompkins, Miller, & Lepeau, 2017). Fabregas, Kelsey, and 

Robinson (2012) assessed the intercultural sensitivity among agriculture college students and the 

findings indicated that women have a higher level of intercultural sensitivity than men because 

women in most cultures women are more likely to be attentive to feelings and nuances as 

opposed to men (Goleman, 1998).  

Race. In a study assessing first year pharmacy students’ intercultural sensitivity and other 

predispositions, there was a significant relationship between cultural sensitivity and race. In this 

study, Asian students scored a higher intercultural sensitivity compared to Caucasians, while 

other races did not differ (Ekong, Kavookjian, & Hutchison, 2017). Furthermore, studies suggest 

that Whites and non-Whites have different levels of intercultural sensitivity (Bonilla, 2009). The 

literature suggests that interracial interactions are stressful for Caucasians and that Caucasians 

feel anxious during interracial interactions due to “negative racial attitudes and /or concerns 

about appearing prejudiced (Trawalter & Richeson, 2008, p.1214) 

Education levels. Studies on levels of intercultural sensitivity and education show a 

correlation between education backgrounds and levels of intercultural sensitivity. In a study on 
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the intercultural levels of foreign language teachers, senior students showed the highest level of 

intercultural sensitivity (Yetis & Kurt, 2016).  Furthermore, a study by Ruiz et al., (2014) 

showed that higher levels of education contribute to higher levels of intercultural sensitivity. 

Field of practice. The study by Yetis and Kurt (2016) showed that among teachers, there 

are statistically different rates of intercultural sensitivity among teachers of different languages.   

Years of experience. A study among teachers revealed that professional qualifications 

and years of experience do not affect intercultural sensitivity (Drandic, 2013). However, a 

research on intercultural sensitivity, using the IDI, showed that participants with longer years of 

experience scored higher on intercultural sensitivity scores. 

Third culture status. Third culture individuals are those who have lived in a country 

other than that of their nationality during their developmental years (Lyttle, Barker, & Cornwell, 

2011). A third culture individual is “a person who has spent a significant part of his or her 

developmental years outside of their parents’ culture” (Pollock & Van Reken, 2001). Research 

has shown that people living in a host country demonstrate a higher level of intercultural 

sensitivity (del Villar, 2010). Furthermore, Christmas and Barker’s (2014) study has found that 

second generation immigrants are more intercultural sensitive than the first-generation 

immigrants. To fit this study, the term “third culture” was adjusted to include people who have 

grown up in a country other than that of their parents.  

Multilingualism. Previous studies demonstrated that knowledge of one or more foreign 

language increases levels of intercultural sensitivity (Uzun & Sevinc, 2015; Ruiz-Bernardo, 

2012; Rahimi & Soltani, 2011). Furthermore, a study performed by Banos (2006) on students in 

Catalonia, using the ISS, revealed that those who only spoke one language had a lower 

intercultural sensitivity score as opposed to those who did not.  
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Hypotheses 

Determining the research hypothesis is one of the most important steps in quantitative 

research analysis (Lavrakas, 2008). “A research hypothesis is a specific, clear, and testable 

proposition or predictive statement about the possible outcome of a scientific research based on a 

particular property of a population” (Lavrakas, 2008). Based on a review of the literature, there 

are eight hypotheses for this study: 

1. The older the planner, the higher the level of intercultural sensitivity is to be (Del Villar, 

2011) 

2. Women planners will have a higher level of intercultural sensitivity than men (Tompkins, 

Miller, & Lepeau, 2017; Fabregas, Kelsey & Robinson; 2012) 

3. White planners will have lower levels of intercultural sensitivity than other races (Ekong, 

Kavookjian, & Hutchison, 2017; Bonilla, 2009) 

4. Planners with more education will have a higher level of intercultural sensitivity (Yetis & 

Kurt, 2016; Ruiz et al., 2014) 

5. The intercultural sensitivity levels is to vary according to the field of practice (Yetis & 

Kurt, 2016). 

6. Planners with more years of experience will have higher levels of intercultural sensitivity 

(Drandic, 2013). 

7. Third culture planners will have a higher level of intercultural sensitivity than 

monoculture planners (del Villar, 2010; Christmas & Barker, 2014) 

8. Planners who speak one or more foreign language will have a higher level of intercultural 

sensitivity (Uzun & Sevinc, 2015; Ruiz-Bernardo, 2012; Rahimi & Soltani, 2011) 
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Recruitment and Data Collection Process 

Planners were selected as potential interviewees through purposive and the snowball 

sampling technique (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The snowball sampling technique aligns with 

the methodology of Halvorsen and Jarvie (2003) who have used this approach to assess working 

women’s perception of participation. I also found participants through personal and professional 

networks in order to have a fairly diverse group in regards to experiences and perspectives.  

I contacted the directors of my selected agencies and requested their participation in the 

research prior to the data collection process. I gave a short overview of the study to participants 

in the email. After reading and signing the consent form for participation, participants completed 

the 24-item version of the ISS  and the demographic questionnaire during working hours. I 

collected data using the University of Texas at Arlington (UTA) Qualtrics tool.  Qualtrics is a 

survey development tool useful for in the creation of survey and the analysis of data (The 

University of Texas at Arlington, nd). Respondents took about 10-15 minutes to fill out all the 

data forms.  

Data Analysis 

The socio-demographic data and the ISS items were entered in SPSS for analysis. The 

study used descriptive statistics to analyze the data. The descriptive statistics measured 

participants’ levels of intercultural sensitivity. Furthermore, a correlation matrix was used to 

examine the relationship between the eight independent variables. The researcher ran a series of 

analyses of variances (ANOVA) and T-tests to determine if the dependent variables (ISS scores)  

differed according to the independent variables:  race, age, gender, education levels, field of 

practice, years of experience, third culture status, and multilingualism (Bayles, 2009). 
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Furthermore, the researcher performed a regression analysis to predict whether or not the 

variables race, age, gender, education levels, field of practice, years of experience, third culture 

status, and multilingualism could predict the levels of intercultural sensitivity.  

Percentage distributions, means, t-tests, analysis of variance, and regression analyses 

were used to analyze the data. Table 2 shows the regression table of measurement. The values < 

.05 and .10 were considered statistically significant (Yilmaz, Toksoy, Direk, Bezirgan, & Boylu, 

2017). Based on the results of the quantitative phase, the researcher interviewed participants who 

had scored very high or very low on the dependent variable of interaction attentiveness because 

studies suggest that interaction attentiveness alone maybe a strong measurement of a person’s 

intercultural sensitivity (Taman, 2010; Coffey, Kamhawi, Fishwick, & Henderson, 2013). 

Interaction attentiveness represents the participant’s efforts to understand what going on in 

intercultural interaction.  People with a high score of interaction attentiveness are likely to be 

interculturally sensitive during conversation and they can maintain an appropriate conversation 

with their counterpart (Chen & Starosta, 2000).  

Therefore, if planners are not attentive and sensitive during their interaction with the 

public, they might not be able to capture the subtle meanings expressed either verbally or non-

verbally. If planners score low, it means that they do not make enough effort to understand their 

culturally different counterparts and learn from them during their communication. As Umemoto 

(2001) has suggested, when planning in multicultural settings, planners have the duty to clarify 

the meaning of the words so that all participants in the planning process understand the word in 

the same manner. She reminds us that acknowledging language discrepancy between people of 

different cultures is an important step toward sensitivity. In fact, “[sensibility] helps us know 

what to listen for. It helps us pay attention to innuendo and connotation that can be found in 
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narrative, tone, or silence. And it helps us to understand the potential sources and the nature of 

conflicts that result from these differences” (p.24). 

Table 2 

Regression Level of Measurement 

Variables  Level of Measurement  
Age interval / Dichotomous ( 0= 21-40 Years old, 1= 41 years old and more) 
Gender Nominal/ Dichotomous (0=  Female, 1= Male) 
Race Nominal/Dichotomous  (0= Non-Whites, 1= Whites) 

Education Level 
Nominal/ Dichotomous  (0= Master’s degree or higher, 1=  Bachelor’s 
degree or lower 

Years of 
Experience Continuous/ Mean= 14.45, Standard Deviation=11.10, Range {0.5; 47} 
Third Culture  Nominal/Dichotomous (0= No, Yes=1) 
Multilingualism  Nominal/Dichotomous (0= No, Yes=1) 

 

Summary 

This chapter described the mixed-methods design used in the study. It presented the 

theoretical framework, the research design (both quantitative and qualitative), and the description 

of the research instrument. The next section reports the findings.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

This study evaluates the intercultural sensitivity of planners in the DFW area and 

examines the relationship between the scores and the participants’ demographic factors. This 

chapter reports the findings. The results are the summary of data gathered through the 

administration of the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS), a demographic questionnaire, and 

interviews to public servants working in the DFW area, especially within the North Central 

Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG). 

Three research questions are defined for this study and several hypotheses are identified 

for each question. The first section presents the results of the inferential statistics which were 

used to determine the level of intercultural sensitivity of planning professionals as well as the 

difference (or lack of thereof) in the levels of intercultural sensitivity based on the various 

independent variables. First the quantitative results for research questions 1 and 2 are presented. 

This section includes descriptive statistics as well as the results of the statistical tests.  The main 

question of this research is “Are planners culturally sensitive?” The subsequent questions are as 

follows:  

1. What is the level of intercultural sensitivity of planners, as measured by the ISS of 

planners in the DFW area?  

2. Do planners’ levels of intercultural sensitivity vary in relation to the following variables: 

age, gender, race, levels of education, field of practice and years of experience, third 

culture status, and multilingualism?  

The second section presents the results of the interviews and the manners in which 

planners discuss the outcomes of the previous quantitative results. Themes that emerged from the 



 
 

58 
 

interviews in answer to research question 3 are presented to provide further insights into the 

quantitative findings. The chapter concludes with a summary of findings. The third research 

question is 

3. To what extent do the qualitative results align with the observations and experience of 

planners and how do they make sense of these results?  

Descriptive Statistics of the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale Items 

We can make better use of the outcomes by analyzing the sample mean and the standard 

deviation of all the items of the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale. The sample mean is the average 

of all the observed outcomes while the standard deviation measures the dispersion of a set of 

values. Considering the standard deviation is important because a high standard deviation 

suggests a wide array of responses pertaining to the question. It means that the questions are 

either confusing or written in a way that could lead to respondents providing socially acceptable 

answers. Therefore, it is important to reword the question to solve that issue.  

The item with the highest mean is the reverse score item 9, “I get upset easily when 

interacting with people from different cultures.” Reverse scoring means that the numerical 

scoring scale runs the opposite direction. In this case, this means that the questions seeks to know 

if planners do not get easily upset when dealing with people from other cultures. The associated 

standard deviation (SD=0.609) means that the answers to this question are not dispersed, they are 

more clustered around the mean, since the minimum and maximum score values are 2 and 5 

respectively. Moreover, it indicates that most respondents haven given the same answer to the 

question and that the question is clear and does not need to be reworded.  

The item with the lowest mean is item 5, “I always know what to say when interacting 

with people from different cultures,” which suggests that planners could be intimidated when 
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interacting with people from different cultures. This item has the highest standard deviation 

(SD= 0.895), which means that this question has a very wide assortment of answers with 

relatively more respondents scoring toward one extreme or the other; the minimum score value is 

1 and the maximum score is value is 5. By asking some follow up questions, the researcher can 

find out why information is the way it is. Table 3 outlines the different scores of the items of the 

scale.  

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics of the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale Items

 

 

Public Participation Frequency 

Planners reported on their involvement in public participation activities, by answering the 

question, “in the last 30 days, how often have you been involved in public participation 

activities?”  

N Minimum Maximum Mean SD
1 I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures 102 2 5 4.44 0.623
2 I think people from other cultures are narrow-minded (Recoded) 102 1 5 4.11 0.855
3 I am pretty sure of myself when interacting with people from different cultures 102 2 5 4.04 0.702
4 I find it hard to talk in front of people from different cultures (Recoded) 102 2 5 4.16 0.741
5 I always know what to say when interacting with people from different cultures 102 1 5 2.97 0.895
6 I can be as sociable as I want to be when interacting with people from different cultures 102 2 5 3.86 0.89
7 I don’t like to be with people from different cultures (Recoded) 102 0 5 4.5 0.805
8 I respect the values of people from different cultures 102 1 5 4.48 0.767
9 I get upset easily when interacting with people from different cultures (Recoded) 102 2 5 4.49 0.609

10 I feel confident when interacting with people from different cultures 102 2 5 3.89 0.819
11 I tend to wait before forming an impression when interacting with people from different cultures 102 1 5 3.96 0.795
12 I often feel discouraged when I am with people from different cultures (Recoded) 102 0 5 4.34 0.764
13 I am open -minded to people from different cultures 102 2 5 4.45 0.607
14 I am very observant when interacting with people from different cultures 102 1 5 4.12 0.812
15 I often feel useless when interacting with people from different cultures (Recoded) 102 2 5 4.19 0.714
16 I respect the ways people from different cultures behave 102 1 5 4.14 0.797
17 I try to obtain as much information as I can when interacting with people from different cultures 102 2 5 4.12 0.762
18 I would not accept the opinions of people from different cultures (Recoded) 102 1 5 4.45 0.669
19 I am sensitive to my culturally-distinct counterpart subtle meanings during our interaction 102 2 5 3.68 0.834
20 I think my culture is better than other cultures (Recoded) 102 1 5 4.22 0.991
21 I often give positive responses to my culturally different counterpart during interaction 102 1 5 3.92 0.74
22 I avoid those situations where I have to deal with culturally-distinct persons (Recoded) 102 1 5 4.31 0.744
23 I often show my cultural distinct counterpart my understanding through non-verbal cues 102 1 5 3.9 0.751
24 I have a feeling of enjoyment towards differences between my culturally-distinct counterpart and me 102 1 5 3.97 0.861

Total Score 102 72 120 98.71 9.649
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The results indicated that public participation occupies a considerable amount of time in 

planners’ professional lives, since more than half of planners conduct public participation 

activities at least one time a week. The results are presented in Table 4. 

 

Table 4 

Public Participation Frequency  

 

 

Research Question 1 

The first research question asks about the level of intercultural sensitivity of planners. 

The Intercultural Sensitivity Scale is the instrument used to assess this sensitivity (Chen & 

Starosta, 2000). To address the specific question, ISS scores were computed, and the results are 

presented in Table 2 and Table 4. Table 2 shows that planners have a high mean score of 98.71. 

Furthermore, 95% of the planners in the sample have an ISS score of 115.85 or less, which also 

indicates that most planners have high scores of intercultural sensitivity (Table 5).  

Table 3 also presents the minimum and the maximum scores, the mean and the standard 

deviation for the total score. The scores vary from 72 to 120 (M= 98.71, SD=9.649). The average 

score of 98.71 indicates a high level of intercultural sensitivity. This high score reveals that 

planners respect people from different cultures, enjoy interacting with them and feel confident in 

their interaction. Moreover, these high scores show that most respondents have a strong “positive 

emotion towards understanding and appreciating cultural differences” and, therefore, “promote 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
None 2 2.0 2.0 2.0
1 - 5 times 62 60.8 60.8 62.7
6- 10 times 17 16.7 16.7 79.4
11 times or more 21 20.6 20.6 100.0

Public Participation Frequency
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appropriate and effective behavior in intercultural communication” (Chen & Starosta, 1997). 

Furthermore, it shows that planners are motivated to understand and appreciate others regardless 

of the differences between cultures. Such traits and comportments are more likely to foster a 

planning process that is inclusive and respectful of cultural minorities. 

 

Table 5 

Percentile Ranking of the Sample 

   5 10 25 50 75 90 95  
 ISS Total Score 83.3 88 92 98 106 112 115.85  
          

 

Difference of Means in Groups 

Furthermore, for this particular sample, results indicate some differences of means in 

groups (Table 6). However, some categories do not differ in means. Females have a slightly 

higher mean of intercultural sensitivity (M=99.06) than men (M=98.38). Non-Whites composed 

of Blacks, American-Indians, Asians, and other races have a higher mean of intercultural 

sensitivity than Whites. Furthermore, in terms of ethnicity, Hispanics have a higher means of 

intercultural sensitivity than non-Hispanics. In the area of education, doctorate degree holders 

have the highest mean of intercultural sensitivity as compared to respondents holding another 

degree, a bachelor’s degree, or a master’s degree. Surprisingly, those holding another degree 

have the second highest mean within the education group. Also, professionals who speak more 

than two languages have a higher mean of intercultural sensitivity. Likewise, participants who 

have lived in a country other than that of their parents during their developmental years have a 

higher mean of intercultural sensitivity as opposed to those who have not.  
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Additionally, those who have lived in another country other than that of their parents 

showed the highest mean (M=103.47) of all groups, followed by doctorate degree holders 

(M=103.00). Moreover, among all groups, Whites scored the lowest mean (M= 97.77), followed 

by the group of respondents who have not lived in a country other than that of their parents (M= 

97.89). Other variables such as age and field of practice had means than do not considerably 

differ among the categories.  

Table 6 

Difference Means in Groups  

  Mean 
Age  21-40 years old 98.19 

41-55 years old 99.58 
56 years old and more 98.59 

Gender Males 98.38 
Females 99.06 

Race Whites 97.77 
Non-Whites 101.60 

Ethnicity Yes 101.60 
No 98.21 

Education Level Masters’ Degree 98.52 
Bachelors’ Degree 98.23 
Doctorate Degree 103.00 
Other 101.67 

Field of Practice  Community    
Development 

98.29 

Land use and Other 98.95 
Multilingualism  Yes 100.28 

No 98.08 
Third Country Yes 103.47 

No 97.89 
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Research Question 2 

Research question 2 asks how planners’ levels of intercultural sensitivity vary in relation 

to the following variables: age, gender, race, ethnicity, levels of education, field of practice, 

years of experience, third culture status, and multilingualism. Eight hypotheses are defined for 

this question:  

• Hyphothesis1: The older the planner, the higher the level of intercultural sensitivity  

• Hypothesis 2: Women planners will have a higher level of intercultural sensitivity than 

men 

• Hypothesis 3: White planners will have lower levels of intercultural sensitivity than other 

races 

• Hypothesis 4: Planners with more education will have a higher level of intercultural 

sensitivity  

• Hypothesis 5: The intercultural sensitivity levels is to vary according to the field of 

practice 

• Hypothesis 6: Planners with more years of experience will have higher levels of 

intercultural sensitivity 

• Hypothesis 7: Third culture planners will have a higher level of intercultural sensitivity 

than those who have not lived in a country other than that of their parents 

• Hypothesis 8: Planners who speak two languages or more will have a higher level of 

intercultural sensitivity than those who do not.  

The mean score was calculated for each demographic variable and sub-variable. The 

researcher grouped the answers for each of the variables into two groups to perform inferential 

statistics. The researcher performed t-test statistics on each demographic sub-variable to 
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determine whether any significant difference emerged based on the independent demographic 

variables. No significant differences were found (p-value > 0.05) for any of the independent 

variables (Table 7) that is, age, gender, race, education level, field of practice, multilingualism, 

third culture status and years of experience as indicated in Table 7 in relationship to the 

dependent variable total score. Therefore, for each of the independent variables, I have accepted 

the null hypothesis that levels of intercultural sensitivity do not vary according to the variables of 

age, gender, race, ethnicity, education level, field of practice, multilingualism, and third culture 

status. Therefore, I concluded that the differences in means among demographic groups are only 

due to chance.  

 

Table 7 

Summary of the ISS Score T-tests 

  F Significance t df 
Significance 

(2-tailed) 
Mean 

Difference 
Age 0.024 0.876 0.546 100 0.586 1.048 
Gender 0.001 0.970 -0.356 100 0.723 -0.684 
Race 0.657 0.419 -1.743 100 0.084 -3.834 
Ethnicity 3.656 0.059 1.262 100 0.210 3.393 
Education 0.484 0.488 0.252 100 0.801 0.504 
Field of Practice 0.150 0.700 -0.334 100 0.739 -0.664 
Multilingualism 0.099 0.753 1.036 100 0.303 2.194 
Third Country 0.053 0.818 2.104 100 0.038 5.582 

 

Furthermore, a correlation between the independent variable years of experience and the 

dependent variable sensitivity score has determined that the level of intercultural sensitivity does 

not vary according to the years of experience, because no statistical significance has been found, 

as indicated in Table 8 (p-value= 0.320 > 0.05).  
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Table 8 

Years of Experience  

  Sensitivity Score Years of Experience 
Sensitivity Score  r 1 -0.099 

P   0.320 
N 102 102 

Years of Experience r -0.099 1 
P 0.320   
N 102 102 

 

Moreover, I conducted a regression analysis to see which variables can predict the levels 

of intercultural sensitivity scores. The dependent variable of this model is the intercultural 

sensitivity score. By reading across the rows for each of the predictor variables, race, years of 

experience and age were variables which significantly contributed to the model (p = 0.04); 

however, all other variables did not because their p-value was greater than p=0.05 and p=0.10. 

The variable race was significant at p < 0.05/ Using White as the reference group, the model tells 

us that being White decreases the level of intercultural sensitivity by 5.37 units. This is 

interpreted as being White makes one less sensitive to other cultures as opposed to other races. 

The variables years of experience and age were significant at the 0.10 level. As experience 

increases by one year, the level of intercultural sensitivity decreases by 1.78 units. This means 

that the longer one stays in the profession the less culturally sensitive she becomes. However, as 

one gets older, the level of intercultural sensitivity increases by 1.66 units. This is means that 

older planners are more likely to be culturally sensitive as opposed to younger planners. The 

results are presented in Table 9.  
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Table 9 
 
Predictor Variables of ISS Scores among Planners 
 
Independent Variable Regression Coefficient         T P-value 
Multilingualism 1.156511572 0.43228901 0.666639109 
Years of Experience -0.227169999 -1.7869143 0.077558795** 
Age 4.76249845 1.66538694 0.099561133** 
Gender 0.625744781 0.29430973 0.769247303 
Race -5.362022936 -2.0403921 0.044452199* 

Third Country 5.552387973 1.4827629 0.14187963 
Education -0.170612184 -0.0818241 0.934981236 
Field of Practice 0.446895013 0.21638953 0.829208771 

*Significant at the p < 0.05 level. ** Significant at the p <0.10 

The following section deals with the second phase of the study and presents the results of 

planners’ interviews and discussions, exploring to what extent the quantitative results align with 

the observations and experiences of planners and seeing how do they make sense of the results 

Research Question 3 

For this study I interviewed four planners, two males and two females, based on their 

scores on the interaction attentiveness, for the purpose of discussing and interpreting the results. 

The respondents interviewed were outliers, which means that they scored high or low on the 

construct of interaction attentiveness. I interviewed each of planners at their specific place of 

work.  

The interviewees were presented with planners’ intercultural sensitivity scores as well 

demographic breakdown of survey participants. Respondents were then asked whether the results 

aligned with their own experience and how they made sense of the results in light of public 

participation.  Finally, participants were asked what their recommendations were for practicing 

planners and academia. The following sections present the findings from the interviews.   
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How Do the Results Align with Your Own Experience?  

The demographic results aligned with the expectations of all respondents. They expected 

planners in the DFW area to be culturally sensitive. One of the respondents stated, “I’d say it’s 

[the results] are accurate, the stereotypical planner is more culturally aware.” However, one 

respondent was initially surprised by the almost even gender distribution of planners overall 

because she thought that a male predominance would be more pronounced in the profession.   

All interviewees agreed with the fact that the profession of urban planning is one that is 

dominated by the White race, while respondents also pointed out the diversity in their personal 

and professional circles. One respondent shared, “I am thinking about my circle of friends, the 

planners I speak to the most are white males, two women from India, and one white woman.”  

Furthermore, another participant expressed, “I believe I am the only white man in my 

department.” He later added that his office circle is diverse in that they have people from several 

countries including Iran, India and the United States.  

How Do You Make Sense of the Results, in Light of Public Participation?  

More specifically, participants answered the following question: “since the results show 

that planners are culturally sensitive, then how do you explain that the needs of socio-economic 

and cultural minorities are not taken into account in plans and policies, regardless of public 

participation mandates?”  From the semi-structured interviews, the subsequent themes emerged: 

public input, public participation constraints and the role of the planner, existing gaps between 

school training and planning practice, and recommendations for academia. The following section 

reports these emerging themes.  

 Public input. Most participants recognized the need to include public input into plans 

and policy making. As stated by one planner, “planners have to plan with what the people want.” 
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Furthermore, when questioned about whether or not public engagement was necessary? One 

planner agreed: 

Yes, because you need to know what the public wants, you cannot enforce what you 
think is good for the neighborhood because their needs and wants could be totally 
different [from what you think]. 

 
And yet while most agreed with the idea that planners need to know what the public wants, 

respondents also spotted the difficulty of getting the public engaged. One participant mentioned 

the struggle in getting minorities involved. She shared her experience in involving cultural 

minorities in a predominantly White small city: 

If they see who your leadership is when they come to the meetings and [when] they see 
what your policies are, it can be discouraging.  
Another planner added that the lack of participation from socio-cultural minorities could 

be due to a perceived or real language barrier and advised that planners play an active role in 

suggesting the inclusion of minority interests in the community plans.  

All respondents have acknowledged that members of the public do not always have the 

full picture when it comes to their requests because sometimes the community expresses 

concerns which escalate the planners’ scope of duty. In fact, one participant explained, “it might 

be a financial issue, a budget issue, [but] we cannot give it if we do not have the money for it, the 

space for it”. Another respondent similarly expressed that:   

Sometimes the community says [we want something] and you don’t have the resources, 
the budget or legal resources to do so. For some plans, the city would have to buy a land 
to make it a park for example… in the past people have complained about a land that has 
not been developed, when in fact, we did not have the money to buy the land.  
 
Planners have recognized that planning is regulated by several constraints. Hence, the 

next theme that emerged was the political nature of the planning process.  

Planning as a political process. Respondents also acknowledged that planning is a 

political process regulated by the free market more than the public’s input; “it is not a democracy 



 
 

69 
 

when it comes to development, it is about property rights,” and, he added, “he who owns the land 

will develop.” The previous sentences capture the sentiments that some planners had in regards 

to federally mandated law, the same respondent elaborated and shared: 

Are you going to ask someone how they feel about a 7/11 if they have zoning and they 
have the right to build? What type of public outreach [will you conduct?]. Again, we are 
not doing public outreach at the local planning department, we are building stuff. We are 
a permitting instruction office, it is market-based. The free market has way more to do 
than the public outreach. 

   

When I asked him how he integrates the input of the population, the respondent candidly 

replied, “Well, I am not sure anyone will ask them.”  Another respondent added: 

If the city has worked to recruit the developer, then yes, it is going to happen because the 
city wants the developer there, and yes, it is going to happen no matter what happens 
during public hearings.  It is usually a done deal!  

 
Furthermore, to the question of how the participant conducts public meetings, he answered: 

Those are state law requirements…most cities do not do that in house, they hire public 
consultants to conduct public outreach. We really have no public outreach outside of 
state-law, bare-minimum requirements. 
 
The role of the planner. Deriving from their responses, participants have been asked to 

define the role of the planner. Most respondents identify planners as facilitators. Furthermore, 

one planner has explained that the planner’s role is to suggest a community to be more inclusive 

in its planning by considering the interests of minorities in its plans, without being able to 

enforce the inputs or interests of such groups in the overall community plans. This is 

corroborated by another participant’s definition of a planner as a facilitator. Another participant 

has highlighted the role of the planner as an arbitrator and has mentioned the fact that planners 

must have the skillsets to persuade others and be creative in finding ways to reach consensus. 
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One participant has observed: “the thing that you want is not going to work exactly in the way 

that you want, so maybe you need to do xyz to try to put the two together”. Another responded 

has provided a similar response: 

The role of the planner is to arbitrate to reach consensus and to suggest different options, 
a, b, and c, but it does not always work… but in some communities, it is also successful.  
 
Planners’ constraints. Planners elaborated on the restrictions of the political climate in 

which they operate. Planners mentioned the differences between small and big cities. They 

expressed that both levels have political rules of which planners needed to be aware and be able 

to navigate. To all respondents, these political factors are the same, regardless of the size of the 

city, but they differ in terms of scale. For instance one planner shared her difficulties in operating 

a small city: 

[In] smaller cities, the leadership can be very hands on. Everything has to be cleared 
through them, which is the same at a bigger level of government; it just seems that at the 
bigger level there is so much to manage and so much to implement that the council will 
tend to lean on the staff, the senior staff, to implement the policies and new programs. 

  
Another participant added, “The final decision does not always rest on planners, and it 

depends on the structure of the city… at the end of the day, city council makes the decision.” She 

explained that sometimes when the city council is not representative of the community it can 

lead to the marginalization of the minorities’ interests.  

Recommendations for academic training and planning practice. In this section, 

reactions to the findings are presented first, followed by the recommendations offered. 

Respondents unanimously were disheartened at the enormous discrepancies between academia 

and practice. They especially expressed that training in planning that does not prepare students to 

face the veritable challenges of practice: 

One of the things that I think is challenging for the industry at large is that academia is 
training a lot of students who are not fit for local government. I am running a permitting 



 
 

71 
 

and development office, and some of the people [I work with] are urban planners. What 
we are doing is on a daily basis is 98% not taught with school; it has nothing to do with 
what you are taught in school, nothing. 

 

When asked if there was a discrepancy, the same participant answered, “massive, there is a huge 

discrepancy.”  He has later added: 

Academia, does not train for local government. Local government, state government, 
[and] national government are radically different...like on the AICP exam, only three 
questions dealt with my day-job.  
 
The previous statement implies that other questions on the licensing exam are not related 

to what a regular planner does in current practice, which, in turn, exacerbates the gap between 

training and practice. One planner mentioned: 

When you come out of the field of practicing planning, you have all these great ideas 
about what you are going to do, and then the real world beats you down and then you say 
well, never mind. 
 

Another one said:  

When I was in college I always thought that the profession of planning was to make 
everything walkable and connect everything. Schools are not exposing student’s planners 
to a lot of responsibilities that planners are exposed to right now.  

  
She added:  

[There are things ] we are really taught in school such as writing a plan, but how do you 
address community issues, how do you bring people together, this was something that I 
had to learn. Also some of the regulations, I really learned that in practice, regarding 
different situations, different citizens, their issues and problems they did not teach us in 
school.  
 
Similarly other planners expressed that they were ignorant of the political climate in 

which they were to navigate, once out of school. One typical reflection was: 

Students are coming out and they have no comprehension of local politics… and they 
come in an administration that is very much influenced by the political culture.  

 
Another one added on the topic of public participation: 
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Community engagement is very important to me, but I didn’t take any classes or get any 
skills on how to reach people.  

 
Recommendations were made for those who educate and train planners because if the 

principles of participation taught in school overlook or discard the political context in which 

planners operate, such teachings and principles need to be revised and adapted to prepare 

students and professionals. Planners recommended education and training courses to focus on the 

context of participation that involves political and cultural structures as well as appropriate 

techniques with which to conduct participation.   

For example one planner said, “sometimes we need help with the everyday stuff: how do 

I find people to come to the meetings, how do I write a staff report…?” She added “even at 

school, we do not learn how to write a staff report, all the little practical ‘ins and outs’ to get 

through to have an idea to move forward.”  

Respondents also suggested the use of experiential learning to help students develop 

skills and knowledge outside of the traditional academic setting. Practitioners encourage students 

to be more engaged in their community, attend community meetings in order to know how 

planners conduct meetings, and understand the issues at stake and how planners address them. 

Furthermore, participants advised students to participate in professional meetings and internships 

in order to expose them to the more realistic side of planning practice.  

Summary. This section presented the qualitative findings of the study. Three main 

themes have emerged from the semi-structured interviews which were presented as an answer to 

why the interests of socio-economic and cultural minorities are often disregarded in plans and 

policies regardless of the high levels of intercultural sensitivity of DFW planners as indicated by 

the quantitative findings. This section discussed the necessity of public input, the political nature 
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of public participation, and, finally, the role and constraints of planners. Planners also shared 

their inputs and recommendations on the existing gaps between theory and practice.   

First, respondents have pointed out to the challenge of gathering public input due to the 

lack of minorities’ participation pertaining to a perceived or real language barrier as well as 

recurring unrealistic expectations from members who participate. Besides the challenges of 

involvement, respondents have shared that the political nature of planning is often restricted by 

the free market, and planners are often obliged to conduct public participation to fulfill legal 

mandates. Furthermore respondents identified the planner as a facilitator and liaison tool 

working under a web of constraints in order to achieve consensus with political actors, 

developers, and other stakeholders. Participants identified the gaps existing between theory and 

practice such as the lack of knowledge of politics in the context of planning as well as the lack of 

training regarding the day-to-day tasks of an average planner. To remediate such issues, they 

suggested more hands-on and direct learning experience to expose students to the practicalities 

of the planning profession
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION, SUMMARY, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

This mixed-method study investigated intercultural sensitivity among planners in the 

DFW area and has examined the relationship between the ISS and various demographic and 

intercultural background of planners. The overall research question was “Are planners cultural 

sensitive?” The sub-questions were  

• What is the level of intercultural sensitivity of planners, as measured by the ISS of 

planners in the DFW area?  

• Do planners’ levels of intercultural sensitivity vary in respect to the following variables: 

age, gender, race, years of experience, field of practice, education, third culture status, 

and multilingualism? 

• To what extent do the qualitative results align with the observations and experiences of 

planners, and how do they make sense of the results?  

This chapter presents a summary of the findings and discusses their implications. The 

contribution to theory, recommendation for practice, and suggestions for research are provided.  

Summary of Quantitative Findings 

Planners’ Intercultural Sensitivity 

The main research question asked for planners’ levels of intercultural sensitivity. The 

results have shown that planners, in general, have a high level of intercultural sensitivity with a 

score of 98.71. This high level of cultural sensitivity means that planners can improve their 

service within the community because they have the skills which enable them to learn about and 

understand differences among people.  
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Demographic Variables and Intercultural Sensitivity 

Eight variables were hypothesized to be associated with ISS, age, gender, race, field of 

practice, years of experience, third culture status, education, and multilingualism. Comparisons 

of the means revealed significant differences between the impact of the variables through a t-test 

analysis (p-value > 0.05). Furthermore, a correlational analysis did not reveal a significant 

relationship between years of experience and the ISS (p-value = 0.320).   

Discussion 

The data indicates that planners in the DFW area display a high level of cultural 

sensitivity. It shows that planners in this study are accustomed to the presence of foreign cultures 

and as a result, they have the desire to understand, appreciate, and accept people from different 

cultures by seeking interaction (Chen & Starosta, 2000). In fact, planners explained this high 

level of intercultural sensitivity during the interviews. According to respondents, planners are 

exposed to different culture because DFW is a region with a very high number of immigrants. 

The DFW area is made up of 46% non-Hispanic whites, 15% of Black, 29% Hispanic, 7% 

Asians and 3% non-Hispanic other (US Census Bureau, 2017). Therefore, the likelihood to work 

or live close to someone from another culture is also high. Additionally, planners’ exposure to a 

diverse cultural make-up has de-facto provided planners with the skills to mutually understand 

other cultures. Therefore, in this study, some of the demographic variables as predictors of 

intercultural sensitivity are not relevant because respondents already have the qualities necessary 

to interact with diverse cultural groups and individuals.   

Moreover, in terms of public participation frequency, legal mandates require planners to 

conduct public participation.  Planners in this study have conducted public participation activities 

at least one to five times a week during the past 30 days. These recurrent meetings allow 
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planners to interact with members of various cultural groups. Therefore, because planners 

already possess the skills that were significant in other studies, it can explain why they have high 

scores in intercultural sensitivity. 

Yet, when using the Anova and t-tests to determine the variables which influence 

respondents’ sensitivity, all the variables failed to reach statistical significance; therefore, none 

of the hypotheses were confirmed with these tests. The fact that any of the variables associated 

with the ISS score have produced no statistical differences using the t-tests could be explained by 

the size of the sample. In fact, the sample size is extremely important in determining the 

significance of the difference between means, this particular sample size is small. An increased 

sample size is likely to lead to a more stable representation of group performance. However due 

to the time limit and financial constraints of this study, the researcher was not able to obtain a 

larger data set.  

Furthermore, when compared among groups, as depicted in Table 5, the difference of 

means within each subgroup is not sufficiently large. In fact, the greater difference between the 

two means would have yielded a greater likelihood that a statistically significant mean difference 

exits. In fact, when the means of the two groups are sufficiently different, there is a greater 

confidence that there is a real difference between them. For instance, within the age variable, the 

means of the three subcategories are 98.19, 99.58, and 98.59 for the 21-40 years old category, 

41-55 years old category, and 56 years and more category. Moreover, the different means are 

98.38 for males versus 99.06 for females. Among races, Whites have a 97.77 average while non-

Whites have a mean of 101.60. Concerning the education variable, the means vary between 103 

and 98.52. For the variable field of practice, the means are 98.29 and 98.95 for the groups 

community development and land use and other, respectively. Among those who speak another 
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language and those who do not, the respective mean is 100.28 and 98.08. Finally, among those 

who have lived in another country as opposed to those who have not, the different means are 

103.47 and 97.89, respectively.  

Moreover, the lack of significance associated with the demographics variables can be 

explained by the fact that this study pioneers the use of the ISS in the field of planning as a tool 

to measure intercultural sensitivity within the profession. Therefore, variables and hypotheses 

used in this research have derived from studies pertaining to the field of education and nursing 

which have used the ISS or from studies on intercultural sensitivity using the IDI, which is 

another tool to measure intercultural sensitivity. 

Also, because the purpose of the study is explained in the consent form, respondents 

could have given socially acceptable answers as well. This phenomenon is described as response 

bias, a widely discussed concept when self-reported data is used.  (Rosenman, Tennekoon, & 

Hill, 2011). The reasons why respondents may provide biased answers on self-assessed questions 

range from a misunderstanding of what the appropriate measurement is to a social-desirability 

bias where the respondents still wants to remain in good standing regardless of the anonymous 

nature of the survey (Rosenman et al., 2011). In this case, participants would usually respond 

with what they think the researcher is looking for and would seldom report on events they 

believe may reflect poorly on them. In the case of this research, since sentiments of acceptance 

are addressed, if respondents have perceived that they could be stigmatized for being 

discriminatory or prejudice against other cultural groups, they could have modified their 

answers. 

 However, the lack of significance can also be explained by the nature of the test 

performed.  In fact, upon conducting a regression analysis, to see which variables could predict 
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intercultural sensitivity scores, the variables race, years of experience and age proved significant. 

This study compared Whites and non-Whites, with Whites being the reference group. The results 

show being White decreases one’s level of intercultural sensitivity. In other words, the finding 

suggest that are more likely to have lower ISS scores as opposed to other races. These results are 

congruent with previous studies which have showed that Whites and non-Whites have different 

levels of intercultural sensitivity (Bonilla, 2009) and that intercultural sensitivity scores do vary 

according to race (Ekong, Kavookjian, & Hutchison, 2017).  

Furthermore, previous studies have shown significant findings with variables age (del 

Villar, 2010) and years of experience (Drandic, 2013) associated with intercultural sensitivity.  

Therefore, on one hand, we accepted hypotheses 1 which posited that “the older the planner, the 

higher the level of intercultural sensitivity”. As explained by Del Villar (2010), maturity with life 

experience could explain why older respondents were more sensitive than their younger 

counterparts. Maturity often comes with self-acceptance, which also leads to accepting others 

and being more tolerant and open-minded about cultural differences.  

On the second hand, we could not accept hypothesis 6 which stated that “planners with 

more years of experience will have higher levels of intercultural sensitivity”, because in this 

study, the levels of intercultural sensitivity decreases with additional years of experience. This 

could be explained by the fact that the longer planners remain in a field, they are accustomed to 

the work and therefore they tend to fulfill their tasks more mechanically.  Hence they fail to 

activate the emotional, affective side known as intercultural sensitivity, when interacting with 

people from different cultures. Furthermore, in the workplace setting in general, senior 

employees may have difficulties adapting to changes imposed by the increasingly diverse 
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population or the newer generation of practitioners. Therefore this hostility to change may 

translate into a lack of cultural sensitivity.  

It is worth noting that the variable years of experience, there was no literature found as 

part of this research which examined years of professional experience and its relationship to the 

ISS. The study by Drandic (2013) measures intercultural sensitivity by using the Intercultural 

Development Inventory.  Future studies using the ISS could also confirm whether or not years of 

experiences increase or decrease one’s levels of intercultural sensitivity.  

The qualitative findings of this research highlight the complexity of public participation 

research and, in particular, how socio-political and local constraints influence policies. In fact, 

the idea that planners are insensitive to the needs of socio-cultural minorities is an unfounded 

assumption and an unsound basis for efforts to increase public participation in planning. This 

research, instead, has revealed that planners constantly find creative ways around political and 

social structures to build consensus about specific issues and to ensure that each group has a 

voice in the decisions directly affecting them.  

One theme that has emerged from the interviews, which the original study design 

overlooked, is the political nature of the planning process within which planners operate daily. In 

fact, even planning theorists, fierce proponents of public participation, have acknowledged that 

the context in which planning occurs places limitations on, and in some cases inhibits, the 

possibilities of authentic and meaningful participation (Innes, 2004; Rosenberg, 2007). Indeed, 

when representative democracy is not representative enough in its deliberative forms, it often 

results in exclusionary urban policies and practices which mainly affect socio-cultural minorities 

and low-income groups. Planners are aware of the intricate system of power relations; however, 
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planners’ professional, personal, and intellectual values enable them to explore ways to solve 

conflicts in an attempt to build constructive relationships (Connelly, 2010).  

The conventional public participation process has four main components: the issue, the 

administrative structures and systems, the planners, and the citizens. Participation is framed such 

that these components are organized around the issue. The systems are placed closest to the 

issue. The administrator is placed between the structure and the citizens. The structures and the 

processes are the politically and socially constructed constraints within which the administrator 

must operate (King et al., 1998). Thus, the administrator has no real power to change the process 

for a greater citizen involvement (Forester, 1989).  

In this study, planners have expressed that the leadership style of their cities determines 

the final outcomes, as well as how participation is made. Respondents have pointed out the fact 

that the planner is one that facilitates and liaises with political actors and developers and yet has 

to operate under some constraints to achieve consensus among stakeholders. Planners have 

expressed their own limitations in that they can only act as liaisons or facilitators instead of 

enforcers on issues of diversity of social equity in plan making, for example.  It is mostly up to 

the community or their local representatives to determine the community outcomes.   

However, although the planning literature presents planners as facilitators, it often 

downplays the importance of structural constraints (Connelly, 2010).  In cases where community 

leaders are more conservative, the planners’ recommendations to be more inclusive are more 

likely to be discarded when the majority does not recognize the interests of the minorities living 

in their community. Therefore, the different values and interests, the cultural identities, the 

political nature of the planning process narrow the scope of participation and present a challenge 

in regards to meaningful participation of cultural groups in the local government setting.  
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Most planners have recognized the fundamental use of public participation within a 

contemporary urban practice. Planners believe that the input of the community is important 

especially in the decisions which affect them. However, planners have capitulated before the 

impracticability and impossibility of including all the people affected by a decision to 

participate.  

Planners have acknowledged the power imbalances as well as the difficulty to engage 

cultural minorities, poor, and disadvantaged groups because the programs and decisions are 

made through and elite culture of political and bureaucratic control. Therefore, some cultural 

groups refrain from participating broadly because of cultural differences and, more specifically, 

because of the language barrier. Such groups often feel intimidated because they perceive 

themselves as lacking political efficacy. In other words, they believe that they cannot influence 

decisions because they do not have the skills and knowledge to effectively communicate their 

concern.  

In some other instances, cultural groups have lost the desire to participate when they 

perceive that their elected or appointed offices do not represent them or their interests, and this 

applies for minorities voters who did not chose the winner. In fact, “ representative democracy is 

viewed as too hierarchical, bureaucratic and party bound to be able to deal effectively with 

questions of identity in a multi-cultural and global/local world” (Newman, Barnes, Sullivan, & 

Knops,  2004, p. 204). When these marginalized groups participate, it often amounts to tokenism, 

including just enough participation to fulfill legal mandates (Mahjabeen & Dee, 2003) while 

their inputs are never considered in the decision-making process. And when participation is 

circumvented by systems that are distant from the real dynamics of the entire community, 

tokenism is inevitable.  
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Therefore, the new planner with little to no knowledge of politics of local politics is often 

trapped in this widespread assumption that the practitioner alone can be an agent of change, 

when, in fact, these assumptions are unrealistic and unattainable in the face of existing power 

dynamics (Williams, 2004) and often discarded during academic raining. Participants 

acknowledged gaps between theory and practice, such as the lack of knowledge of politics in the 

context of planning as well as the lack of training regarding the day-to-day tasks of an average 

planner. To remediate such issues, they have suggested more hands-on and direct learning 

experiences that expose students to the practicalities of the planning profession.  

Furthermore, some planners have mentioned another complex component of public 

participation, the difficulty of including the public on matters where the public has little or no 

knowledge.  As pointed out by Yang (2006), some issues requiring technical knowledge often 

question the extent to which citizens should decide in the process. Planners have pointed out the 

fact that citizens often do know have knowledge of technical issues and may have unrealistic 

requests or advocate only for their own personal interests. According to Adams (2004), when 

groups or individuals with strong extremists views dominate in public hearings for instance, it 

provides planners with an excuse to discard their comments because planners believe these 

groups are not representative of what the public at large thinks. For example, during the 

interview, one participant expressed his disdain for public hearings. He mentioned that citizens 

often do not have any technical knowledge, such as that of zoning, for instance, and when they 

complain about a development when the land has already been purchased by the developer and 

the zoning previously approved, the likelihood of not realizing the project is very low, despite 

citizens’ protests.  
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Furthermore, this participant stated that when public participation about this specific 

development is conducted just to fulfill federal mandates, citizens often shame public officials 

and developers about the issues they cannot change and increase the planner’s load of work in 

terms of staff reports that they have to write. He mentioned that for cities with extremely low 

planning staff, conducting public participation is a waste of resources. Therefore, as previously 

mentioned by Yang (2006), when participation becomes time consuming and unproductive, it 

leads to fewer involvement efforts. 

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Study. 

First, the study has provided answers to original research questions in a context that has 

never been researched. Regardless of the fact that the results are not generalizable, they provide a 

baseline for future research. Second, the use of mixed-methods design is also a strength of the 

study because it has allowed the quantitative results to be explored through interviews with 

respondents and the research design allowed participants to suggest points that have been 

previously overlooked.  

The findings of this research are only applicable to planners in other contexts in a general 

sense. The findings cannot be generalized outside of the DFW area. Furthermore, only one 

researcher has participated in this study. Therefore, the findings bear the researcher’s biases, a 

common complication when a single researcher encodes and interprets data.  

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research. 

The use of the ISS, a new instrument to the planning field, may be a limitation to this 

study as there is no research in the planning literature to compare and contrast different studies 

which have used the ISS to measure demographic variables. Most of the studies have used the 

IDI instrument to measure the intercultural sensitivity and those studies are more pervasive in the 
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literature of intercultural sensitivity. However, measuring the results of our study against another 

instrument to confirm or give future directions is inconsistent with the direction of this research.  

Another limitation of this study is the sample used. The sample is small due to time and 

financial resources tied to this research. However a bigger sample could provide different results. 

Furthermore, similar studies should be conducted with other planners in different regions to 

better generalize results.  

Also, the self-reported process in the form of the survey has posed a limitation for this 

research. The results are drawn from a survey and interviews with a small data set of planners 

working in the DFW area. These results are therefore more suggestive than conclusive. A larger 

study incorporating a larger subset of planners in different regions of the United States would 

allow more definitive conclusions.  

Additional research could apply the same research process to a larger population of 

planners in other metropolitan areas in order to compare the results with those of this study. 

Moreover, future studies could compare intercultural sensitivity scores of a set of professionals 

and a set of citizens. It would be interesting to see the levels of intercultural sensitivity of citizens 

and compare those scores to the scores of planners in this study to determine the level of 

intercultural sensitivity of the population with which planners work. Since communication is a 

two-way process, it would be useful to see if the levels of intercultural sensitivity of the public 

can pose a problem to public participation in a multicultural and diverse milieu.  

Conclusion 

Intercultural sensitivity has been widely discussed in the planning literature without truly 

having a measurement tool to evaluate it in practice. Intercultural sensitivity relates to the 
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affective realm of communication that planners should possess as a prerequisite to deal with the 

growing multi-cultural population of western urban regions.  

The purpose of this study was to introduce the ISS as a tool for measuring the 

intercultural sensitivity of professionals within the planning field, to evaluate different variables 

that affect the intercultural sensitivity, and to know how planners discuss the topic of public 

participation in an increasingly diverse society. The findings indicate that planners have a high 

degree of intercultural sensitivity. However no statistical significance has been found between 

the demographic variables that could affect planners’ levels of intercultural sensitivity. However, 

a regression analysis revealed that race is a predictor of levels of intercultural sensitivity scores.  

The needs for new planners to be trained to the practicalities of the planning professions 

were also addressed in this study. While training can take many forms, the research suggests that 

even with structural constraints, meaningful participation can be achieved when planners are 

willing to be creative and explore the avenues in which the local power is reduced. In fact, 

planners' values, whether they believe in inclusion or they acknowledge the merit and validity of 

participation, can change participation outcomes. Therefore, this research confirms that 

participation depends on the people conducting participation as well as the context in which it 

occurs (Connelly, 2010).  
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APPENDIX 1 

REQUEST TO FORWARD EMAIL 

From: Eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu 
Date: February 20, 2019 
To: XXXXX@cityXXX.gov 
Subject: Request to Forward Email  
 
Dear Professional,   
 

My name is Eihua Corinne Olivia Shaw, I am a PhD candidate at the University of Texas 
at Arlington, in the College of Planning and Public Policy (CAPPA). I am conducting a research 
study to investigate planners’ feelings during their communication with people from a different 
cultural background. The research will allow the planning field to gain more insight about 
intercultural sensitivity and to improve public participation and relationships with the public. The 
data from the study will remain confidential. The data will be coded so that the agency will not 
be known or traceable.  
 

Because I do not have access to your planning staff emails, I kindly ask that you please 
pass the following link https://uta.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a3r4QUAK8d1QW0d  down to your 
staff involved in public participation activities. The link will take them to a consent form where 
they can agree to participate or not. Furthermore, to avoid any conflict of interest or pressure to 
participate, I have mentioned the voluntary nature of the study and the fact that you are not 
related in the study.  
 

They access the link and answer questions NO LATER THAN MARCH 25th , 2019 by 
going to (https://uta.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a3r4QUAK8d1QW0d ).  
  
Best Regards,  
 
Eihua Corinne Olivia, Shaw  
 
 

 
 
  

mailto:Eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu
mailto:XXXXX@cityXXX.gov
https://uta.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a3r4QUAK8d1QW0d
https://uta.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a3r4QUAK8d1QW0d
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APPENDIX 2 

SURVEY CONSENT INFORMATION 

From: Eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu 
Date: February 20, 2019 
To: XXXXX@cityXXX.gov 
Subject: Survey Request and Consent Information 
 
Dear Professional, 
 

You are invited to participate in a research studying the intercultural sensitivity of 
professionals conducting public participation activities in the DFW area. I ask that you read this 
form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing be in this study. Eihua Corinne Olivia 
Shaw, a PhD candidate at the University of Texas at Arlington (UTA), College of Planning and 
Public Policy (CAPPA), conducts this study.  
 

This research seeks to investigate the feelings of professionals conducting participations 
during  their face- to-face interaction with people from a different cultural background. The 
study will allow the planning field to gain more insight about intercultural sensitivity in order to 
improve public participation and relationships with the public. If you consent to participate in 
this research, you will complete the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) and a demographic 
questionnaire online. Completing the ISS and the demographic questionnaire will take 
approximately 20 minutes.  
 

It is unlikely that you will experience any risks or discomfort from participating. 
However, it is possible that self-reflecting on intercultural relationships could be unpleasant. Yet, 
it likely that such reflection may lead to a better understanding of your own perceptions. The 
main benefit to participating in this research is that your agency or city may gain some insights 
about intercultural sensitivity to improve public participation and relationships with the public.  
 

The data from the ISS will remain confidential. Individual respondents cannot be 
identified. The data will be coded so that your identity will not be known or traceable in the 
event you request your data to be removed and not a part of the research, as it is your right as a 
voluntary participant.  
 

Since you will be participating via the Internet, be aware that data transfer across the 
Internet is not secure and could be subject to third party observations. However, to ensure a 
maximum safety, your data will be stored in the UTA Qualtrics, a survey development tool, 
accessible to every UTA student. Each student has their own account to ensure that survey 
results can remain private. Other research records will be stored securely in the research’s 
supervisor’s lock cabinet and only the primary investigator will have access to the records. The 
data will be stored for a period of three years.  

mailto:Eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu
mailto:XXXXX@cityXXX.gov
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Please note that your supervisor is not related to the research in any ways. Participation in 
this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or 
withdraw at any point.  
 

Should you have any questions, please contact the researcher at 
eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu. Should you have any questions or concerns regarding the study and 
would like to talk to someone else other than the researcher, please contact the research 
supervisor Dr. Li at  jjli@uta.edu .  
 

If you choose to complete the online Intercultural Sensitivity Scale as part Eihua Corinne 
Olivia Shaw’s Research on planners’ intercultural sensitivity levels. Please complete the online 
survey by NO LATER THAN MARCH 25, 2019 by going to (survey link Qualtrics). 
 
Statement by person agreeing to participate in this study:  
 

I have read this informed consent document. I understand each part of the document. I 
freely and voluntary choose to participate in the study.  
 
___ Yes, I consent 
___ No, I do no consent  
 
Best Regards,  
 
Eihua Corinne Olivia, Shaw  
 
 

 
  

mailto:eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu
mailto:jjli@uta.edu
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APPENDIX 3 

INTERCULTURAL SENSITIVITY SCALE 

Below is a series of statements concerning intercultural communication. There are no right or 
wrong answers. 5= Strongly agree; 4= Agree; 3= Uncertain; 2= Disagree; 1= Strongly disagree  
Thank you for your cooperation. 
  
____ 1.  I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures. 
____ 2.  I think people from other cultures are narrow-minded. 
____ 3.  I am pretty sure of myself in interacting with people from different cultures. 
____ 4.  I find it very hard to talk in front of people from different cultures. 
____ 5.  I always know what to say when interacting with people from different cultures. 
____ 6.  I can be as sociable as I want to be when interacting with people from different 
               cultures. 
____ 7.  I don’t like to be with people from different cultures. 
____ 8.  I respect the values of people from different cultures. 
____ 9.  I get upset easily when interacting with people from different cultures. 
____ 10. I feel confident when interacting with people from different cultures. 
____ 11. I tend to wait before forming an impression of culturally-distinct counterparts. 
____ 12. I often get discouraged when I am with people from different cultures. 
____ 13. I am open-minded to people from different cultures. 
____ 14. I am very observant when interacting with people from different cultures. 
____ 15. I often feel useless when interacting with people from different cultures. 
____ 16. I respect the ways people from different cultures behave. 
____ 17. I try to obtain as much information as I can when interacting with people from  
   different cultures. 
____ 18. I would not accept the opinions of people from different cultures. 
____ 19. I am sensitive to my culturally-distinct counterpart’s subtle meanings during our 
               interaction. 
____ 20. I think my culture is better than other cultures. 
____ 21. I often give positive responses to my culturally different counterpart during our 
               interaction. 
____ 22. I avoid those situations where I will have to deal with culturally-distinct persons. 
____ 23. I often show my culturally-distinct counterpart my understanding through verbal or 
               nonverbal cues. 
____ 24. I have a feeling of enjoyment towards differences between my culturally-distinct  
               counterpart and me. 
  
 
 
 
  



 
 

90 
 

APPENDIX 4 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

The following demographic questions will help to categorize and analyze the data. 
Please provide the response that best describes you. 
 
Public participation is a series of activities and actions that directly engages the public in 
decision-making and considers public input in making that decision. This research restrains 
public participation to activities that involve face-to face interaction between professionals and 
citizens, such as public meetings, workshops, and briefings.  
 
 
Public Participation Frequency: In the last 30 days, how often have you been involved in 
public participation activities?  
 None 1- 5 times 6 -10 times 11 times or more  
               
Age: What is your age range?  
 20 years  or less 21- 25 years 26-30 years 31-35 years 36-40 years 41- 45 years 46-
50 years 51-55 years 56-60 years 61-65 years  66 years  or more                  
   
Gender: What is your gender? (Select one) 
 Male         Female  
 
Ethnicity: Are you Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?  
 
 Yes         No 
 
If YES: Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano Puerto Rican Cuban Other (Please 
specify): examples include Argentinean, Colombian, Dominican, Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, or 
Spaniard. _____________ 
 
Race: What is your race? (Select all that applies) 
White Black or African-America American Indian or Alaska Native Asian Native 
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander Other  
 
Education Level: What is your highest level of education?  
Bachelor’s degree Master’s degree Doctorate degree Other (please specify) ______ 
 
Field of Practice: What is your field of practice? (Select all that applies)  
Community development   Comprehensive / long range planning   Housing/ economic 
development  Environment/ natural resources planning  Hazard mitigation/ disaster planning 
Historic preservation  Land use and code enforcement Parks and recreation  
Transportation planning  Urban design  Other ( Please specify) __________ 
 
Years of Experience: Please enter the number of years you have worked in your current field? 
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 Number of years : ________________________.  
 
Third Culture: Have you grown up in a country other than that of your parents? 
 YES  NO 
 
Multilingualism: Do you speak another language other than English?   
YES   NO 
 
Follow-up: Is it permissible to contact you for a follow-up interview?    
YES   NO 
If you have selected YES, what is your email address? ________________ 
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APPENDIX 5 

INTERVIEW INVITATION 

Dear Professional,  
 

Thank you for having taken the time to participate in my study by completing the 
Intercultural Sensitivity Questionnaire; Thank you for the contribution you have made. 
 

As the next step in this study, I am conducting interviews. I would like to ask you to be 
part of the interview. I will ask a series of questions with the intent of getting you to discuss 
specific situations or events related to public participation. I am seeking vivid and 
comprehensive reflection the events. I am interested in your story, thoughts, feelings and 
perceptions.  
 

I value your participation and thank you for your commitment, time and efforts so far. 
The results of this study and your insights are valuable; they will contribute to this research depth 
and thoroughness. Thank you for considering this request. Please reply to this email to let me 
know if you agree to participate, or not. If you do, I will contact you to schedule the interview 
soon.  
 
Best Regards,  
 
Eihua Corinne Olivia Shaw  
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APPENDIX 6 

INTERVIEW INFORMED CONSENT 

 This study involves the use of audio recordings with the sole purpose to assist with the 
accuracy of your responses.  Only the researcher and the faculty advisor will have access to this 
data. Neither your name nor any other identifying information will be associated with the audio 
recording or the transcript. This data will be kept secure by the researcher in a locked filing 
cabinet on campus and will be destroyed within three years.  
 

I understand that the researcher will audio record me. You have the right to refuse the 
audio recording. Please select one of the following options: 
 
□Yes, I consent to audio recording  
□No, I do not consent to audio recording  
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APPENDIX 7 

 INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Do these results align with your own observations? 
Prompts (if needed): 
a. What is consistent? Can you give me an example? 
b. What is not consistent? Can you give me an example? 
2. How do you explain or make sense of these results? 
Prompts (if needed): 
a. Why do you think these differences show up? Can you give me an example? 
b. Do you think there might be any extraneous reasons that might explain the 
difference (i.e., limitations of the research) 
3. What do you think the implications of these findings are? 
Prompts (if needed): 
a. For planners? 
b. For academia? 
4. What recommendations would you give based on these findings and what we have 
discussed? 
Prompts (if needed): 
a. Recommendations to practicing planners? 
b. Recommendations to academia? 
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APPENDIX 8 

FOLLOW-UP PHONE CALL SCRIPT 

Hello, may I please speak to [First Name and Last Name]?  
 
Hi, my name is Eihua Corinne Olivia Shaw; I am a PhD student at UTA. I sent you an email 
XXX days ago with a request to forward a link of my research to your staff. I am calling to 
follow-up on the email since I did not hear back from you.  
 
If you cannot do it or there is another person that will be more appropriate to follow up with, 
please let me know.  
 
Thanks for your help. Have a great day!  
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APPENDIX 9 

REQUEST TO TAKE SURVEY 

From: Eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu 
Date: April 17, 2019, 2019 
To: XXXXX@cityXXX.gov 
Subject: Request to take survey   
 
Dear Professional,   
 
My name is Eihua Corinne Olivia Shaw, I am a PhD candidate at the University of Texas at 
Arlington, in the College of Planning and Public Policy (CAPPA). I am conducting a research 
study to investigate planners’ feelings during their communication with people from a different 
cultural background. The research will allow the planning field to gain more insight about 
intercultural sensitivity and to improve public participation and relationships with the public. The 
data from the study will remain confidential. The data will be coded so that the agency will not 
be known or traceable.  
I kindly ask that you please take the survey 
https://uta.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a3r4QUAK8d1QW0d  and if possible pass it to your colleagues 
also involved in public participation activities. The link will take them to a consent form where 
they can agree to participate or not. Furthermore, to avoid any conflict of interest or pressure to 
participate, I have mentioned the voluntary nature of the study.  
 
I have read this informed consent document. I understand each part of the document. I freely and 
voluntarily choose to participate in the study.  
 
  
Best Regards,  
 
Eihua Corinne O 
  

mailto:Eihua.shaw@mavs.uta.edu
mailto:XXXXX@cityXXX.gov
https://uta.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a3r4QUAK8d1QW0d
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