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Motivation

Policy-oriented learning:
Enduring alterations of thought or behavioral intentions that result from 
experience and which are concerned with the attainment or revision of the 
precepts of the belief systems of individuals or of collectives (Sabatier and 
Jenkins-Smith 1993, 42)

• Learning outcomes include both belief change and belief 
reinforcement (Heikkila and Gerlak 2013; Pattison 2018; 
Weible, Olofsson, and Heikkila 2022)
• Need a way to conceptualize and measure policy-oriented 

learning that captures both outcomes



Policy Beliefs and Learning

• Belief systems in the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF)
• Deep core → Policy core → Secondary aspects

• Direction of change?
• 180 degree change
• Information (Nowlin 2021)

• Learning as change and reinforcement
• Beliefs and belief certainty



Beliefs and Belief Certainty

• Policy beliefs are distributions that contain two elements:
• The beliefs
• The certainty associated with the beliefs

• Learning occurs when:
• Beliefs change
• Uncertainty is reduced (belief reinforcement)
• In the direction of the information

• Possible outcomes include: no learning, belief reinforcement, 
belief change, and belief change and reinforcement



Policy Beliefs and Learning

Figure 1: Hypothetical Distributions of Policy Beliefs



Learning and Deliberation

• Type of forum impacts learning
• Deliberative forum

• Deliberative mini-public
• Recruit participants
• Learning (briefing materials; experts)
• Deliberation
• Conclusion



The Our Coastal Future Forum

• Large event, ~100 
participants, 8 small groups
• Met in October 2017
• Discussed climate change, 

biodiversity, environmental 
health
• Funded by the Gulf Research 

Program in partnership with 
SC Sea Grant Consortium



Learning Hypotheses

Belief change hypothesis:
• H1: Concern about each issue will increase following the 

deliberative forum
• 𝜇! < 𝜇"

Belief certainty hypothesis:
• H2: Uncertainty about concern will decrease following the 

deliberative forum
• 𝜎"! > 𝜎""



Learning Hypotheses

Belief direction hypothesis:
• H3: As concern about issues increases post-forum, participants 

will be more likely to report that they learned
• Beliefs move in the direction of the information



OCCF Process

• OCFF participants were recruited through a survey 
administred in August-September 2017
• Participants were sent briefing materials about the issues, and 

experts gave plenary presentations
• Deliberation occurred across 8 groups of 8-12 participants
• The goal was to educate participants on the issues and 

decision-making processes
• Pre and post forum survey asked how concerned participants 

were about several issues
• Post forum survey included learning questions



Concern Questions

On a scale of 0 to 10 … how concerned are you about …
• Loss of biodiversity
• Shoreline changes
• Contamination of coastal 

waters
• Sea-level rise
• Flooding

• Drought
• Ocean acidification
• Antibiotic resistant infections
• Increases in hurricane 

intensity
• Quality of waterways



Results
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Figure 2: Aggregate Concern and Difference in Aggregate Concern Pre-and-Post Forum
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On a scale from 0 to 10, with 0 being not at all concerned and 10 being extremely concerned, how concerned are you about...

Figure 3: Concern about each Issue Pre-and-Post Forum
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Results

Open-ended responses
• Comments associated with change
• I feel more educated of some of the issues, and I feel like I have a 

better sense of the interconnectivity of the issues
• More informed on the issues facing us
• I want to become more involved locally with town halls and planning

• Comments associated with did not change
• I knew the information presented by the experts and was already 

aware of the complexities of the issues
• Affirmed and strengthened my concerns but didn’t change my views



Discussion

• Each of the four expected outcomes was observed
• General support for H1 and H2
• Belief change and/or reinforcement observed in the aggregate and 

on 8 of 10 issues

• Support for H3
• Concern associated with self-reported learning
• Open-ended responses

• Process of policy-oriented learning
• Increase in uncertainty without subsequent belief change
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