
 

Overview and Definition of Concepts   

Community engagement is a concept that is used in different ways by different 
individuals, organizations and governments. People use many terms when they’re 
talking about public “engagement.” Engagement can be represented in any of the 
following configurations:1  
 

                        public  involvement 
                      community + engagement 

                        citizen  participation 
                     civic   

 
This lack of a common definition often contributes to “engagement” being carried out in 
a way that is unsystematic and inconsistent. Furthermore, the general public often 
regards engagement as unrepresentative or tokenistic. Therefore, it is important to be 
clear on what is meant by community engagement in a particular circumstance, and to 
plan and implement engagement processes carefully. 
 
Figure 1 shows Health Canada’s Public Involvement Spectrum. It shows how 
community engagement can take place at various levels of the spectrum, although true 
engagement occurs at the highest levels of public involvement. Engagement is thus 
more than just informing or consulting on issues. Rather, it requires a certain level of 
involvement by the target public in initiating and, in some cases, implementing ideas 
and programs. For this higher level of engagement to occur, the target population must 
be informed about the issue, have an understanding of the different stakeholders and 
the processes, and be able to articulate their needs and future vision. Engagement, 
therefore, requires the investment of resources in the distribution of issue-related 
information, and also requires local leaders with the capacity to engage their 
communities.   
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 G. Montevecchi, Literature Review for Central Newfoundland Community Engagement Framework (St. 

John’s: Rural Secretariat – Executive Council, 2011).  
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Figure 1: Health Canada’s Public Involvement Continuum  

 
Source: Health Canada, “The Health Canada Policy Toolkit for Public Involvement in Decision-
Making” (2000), accessed January 16, 2012,  
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ahc-asc/pubs/_public-consult/2000decision/index-eng.php 
 
Using the spectrum above, and depending upon the issue, an organization might have 
to start at the lowest levels of the continuum and work its way towards engagement, 
which is situated at a higher level of public participation. People might not immediately 
understand the necessity of long-term engagement if they don’t have a real 
understanding of the issue being addressed or the roles they might play. Thus, 
managers of community engagement processes must consider what capacity exists 
within the community, in relation to the engagement topic and process. It might be 
necessary to incorporate capacity-building activities into an engagement process in 
order to achieve more long-term, useful and reliable outcomes.  
 
The European Union’s Stakeholder Engagement Toolkit provides different levels of 
public participation for public involvement activities (see Table 1). It specifies that “a full 
stakeholder engagement process would at minimum seek ‘involvement’ from the 
public/stakeholder groups in which it operates, and depending on the agreed upon 
purpose of the project, may seek to transfer full ‘empowerment’ to the public in terms of 
final decision-making responsibilities. 2  For example, promoting the use of a health 
facility is not true engagement: it is providing information or education. Engagement 
would allow groups of citizens to be part of deciding where the facility should be placed, 
how it should be used, and building inclusive programming to meet the needs of the 
community.  

                                                        
2
 Claire Gray, European Union’s Stakeholder Engagement- a Toolkit: Working towards an Effective and 

Sustainable Brownfield Revitalization (Torfaen County, South Wales: European Union/RVIT, Torfaen 
Borough Council, 2007), 4.  

http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ahc-asc/pubs/_public-consult/2000decision/index-eng.php


Table 1: European Union’s stakeholder engagement toolkit’s levels of participation  
 

Levels of public participation goals  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Increasing 
levels of 
public 

involvement 

Inform To provide the public with balanced and objective information to 
assist them in understanding the problem, alternatives, opportunities 
and/or solutions. 

Consult To obtain public feedback for decision-makers on analysis, 
alternatives and/or decisions. 

Involve To work directly with the public throughout the process to ensure that 
public concerns and aspirations are consistently understood and 
considered in decision-making processes.  

Collaborate To partner with the public in each aspect of the decision including the 
development of alternatives and the identification of the preferred 
solution.  

Empower To place final decision-making in the hands of the public. 

Source: Claire Gray, Stakeholder Engagement - a Toolkit: Working towards More Effective and 
Sustainable Brownfield Revitalization Policies (Torfaen County, South Wales: European 

Union/RVIT, Torfaen Borough Council, 2007), accessed January 16, 2012, http://www.revit-
nweurope.org/selfguidingtrail/27_Stakeholder_engagement_a_toolkit-2.pdf 
 
 

Why is it Important?  

Involving citizens early in a planning process or policy initiative is beneficial in multiple 
ways:  

(i) It allows community buy-in as citizens feel like they were a part of the process 
from the beginning. This allows decisions to be understood and accepted, as 
citizens feel they were able to take part in making the choices that affect 
them.  

(ii) It prevents resources from being used for projects that will not be used or 
valued by the public.  

(iii) It encourages the public to bring forward issues that are important in the 
community that might not be known to governments and public sector 
organizations.  

(iv) It provides better information on how services are benefitting or harming the 
communities that are being served.  

(v) It allows for linkages to be created between the local/regional level and higher 
levels of program policy and governance. 

(vi) It avoids duplication of programs and activities in a community and increases 
collaboration between different institutions.  

 
Networks of social ties, including family, friends and other acquaintances, both internal 
and external to the community, create a community’s “social capital.” Communities with 
higher levels of social capital are more effective at addressing challenges. By 
recognizing social capital as an asset to community sustainability, governments can 

http://www.revit-nweurope.org/selfguidingtrail/27_Stakeholder_engagement_a_toolkit-2.pdf
http://www.revit-nweurope.org/selfguidingtrail/27_Stakeholder_engagement_a_toolkit-2.pdf


equip its citizens to participate fully in the social and economic life of their communities.3 
Foster-Fishman described that a “sense of community fosters shared norms among 
neighbours and helps to connect neighbours together so they can collectively work 
together for change.”4 For effective community building, those in leadership roles need 
followers who will be engaged in the efforts identified, because change is more likely to 
occur when a broad citizen base becomes organized.5 Effective citizen engagement 
must be a process in which leaders’ vision for the region and their inherent skills are 
built upon, but also where collective civic “sense of community” or pride in place is 
valued and mobilized to create conditions for vibrant and resilient rural communities. 
This recognition of place and “feeling” of a strong community can lead youth and young 
families to stay or return to invest their futures in the community, and can be fostered 
through community engagement. 
 
 

When is Community Engagement Necessary?  

Although community engagement can be a positive experience for communities and 
organizations, it is not necessarily the best option. Before undertaking the lengthy 
process of engagement, the following questions and tips should be considered:  
 
Table 2: When is engagement necessary?  
 

Key questions Tips for good management 

 Are there opportunities for communities to 
influence decision-making? Is engagement 
necessary and/or appropriate?  

 What level of engagement is necessary 
and/or desirable? (See Fig 1 and Table 1.) 

 What resources exist to support the 
engagement?  

 How can the community itself have input 
into what engagement is appropriate?  

 When will there be enough engagement?  

 What transition strategy would suit a 
particular engagement strategy?  

Consider the situation from the community 
side:  

 What interest would people have in the 
issue? 

 What is being asked of them?  

 What information do they need?  

 Who might you talk to within the community 
to check community feelings and 
understanding?  

 Does the agency have the time, motivation 
and resources to fully complete an 
engagement exercise?  

 
Source: Queensland Government, “When is Engagement Necessary?” Engaging 
Queenslanders: Managing Community Engagement, accessed March 11, 2007, 
http://www.onlinelearning.qld.gov.au/materials/ce/online/ce/info/learning/guide/t2s3.htm 

 

                                                        
3
 Policy Research Initiative, Social Capital: A Tool for Public Policy (Ottawa: Government of Canada, 

2005).  
4
 P.G. Foster-Fishman, S. Pierce, and L. VanEgeren, “Who Participates and Why: Building a Process 

Model of Citizen Participation,” Health Educational Behavior 36, no.3 (2009):550-569.  
5
 Ibid.  
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How to do Community Engagement 

 
Successful community engagement involves some key steps:  
 

Step One:           
Prepare 

Identify and understand the territory to be explored through engagement 
with stakeholders.  

Step Two:  
Plan 

Set objectives and parameters of engagement, and identify and prioritize 
stakeholders with whom to engage.  

Step Three: 
Design 

Co-develop an engagement plan, including agenda and logistics, to meet 
engagement objectives. 

Step Four: Engage Successfully meet objectives through execution of the engagement plan 
with stakeholders. 

Step Five: 
Evaluate 

Assess the outcomes of engagement for all sides against specific 
objectives. 

Step Six:  
Apply 

Share learnings and integrate engagement outcomes appropriately into 
practices.  

 
Source: Altria Stakeholder Engagement Process Model, “Stakeholder Engagement Planning 
Overview,” (2003) Accessed March 24, 2012, 
www.forumstrategies.com/content/pdf/stakeholder_engagement.pdf 

 
I. Preparing and Planning  

The first two steps are essential to effective community engagement. This preparation 
and planning should involve:  

 Formation of project goals 

 Determining whether engagement is necessary or desirable 

 Formation of community engagement objectives 

 Community research 

 Formation of key communication messages 

 Managing risk 

 Evaluation planning 

 Planning transition and exit strategies. 
 
No two projects are identical; therefore replicating the processes of one project in 
another is discouraged. Rather, the best engagement processes are deliberately 
planned using the steps above, while maintaining a certain degree of flexibility. Most 
community engagement projects are not carefully planned, and do not have enough 
resources and time allotted. This often means that set objectives are not met. A poorly 
executed public engagement project can lead to further disillusionment, a decrease in 
future participation levels, apathy and disengagement. Therefore proper planning is 
critical. 
 
The community and the agency (that is undertaking the engagement) must both assess 
their capacity to engage.  “Community members will need to manage expectations, 
represent others, cope with engagement requests and opportunities from many different 

http://www.forumstrategies.com/content/pdf/stakeholder_engagement.pdf


sources, provide input with few resources, and manage emotion, power and self-
interest.”6 
 
Table 3: The capacity to engage  
 

Key questions 
 

Tips for good management 

 What are community and stakeholder 
expectations?  

 How do people prefer to be involved?  

 What are the engagement skills of staff and 
how can they be supported?  

 What potential conflicts are there?  

 What existing capacity do communities 
have and how can this be recognized?  

 Consider who has the best relationship 
with the community and work through 
them.  

 Consider the factors that must be in place 
for effective engagement in particular 
situations and the protocols, attitudes, 
organizations and relationships that 
already exist and expectations the 
community is likely to have.  

Source: Queensland Government, “When is Engagement Necessary,” Engaging 
Queenslanders: Managing Community Engagement, last updated March 11, 2007, 
http://www.onlinelearning.qld.gov.au/materials/ce/online/ce/info/learning/guide/t2s3.htm 

 
Community engagement projects designed to reach out to traditionally marginalized or 
underrepresented groups have the potential to disrupt community dynamics. It is 
important for community development practitioners and their organizations to be aware 
of these dynamics, and to develop their own skills, attitudes and capacity to coordinate 
and manage relationships effectively. Government and other institutions will often face a 
history of dissatisfaction from many communities. Community engagement often 
involves handling criticism, anger and lobbying from the public. Engagement managers 
must have considerable skills in communication, problem-solving, conflict resolution, 
facilitation and planning. Thus, education and capacity building for the public, as well as 
for practitioners and managers of engagement processes, is vital to positive 
experiences on all sides.  
 

II. Designing  
Planning and preparing will lead to the third step: designing an appropriate method of 
community engagement.  Depending on the issue and the needs of the community, 
different methods can be used. However, it is essential to plan, prepare, design and 
allocate resources effectively. It may also be necessary to plan for multiple engagement 
methods in order to reach a higher number of people (if that is a goal), or to meet the 
needs of different groups and seek different kinds of input. Relying on a single method 
often leads to poor results. 
 

                                                        
6 Queensland Government, “Engaging Queenslanders: Managing Community Engagement,” accessed 

March 24, 2012, http://www.onlinelearning.qld.gov.au/materials/ce/online/ce/info/learning/guide/t2s3.htm  
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The engagement techniques you can use will also depend on the human resources and 
volunteers that are available to undertake these processes (which you will have 
identified in the planning step above). For example, active participation and 
collaborative decision-making requires higher levels of facilitation and conflict resolution 
skills.  
 
Table 4: Choosing engagement methods 
 

Key questions Considerations 

 Will this method help us achieve our 
community engagement objectives? 

 Is support available from senior managers 
for this approach?  

 Do we have the skills required to deliver 
this method? 

 Is there an adequate budget in place to 
support this method?  

 Is there support from communities for this 
method?  

 Is there enough time to deliver good results 
with this method?  

 Are there resources available to write up 
the results of the process?  

 Have transition and exit strategies been put 
in place?  

 Community acceptance of the potential 
method, or an expectation that an 
innovative tool would be accepted once 
carefully explained.  

 Selection of this method(s) takes into 
account:  
o The history of engagement within the 

community 
o The community’s demographic, social 

and economic landscape  
o Literacy levels 
o Access to technology 
o Participation barriers 
o Community implications. 

 Opportunities to incorporate engagement 
action in natural situations where 
community members gather.  

 Support, debriefing and mentoring staff.  

 Quality of engagement. It is easy to think 
that the more people that are involved, the 
better. However, engagement activities 
need to consider community dynamics, 
incentives and barriers to diverse 
participation, and insights in community 
feedback.  

 Consider how engagement activities can 
be suited to families and be enjoyable and 
social, but still have decision-making 
legitimacy.  

 Consider online engagement and other 
processes that allow people to engage at a 
time and place that suits them.  

Source: Queensland Government, “Overview of Methods,” Engaging Queenslanders: 
Managing Community Engagement, accessed March 11, 2007, 
http://www.onlinelearning.qld.gov.au/materials/ce/online/ce/info/learning/guide/t4s1.htm#act1 
 

Tool #1 in the “Tools” section of this toolkit outlines a variety of methods that can be 
used; however, keep in mind that the most successful community engagement 
processes are often creative and respond to an identified need within the community.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.onlinelearning.qld.gov.au/materials/ce/online/ce/info/learning/guide/t4s1.htm#act1


III. Evaluation  
 
Evaluation and reporting are key components of a community engagement process. If 
you are undertaking a long-term public engagement process, on-going evaluation 
should be built in so you can re-evaluate the process to see if it’s meeting the project 
objectives.  

At the end of a public engagement process, a final evaluation is essential. Without this 
step, lessons learned cannot be understood and applied, and key questions cannot be 
answered. A final evaluation should address the following questions:  

 Did the engagement process meet its objectives? Did the desired outcomes 
occur?  

 Did the process meet the explicit and implicit needs/demands of the participants? 

 Was the level of participation appropriate to the context and type of participants?  

 Did the methods and techniques work as expected? Were they appropriate? 

 Did the level and range of responses from participants legitimize the exercise? 

 Were the costs reasonable and within budget? 

 How are the recommendations being dealt with?  

 Was there follow-up with the contributors? How is the information that they used 
being used? Will there be further steps? Opportunities for further engagement?  

 
Conclusion  

Community engagement is an essential process that allows the public to have a say in 
the different programs and policies that are implemented in their communities. It is also 
an important tool for organizations and governments that, in the long-term, helps to 
ensure that resources are spent effectively and meet the needs of the public. 
Community engagement, like any project or process, must be thoroughly planned, 
assessed and evaluated in order to maximize its success. Time and resources must be 
carefully considered within the context of the budget and scope of an organization. 
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About this Community Development Toolkit 

 

This community development toolkit was created by Raïsa Mirza, with editorial review by Kelly 
Vodden and Gail Collins.  The toolkit was created as part of a community-based research 
project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at Memorial University, Department 
of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – Community and Regional 
Planning and Development). The project was completed in partnership with the Central Region 
Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a ‘Community of Practice’ learning 
approach the project was intended to provide resources that introduce students and community 
development practitioners to several key community development and regional planning tools 
and concepts. The financial support provided by the Rural Secretariat-Executive Council is 
gratefully acknowledged and the assistance and support of Regional Partnership Planners 
Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged. 
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