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We’ll Talk About… 

• Defining engagement and why it matters 

• Guiding principles and keys to success 

• Engagement types and goals  

• Key concepts and strategies for improving 
processes and outcomes 

• Engagement tools 

• A brief overview of PSU’s Engagement 
Toolbox  

 
 



COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND 
WHY IT MATTERS 



The Curious Case of the 21st Century 
Citizen 

• Confident, frustrated, connected, and lonely 

– Public problem-solvers – who distrust the official public 
problem-solvers 

– Civil in private – but not in public 

– Connected – and lonely 

– More educated, but more skeptical, with more capacity, 
but less time 

• What do citizens want?  

– Problem Solving, Civility, and Community   

 

 

Source: Public Participation in the 21st Century, Nabatchi and Leighner, Wiley Press, 2015  
 



The Changing Nature of Our Work 
Traditional/Modern Approach  Post- Modern/Information Age 

Problem focused Solution seeking  

Expert initiated Community-based 

One size fits all  Develops specific place-specify solutions 
that emerge from community  

Solutions generally come from outside 
the community  

Solutions come primarily from within 
community in partnership with external  
partners  

Focus on financial and built capital Focus on cultural, human, and social capital  
 

Importance of knowledge/expertise Importance of knowledge management and 
community learning  

Adapted from: Building the Case for Engagement, Chazdon, Jakes, Whitmer,  & Simon-Leuci, CDS , 2015  



Defining Community Engagement… 

An integrated, proactive, relationship-building 
approach to community participation and 

decision-making 

• More than a communications plan 

• More than public relations 

• At its best goes beyond simply getting input from 
clients or constituents 

• Often called ‘public participation’ or ‘civic 
engagement’ 

 



Why Strive for Effective Community 
Engagement? 

• Builds local networks and relationships  

• Identifies concerns and underlying values 

• Increases trust in organizations and local 
governance  

• Leverages assets and resources 

• Increases long-term participation 

• Improves and informs decision making 

• Can help get ahead of conflict and controversy  

 

 



Citizens Are ‘Engaged’ When They Play 
An Effective Role In… 

• Community learning 

• Relationship and trust building  

• Priority-setting  

• Decision-making 

• Implementation  

• Evaluation  
Source:  Adapted from Developing Effective Citizen Engagement, 2008  
Center for Rural Pennsylvania and Penn State Extension  



Community Engagement 
Practice…. 
• There really is no 

singular ‘engagement 
model’ that fits all or 
even most 
circumstances 

• Experience and 
evidence-based 
approaches offer the 
strongest foundation 
for success 

 



Core Principles for Engagement  
• Careful planning and preparation 

• Inclusion and demographic diversity 

• Collaboration and shared purpose 

• Openness and learning 

• Transparency and trust 

• Impact and action 

• Sustained engagement and participatory 
culture 

Source: NCCD 2010, Resource Guide on Public Engagement 



Effective Engagement… 

• Is sensitive to community context – in both 
process and strategies  

• Requires letting go of some of the traditional 
reins of power 

• Trusts that citizens, and partner organizations, 
agencies, or governments can and will 
effectively engage in the issues  

• Builds effective and genuine partnerships 



Trust Matters  

• You can’t have effective engagement without it!   

• Is a critical element in long-term success and 
participation 

• Fostering and building it doesn’t just happen – it 
takes thoughtful and purposeful approaches  

• We’re in a volatile era of diminishing trust - 
everywhere 

 



Trend Drivers… 
• Perceptions of bias 

• Limited engagement with understanding of 
process 

• Political polarization 

• Violated expectations 

• Persistence of ‘wicked issues’ 

• Increased distance between  

 professionals & citizens 

• Speed and ‘balkinization’ of information 
sources (social media) 

Adapted from: Kettering  ‘Connections’, 2008 



Alignment – Ensuring Integrity and 
Consistency  
• Effective engagement often requires both 

internal and external alignment of: 

– Goals and outcomes 

– Policies and procedure 

– Processes, expectations and strategies 

– Communications  



What is “Good” Participation? 
• Good participation means treating people like adults  

• Give them respect, recognition, and responsibility by 

– Providing factual information 

– Using sound group process techniques 

– Giving people a chance to tell their story 

– Providing choices 

– Giving people a sense of political legitimacy 

– Supporting people to take action 

– Making participation enjoyable 

– Making participation easy and convenient 

Source: Public Participation in the 21st Century, Nabatchi and Leighner, Wiley Press, 2015  



Ten Key Competencies for Engaging 
Citizens  

1. Building coalitions and networks 

2. Recruiting participants 

3. Communicating about participation 

4. Managing conflict 

5. Providing information and options 

6. Managing discussions 

7. Helping participants generate ideas 

8. Helping participants make group decisions 

9. Supporting action efforts 

10. Evaluating participation 
Source: Public Participation in the 21st 
Century, Nabatchi and Leighner, Wiley 
Press, 2015  



Developing Solutions  

• Substance – the ‘what’ 
of the issue 

• Relationships – existing 
or fostered over the 
course of the 
negotiation 

• Process – the 
preparation, 
conducting, and follow 
through 

Process 

Relation-
ships  

Substance  



Integrating and Respecting of All 
Knowledge Types  
   
• Local knowledge 

• Historical knowledge 

• Managerial, legal and   
 regulatory  knowledge  

• Institutional knowledge 

• Scientific knowledge  



Predicting Successful Outcomes 

• Environment –  leadership  support, community context 

• Organization characteristics  - limited bureaucratic 
requirements and hierarchal authority 

• Involvement mechanisms – appropriate to context, 
multiple methods 

• Participant characteristics and competence 

In Yang and Pandey (2011) multiple methods, participant competence, elected official 
support, red tape, hierarchal authority and transformation leadership were significant 
predictors. Community and government structure were not.   
 
Adapted from: Yang and Pandey, Further Dissecting the Black Box of Citizen Participation: 
When Does Citizen Involvement Lead to Good Outcomes? Public Administration Review. Nov-
Dec., 2011 



Getting Them to Come Back… 
Participant Expectations  

• Cost-benefit 

• Information 

• Time  

• Dialogue 

• Knowledge 

• Outcome 

Adapted from: Mannarini & Talo (2013) Evaluating Public Participation,  
Community Development, 44:2  



Problem Types  
• Type I – the problem and the solution are 

known and clearly understood 

• Type II – the problem is generally understood 
but solution remains to be determined 

• Type III –neither the problem nor the 
solutions are identified or understood 
 

What types of problems are you seeking to 
address and how might this affect your 

engagement efforts?  



Critical Considerations  

• What are your engagement intentions?  

– Engagement according to whom and how? Organizers and 
the public may not always agree on what constitutes 
successful PP 

• What is the purpose of your engagement efforts?  

– Addressing a particular project, issue, or proposal – or -  

– Creating an ‘engaged organization’ over the long-term 
and across issues or projects 

• How do these things influence your engagement 
strategies, or goals? 

 



ENGAGEMENT TYPES AND GOALS 
Drilling Down… 



Debate, Dialogue, & Deliberation 

Discovering Common Ground: Missouri Communities Deliberate 
Community Development, University of Missouri Outreach and Extension 

Debate  Dialogue Deliberation  

Compete Exchange Weigh 

Argue Discuss Choose 

Promote option Builds relationships Makes choices 

Seek majority Understand  Seek overlap 

Persuade  Seek understanding  Seek common ground 

Dig in Reach across Framed to make choices 

Tight structure Loose structure  Flexible structure 

Usually fast Usually slow Usually slow 

Win/lose No decision Common ground  

Community division Enhanced trust Legitimacy and buy-in 



Defining Public Participation and 
Exploring in its Modern Forms 

• Direct Participation: people (the public) are 
personally involved and actively engaged in 
providing input, making decisions, and 
solving problems 

– Thick Participation 

– Thin Participation 

– Conventional Participation  

Source: Public Participation in the 21st Century, 
Nabatchi and Leighner, Wiley Press, 2015  



Conventional Participation 
• Offers individuals the chance to submit complaints and 

sometimes briefly address public officials in face-to-face 
settings 

– The oldest and most common form of direct participation, 
but also often the least liked 

– Developed to uphold order, accountability, and 
transparency by providing citizens with checks on 
government power 

– Often (but not always) mandated and prescribed by law 

– Often reliant on procedural conventions, such as Robert's 
Rules of Order 

Source: Public Participation in the 21st Century, Nabatchi and Leighner, Wiley Press, 2015  



Examples of Conventional Participation 

• Notice and Comment Periods 

• Public Meetings / Town Hall Meetings 

• Public Hearings 

• Advisory Committees or Commissions 

• And many other participation opportunities 
provided by public bodies, including 

 

 

 School Boards, Planning & Zoning Commissions, 
City Councils, Congressional Representatives, and 
Government Agencies  



Conventional Participation:  
Common Characteristics 

• Advance notification through announcements on bulletin 
boards, websites, or in newspapers 

• Audience-style room setup with decisions makers behind a 
table (often on a dais) and participants in rows of chairs 

• Preset (and strictly followed) agenda that defines discussion 
topics. Often, issues not on the agenda cannot be raised 

• Public comments segments where people have 2-3 minutes 
at an open microphone. Individuals must either sign up or 
wait in line to speak. Sometimes law forbids officials to 
respond to comments 



Why Does Conventional 
Participation Cause Problems? 

• Both citizens and public officials are frustrated by 
conventional participation opportunities.  

• Why? Because conventional participation is often “bad” 
participation. 

– Conventional participation can harm citizens, 
administrators and public officials,  and policy and 
governance.  



Thin Participation 
• Enables individuals (often in large numbers) to 

express their ideas, opinions, or concerns in a few 
moments of time 

– The fastest, easiest and most convenient form of 
direct participation, but doesn’t always require 
people to absorb information or listen to others 

– Focus is on empowering individuals 

– Can occur face-to-face, online, or by telephone 

 
 Source: Public Participation in the 21st Century, Nabatchi and Leighner, Wiley Press, 2015  



Examples of Thin Participation 

Face-to-Face or Telephone 

 Surveys  

 Petitions 

 Polls 

 Open Houses 

 Booths at Fairs and Festivals 

 Telephone Hotlines (e.g., “311”)  

 

 



Thick Participation 
• Enables larges numbers of people, working in small 

groups (usually 5-15 per group) to learn, decide, and 
act 

– The most meaningful and powerful form of direct 
participation, but also the most intensive and time-
consuming, and least common  

– Focus is on empowering the small group 

– Uses deliberation, dialogue, and other forms of 
meaningful discussion 

 
 



Thick Participation:  
Common Characteristics 

• Proactive, network-based recruitment to attract a 
diverse, critical mass 

• Small-group facilitation to guide discussions 

• A discussion sequence that moves from sharing 
experiences to considering views and choices to defining 
goals and potential actions 

• Issue framing that describes the main views and options 
and information sharing 

• An action strategy that capitalizes on the input and 
energy generated through the process 



Examples of Thick Participation 
Face-to-Face Processes 

 

 

 

 

Online Platforms and Tools 

 21st Century Town Meetings  

 Appreciative Inquiry 

 Citizen Assemblies 

 Citizen Juries 

 National Issues Forums 

 Open Space 

 Participatory Budgeting 

 Planning Charrettes 

 Serious Games 

 Study Circles 

 Sustained Dialogue 

 World Café 

 Common Ground for Action 

 Dialogue App 

 EngagementHQ 

 MetroQuest 

 Zilino 



Strengths and Weaknesses  
Type  Strengths  Weaknesses  

Conventional  Easy, what many are 
comfortable with 

Little participation, doesn’t build trust, little 
opportunity for dialogue or deliberation, 
doesn’t meet growing expectations, creates 
distance between residents and decision 
makers  

Thin  Not overly time intensive, 
can provide easy 
opportunity to  gather 
input/perspectives, 
applicable to a broad range 
of issues and programs  

Doesn’t allow for  co-learning, deliberation, 
or policy choice work, takes preparation, 
planning and at least some skill 
development  

Thick  Allows for deep  
collaboration and 
empowerment, builds trust 
and relationships  

Time intensive, requires  new skill 
development and careful planning, not 
applicable for all issues or organizations 



Empower 

Collaborate  

Participatory Problem Solving  

Involve  

Consult  

Inform 

Awareness  Collaboration  
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Tools to Meet Your Goals  
Goals  Example Tools  Participation Type  

Inform Fact sheets, website, news releases, media 
etc. 

Conventional 

Consult Public comment, focus groups, surveys, 
public meetings , open houses , lots of on-
line options, etc. 

Conventional/Thin 

Involve Workshops, deliberative polling, etc. Thin 

Collaborate  Citizen advisory committees, consensus 
building, participatory decision making, 
National Issues Forums, participatory 
budgeting, etc. 

Thick  

Empower Citizen juries, ballot initiatives, delegated 
decisions, etc. 

Thick 

Adapted from IAP2 Spectrum and Public Participation in the 21st Century  



IMPROVING ENGAGEMENT 
PROCESSES AND OUTCOMES 



The Critical Elements  
 

 

 

Effective Planning and Preparation  

Effective Facilitation and Participation  

Increased Trust and Knowledge  

Enhanced – Participation, Decision Making, 
Involvement, Commitment , Support  and Outcomes 



Success Means Ensuring… 

• Consensus around goals and intended outcomes 

• Commitment to responsiveness and effective 
communication 

• Process design and implementation are consistent 
with outcomes and goals  

• Integrity to process and promise 

• Paying attention to motivations for participation and 
differing values 

• Learning (and modeling) the art of good practice 

 

 



Goals - Clarity & Communication!!   

• Be clear and open about the purposes of 
convening  

• Communicate these goals in clear and 
unambiguous terms 

• Anticipate the sources of the ‘messiness’  you 
hope work through 

• Ensure integrity - set (and communicate) 
realistic goals for the process – and meet them 



Building an Engagement Plan 
• Define and frame the issue  

• Identify the purpose(s) and degree of citizen engagement  

• Create an engagement team, committee, or task force 

• Identify all your stakeholders  

– Who is affected by, and who can affect the outcome? 

• Identify tools and processes consistent with goals 

• Develop a plan for recruiting and retaining participants  

• Create a positive environment for citizen engagement  

• Develop evaluation criteria and decide next steps  

• Develop on-going communication plan 

 



COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
TOOLBOX  

Brief Overview  



http://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox 

http://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox
http://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox
http://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox
http://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox


ENHANCING ENGAGEMENT IN 
ADDRESSING COMMUNITY ISSUES 
AND PROJECTS  

Examples and Discussion  



In Summary… 
• Trust and relationships matters  

• Effective engagement is multi-faceted, variable, and driven by 
community context 

• Careful planning matters – with a commitment to responsiveness, 
reciprocity, and effective communication 

• Process design and implementation must be consistent with 
outcomes and goals  

• Solid information is essential 

• Build your facilitation and process ‘toolbox’  

• Evaluating and assessing your outcomes and processes is critical 

• It takes TIME & RESOURCES! 
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