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Defining community engagement 

Introduction 

In this lesson we – 

 clarify the language used to define community engagement 

 present some definitions of community engagement, and 

 what it is not, and also 

 present definitions of community 

 

Understanding the Language 

It’s really important to be clear about language because what we 

have noticed is that different terms are often used 

interchangeably but all actually describe the same thing. 

We often hear community engagement, public participation, 

stakeholder engagement and even consultation, all being used to 

describe the same situation.  

The interesting thing about this is that we think of consultation as 

a sub-set of community engagement so it is important for us to 

understand what people mean when this term is used. 

It can be a bit confusing, so don’t be afraid to clarify what people 

mean if you are unsure. Don’t assume that everyone uses the 

same words in the same way as you do. 

 

What is Community Engagement? 

Here are some definitions in common usage – 
• any process that involves the public in problem solving or decision making and uses public input 

to make decisions. 

• the process of working collaboratively with community groups to address issues that impact the 

well-being of those groups. 

• the process by which community benefit organizations and individuals build ongoing, 

permanent relationships for the purpose of applying a collective vision for the benefit of a 

community. 

• the process of working collaboratively with and through groups of people affiliated by 

geographic proximity, special interest, or similar situations to address issues affecting the well-

being of those people. 

 

“everyone needs to be singing off the 

same song sheet” 
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• community engagement encourages building 

trust and linking arms, while raising awareness 

and visibility. 

• people working collaboratively, through inspired 

action and learning, to create and realize bold 

visions for their common future. 

• the process of working with people with similar 

situations, special interests or geographic 

proximity to address issues affecting their quality 

of life.  
 

What these definitions are saying is that community engagement – 

 involves the public 

 is collaborative 

 is focussed on decision-making or problem-solving 

 is beneficial – builds relationships 

Community engagement is a behaviour. It’s part of an organisation’s culture – “the way we do 

things.”  

If engaging with the community is one of your organisation’s values then you will avoid the things 

that community engagement is not. 

 

What Community Engagement is Not! 

Community engagement is not – 

 an afterthought – something that suddenly surfaces at the last 

minute and needs to be done to comply with some law 

 PR or spin – condescending talking down to people like an adult 

addressing a child 

 One-way – its multi-directional – involves active listening as well as 

talking 

If it’s not genuine people work it out pretty quickly, become 

demotivated and don’t engage. 

 

What is a Community? 

Let’s take a moment to think about what we mean by “Community”. 

Here’s our definition -  

…any group of interdependent individuals or groups interacting with each 

other through relationships. 

This definition is wide.  A community can be just about any group or 

association of people. For example, a sports club, a community 

organisation, a work place or an entire district or city.  It all depends on 

the issue on hand. 
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Conclusion 

In this lesson we began our community engagement basics journey by discussing language and 

definitions.  Three key learnings from this lesson are that -  

 Language is important and needs to be aligned to avoid misunderstanding 

 Community engagement means –  

…any process that involves the public in problem solving or decision making and uses public 

input to make decisions. 

 A community is – 

… any group of interdependent individuals or groups interacting with each other through 

relationships 

Keep these things in mind as you progress through the course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


