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Levels of Engagement 

Introduction 

In this lesson we cover – 

 levels of engagement; and the 

 engagement spectrum and its various forms 

 

The Engagement Spectrum 

Before we get into detail about the spectrum we need to explain that there are many forms of 

spectrum using a variety of levels and language to describe each step. 

You can see from the following examples what I am talking about. In many cases organisations have 

developed spectrums to suit their own specific need or approach to engaging their stakeholders and 

communities. 

Example 1 

 

Example 2 
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Example 3 

 

Source: Ready Reference Engagement Guide 
Good Practice Participate – NZ Government 
 

Example 4 

 

Source: Australian Government  
Dept. Health & Ageing 
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The following spectrum has been created by the Institute for Public Participation or IAP2 which you 

may have heard of. It is the spectrum most commonly referred to in Australasia. 

For each level there is a goal and a promise to the public.  

In the table we have also included examples of tools that could be appropriate but bear in mind that 

there is flexibility with tools and you could easily use different choices that suit your situation. 

 

 

Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower 
Public Participation 

Goal 
Public Participation 

Goal 
Public Participation 

Goal 
Public Participation 

Goal 
Public 

Participation 

Goal 

To provide the public 

with balanced and 

objective information 

to assist them in 

understanding the 

problems, 

alternatives, 

opportunities and/or 

solutions 

To obtain public 

feedback on 

analysis, 

alternatives and/or 

decisions 

To work directly with 

the public throughout 

the process to ensure 

that public concerns 

and aspirations are 

consistently 

understood and 

considered. 

To partner with the 

public in each 

aspect of the 

decision including 

the development 

of alternatives and 

the identification 

of the preferred 

solution 

To place final 

decision 

development 

in the hands 

of the public 

Promise to the Public Promise to the 

Public 
Promise to the Public Promise to the 

Public 
Promise to the 

Public 

We will keep you 

informed 
We will keep you 

informed, listen to 

and acknowledge 

concerns and 

provide feed-back 

on how public 

input influenced 

the decision 

We will work with you 

to ensure that your 

concerns and 

aspirations are directly 

reflected in the 

alternatives developed 

and provide feed-back 

on how public input 

influenced the 

decision. 

We will look to you 

for direct advice 

and innovation in 

formulating 

solutions and 

incorporate your 

advice and 

recommendations 

into the decisions 

to the maximum 

extent possible 

We will 

confirm your 

recommended 

decision and 

implement 

what you 

decide 

Example Tools Example Tools Example Tools Example Tools Example Tools 

Fact sheets 
Web sites 
Open houses 

Public comment 
Focus groups 
Surveys 
Public meetings 

Workshops 
Deliberate polling 

Citizen Advisory 

Committees 
Consensus building 
Participatory 

decision-making 

Citizen juries 
Ballots 
Delegated 

decisions 

 

 



Copyright ©2014 Engagementworks Ltd.  All rights reserved.  No part of this ebook may be used or reproduced without permission from Engagementworks 

 

 

Before we go through each level of the IAP2 version to get a sense of how it works in practice, there 

are a couple of points we need to make: 

 the spectrum is a continuum and not a hierarchy which is why it moves horizontally across the 

page from left to right.  It would be drawn differently if it was a hierarchy, probably vertically. 

 the spectrum is a framework with increasing levels of public influence as you move from left to 

right 

 the appropriate level for any specific decision needs to be negotiated with stakeholders at the 

start of the decision process. 

 Different levels can apply at different stages of a project life-cycle and to different stakeholder 

groups depending on their interest and influence. 

 Levels, once determined, are not set in stone and may be changed if it becomes apparent  that 

the level selected is inappropriate, for whatever reason 

 The selection of the level is made before any final decision is made. 

 

The first level is to inform. 

The Inform level simply offers to provide information throughout a process about work being 

undertaken leading up to a decision being made. The promise is simply keeping people informed – 

some would say it is about helping people to understand.  

There is no active role for the public.  

It could be used, for example, where other levels have been used that have built positive 

relationships and it now only remains to tell everyone what the outcome was – a bit like reporting 

back. 

There could also be situations where for compliance reasons an organisation is unable to engage any 

more than telling people what has happened and the decision it has had to make. 

 

The second level is consult 

The Consult level is about putting forward options or a proposal for 

which feedback is sought. The promise is to listen to the community of 

interest’s feedback, to carefully consider, then make decisions and 

finally explain how this feedback has been taken into account. 

This is the level most commonly used in NZ and often causes outrage 

and controversy because it doesn’t involve any public input to defining 

the problem and consequently can miss important considerations from 

the public’s perspective. 

We will cover problem definition in a later video. 

Surveys, focus groups, public meetings and formal submissions are tools 

often used to consult. 
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Involve is the third level of engagement and its goal is to work 

directly with stakeholders to ensure their concerns and aspirations 

are heard and considered in the development of options and their 

evaluation. 

The promise is to work with people and throughout the decision 

process including defining the problem, developing and evaluating 

options. The public is kept engaged in an ongoing conversation 

throughout the decision process. 

This doesn’t mean that everyone will agree with the final decision but will have had their concerns 

and aspirations heard, considered, debated and received reasons for them not being included in the 

final decision. 

This builds understanding and respect and ensures ongoing public involvement in future decision 

processes. 

Tools used for this level include workshops and deliberate polling. 

 

The fourth level is collaborate. 

Here we are talking about partnership, working together to develop 

alternatives and identify the preferred solution. 

So even though the organisation makes the final decision still it is 

walking side-by-side with its public effectively confirming the result of 

the partnership approach. 

In collaboration the types of tools include committees and participatory 

decision-making. Typically tools that bring people together on an equal 

basis will apply at this level. 

 

And finally we come to empower 

This is a biggie because the goal is to place final decision-making with 

the public. 

It’s a bit like saying here is the problem public. Tell us your 

recommended solution and we will confirm what you decide. 

A number of organisations don’t include this step on their spectrum. 

The reason for this is that they say that to adopt this approach would 

be contracting out of a legal obligation which they simply can’t do. 

Citizen juries, ballots and delegations are tools that could be used for this level. 

 

One thing you may have noticed as we examined the different levels of engagement is that as we 

moved along the spectrum the level of engagement or inclusiveness with the community increased. 

What this means is that the organisation moves from talking to listening and builds more social 

capital. 

I often refer to this as moving from inside-out communications to outside-in. 
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Conclusion 

In this lesson we have examined levels of engagement and that – 

 When planning to engage you need to decide for each decision or project phase and for each 

different stakeholder group what level(s) of engagement is to be used. 

 While there are different ways of defining the levels, one commonly used spectrum is the IAP2 

one moving from inform to consult, involve, collaborate and finally empower 

 At each level there is a different goal, promise and toolset 

 As you move across the spectrum the level of engagement increases and becomes more 

inclusive. 

 

 
 

 

 


