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THE PURPOSE OF THIS GUIDE 

 

This guide has been written to help individuals and organisations connect more effectively when 

decisions to be made need the active involvement of people that impact on or are impacted by 

those decisions. 

 

There are three main sections in this guide. In the first section we establish a framework of 

understanding about community engagement that can be used as a point of reference for the 

development and implementation of an engagement plan. 

 

Section two focuses on legal compliance using the New Zealand public sector as an example. The 

legal requirements in other countries will differ but need to be understood to ensure that are 

incorporated into a good practice process.  

 

In section three we step through planning for engagement covering pre-engagement, developing 

and implementing an engagement plan and finally monitoring and evaluating the results. 
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UNDERSTANDING ENGAGEMENT 

 
Community or stakeholder engagement is increasingly becoming a significant part of the decision 

process. More and more public and private sector organisations now acknowledge that the 

involvement of people affected by decisions whether in a public policy or business context will result 

in better decisions and outcomes. 

 

WHAT IS COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

 

Engagement is the many ways that organisations, stakeholders and communities connect and 
interact in developing and implementing policies, programmes, services, products and projects. 

 

Engagement is an open and accountable process involving a wide variety of interactions, including 
information sharing, consultation and, to the extent appropriate, active participation regarding an 
organisation’s decision-making processes. 

 

Engagement is an integral part of how an organisation does its business. It is an inclusive process to 
ensure people have the opportunity to communicate with that organisation about decisions it makes 
that may impact on their lives. 
 

The definition of “community engagement” has been expressed in a number of different ways. Here 
are some of the definitions: 

 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 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. 

 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.  
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Common to all of these definitions is that community engagement: 

 involves the public 

 is collaborative 

 is focussed on: 
o decision-making or problem-solving 
o building relationships 
o building capacity 

 

A “community” is defined as any group of interdependent individuals or groups interacting with each 
other through relationships. 

 

WHY ENGAGE 

 
Benefits 

Potential benefits to participants include:  

 Networking opportunities,  

 Access to information and resources,  

 Personal recognition,  

 Skill enhancement, and  

 A sense of contribution and helpfulness in solving community problems. 

Community engagement creates potential by: 

 Focusing on social justice: It is through community engagement that community wisdom and 

science work in tandem to ensure a more balanced set of political, social, economic and cultural 

priorities, resulting in shared resources and shared power, thus leading to equity and social 

justice. 

 Helping shape services: Including a broad array of community residents from the beginning of a 

planning process will help shape services so they are culturally acceptable and more closely meet 

specific needs. 

 Helping build trust: Inviting leadership from community groups will help demonstrate that their 

participation is valued and that their views will be considered. This can help to build trust, 

increase communication and create openness to utilizing services. 

 Helping with outreach: More residents will feel involved with community activities and decisions 

and will be able to explain or interpret them positively to others. Spreading the word through this 

informal approach will improve outreach. 
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 Connecting people and resources: Community engagement efforts improve connections between 

individuals, community associations, businesses, and churches, which in turn creates greater 

community "buy-in." 

 Developing new leaders: Inviting community members and leaders of community groups into 

planning processes will help in the identification of champions and development of leaders who 

understand public health issues. 

 Creating an opportunity for critical reflection: Community engagement processes provide 

opportunities for cooperative, co-learning experiences, and critical reflection that benefits from 

community wisdom. 

Constraints 

There are a range of reasons given by decision-makers for not engaging, including: 

 The public’s capacity to engage. There is a perception amongst some decision-makers that the 

general public has limited relevant knowledge and therefore has little, if anything, worthwhile to 

contribute. This perpetuates the “it’s about me” and “I know best” attitude of some decision-

makers resulting in a reluctance to engage or consult. 

 Apathy. Poor attendance at publicly open meetings, low numbers of submissions on plans and 

low voter turnout are cited as evidence that the public is disinterested in civic affairs.  

 Selfish motivations. Participation is motivated by self-interest rather than the public good 

resulting in wasted resources (time and cost) with no positive contribution to decision-making 

 Problems with the processes. A common criticism is that processes are not representative, cost 

too much and take too long. They are seen as being tilted in favour of desired outcomes and do 

not address power imbalances and political considerations 

 Not representative. Because people participate for selfish reasons the public input is not 

representative of the affected community. Social status and the more vocal community tend to 

dominate resulting in the voices of minority groups and those disadvantaged not being heard. 

 Excessive costs and time. A common complaint is that community engagement processes take 

too long and cost too much 

 Power and politics dominate. Community engagement processes are renowned for being fraught 

by political and power struggles. Research suggests that those with the most influence in the 

process are the most supportive of it. It becomes more about winning than doing the right thing.  
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THE ENGAGEMENT MIND-SET 

 
Having the right organisational culture is essential for successful community engagement. If the 

mind-set is one that does not value public participation in decision-making then no matter how good 

the strategies and plans are, they are unlikely to deliver positive results. 

 

The most commonly used approach to engagement in New Zealand is what is referred to as the 

“Decide-Announce-Defend” model. Its focus is on consulting on the solution and none of the prior 

phases of a decision process. In this model the level of engagement never goes above “consult” and 

the consultation usually occurs at the point prior to the final decision being made. There is no 

engagement at any of the preceding stages. Diagrammatically the model looks like this: 

 

 
 

Successful community or stakeholder engagement starts as early as possible in the process. 

Enlightened organisations know that the key to a successful outcome is to ensure that people 

affected by the decision are involved in defining the problem to be solved right at the beginning and 

then are kept engaged throughout the process. 

 

This model referred to as the “Engage-Dialogue-Decide-Implement” model is shown below. Notice 

there is no “Defend” in this model. 

 

 

Unsurprisingly problem definition is one of the most critical parts of the decision process. There is 

little point in reaching a decision on a problem only to discover that the decision is of no use because 

the problem was ill-defined in the first place. This is why it is important to involve key stakeholders 

at the problem definition stage. They will know things unknown by the organisation’s “experts” that 
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will be vital to a successful outcome. Getting stakeholders on board at this early stage sets things up 

for a successful result 

 

To put this into context think of the circle below as containing all of the information needed to fully 

define a problem. The coloured segments and labels indicate the likely sources of the information. 

 

 

 

The “Engage-Dialogue-Decide-Implement” model requires a different way of thinking. The “Decide-

Announce-Defend” model assumes that all of the expertise needed to solve any problem can be 

provided either internally or contracted in. It is in effect a “we know best” model that concludes that 

the public can’t possibly contribute anything positive or useful in public decision-making.  

 

However, expertise by definition is very narrow. The experts working in or engaged by an 

organisation will never know enough to fully define a problem and this is why it is so important to 

include the affected community. This is particularly so in a public policy context. 

 

Most of us believe that valuable knowledge is concentrated in a very few hands. We assume that the 

key to solving problems or making good decisions is finding the one right person who will have the 

answer. But chasing the expert is a mistake. 

Research over the last 100 years, or so has shown that groups are remarkably intelligent and do not 

need to be dominated by exceptionally intelligent people in order to be smart. When our imperfect 

judgements are aggregated in the right way our collective intelligence is often excellent – the 

wisdom of crowds! 

Given the right conditions a crowd, i.e. the public, will always make a better decision than an expert 

or group of experts. The conditions that a group needs to be smart are: 

The Community 



 

Community and Stakeholder Engagement Good Practice Guide Page 9 of 33 

 Diversity 

 Independence 

 Decentralisation, and 

 Aggregation  

 

 

Diversity 

Diversity means having variety. It’s about including people from differing backgrounds. 

Diversity adds perspectives that would otherwise be absent because it removes the 
destructive characteristics of group decision-making. 

Diversity expands a group’s set of possible solutions and allows the group to 
conceptualise problems in novel ways. It also makes it easier for a group to make 
decisions based on facts, rather than on influence, authority, or group allegiance. 

Experiments conducted by Scott Page, a political scientist at the University of 
Michigan, showed that groups made up of smart and not-so-smart people did better 
than groups of smart people only. He concluded that you could do better by selecting 
groups randomly and letting them solve a problem than spending a lot of time finding 
smart people and letting them solve the problem. The point of Page’s experiments is 
that diversity is on its own, valuable so that the simple fact of making a group diverse 
makes it better at problem solving. 

 

Independence 

Human beings can be independent decision makers. Independence doesn’t mean isolation, but it 

does mean relative freedom from the influence of others. This is important because a group of 

people is far more likely to come up with a good decision if the people in the group are independent 

of each other.  

Independence is important to intelligent decisions because – 

 It keeps the mistakes that people make from being correlated, so that errors that people 

make don’t wreck the group’s collective judgement as long as they are not systematically 

pointing in the same direction 

 Independent individuals are more likely to have new information rather than the same old 

data everyone is familiar with 

 

Decentralisation 

Decentralisation means moving away from the centre or power base 

It implies that if you set a crowd of self-interested, independent people to work in a 
decentralised way on the same problem, instead of trying to direct their efforts from 
the centre, their collective solution is likely to be better than any other solution you 
could come up with. 

In terms of decision making and problem solving there are a couple of things about 
decentralisation that really matter: 

 It encourages specialisation which tends to make people more productive and 
efficient  
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 It increases the scope and diversity of the opinions and information in the 
system 

Decentralisation is also crucial to what has been described as tacit knowledge. 

Tacit knowledge is knowledge that can’t be easily summarised or conveyed to others 
because it is specific to a particular place, or job, or experience but is nonetheless 
tremendously valuable. 

Connected with this is the assumption that is at the heart of decentralisation, namely 
that the closer a person is to a problem, the more likely he or she is to have a good 
solution to it. 

Decentralisation’s great strength is that it encourages independence and specialisation 
on the one hand while still allowing people to coordinate their activities and solve 
difficult problems on the other. 

Its great weakness is that there is no guarantee that valuable information which is 
uncovered in one part of the system will find its way through the rest of the system. 
Sometimes valuable information never gets disseminated, making it less useful than it 
would otherwise be. 

Aggregation 

A decentralised system can only produce genuinely intelligent results if there is a 
means of aggregating the information of everyone in the system. 

Decentralisation and aggregation go together. 

There has to be a way to bring together the data collected through a decentralised 
process. Information only becomes of value when it can be collated in a way that is 
useful to decision-making. 
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WHAT DOES GOOD PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT LOOK LIKE 
 

 
 

 

Case Study: Sport Bay of Plenty GO4it Programme 

GO4it is a comprehensive fundamental skills programme that focuses on key skill sets that develop skills 

required to participate in sport and recreation for life.  

Sport Bay of Plenty acknowledged at an early stage the extent of community groups across the region 

interested in or involved with sport and recreation for primary-school-aged children. 

An engagement strategy was developed to identify the issues that were contributing to lack of participation in 

sports. 

Sport Bay of Plenty’s engagement programme involved two key stages. The first sought to identify issues and 

the second prioritised those issues. 

“Early on we had looked at where best this programme could be delivered. We decided that in schools was 

best and recognised that this meant working closely with teachers to develop their skills. 

“We also made use of advisory groups. These were largely comprised of people who knew what was needed 

for GO4it and less focused on individual sports. 

“These modules link to national programmes developed by other organisations. Building these partnering 

relationships with sports codes required some holistic thinking on our part. Some codes have limited coaching 

depth and skills training resources available, particularly at a regional or local level. That’s why some of the 

larger codes have been awarded service contracts. We have to align what we can deliver with a sport’s 

capabilities,” Nick Chambers says. 

The GO4it programme changed the way schools, sporting codes and related organisations across the Bay of 

Plenty region focus and deliver to children. 
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WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF INEFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT 

 

Case study: Newcastle City Council (New South Wales) Laman Street fig trees 

A storm in June 2007 led to the removal of four destabilised Hills Figs in Newcastle City’s Laman Street precinct 

and greatly increased the exposure of remaining 80-year-old trees in the street. Subsequent investigations for 

an Art Gallery redevelopment project apparently alerted the council to a number of issues with the Laman 

Street trees. These included increasing instability of the remaining trees and the need to construct large 

underground structures to accommodate the root spread of large avenue type plantings. 

Acting on the advice of its staff and their advisers, Newcastle City Council decided the fig trees must go. The 

community’s response to this decision was vociferous and emotional. This response was ignored by city 

councillors. 

In February 2012, after two years, almost $2million of ratepayers’ money and two unsuccessful attempts at 

felling the trees, the council started felling trees with the help of 60 police, many of whom were riot police. 

Laman Street was eventually cleared of the historic fig trees that had previously lined it. 

Heavily scarred, the city council has since decided that a renewed community engagement strategy will be a 

positive addition to how future projects of this type are planned. 
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LEVELS OF ENGAGEMENT  

 

 
 

Community engagement occurs across a spectrum at differing levels. The engagement spectrum is 
expressed in different ways, the most frequently referred to being the International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2) five-step model. However, common to all of the various spectra is that as 
you move along the spectrum (from left to right) the level of public impact increases through more 
active listening and greater inclusiveness resulting in increasing social capital and ultimately better 
decisions. 

 

 

 

Levels of Engagement 

Inform To provide the public with balanced and objective information to assist them 
to understand 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 the 
decision-making process 

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 

 

The community engagement process generally follows five phases: 

 Planning – crucial to sustainable decision-making 

 Strategy development – bringing together all of the planning elements, the road-map 

 Implementation of the strategy – action planning and implementation 

 Reporting – providing feedback to stakeholders and reporting to the council 

 Final evaluation – how well was the objective achieved? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Increasing level of public input 
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More information on the community engagement process is shown in the table below: 

Phase 1 2 3 4 5 

 Planning Strategy Implement Reporting Evaluation 

Step 1 Work with 
decision-makers 

Gather and 
record 
background 
information 

Develop action 
plan 

Collate and 
analyse 
information 

Compile final 
evaluation 
report 

Step 2 Clarify the 
decision to be 
made 

Define 
community 
engagement 
objectives 

Complete a task 
breakdown 

Prepare a 
feedback report 
for stakeholders 

Write final 
evaluation 
report 

Step 3 Identify key 
stakeholders 

Establish 
parameters 

Evaluate phase 
three 

Prepare a report 
for the council 

 

Step 4 Consider 
legislation 

Identify key 
issues/interests 
and responses 

 Implement final 
decision 

 

Step 5 Choose 
engagement 
level 

Choose tools  Evaluate phase 
four 

 

Step 6 Establish 
records 

Evaluate phase 
two 

   

Step 7 Establish 
evaluation 
measures 
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OECD PRINCIPLES 

 

 

In 2001, the OECD published a set of 10 guiding principles designed to help governments strengthen 

open and inclusive policy making as a means to improve policy performance and service delivery. 

These principles which have been widely cited and used in many OECD countries are shown in 

below: 

OECD guiding principles for open and inclusive policy making 
 
1. Commitment: Leadership and strong commitment to open and inclusive policy making is needed at all levels 
– politicians, senior managers and public officials. 

2. Rights: Citizens’ rights to information, consultation and public participation in policy making and service 
delivery must be firmly grounded in law or policy. Government obligations to respond to citizens must be 
clearly stated. Independent oversight arrangements are essential to enforcing these rights. 

3. Clarity: Objectives for, and limits to, information, consultation and public participation should be well 
defined from the outset. The roles and responsibilities of all parties must be clear. Government information 
should be complete, objective, reliable, relevant, and easy to find and understand. 

4. Time: Public engagement should be undertaken as early in the policy process as possible to allow a greater 
range of solutions and to raise the chances of successful implementation. Adequate time must be available for 
consultation and participation to be effective. 

5. Inclusion: All citizens should have equal opportunities and multiple channels to access information, be 
consulted and participate. Every reasonable effort should be made to engage with as wide a variety of people 
as possible. 

6. Resources: Adequate financial, human and technical resources are needed for effective public information, 
consultation and participation. Government officials must have access to appropriate skills, guidance and 
training as well as an organisational culture that supports both traditional and online tools. 

7. Co–ordination: Initiatives to inform consult and engage civil society should be coordinated within and across 
levels of government to ensure policy coherence, avoid duplication and reduce the risk of “consultation 
fatigue.” Co-ordination efforts should not stifle initiative and innovation but should leverage the power of 
knowledge networks and communities of practice within and beyond government. 

8. Accountability: Governments have an obligation to inform participants how they use inputs received 
through public consultation and participation. Measures to ensure that the policy making process is open, 
transparent and amenable to external scrutiny can help increase accountability of, and trust in, government. 

9. Evaluation: Governments need to evaluate their own performance. To do so effectively will require efforts 
to build the demand, capacity, culture and tools for evaluating public participation. 

10. Active citizenship: Societies benefit from dynamic civil society, and governments can facilitate access to 
information, encourage participation, raise awareness, strengthen citizens‟ civic education and skills, as well as 
to support capacity-building among civil society organisations. Governments need to explore new roles to 
effectively support autonomous problem-solving by citizens, CSOs and businesses. 
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To give a sense of how the OECD principles interact with differing levels of engagement the following 

table has been devised. Full integration doesn’t really occur until communities and stakeholders 

become involved in decision processes and at that stage the more positive and progressive 

characteristics of listening, negotiating and social capital development come into play. 

Depletes Social Capital Develops Social Capital 

 Increasing Level of Engagement 

 OECD Information Consultation Active Participation 

Dictate Market Advise Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower 

1 Commitment     √ √ √ √ 

2 Rights     √ √ √ √ 

3 Clarity √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

4 Time      √ √ √ 

5 Inclusion      √ √ √ 

6 Resources      √ √ √ 

7 Co-ordination      √ √ √ 

8 Accountability      √ √ √ 

9 Evaluation      √ √ √ 

10 Active citizenship      √ √ √ 

Non-Negotiable Negotiable 

Underlying Characteristic: Talking Underlying Characteristic: Listening 

 

 

OPEN GOVERNMENT 

The Open Government Partnership (OGP) is an international initiative launched in 2011 to provide 

an international platform for domestic reformers committed to making their governments more 

open, accountable, and responsive to citizens. Since then, OGP has grown from eight countries to 65 

participating countries. In all of these countries, government and civil society are working together 

to develop and implement ambitious open government reforms. 

In 2013 New Zealand government accepted an invitation to join the OGP. As part of its membership 

to the forum, New Zealand is are required to demonstrate how the government will implement 

transparency, accountability, technology and innovation and civil society participation in 

government. The New Zealand government is required to prepare an Action Plan of commitments 

that will demonstrate how it is working towards these OGP objectives. 

OGP Objectives 

1. Maintain high-level political leadership and commitment to OGP (top-down) 

2. Support and empower government reformers with technical expertise and inspiration (mid-

level) 

3. Foster more engagement in OGP by a diverse group of civil society actors (bottom-up) 

4. Ensure that participating countries are held accountable for making progress toward achieving 

their OGP commitments 

More information about the OGP can be found at http://www.opengovpartnership.org/ 
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STAKEHOLDERS 

 

A stakeholder is any group or individual that is related to a project, either because they impact on it, 
or are impacted by it. 

Stakeholder influence is the power which stakeholders have over a project – to control what 
decisions are made, facilitate its implementation, or which affects the project negatively.  

Importance indicates the priority given by you to satisfying stakeholders’ needs and interests 
through the project. 
 

 
 

Stakeholder interest could include: 

 What are the stakeholder’s expectations of the problem/issue? 

 What benefits are there likely to be for the stakeholders? 

 What resources will the stakeholder wish to commit (or avoid committing) to the project? 

 What other interests does the stakeholder have which may conflict with the project? 

Stakeholder analysis should cover the following steps: 

1. Identify people or groups having an impact or impacted by the project 

 Who are they? 

 What is their attitude to this project?  

 What is the relative importance of each stakeholder group? 

 How will the stakeholders mobilise in opposition or in favour to your project? 

2. Segment stakeholders according to relative importance and influence. Assess the stakeholders: 

 Attitudes; are they positive, negative, indifferent, undecided? 
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 Degree of effect; are they very affected by project, or less? 

 Type of effect; are they positively or negatively affected? 

 Interests; are they very interested, or less? 

 Degree of mobilisation; how strongly can stakeholder mobilize against or in favour of the 
project? 

3. Decide level of engagement for each project stage for each stakeholder group 

Stakeholder Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower 
A   √       
B √         
C       √   
D     √     
E     √     
F     √     

 

To help identify and classify stakeholders the following checklist may be helpful: 

 Have all people of organisations who have an interest in the problem or issue been listed? 

 Have all potential supporters and opponents of the project been identified? 

 Has gender analysis been used to identify different types of female/male stakeholders?  

 Have the interests of vulnerable groups been identified? 

 Are there any new stakeholders that are likely to emerge as a result of the project? 

 

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT STAKEHOLDERS 

 
‘Difficult’ is really an expression of difference. Behaviour is a symptom of unaddressed issues and 

unmet needs. 

A variety of terms have been used to describe different types of difficult behaviour including: 

 Passive Aggressive Stakeholders who avoid direct confrontation but are not satisfied that all 

relevant issues have been addressed 

 Disinterested stakeholders who ignore all opportunities to become involved and contribute 

their ideas and concerns 
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 Aggressive stakeholders who are highly confrontational, very aggressive and will engage in 

personal attacks to intimidate and dominate proceedings to push their own agenda 

 Indecisive stakeholders who, while not being confrontational or uncooperative, continually 

changes their minds and are very hard to get to make decisions. These are the 

procrastinators.  

Other terms used include name dropper, empire builder, vanisher, bosser and there are others. 

Stakeholder identification is an integral element of an engagement plan which should be prepared 

during the pre-engagement phase 

Tips for dealing with difficult stakeholders 

 Make sure that all affected stakeholders have been identified before the engagement 

process begins and that you know their engagement preferences 

 Engage early in the decision process and include stakeholders right from the start 

 Engage on both the problem and the solution and keep stakeholders connected throughout 

the entire process 

 Keep stakeholders fully informed by providing full information about the decision to be 

made, who will decide, the decision time frame, impacts and intended outcome(s) 

 Use engagement tools that fit your stakeholders’ preferences 

 Clearly identify what is in scope and what is out of scope 

 Identify communication channels and contacts that stakeholders can use to discuss ideas 

and concerns and contribute their input to the decision process 

 Have an engagement plan that identifies the levels of engagement to be used at each 

decision phase, by stakeholder group and ensure that stakeholders are advised  

 Close the loop by ensuring that stakeholders are advised of the decision(s) and how their 

input contributed 
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TOOLS 

 

Choosing the right tool or mix of tools depends on a number of things, including: 

 the issue 

 legislative and regulatory requirements 

 the objectives of the exercise 

 political sensitivities 

 whether a decision has already been made or not 

 the negotiables and non-negotiables (choices and options available) 

 available resources. 
 

Tips for using tools successfully 

1. Take engagement seriously – producing a lot of glossy brochures is not enough to strengthen 

relationships between you and your communities. Being successful is about planning information, 

consultation and active participation, setting goals, working together and evaluating whether the 

engagement achieved its goals. 

2. Start from the public’s perspective – consider the community and individual’s perspective first and 

treat them with respect. People are often reluctant to be involved and might mistrust you and your 

motives. Expectations are created when government gets people involved. By putting yourself in the 

other’s shoes you will realise that people’s time is a scarce resource and that it takes hard work to get 

people engaged. Having the right mix of information, consultation and active participation appropriate 

to your issue/project is important. Being open, interesting, friendly, honest and adaptable and 

demonstrating how people’s input is taken into account are hallmarks of good engagement. 

3. Deliver what is promised – keeping your word and building trust are essential. Conducting engagement 

for its own sake – just to be able to say people were involved – will backfire. This will make it more 

difficult to involve people in the future. Engagement tools must be used correctly and not as cosmetic 

actions or to defer difficult decisions. Be open about your negotiables and non-negotiables; only 

promise what you can deliver. Using the right tools for the task will help here. 

4. Watch the timing – stronger relationships between you and your communities need time to be built to 

show results. Information, consultation and active participation all take time. People need time to 

familiarise themselves with the issues, be involved and contribute to decisions that impact on their 

lives. Involving people too late can have negative impacts, while involving people earlier in decisions 

can achieve better outcomes with properly managed expectations. 

5. Be creative – there are no ready-made solutions to your challenges. Relationships between you and 

your communities are dynamic and ever changing. New stakeholders emerge. Engagement must be 

tailored to a specific situation and challenge. Be flexible, learn from others and identify new 

opportunities. Look at new tools and technologies and how these complement more traditional 

methods. 

6. Balance different interests – information, consultation and active participation can lead to broad 

accommodation of interests and broad consensus, but can also raise divergent views and many 
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questions. Learn how to balance these diverse views and input. Build and sustain relationships to foster 

understanding and clarify issues, provide opportunities for community and individual voices to be heard 

and share input with others. This gives consensus a chance. 

7. Be prepared for criticism – engagement is no guarantee against criticism and conflict, which are a 

normal part of democracy; so expect some conflict and pain. Remember if you invite people to say what 

they think, then do not be surprised if they end up doing exactly that. Be prepared to find out that their 

ideas and your ideas may not be the same. The goal of good engagement is to get input from citizens 

when your project has room for this, not a round of applause. Some community representatives (news 

media, interest groups, lobbyists) may use your engagement process to articulate their position and this 

can lead to conflict if not properly managed. Try not to leave unjustified criticism unanswered. Work 

towards constructive outcomes. 

8. Involve employees – be open and engage internally as well as externally. Use information, consultation 

and active participation as a mirror to ask how issues are dealt with internally. Employees’ input is 

important and practicing internally what is aimed for externally can lead to better decisions. An 

organisation with values through behaviours that build openness, transparency and involvement, will 

support strengthening relations with communities and individuals. 

9. Develop a coherent policy – strengthening relationships between you and your communities is a 

business policy and is a useful support for decision making and the process of democracy. However, it is 

not a substitute for you to make decisions, but complements formal institutions and processes of 

representative democracy. The way you carry out your engagement policy counts, including reporting 

on how decisions were made, who was responsible, who was engaged and how. 

10. Act now – prevention is better than cure. Be more proactive, use existing opportunities and involve 

people before decisions are made. Take a step-wise approach to the tools in this toolbox, learn from 

experience and make sure you use the right tool for the task at hand. 

11. Follow up – relationships with communities are ongoing and need to be based on trust and mutual 

respect. Relationships should not end when a particular engagement process does. People and 

individuals who participate in an engagement process should be informed of the process’s outcomes. 

This Tip relates to delivering the principles outlined in Tip 3. 
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Deciding which tool to use 

Set out below is a checklist of the key questions and options that will help with tool 

selection. 

 
Do you need to provide information? 

 
Newsletters, brochures, leaflets, 
press releases, letters 

 Public exhibitions 

 
News releases (mainstream and 
community-based papers) 

 
Radio advertisements and 
interviews (main stream and 
community-based stations) 

 Social networking media 

 Community events 

 Online communication 

 Exhibitions and displays 

 

Do you need a representative response? 

 Citizens’ panel 

 Sample surveys 

 Representative focus group 

 

Do you want to identify all issues and 

concerns? 

 Letters 

 Submissions 

 Telephone hotline 

 Online communication 

 Surveys 

 Public meetings 

 Search conference 

 Workshops 

 Community events 

 Open days 

Do you need to deal with a complex issue? 

 Information displays 

 Focus groups 

 Online forums 

 Surveys 

 Regular meetings 

 Road shows 

 Expert panel 

 Representative forums 

 

Do you need to get input from as many 

people as possible? 

 Public displays 

 
Newsletters with enclosed 
response forms 

 Free telephone hotline 

 Press releases 

 Online tools 

 Surveys (door-to-door) 

 Community events 

 
Citizens’ panel (for a 
representative group) 

 
Targeted postal surveys 
accompanied by a marketing 
campaign 

 Submissions 

 Seminars and forums  
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Do you need to include people who are 

often excluded and reach larger numbers? 

 
Advertising, news media, 
newsletters, brochures 

 Public displays and exhibitions 

 Online tools, including forums 

 Community events 

 Social networking media 

 Focus groups 

 
Meetings with existing groups 
and community and cultural 
leaders 

 
Involving other state agencies 
and levels of government 

 Involving community groups 

 Surveys 

 

Do you need to review or improve the 

service or test new approaches? 

 Focus groups 

 
Learning from employees on the 
ground 

 User/non-user surveys 

 Suggestion schemes 

 Stakeholder meetings 

 Employees feedback 

 Effective complaints system 

 

Do you need regular dialogue with the 

same people? 

 
Newsletters with a feedback 
mechanism 

 Social networking media 

 
Leaflets, press releases, radio 
advertisements 

 Exhibitions, displays 

Do you need to build relationships and 

involvement? 

 Letters 

 Social networking media 

 Meetings with key individuals 

 Community events 

 Open days 

 Advisory committee 

 Steering committee 

 

Do you need to deal with conflicts of 

interest? 

 Stakeholder meetings 

 Mediation 
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Do you want specific public inputs into your 

decision making? 

 Online tools, including forums 

 Exhibitions and displays 

 Submissions 

 Telephone hotlines 

 Surveys 

 Social networking media 

 Public meetings 

 Online tools, including forums 

 Search conferences 

 Expert panel 

 Workshops 

 Community events 

 Advisory committee 

 Steering committee 
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THE LEGAL CONTEXT 

 

 
 

In a New Zealand context within our local legislation there are many references to consultation. In 

most cases the requirement to consult is specific to a particular Government office holder or agency 

and where it is with the general public it is often discretionary and the legislation does not prescribe 

any process by which consultation should take place. The most comprehensive and prescriptive 

requirements appear to be in the new Zealand Local Government Act (LGA) which in sets out the 

circumstances under which councils must consult with the public and includes the special 

consultative procedure, principles of engagement and other requirements. 

This includes a requirement to: 

 establish and maintain processes to provide opportunities for Māori to contribute to decision-
making 

 consider ways to foster the development of Māori capacity to contribute 

 provide Māori with relevant information. 

These legal provisions apply not only to councils but also to the decisions of some government 

organisations e.g. establishment plans under the New Zealand Energy Companies Act. 

 

SPECIAL CONSULTATIVE PROCEDURE 

This process requires a (council) to: 

 prepare and adopt a statement of proposal and in some cases a summary of the statement of 
proposal which must: 

o be a fair representation of the statement of proposal 

o be in a form determined by the (council) 

o indicate where it is available 

o state the period it is open for public submission 

 make publicly available: 

o the statement of proposal 

o a description of how people will be able to present their views 

o a statement of the period the proposal is open for comment/submission 

 make the summary of proposal widely available 

 allow people to present their views to the ( council) ensuring that they have a reasonable 
opportunity to do so and know how and when this opportunity will be available to them 

 allow people to present their views by audio link or audio-visual link. 
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PRINCIPLES OF ENGAGEMENT 

Consultation must be carried out in accordance with principles which in summary are: 

 persons who will be affected by, or have an interest in, the decision or matter should: 

o be provided with reasonable access to relevant information in a manner and format that 
suits their needs 

o encouraged to present their views 

o given clear information concerning the purpose of the consultation and the scope of the 
decisions to be taken 

o given an opportunity to present their views to the local authority in a manner and format 
that suits them 

 views presented to a council must be received with an open mind and be given due consideration 
before any decision is made 

 persons who present views should have access to relevant decisions made by the (council). 

 

OTHER REQUIREMENTS 

Under the LGA, at the beginning a consultation process, (excluding use of the special consultative 
procedure or consultation for an annual plan) the following must be made publicly available: 

 the proposal and the reasons for the proposal 

 an analysis of options 

 a draft of any proposed plan, policy or other document 

 details of amendments to any existing plan, policy or other document 

 

There are also requirements for consultation documents which under certain circumstances must: 

 be presented in a concise and simple manner 

 not have attached any unnecessary information  

 identify and explain significant and important issues and choices and their consequences 

 state where members of the public may obtain information to substantiate statements in the 
consultation document 

 include a report from the Auditor-General on the quality of information and assumptions 
underlying information in the consultation document. 

 
From a New Zealand perspective, any good practice community engagement policy, strategy or 

practice must incorporate these legal requirements noting that successful community engagement 

goes beyond the minimal requirements of legal compliance. In other places legal requirements will 

differ from those in New Zealand. However, good practice community engagement will incorporate 

and go beyond minimal legal requirements. 
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PLANNING FOR COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

 

 

 

 

 

PLANNING TO ENGAGE (PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION PLAN) 

Clarify the decision to be made 

Problem definition is a critical step in the engagement process and needs to involve key 

stakeholders. This means getting stakeholder buy-in early and increases the likelihood of a successful 

outcome. 

 

When will the decision be made 

What is the time frame for this decision? Engagement should be ongoing throughout the decision 

process with stakeholder input likely at each stage. How long will each phase be and when will the 

final decision likely be made? 

 

Who will make the decision 

Clarify who the decision-maker will be; a council, committee; group; person 

 

Clarify legal requirements to consult 

Any applicable legislative requirements must be incorporated into the engagement plan 

 

Identify stakeholders – internal and external 

Stakeholders will be both internal and external to the organisation and their influence and 

importance will vary. It is important to ensure that none are missed. 

 

Determine levels of engagement 

Stakeholder interest and importance will determine the levels of engagement to be used. This will 

vary from stakeholder to stakeholder. 

 

DEVELOPING AN ENGAGEMENT PLAN 

 

 
Community engagement activities work best when they are integrated into an overarching business 

plan, project plan, business continuity strategy or risk management plan. This is because the needs 

of the overarching plan and particularly its success objectives should be aligned with everything that 

has to be said about that plan. 

 

Planning to 

Engage 

Developing an 

Engagement Plan 

Implementing the 

Engagement Plan 

Evaluating the 

Results 
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All projects and issues have a life cycle: they have a beginning, middle and end. The different stages 

of a project have different needs and require different skills. A community engagement plan is no 

different, other than its start date will be before the actual project’s start date (to elicit community 

feedback or support), and its end date will generally extend beyond the project’s end date as any 

consequential issues are dealt with. 

 

An engagement plan needs to clearly identify: 

 The issue and its objectives 

 What success will look like 

 What time constraints there may be 

 What financial and people constraints there may be 

 Any critical dates and times in the life of the plan 

 Any related plans or strategies that need to be included or considered 

 What barriers or hurdles there may be 

 What behaviours may need to change 

 Who the key participants are 

 Who the target audiences are 

 The engagement tools to be used 

 How stakeholders will be kept involved and up to date with progress throughout the engagement 

process 

 

The issue and its objectives 

Being clear on an issue is always a good place to start. This will help shape thinking about what is 

really relevant and what may be a distraction or “nice to have” rather than an essential outcome. 

 

What success will look like 

Visioning what the future should look like when the destination is reached is always useful. This 

helps provide a clear rationale for people working on the project team and also for people who may 

be affected by the project (see “Measuring success” below). 

 

Time constraints 

Work stretches to fit the time available to complete it. Being aware of time constraints helps 

prioritise tasks and the approvals process for all of the project’s components. 

 

Financial and people constraints 

Money and people resources are similar to time resources, particularly when it comes to identifying 

priorities, and what’s possible and what isn’t. 

 

Critical dates and times 

As well as the final completion date there may be other project stages that have critical dates (e.g. 

board meetings for approvals, public holidays, major events) 

 

Related plans or strategies 

Organisations generally have lots of plans. These could include statutory documents (e.g. Annual 

Reports, Prospectuses, company articles, employment agreements, marketing strategies, Resource 

Management Act related strategies and plans) 
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Barriers or hurdles 

As well as thinking about obvious risks and issues (e.g. disgruntled staff or suppliers) also brainstorm 

about Murphy’s Law issues that could arise. Sometimes barriers or hurdles can be avoided with good 

planning. At other times they just need to be encountered head on. The engagement strategy should 

plan for the consequences of that. Even if a strategy delivers its success measures, there may still be 

consequences involving affected parties that need to be dealt with afterwards. These should be 

identified and planned for (e.g. it’s always useful to pre-think media holding statements about what 

should be said if something goes wrong at any stage of a project, whether or not a statement had 

been planned at that time). 

 

Behaviours that may need to change 

Community engagement plans involve getting people to either think or do something different to 

what they may have done previously. The extent of this change will shape the level of resistance or 

persuasion that may be needed.  

 

Key participants 

Who are the key players and decision-makers inside the organisation? Are there external players 

(e.g. lawyers, contractors, suppliers)? 

 

Target audiences 

Identifying target audiences generally helps decide on the channels that need to be used to reach 

them and the importance that news media may play. 

 

Engagement tools 

Select tools appropriate to the stage and relative significance of the project/decision and that reflect 

stakeholder preferences. 

 

Connected stakeholders 

If the engagement process is lengthy then it is easy for stakeholders to become disconnected 

resulting in problems late in the decision process. It is important to ensure that there are ways to 

keep people engaged throughout the process and that stakeholders know what these are. 
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IMPLEMENTING AN ENGAGEMENT PLAN 

 
 Prepare an action plan setting out all of the tasks that need to be completed to implement the 

engagement plan 

 Against each task allocate resources – who, when, where, what 

 Delegate someone to coordinate the plan, monitor progress and keep things on track 

 

EVALUATING RESULTS AND REPORTING  

 
After each engagement stage close the engagement loop by reporting back to stakeholders on the 

data collected, how it will be used and what will happen next. When all of the engagement stages 

have been completed and a final decision made a report should be prepared and made available to 

stakeholders showing: 

 what data was contributed 

  how it contributed to the decision process 

 What the final decision was 

  The reasons for not accepting or acting on some of the stakeholder input received 

 What happens next – project implementation 
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ABOUT ENGAGEMENTWORKS LIMITED 

 

Established in March 2013, Engagementworks Limited is a New Zealand based business specialising 

in community engagement consultancy, services provision and training. 

 

Our mission is through training and support, to enable organisations to have the knowledge and 

skills to connect effectively with their communities and stakeholders in an environment of 

inclusiveness grounded on mutual understanding and respect. 

 

Directors Don Day and Brett Sangster have careers spanning many years in a variety of roles, 

including local government.  

 

Information about us and our services may be viewed on our website at 

www.engagementworks.co.nz  
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