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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the Alberta Urban Municipalities Association and the Alberta
Association of Municipal District and Counties Citizen Engagement Toolkit.  

The purpose of this toolkit is to provide you, whether an elected official or member of
municipal administration, some helpful and practical advice and tools to support effective
citizen engagement.  It has been developed to have application for Alberta municipalities
of all sizes and in regard for differences in geographic locations and demographics.  As you
make your way through the toolkit, consider the content and resources to be a guide to
your citizen engagement opportunities; customize the application of the toolkit to fit the
needs of your municipality.

Citizen engagement provides municipalities a means to incorporate citizen values,
interests, needs and desires into their decision-making processes and decisions.  It
improves municipal decision-making by bringing all perspectives to the table. 

While there are risks associated with citizen engagement, it can be extremely beneficial
with some thoughtful and careful planning.  This toolkit includes helpful best practices to
give you good food for thought as you consider how best to engage with your citizens; it
also provides all the relevant templates to design and plan engagement activities, move
you to action and then evaluate your progress.  No two elected officials or municipalities
needs are the same, which makes it critical to invest in your own approach – one that is
designed for your unique context.

This toolkit is laid out in four sections, each designed with a specific purpose.

Section 1 will deliver the benefits and opportunities associated with
citizen engagement. 

It will open with a brief history of citizen engagement and explain its importance to
municipal governance as well as its connection to community development. It will describe
the relationship between citizen engagement and democracy as well as the influence of
technology on the practice.  

Section 2 will emphasize the necessary elements to mitigate risk and
prepare for successful citizen engagement activities.   

It will outline municipal engagement requirements as they relate to the Municipal
Government Act as well as the role of a citizen engagement framework and policy in
supporting municipal-led citizen engagement projects. It will introduce risks and concerns
related to the implementation of citizen engagement, as well as how to connect
appropriate citizen engagement techniques with municipal decision-making. It will shine a
spotlight on the importance of internal decision-makers supporting engagement projects.
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Section 3 emphasizes your municipality's readiness.

It will provide a step-by-step look at the components that make-up meaningful citizen
engagement projects, including the roles of elected officials and administration as well as
corresponding techniques and tools for communication and engagement.  

It will support municipalities to set desired outcomes for citizen engagement projects and
feel confident selecting opportunities to engage citizens. It will guide municipalities in their
work to identify target participants, assess public perception of the engagement issue or
decision at hand, select in-person and digital techniques and tools, as well as provide
strategies that focus on citizen recruitment. It will go further to provide recommendations
on how to effectively communicate about your engagement project. 

Section 4 will emphasize the importance of evaluating the process 
and the impact of citizen engagement on achieving 
municipal outcomes.

It will provide guidance on setting performance measures, tracking progress, analyzing
citizen input and reporting back to participants and the public on engagement results. 
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S E C T I O N  1 :  S E T T I N G  T H E  S T A G E

Citizen engagement is a broad term that encompasses action by elected officials and
government organizations to account for the knowledge, experiences, views and values of
the public in their decisions.

For municipalities to implement decisions, and particularly difficult decisions in response to
complex challenges, they require citizens' consent and support.  Unless citizens understand
and are engaged in the decisions themselves then trust is easily lost (OECD, 2009).

As it stands, there is ongoing evidence from right within our communities to around the
world that citizens are not content simply to engage with government through periodic
elections.  They want to influence decision-making, and there are a number of factors
driving this:

• Perception of a growing disconnect between citizens and governments, echoed by low
voter turnouts, declining confidence in public officials and increasing demands for
accountability and transparency;

• A more educated public who believe their voices matter on issues that affect them; 

• Advances in technology that are raising expectations for immediate access to reliable
information and networking across groups, geographical boundaries and traditional
government processes; and

• Government representation that does not reflect the gender and ethnic make-up of the
population (Watling, 2007).
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CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT THAT BUILDS 
COMMUNITY CONFIDENCE

In December 2013, the Village of Longview signed a precedent-
setting water testing agreement with Legacy Oil & Gas Ltd.  It was
a decision driven by citizen engagement, and a critical step to
ensure residents' confidence in their water supply.

"Longview has seen more than its fair share of oil and gas
development," explains Mayor Cliff Ayrey, who sat in the role of
Deputy Mayor in 2013. "However, hydraulic fracturing operations
are a new challenge and our community needs to be 100 per cent
confident that the chemicals injected into the ground do not
impact our water supply."

Longview's village Council wanted to ensure that all residents
were first and foremost informed about Longview's situation. 

"Water is the last thing you want people to worry about," says
Mayor Ayrey.  "It was critical that people had the best information
and all the information so we could be really clear about any
residual concerns and how to address them."

The Village of Longview organized an open house event that
attracted approximately 70 of its 311 residents.  The open house
provided a forum for Legacy Oil & Gas Ltd. to explain their
operations, Alberta Environment to speak to water quality
standards, and the Village of Longview to share its role in
protecting residents' quality of life.  It focused on providing
information, including a number of presentations, and offered a
question and answer session to ensure that participants received
the information that they came seeking.

The open house was equally an opportunity to generate feedback
from residents and get a clearer sense of what they needed to feel
secure in the quality of their water.  A combination of
communiques directed to the Village and the open house pointed
to the need for transparency and consistency in water testing
arrangement.  The Village elected to gain a clearer view of this
input.

"As a Council, we needed to make a decision about how to quell
water quality fears so we went back to our residents," describes
Mayor Ayrey.  "We consulted them by distributing a survey, which
allowed for two responses per household, and sought input
regarding people's level of satisfaction with current water testing
procedures."

The Council sent out a concise and pointed two-question survey to
get direct and explicit feedback.  It found that approximately 
85 per cent of its residents were satisfied with current water
testing procedures.  It knew that, with a resource as critical as
water, the concerns among the remaining 15 per cent of residents
were important to address.  

In response, the Village of Longview approached Legacy Oil & Gas
Ltd.  The result was the precedent-setting agreement.  It is a legal
and binding protocol that guarantees frequent and consistent
water quality testing by a third party, where the billing and results,
in the name of transparency, are sent directly to the Village of
Longview.  The role of Legacy Oil & Gas Ltd. is to fund the testing,
thereby offering its guarantee to the community to act in the best
interest of its residents.

CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT vIgnETTE vILLAgE Of LOngvIEW

Many citizens feel discouraged by both
real and perceived barriers to influencing
public decisions and decision-makers.
Among these barriers are highly-
entrenched decision-making processes,
expectations of the public and of elected
officials themselves to demonstrate
authority, and sceptical subject-matter
experts who are unsure of the ability of
citizens to grapple with complex issues.
More systematic barriers include the cost
of engagement as well as legalities, from
the onus on municipalities under the
Municipal Government Act, to multi-
jurisdictional approaches to and
responsibilities surrounding many large
and complex policy issues.

Citizen engagement can be a powerful
response to the public's interest in
influencing decisions and engaging with
government outside of election periods.
However, it must be well designed,
properly supported and resourced, and
born from a genuine desire to engage
citizens in a way that makes sense for the
issue or decision at hand.  Done right,
citizen engagement can support quality
democracy, the legitimacy of
government, successful implementation
of policy and a higher quality of life
through the pursuit of desired social
outcomes.  On the other hand, poorly
executed citizen engagement can lead to
mistrust, poor decisions and discontent
with government.
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S E C T I O N  1 :  S E T T I N G  T H E  S T A G E

gOvErnMEnT v.S. gOvErnAnCE

In the traditional sense government rules and controls rely on compliance. However,
a state of governance means management and coordination that calls upon all
citizens to play a part in moving their community forward. 

1.1

Municipal governance,
citizen engagement and
community development

Citizen engagement is rooted in
democracy and parliamentary process.
The complexity of our mass societies,
those formed in the 20th century, have
made direct citizen rule unrealistic.  In
Canada, the solution has been
representative democracy - where
citizens vote in elected representatives to
make decisions in the public interest.

The challenge with representative
democracy is that its most essential
feature is the competition for leadership.
This means that the quintessential role of
citizens is to choose leaders to produce a
government  (Schumpeter, 1976: 269).
The reality is that the decisions that
governments make often require trade-
offs of public resources. More than this,
the legitimacy and sustainability of public
policy, programs and services depend on
their fit with public values (Ank, 2011).
While elections serve to identify populist
party programs that contain opinions on
all types of issues, they rarely serve to
reveal the preferences of voters on
specific issues.  

Citizen engagement can then, depending
on the complexity of the issue at hand,
act as a means for the government to
share information, gather input from the
public or work collectively to define and
implement solutions.  It offers elected
representatives and the governments
they form more frequent and meaningful
ways to help shape public policy -
particularly between elections.

1.1.1  A brief history of citizen
engagement 

In its earliest iteration, democracy was
citizen engagement.  Citizens assembled
in Greek city states to affect community-
oriented processes and decisions.
Democracy emerged as a process of self-
government that allowed citizens to
affect and operate upon their
environment directly and indirectly.  In a
direct fashion, citizens make decisions for
themselves and in an indirect fashion
they influence the decisions for
communities.  

Out of citizen engagement emerged a
system of government and centralized
decision-making.  Both democracy and
citizen engagement went through a
transitional state in the 19th century.
Mass societies evolved and with them
complex economic, social and
environmental questions.   In reaction to
the sheer size of communities and their
complexity, representative democracy
emerged.  

Government:

• linear model

• hierarchy

• formal institutions and procedures

• representation of citizens through
election

• domination through rules or
compliance activities may be required
to ensure  universal acceptance of a
decision

Governance:

• network model

• multi-layer

• evolving and ongoing processes

• power is dispersed

• acceptance of and support for
decisions by all players arises out of
wide participation in earlier debate
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Representative democracy became a
well-established institution in Western
countries.  It was designed to secure
democracy as government of the people
and for the people.  It was established to,
and in many ways still does, create
democratic institutions around popularly
elected government officials.    

Over the last forty to fifty years, there
have been new societal values emerging
and new questions surrounding
representational democracy.  It has been
asserted participatory and deliberative
democracy – both proponents of greater
citizen engagement – can enrich and
renew Canada's long-standing tradition of
representational democracy.  More than
this, it is becoming clear that we are in the
midst of a second transitional state - one
from government to governance - that is
being driven by changes in expectations
that surround citizen engagement.

Today's citizens benefit from higher levels
of education and greater access to modes
of participation. While the scope of citizen
engagement is highly variable - from
gaining information to consultation to full
delegation of decision powers - it is clear
that citizens’ expectations regarding their
level of participation in community
decisions is changing.  These changes
show no indication of threatening
Canada's commitment to
representational democracy, but does
mean that our political institutions are
being challenged to be effective and, in
some cases, innovative in their
engagement activities.

1.1.2  Citizen engagement in practice

As representational democracy has
become institutionalized in Canada,
citizen engagement has declined.  The
most overt evidence of this decline is
voter turnout.  Some staunch
interpretations of representative

democracy state that the role of the
public is to form the government.
Criticism of this view is that voting is an
infrequent, non-deliberative activity that,
while having a high-impact and highly
visible result, creates significant distance
between governments and citizens.

Along with representational democracy
has emerged a spectrum of methods to
engage the public.  While each of the
methods have merits, some have longer-
standing history in Canadian democracy
and have matured at a faster rate than
others.

In Canadian democracy, public
communication and public consultation
have a high level of maturity.  

Public communication is a passive, one-
way flow of information to citizens.  It is
achieved through tools like websites,
advertising, reports, and brochures.  It is
considered part of citizen engagement
because it is necessary for citizens to be
informed in order to be involved in action.

If public communication is a call from a
government to its people then public
consultation is the response.  In the call-
response dynamic, public consultation is
a one-way flow of information from the
public to its government.  Governments
use methods such as public hearings,
opinion polls, referenda, and open houses
to invite input.  Citizens, as individuals, are
presented the opportunity to express
their opinions, provide input, share ideas
and represent their personal or their
organization's interests toward the issue
or decision at hand.

As part of Canada's transition from
government to governance, or the view
that representative democracy can be
enriched by investing in effective citizen
engagement, new and more participatory
forms of engagement are emerging.
These activities can be described as
public deliberation, and they allow for
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CLArIfyIng CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT

Citizen Engagement*

• Involves citizens (individuals, not representatives) in policy or program
development, from agenda setting and planning to decision-making,
implementation and review

• Requires two-way communication regarding policy or program change
(interactive and iterative) between government and citizens, among citizens,
and among citizens and community groups

• Aims to share decision-making power and responsibility for those decisions

• Includes processes through which citizens come to an opinion which is 
informed and responsible

• Generates innovative ideas and active participation

• Contributes to collective problem solving and prioritization (deliberation)

• Requires that information and process be transparent

• Depends on mutual respect between all participants

* Note: citizen engagement initiatives may embody some but not all of these characteristics.

NOT Citizen Engagement

• Engages exclusively the leaders of stakeholder
groups or representatives

• Constitutes participation in a program where no
decision-making power is granted regarding the
shape or course of the policy or program

• Involves participants only in last phase of policy
or program development

• Seeks approval for a pre-determined choice of
alternatives

• Intends to fulfill “public consultation obligations”
without a genuine interest in infusing the
decision with the opinions sought

• Includes public opinion polls and many focus 
group exercises

Source: Sheedy, 2008

S E C T I O N  1 :  S E T T I N G  T H E  S T A G E

interaction among the citizens and
between citizens and government.   
Public deliberation, regardless of method,
moves the interactions of a government
and its people beyond conversation into
an interaction where the emphasis is on
values, imagining and seeking to discover
common ground for solutions.  Public
deliberation methods can include
citizens' panels, consensus conferences,
and deliberative polls.  These methods
can lead to varying levels of commitment
on how to move forward as well as the
implementation of decisions within
municipalities.

In Alberta the purpose of municipal
government is to:

• provide good government;

• provide services, facilities or other
things that are necessary or desirable;
and 

• develop and maintain safe and viable
communities (Alberta Municipal
Affairs, 2015).

The Municipal Government Act describes
the role of elected officials, who are in
place to look after the interests of the
entire municipality.  This means that
elected officials, as tough as it is, must
base any decision on what is best for the
entire municipality.

For municipalities, there is a deliberate
vagueness to their roles, as outlined
within the Municipal Government Act. 
It is up to the municipalities to
conceptualize what "good" government
means to their residents, which services,
facilities and other things are deemed
"necessary or desirable" and what
constitutes a "safe and viable"
community.  

The reality is that the work of
municipalities can be fraught with
tension between values.  Citizen
engagement is key to managing through
these tensions. 

http://www.qp.alberta.ca
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1.1.3  The engagement spectrum today

According to the International
Association of Public Participation (IAP2)
(2006), engagement activities are
classified and understood relative to the
level of impact on citizens.  In IAP2's
Spectrum of Public Participation, the
association takes the perspective of the
host organization (e.g. the municipality)
that is seeking to engage an audience on
a decision.

The spectrum is driven by the view that
the host organization has accountability
to implement a decision and citizens can
have varying stakes in the outcome.  

The lowest level of engagement informs
citizens, ensuring they have balanced and
objective information to help them
understand the problem, alternatives,
opportunities and solutions.  Regardless
of how far the host organization moves
along the spectrum, informing citizens is
always a fundamental aspect of affective
engagement. 

The second tier of engagement is
consulting, giving the host organization
an opportunity to obtain citizen feedback
on analysis, alternatives and/or decisions.

It is necessary for citizens to feel informed
in order to effectively participate in
consultation activities.  

The third, fourth and fifth tiers of
engagement move into a range of
activities that relate to public
deliberation. These tiers vary according to
how much decision-making authority is
granted to the citizens engaged in the
process.  In the third tier, involving
citizens, the host organization works with
participants to ensure their concerns and
aspirations are heard, understood and
considered as part of a decision.  The
fourth tier, collaborating with citizens
extends the relationship between the
host organization and the citizen into a
partnership.  It acknowledges that both
the organization and citizens have a stake
in the final outcomes and strives for
deliberation to identify alternatives and
participatory decision-making to set
priorities and identify a preferred
solution.  The final tier, empowering,
acknowledges that citizens have a high
stake in the final outcome and it puts the
deliberation and decision-making in their
hands.  
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IAP2 SPECTrUM Of
PUBLIC PArTICIPATIOn

Public
Participation

goal

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 on
analysis,
alternatives
and/or
decisions.

Empower

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

Increasing Level of Public Impact

Collaborate

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

Involve

To work
directly with
the public
throughout
the process to
ensure that
public
concerns and
aspirations are
consistently
understood
and
considered.

Source: International Association of Public Participation
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1.1.4  Traditional v.s. digital engagement

Part of changing citizen expectations surrounding opportunities to engage with their
government representatives can be understood through advances in communication
technology.  One of the most important advances in communication technology is public
deliberation, where citizens of all backgrounds and experiences can wade into
conversations and deliberation on nearly any topic.  

Over the past 15 years, online communication has helped transition our society from the
exclusive use of broadcast (i.e. television, radio, newspaper and other mediums that allow
one person to reach a mass audience) and one-on-one communication mediums (i.e. email,
instant messaging) to many-to-many communication mediums (i.e. online forums and
social media platforms that allow people to both observe the contributions of others and
share their contributions within a mass community of users and participants).  

S E C T I O N  1 :  S E T T I N G  T H E  S T A G E

WHAT DO YOU DO WHEN vIrTUALLY
EvErY CITIZEN IS A TArGET
pArTICIpANT? 

Toward the end of 2013, Calgary City Council
identified stakeholder input as key to
developing its new four-year business plan
and budget.  
Members of Council felt citizen input would
greatly enhance Council priorities,
departmental business plans, budgets and,
ultimately, the services delivered to
Calgarians.
In response to Council's request, the City
chose to consult citizens for input on the
following decision:
Focusing on the next four years, how do we
establish future direction and find the right
balance between investing in quality public
service and keeping tax rates affordable?
One of the big challenges - with a
population of more than one million people
– is that almost everyone, regardless of their
profile, was a stakeholder with the potential
to offer valuable and valid input.  It was clear
that no single engagement tactic could offer
the opportunities for citizen input needed to
support Council's decision-making.
The City made the strategic decision to
implement a multi-stream approach that
included Reflection and Synthesis,
Representative Engagement, Inclusive
Engagement, and Internal Engagement.
“The combination of the four streams of
engagement provided opportunities for

feedback from a broad range of citizens and
stakeholders”, said Noreen Rude, Manager of
Engagement & Communication Partner
Services, “It was the most comprehensive
approach we have had for a project of this
kind.”
Reflection and Synthesis involved a review of
citizen engagement and research activities
conducted across the corporation between
2010 and 2013.
Representative Engagement employed
qualitative research methods. Participants in
this stream were recruited to ensure
representation of harder-to-reach
populations and the broad diversity of
perspectives of Calgarians.
Inclusive engagement was the core effort of
the engagement strategy, which sought to
reach, educate, and solicit feedback from as
many Calgarians as possible on spending
priorities and the City’s long-term priority
areas.  The process included one community
event in each of Calgary's 14 wards.
Internal Engagement leveraged City staff
and civic partners’ specialized knowledge to
generate ideas of ways to collaborate for
efficiency and improved community success.
More than this, the City made the decision to
offer multiple channels for input within the
inclusive engagement stream.  
Online engagement included a discussion
forum, a priority setting tool, and a budget
simulation tool which worked hand-in-hand
with community opportunities. The face-to
face events included attendance at
community events and gathering places to
reach a wide diversity of citizens in their own

neighbourhoods, at libraries, shopping
centres, parks, ethno-culture events and
other community hubs – going to where the
people were versus asking them to attend a
City-led event.
The results were worth it.  The City of Calgary
found that offering complementary digital
and online engagement opportunities
helped mitigate the weakness of any one
tool. The online simulation tools allowed
citizens to participate without requiring any
specialized knowledge about the topic at
hand.
The City also felt that stepping outside the
more traditional route of online surveys
created some highly positive interactions.
The tools chosen were able to integrate the
needs for background and contextual
information, let citizens explore and learn
about the City, and then provide input for
Council to consider. Comments back from
citizens indicated that the tools greatly
simplified the engagement experience while
making it efficient and enjoyable as well.
Members of City Council were excited about
the unique and comprehensive process and
tools and took every opportunity to promote
the engagement offerings through their
community-based networks.  The results of
the engagement activities were reported by
each ward then aggregated for the City as a
whole.
“You would be hard pressed to find a
government with a population larger than
ours that would put in the time to achieve
engagement numbers that big,” said 
Mayor Naheed Nenshi.

CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT vIgnETTE CITy Of CALgAry
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Outside of the technology itself there
have been advances in online
conventions, such as the use of classifiers
(also known as tags or hashtags) that
congregate citizens around topics of
mutual interest.  

The importance of these advancements in
communication technology is that they
have changed citizens' expectations
around how and even how quickly they
are informed by their governments and
are able to share information with
decision-makers.  In addition to this,
public deliberation is, in many instances,
occurring with or without government
participation.  Concerned citizens now
have platforms to come together around
shared issues, concerns and
opportunities, as well as to form critical
mass to bring their concerns to decision-
makers.   The advances in the platforms
themselves also mean that governments
and citizens alike can move deliberation
into an online environment.  These
spaces, while still emergent in both
technology and practices, are becoming
robust enough to support even the most
interactive, complex and large-scale
citizen engagement projects.

1.1.5  Contributing to community
development

Citizen engagement is at the heart of
community spirit and, accordingly,
community development.  Community
development is a process where
community members come together to
take collective action and generate
solutions to common problems.  It is
focused on finding effective economic,
social, environmental and cultural
solutions to enhance citizen wellbeing.

Effective citizen engagement is the
foundation for community development,
and particularly collective action that is
taken and/or implemented at a grassroots
level.  For municipalities, community

development work is most effective when
it aligns with their strategic outlook and
vision for the future.  Accordingly, it is
important for municipalities to either
lead, act as a catalyst for, or support
community development and, at
minimum, recognize how to effectively
engage with citizens invested in
improving quality of life.

Regardless of the scope of community
development activities, it is most effective
when it is:

• a long-term endeavour;

• well-planned;

• inclusive and equitable;

• holistic and integrated into the bigger
vision for the community;

• initiated and supported by community
members;

• of benefit to the community; and

• grounded in experience that leads to
best practices.

Of particular importance to municipalities
as they consider citizen engagement is
that community development is generally
initiated and supported by community
members.  This means that municipalities
that choose to show leadership, act as a
catalyst for, or support community
development should acknowledge that,
on the Spectrum of Public Participation
(See 1.1.3 The engagement spectrum today)
they understand and are in support of
public deliberation.  This is because
community development work assumes
that the impact of decisions on citizens is
high and that they want to either
contribute to or demonstrate ownership
of decision-making and, often,
implementation of the work.  In this
sense, municipalities become a
contributor to or partner in enhancing
the well-being of a community. 

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T
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PrInCIPLES Of CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT

The Institute for Local Government’s Public
Engagement (2014) program has developed the
following principles to serve as helpful indicators
of effective and ethical citizen engagement
practices by local government. These principles
may also help guide municipalities in the design,
planning, implementation and evaluation of
citizen engagement projects. 

Inclusive Planning 

The design and planning of a citizen
engagement plan includes input from
appropriate municipal officials as well as
targeted citizen participants. 

Transparency 

There is clarity and transparency about citizen
engagement project sponsorship, purpose,
design, and how decision-makers will use the
results.

Authentic Intent 

A primary purpose of citizen engagement is to
generate public views and ideas to help shape
municipal government action or policy, rather
than persuade citizens to accept a decision that
has already been made.

Breadth of Participation 

The citizen engagement project includes people
and viewpoints that are broadly reflective of the
municipality’s population of affected citizens.

Informed Participation 

Participants in the citizen engagement project
have information and/or access to expertise
consistent with the issue or decision at hand.

Accessible Participation 

Citizen engagement processes are broadly
accessible in terms of location, time, and
language, and support the engagement of
citizens with disabilities.

Appropriate Process 

The citizen engagement project utilizes one or
more techniques and/or tools that are responsive
to the needs of targeted participants, and
encourages full, authentic, effective and
equitable participation consistent with the
purpose of engagement. This may include
relationships with existing community partners,
techniques and tools (i.e. community
committees, community association meetings).

Authentic Use of Information Received 

The ideas, preferences, and/or recommendations
contributed by citizens are documented and
seriously considered by decision-makers.

Feedback to Participants 

Municipal officials communicate ultimate
decisions back to target participants and the
broader public, with a description of how the
input was considered and used.

Evaluation 

The municipality and participants evaluate each
citizen engagement project with the collected
feedback and learnings shared broadly and
applied to future engagement efforts.

Adapted from Institute for Local Government’s 

Public engagement Program (2014)

S E C T I O N  1 :  S E T T I N G  T H E  S T A G E

IAP2 COrE vALUES 
fOr ThE PrACTICE 
Of PUBLIC
PArTICIPATIOn©

1. Public participation is
based on the belief that
those who are affected by
a decision have a right to
be involved in the
decision-making process.

2. Public participation
includes the promise that
the public's contribution
will influence the decision. 

3. Public participation
promotes sustainable
decisions by recognizing
and communicating the
needs and interests of all
participants, including
decision-makers. 

4. Public participation seeks
out and facilitates the
involvement of those
potentially affected by or
interested in a decision. 

5. Public participation seeks
input from participants in
designing how they
participate. 

6. Public participation
provides participants 
with the information 
they need to participate 
in a meaningful way. 

7. Public participation
communicates to
participants how their
input affected the
decision.
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1.2  

Benefits and opportunities 

When it comes to navigating citizen
engagement, there are a lot of choices to
be made.  In the end, the most effective
engagement will depend greatly on the
issue or decision at hand and the
potential impact on citizens.  However,
even before this, it is important to
understand the benefits that citizen
engagement can provide.

Information, Perspective and Ideas
All aspects of citizen engagement,
regardless of where it sits along the
Spectrum of Public Participation (See 1.1.3
The engagement spectrum today) can
contribute to communication that shares
information, perspective and ideas.  On
the front end of the spectrum, public
communication allows a municipality to
share accurate and timely knowledge and
insight on conditions (i.e. road closures,
changes to recreation schedules, changes
in personnel, updates to bylaws),
concerns (i.e. changes to funding models,
ending homelessness, annexation), values
(i.e. economic, social and environmental
trade-offs), and priorities (i.e. capital
investments, recreation and culture,
community development, growth
initiatives, accessible housing).  Public
consultation allows citizens to contribute
their feelings, experience and evidence-
based information back to municipalities
in advance of a decision being made.  

Further along the spectrum, citizens and
municipalities work more closely together
to not only share information,
perspectives and ideas but deliberate
their merits for the most desirable
solution.  The changes along the
spectrum relate to where the decision-
making authority lies.

Working Relationships 
Effective citizen engagement is,
regardless of the nature of the activity, an
investment in social capital.  Done right,
citizen engagement can build knowledge
bases, trust and, ultimately, a
commitment to support current and
future decisions.   

Balanced and Legitimate Decisions
By engaging citizens, municipalities are
able to generate a diverse cross-section of
views and options for addressing issues or
capitalizing on opportunities.  They can
get insight into points of contention as
well as those that generate hope and
excitement.  They identify potential risks
and barriers to success before they've
invested in an initiative.  They can achieve
results that respect the values,
experiences, rights and needs of the
citizens they serve.

Well-supported Decisions
Citizen engagement can also contribute
to broad support for and vested interest
in decisions made and work undertaken
by municipalities. It can identify and
confirm community priorities.  It can
ensure that work is undertaken in a way
that addresses citizen concerns, meets
expectations and delivers on priorities. It
can encourage citizens to stand with their
municipalities on difficult decisions and
back community investments.

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T
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While proponents of participatory and deliberative democracy stand firmly behind the
benefits of citizen engagement in municipal decision-making, the practice doesn't come
without risks and challenges.  Before you set out to undertake citizen engagement, it's
important to understand the risks and challenges associated with the practice and what
you can do to mitigate these risks.  This includes gaining a clear understanding of your
municipality's commitment to effective and meaningful engagement as well as its
supporting framework and policy tools.

2
Organizational readiness
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2.1  

risk management

Risk management refers to the effects of
uncertainty that could hinder outcomes
of a citizen engagement project. The
Municipal Government Act and Freedom of
Information and Privacy Protection Act are
legislation standards designed to guide
municipal risk related to citizen
engagement. Framework and policy
development are other tools available to
help municipalities manage risk. 

2.1.1  Common risk factors and
misconceptions

Municipalities that undertake citizen
engagement face, and can be deterred
by, some common risk factors.  

Consider the following and think about
their relevance to your municipality:

• lack of internal commitment to
engagement;

• ad hoc processes;

• lack of clarity on the decision to be
made, issue to be solved or
opportunity to be met;

• lack of communication about the
engagement;

• low rate of participation or lack of
adequate citizen representation;

• lack of clarity on how input will be
used; and

• limited opportunities to participation
(e.g. only digital or only during the day
time hours).

Having a high level of awareness of what
your municipality associates as risks to
effective citizen engagement is the first
step to managing them.

In addition to legitimate risks associated
with citizen engagement, there are a
number of commonly perceived risks that
may be considered misconceptions.  

These include:

engaging citizens in decision-making is
an example of decision-makers
abdicating responsibility.
By employing citizen engagement
activities, a municipality does not
abdicate responsibility.  Rather, after
thoughtful consideration, a plan for
productive engagement is developed
that:

• retains appropriate responsibilities;

• supports the municipality’s vision and
mission and the engagement project’s
purpose;

• demonstrates the municipality’s
commitment to serving its
constituents; and

• provides avenues for productive
engagement by citizens.

Complex, challenging, technical and/or
specialized decisions must be made by
subject-matter experts and trained
professionals.
Citizen engagement recognizes that
subject matter experts contribute
essential knowledge and information to
decision-making.  However, it also
recognizes that complex, challenging,
technical and/or specialized decisions
often involve trade-offs in what can be
considered public values.  

The reality is that effective, sustainable
decisions tend to ensure that local
knowledge and perspectives and
sensitivity to the social context of the
community are also part of the decision-
making equation. 

Citizens elect members of the public to
act on their behalf.  It's the mandate of
elected officials to speak and act for the
public.

SECTION 2
Organization readiness

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T

http://www.qp.alberta.ca/documents/Acts/F25.pdf
http://www.qp.alberta.ca/documents/Acts/F25.pdf
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
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Quality citizen engagement helps elected
officials understand and respond to their
constituents’ hopes, dreams, issues and
concerns. Solely relying upon elected
officials (who have limited terms of
service) may fail to result in sustainable
decisions for the municipality. 

Citizen engagement takes a substantial
investment of time and money.
The cost and time required for citizen
engagement varies widely based upon
multiple factors, including the:

• degree of existing and potential
controversy;

• risk potential for the municipality;

• history of participation within the
municipality and community;

• complexity of the issues;

• resources available; 

• participation techniques and tools
recommended; and

• experience and skill of the citizen
engagement project manager.

It won't make everyone happy.
Citizen engagement isn't designed to
make everyone happy.  It is designed to
account for the level of citizen involvement
that will lead to the best and most
supported decision for the community.  In
highly complex or contentious scenarios,
citizen engagement that includes
deliberation can point to new possibilities
or opportunities not previously
considered.  The opportunities on the
table can be explored in full and
municipalities or citizens, depending on
who is responsible for the decision, can
provide a clear statement as to what
decision is made and why it is the
appropriate decision.  Explaining 
why a decision is made is a critical 
step to helping everyone, both 
people who support and do not 
support a decision, come to terms with it.

2.1.2  Municipality v.s. citizen 
perception of risk

Citizens also perceive risks when they
interact with your municipality.  In a
logical sense, risk is the chance or
probability of a negative event occurring.
Risk also has two friends - hazard, the
cause of a negative event, and outrage, a
citizen's emotional response to the
hazard.  Citizens are not always in tune
with risk itself, or even hazards, but rather,
outrage.  When citizens experience
outrage, it is important to know that their
emotional response may come from a
number of places and not necessarily
from a need for more facts or assurances
from a technical or subject matter expert.
In fact, it is safe to say that facts are rarely
capable of changing the way that
outraged citizens perceive risk.

In these circumstances, it becomes
important to understand outrage and
apply effective communication in its
presence.

Outrage is most often apparent when
citizens feel:

• fear;

• disagreement over 
values or priorities;

• anger about 
approach and 
attitude; and

• actual impacts.
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As a municipality, it is important to
understand that there are indicators that
contribute to outrage.  Some of these
include:

• using the "decide, announce and
defend method", which demonstrates
little to no awareness of the interests,
values, and concerns of citizens;

• failing to recognize that for many
people and groups health, safety, and
environmental risks may reflect
deeper social, political, or economic
concerns;

• failing to provide adequate training for
subject matter experts and
spokespersons in risk-communication
skills;

• using overly complex or technical
language in communicating
information about risks to citizens; 

• communicating verbally and
nonverbally in ways that elicit mistrust
and ill will; and

• insisting on making risk-management
decisions solely on the basis of risk
calculations.

It is also important to understand that
there are risk communication practices to
help overcome the potential for outrage.
Some of these include:

• minimize risks to health, safety, and
the environment and communicate
about what is accomplished;

• develop linkages and partnerships
with credible organizations;

• endorse risk messages by trustworthy
third parties;

• adopt and live up to engagement
values and principles;

• commit to active listening and 
two-way communication;

• consult with citizens about the
assessment, management, and
communication of risks;

• respect differing values and world-
views;

• apply techniques and tools that build
consensus among citizens; and

• commit to excellence in risk
communication.

If you are concerned about developing
relationships with citizens, then consider
that it can be good practice to:

• admit to and apologize for mistakes,
including past mistakes;

• work with interested groups before,
during and after engagement projects;

• look for opportunities to have one-on-
one dialogue;

• focus on the situation, issue or
behaviour, and not on the individual;

• support the self-confidence and self-
esteem of others;

• build and maintain constructive
relationships;

• lead by example;

• show an interest in citizens and their
concerns;

• seek to meet citizen needs in timing,
place and format of engagement
activities;

• avoid defensive mindsets, language,
and behaviours;

• be human;

• be sensitive to emotions; and

• prepare ahead of time, know citizen
perceptions and expectations, and
have information ready.

Adapted from Covello, McCallum & Pavlova, 1989

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T
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2.1.3  Risk assessment

Perceived risk to a municipality increases
as citizens are granted greater influence
in the decision-making process. This is
also the reason that public
communication (informing) and public
consultation (consulting) are considered
to be more mature methods of citizen
engagement than public deliberation
(involving, collaborating and
empowering).  

It is, however, unfair to assume that public
communication and public consultation
automatically offer a municipality greater
control, a sure outcome and, accordingly,
less risk.  Depending on the type of issue
or decision at hand, it may in fact be
higher risk for a municipality to minimize
citizen involvement in an issue.  This is
particularly true given the ongoing
evidence provided within our
communities and around the world that
citizens' expectations of municipal
government are changing and they want
more frequent and meaningful
opportunities to influence decision-
making (See Section One).  

Therefore the appropriate questions for a
municipality to assess the degree of risk
associated with citizen engagement are:

• What do we need from citizens and
why?

• What are our strengths and
weaknesses as a municipality?

• What are the opportunities and
threats that citizen engagement poses
around our need?

• What is the likelihood that we will
deliver insufficient or poor quality
citizen engagement and why?

Use the Understanding Risk Worksheet in
the Resource Section to guide your
municipal risk assessment.

One effective approach for municipalities
to not only assess the cause of risk but to
also identify effective mitigation
techniques is a Bow Tie Risk Assessment.
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A Bow Tie risk Assessment (a visual is shown in Figure 1 below; International Standard,
2009) is a simple visual way to describe and analyze pathways of risk, extending from
causes to consequences.  However, the focus of a Bowtie Risk Assessment is neither the
causes or the consequences but the barriers between the causes and the risks and the
consequences and the risk.  

To conduct a Bow Tie Risk Assessment, a top event (the risk) is written down in the centre of
a whiteboard or sheet of paper.  The causes associated with the risk (the hazards) are
described on the left side of the top event and the consequences (the impact of loss of
control) are described on the right side of the top event.

With these in place, it is now time to focus on preventing or mitigating the cause of or
consequence to the top event.  Consider the type of actions, influences or activities that
could mitigate or eliminate the potential of your list of hazards with the potential to impact
your engagement project. On the other side, consider the type of actions, influences or
activities that could potentially mitigate or eliminate the possibility that the engagement
project would have the consequences that you listed out.   

Figure 1:  
Bow Tie Risk 
Assessment
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2.2 

foundations of municipal
citizen engagement

2.2.1  Alberta's Municipal 
Government Act

In Alberta, the Municipal Government Act
defines the Purposes, Powers and Capacity
of Municipalities.  It also outlines the
Duties, Titles and Oaths of Councillors.  This
goes to say that, in some instances,
municipalities are legally obligated to
undertake citizen engagement.  These
obligations extend from the most formal
aspects of engaging the public to form
government (e.g. elections) to
communicating decisions to allowing
citizens to petition their elected
representatives to take specific actions.

Of course, the law is in place to protect
public interests and not, as the case often
is with municipal work, to advance
opportunities and enhance quality of life
within communities.  For this reason,
citizen engagement activities often
extend beyond the requirements outlined
in the Municipal Government Act.  It is
outside the requirements of the Act that
citizen engagement can seem
overwhelmingly complex as the
opportunities are boundless.  (Section
Three addresses planning for effective
citizen engagement.)

The Municipal Government Act establishes
a legal requirement for Council and
Council Committees to conduct business
in public and to ensure citizens are
notified of certain kinds of decisions
(Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2011).

The Act establishes a framework for local
government that provides municipal
councils with the powers necessary to
provide for the needs of their community,
balanced by Councils’ accountability to
the citizens who elect them. 

With respect to Council's commitments
under the Act, there are specific
requirements in place to inform residents
of decisions affecting them and
opportunities available to them.
Examples of this include the requirement
to advertise new, updated or revised
bylaws, Council meetings with the public,
and public auctions or sales.
Municipalities are expected, under law, to
adhere to the specific advertising
requirements outlined in the Act.  In
addition, inspections ordered by the
Minister of Municipal Affairs must be,
when completed, presented to citizens of
the specific municipality at a public
meeting.

With respect to citizen opportunities, the
Act requires municipalities to ensure
citizens can attend council meetings,
petition council to take actions, and
petition the Minister of Municipal Affairs
to take action.

Council Meetings
Alberta's Municipal Government Act
prescribes that everyone has a right to be
present at Council meetings or Council
Committee meetings conducted in
public. In certain circumstances protected
by the Freedom of Information and
Protection of Privacy Act, Council may
exclude the public for all or part of
Council or Council Committee meetings.
These are often referred to as in-camera
discussions.

Petition Council
Alberta's Municipal Government Act
prescribes that electors of a municipality
may petition Council to hold a public
meeting, conduct a vote on an advertised
bylaw or resolution, or petition for local
improvements.
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http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.servicealberta.ca/foip/legislation/foip-act.cfm
http://www.servicealberta.ca/foip/legislation/foip-act.cfm
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
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A petition by electors to Council is a formal process authorized under the Act (See section
219 on page 120 of the Municipal Government Act).

Petition the Minister of Municipal Affairs 
Alberta's Municipal Government Act prescribes that electors of a municipality may petition
the Minister of Municipal Affairs to form a municipality, undertake a viability study, order an
inquiry into the affairs of a municipality, etc. 

A petition by electors to the Minister of Municipal Affairs is a formal process authorized
under the Act (See section 219 on page 120 of the Municipal Government Act). 

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T

NOTE: Upcoming changes to the
Municipal Government Act that have
not yet come into effect alter some
requirements for municipalities to
conduct citizen engagement activities.
Soon the Act will require all
municipalities to adopt a public
participation policy and there will be
changes to advertisement and
notification requirements. For further
information visit the Municipal
Government Act Review website. 

MgA rEqUIrEMEnTS AT A gLAnCE

Section 197 Councils and Council committees must conduct meetings in public,
unless section 2 or 2.1 applies.

Section 227 If Council calls a meeting with the public, notice of it must be
advertised and everyone is entitled to attend.

Section 230 Describes when Council is required to hold a public hearing before
second reading of the bylaw, or before Council votes on the
resolution.

Section 251 (3) A borrowing bylaw must be advertised.

Section 606 Describes the requirements for public advertising. Notice must be
advertised at least once a week for two consecutive weeks or
delivered to every residence in the area affected. Describes what a
notice must contain.

Section 636 Describes notification and public input requirements related to
preparation of a statutory plan.

Section 640 (2) (d) Land use bylaw must provide for how and to whom notice of the
issuance of a development permit is given.

Section 692 Council must hold a public hearing (section 230) and give notice
(section 606) before giving second reading to adopt or amend a 
land use bylaw or statutory plan, i.e.

• intermunicipal development plan,

• municipal development plan,

• area structure plan, or

• area redevelopment plan.

Source: Alberta Municipal Government Act

This list is not exhaustive.  It considers the engagement responsibilities of municipalities,
without making reference to all of the obligations pertaining to communication and
hosting public hearings. 

http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://mgareview.alberta.ca/
http://mgareview.alberta.ca/
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca


While the Municipal
Government Act is highly
prescriptive of its
communication, and specifically
advertising and notification,
requirements, there is benefit to
supplementing these activities.
Consider how your target
participants access information
and make use of these tools,
including email distributions,
web pages, social media
platforms, posters and placards
in public spaces, public service
announcements, and
presentations from municipal
representatives.
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other opportunities for Citizens
In addition to the activities prescribed
under the Municipal Government Act,
Municipal Affairs encourages citizens to
get involved with municipal government
by:

• Sitting on a municipal agency, board,
committee or commission;

• Making a presentation to Council;

• Participating in town halls, open
houses, etc;

• Writing a letter, email or making a
phone call to administration and/or
Council; and

• Being a community volunteer.

Source: Alberta Municipal Affairs, n.d.

2.2.2  Privacy legislation

In Alberta, municipalities that choose to
undertake citizen engagement are also
required to protect citizen's personal
information under the Freedom of
Information and Protection of Privacy Act.
Citizen engagement activities often
involve collecting personal information
from participants and, as a municipality,
there is a duty to protect your citizens by,
as a bottom line, adhering to privacy
legislation.

Source:  https://patriciastec.files.wordpress.com/2013/07/crazy-dude-cartoon.jpg

Depending on the engagement
technique or tool you wish to use, a
Privacy Impact Assessment (PIA) may be
required. A PIA is the foundation
tool/process designed to ensure
compliance with government’s privacy
protection responsibilities. PIAs are
submitted to the Office of Information
and Privacy Commissioner of Alberta for
review and approval. 

Working within privacy legislation is a
matter of clearly stating a municipality’s
security and data retention policies.  Be
clear about actions taken to protect
confidential information and differentiate
between soliciting input (a record to be
maintained) and responding to public
inquiries (no record required). When in
doubt, consult your municipality’s privacy
specialist or the Office of Information and
Privacy Commissioner of Alberta.  It can
also be helpful to become thoroughly
acquainted with the Freedom of
Information and Privacy Protection Act.

http://www.servicealberta.ca/foip/legislation/foip-act.cfm
http://www.servicealberta.ca/foip/legislation/foip-act.cfm
http://www.oipc.ab.ca/pages/pias/default.aspx
http://www.servicealberta.ca/foip/legislation/foip-act.cfm
http://www.servicealberta.ca/foip/legislation/foip-act.cfm
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca


20

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T

2.2.3  Organizational commitment

Internal harmony and accord, at least in
terms of the officials within a municipality
agreeing to the need for citizen
engagement, are critical to the success of
your engagement project.   Citizen
engagement projects cannot be
undertaken without a team effort and
that means everyone not only knowing
how they fit into the work but wanting to
do their part and more.

When it comes to organizations, there is
an age-old adage that says:

If people only did what was required of
them in their job descriptions then the
work of the organization would grind to
a full stop.  
The same can be said for municipalities in
their work to deliver citizen engagement
opportunities.  The more committed that
people throughout the municipality are
to the work, the more likely it is that they
will work together to fill in the gaps and
strive for success.

There are a number of considerations that
can help a municipality take steps to
achieve internal commitment from
everyone with a role in influencing,
supporting or leading citizen
engagement work:

• Are there different decision-makers at
different points in the engagement
project?

• What are decision-makers'
expectations for the project?

• What have been the decision-makers'
previous experiences with citizen
engagement projects?

• How effective is the decision-maker
with citizens?

• Are there different viewpoints
regarding citizen engagement in
general and engagement on this issue
or decision? 

• What are the root causes of these
differences?

• How does the municipality define the
decision to be made?

• Who needs to be involved in the
engagement? 

• What is the municipality's previous
experience with this group of target
participants?

Adapted from International Association 

for Public Participation, ©2006

2.2.4  Citizen engagement framework

One of the most substantial barriers to
effective citizen engagement is building
support for it at all levels. In considering
the Spectrum of Public Participation 
(See 1.1.3 The engagement spectrum
today), it is often suggested that risk to
the municipality increases as citizens are
granted greater influence in the decision-
making process.  Taking this viewpoint, it
is low risk to inform the public of a
municipality's decisions but high-risk to
empower citizens to make decisions,
particularly when implementation of a
decision falls to the municipality.

With this mindset, it can often feel safe to
inform citizens or even consult with
citizens and less safe to engage in more
deliberative activities.  The reality is that
while it might feel safe, avoiding
deliberative spaces out of fear can hinder
the potential of a municipality and its
project.  The appropriate level of citizen
engagement is dependent on the
potential impact of the decisions on
the public. 
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With a citizen engagement framework,
both elected officials and administration
can feel confident that they are clear on
the role of citizen engagement within the
municipality and how to approach it so
that it aligns with the values, practices
and procedures, and strategic outlook of
the municipality.

Some of the reasons to invest in a
municipal citizen engagement framework
include:

• It guides and strengthens
understanding of the role of citizen
engagement within your municipality;

• It encourages consistent good practice
in the design, implementation,
planning, monitoring, evaluation, and
reporting of citizen engagement
efforts undertaken by your
municipality;

• It accounts for the key elements of
your engagement planning,
implementation and evaluation;

• It can mitigate risk related to citizen
engagement efforts;

• It provides your Council, Boards,
employees, interns, volunteers,
independent consultants, members,
partners, and funders with a
framework for action that supports
them with the job they need to do;

• It fosters efficiency by providing an
outline that can be applied to many
engagement projects;

• It enforces good citizen engagement
practices; and

• It can be a tool for citizen engagement
quality improvements.

Adapted from Bullen, 2004

The establishment of a citizen
engagement framework for the
municipality’s citizen engagement work
provides clarity of when, how and why
the municipality will engage with its
citizens. The framework should
acknowledge citizen engagement
activities mandated by the Government
of Alberta in the Municipal Government
Act while also describing activities
beyond the legislative requirements. The
framework should demonstrate the ways
in which municipal engagement
principles and values will be
demonstrated. Clarifying the delivery of
citizen engagement in a framework
ensures that any plan developed and
implemented by administration and,
where relevant, external consultants are
consistent and meet the municipality's
needs.

Key components of a citizen 
framework include:

• Vision statement that describes the
municipality's desired outcome for
their citizen engagement work;

• Guiding principles for engaging
citizens;

• Spectrum of engagement (can be
customized to reflect your
municipality's needs);

• Description of engagement planning
and implementation components 
(i.e. issue or decision identification,
legislative requirements, target
participants, level of engagement
selection, communication strategies,
techniques and tools, required
resources); and

• Evaluation process requirements 
(i.e. how you will monitor, evaluate
and report back to citizens). 

http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
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2.2.5  Policy development

Policies are essentially the bottom line for
effective, meaningful and ethical citizen
engagement.  They set the boundaries to
help a municipality move forward its
engagement practices ‐ particularly
when new citizen expectations and
technology are stretching conventional
approaches to engagement.

It is important for municipalities to
approach citizen engagement
intentionally and constructively.  By
adopting a citizen engagement policy,
both elected officials and administration
can feel confident that they understand
their municipality's view on the value of
citizen engagement and how it can ignite,
enhance or supplement the core work of
the municipality.  

By investing in a citizen engagement
policy, municipalities can:

• Ensure organizational values and
beliefs are reflected in citizen
engagement projects;

• Establish the guidelines or ground
rules of your municipality’s
engagement work;

• Articulate the principles that guide
your actions to promote
transformational citizen engagement;
and

• Clarify the roles and responsibilities for
citizen engagement work being done
in your municipality. 

Adapted from Rural Communities Impacting Policy, 2005

There are eight building blocks that, 
given due consideration as part of an
administrative citizen engagement policy,
can go a long way to encouraging and
empowering administration to engage in
ways that are helpful, build relationships
and, in turn, advance and help to achieve
municipal goals.

Adapted from Bullen, 2004 and Schalk, 2014
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1. MUNICIPAL COMMITMENT
STATEMENT TO CITIZEN
ENGAGEMENT 

A commitment statement to citizen
engagement provides a transparent
means of sharing the municipality’s
philosophy on citizen engagement. 

The statement should include:

• The need(s) the municipality is
working to satisfy;

• The intended benefactor(s) of the
municipality’s engagement projects;
and

• How the municipality’s engagement
work will support its long‐term goals.

2. REASON FOR A CITIZEN
ENGAGEMENT POLICY

A description of what a citizen
engagement policy seeks to address and
the intent of the policy.

The reasons for a policy might include
decisions informed by citizen input and
improving the quality of decisions.  It
might emphasize building relationships
with citizens that the municipality
services.  It could focus on generating
public knowledge to support a long-term
vision or increasing the role of citizen
input in municipal government.  The
specific reasons will be a matter of choice
by your municipality.

3. CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT PRINCIPLES
OR VALUES

Having clear principles or values can help
guide a municipality's decision‐making
and prevent it from doing things that
work against its long‐term goals. It is an
important exercise to think about how
your municipality’s principles or values
might impact the practice of citizen
engagement. 

What does the organization believe and
what are they committed to? 

In creating your policy, take time to
consider how your municipality’s citizen
engagement projects can or do reflect
accepted principles or values of the
municipality or of local government in
general (See 1.1.5. Contributing to
community development).

4. LEGISLATIVE AND POLICY
IMPLICATIONS

The citizen engagement requirements
legislated by the Government of Alberta
(e.g. Municipal Government Act) and/or
implications on existing municipal
policies (i.e. employee conduct, security,
safe workplace, technology use,
communication protocols, etc.) should 
be addressed.

5. CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT 
STANDARDS

Municipalities are already held
accountable to specific standards of
engagement through the Municipal
Government Act. In addition to this
legislative guidance there should be
standards that address how the
municipality will work with citizens
beyond the requirements outlined in 
the Act.

The Harwood Institute for Public
Innovation (2005), a nonpartisan,
independent not-for-profit that
contributes thinking to solving public
organizations' pressing problems around
the world, has contributed four standards
that describe public organizations which
achieve excellence in citizen engagement.

http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
http://www.qp.alberta.ca
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These public agencies:

Are in the business of collecting public
knowledge 

In other words, these are municipalities
that invest in citizen engagement to
learn.  They want to do more than collect
information about people's preferred
policy choices.  They want to understand
the common values that citizens hold as
well as the trade-offs that they are willing
to make when faced with tension or
conflict between those values.

Use public knowledge to influence the
work they do on behalf of citizens

This means that municipalities are doing
more than building a repository of public
knowledge but are finding ways to use
public knowledge, including reaction to
any information that they use to inform
the public, to make internal decisions
about their work.  They are also
developing performance measures to
track when and how public knowledge
has affected decisions or outcomes in the
community.

Communicate to the public how public
knowledge has influenced decisions

No matter where a municipality's
engagement falls on the Spectrum of
Public Participation  (See 1.1.3 The
engagement spectrum today) it is
important that citizens know why
decisions have been made.  The question
of why a decision is made helps citizens
understand their role in impacting
outcomes in their communities.  There are
times that decisions have high impacts on
populations and times that decisions are
highly impacted by populations.  In both
instances, providing the context that
surrounds decisions is important to
building trust between a municipality and
the public.

Cultivate the culture, norms, reflexes and
habits that ensure citizens understand
how citizen engagement influences how a
municipality conducts its business

Culture, norms, reflexes and habits relate
directly back to being in the business of
collecting public knowledge.  The
standards that a municipality sets around
citizen engagement send a clear message
to elected officials, administrative staff,
and the public about how a municipality
thinks about and acts toward the people
it serves.  To build a culture of learning,
municipal officials need to be clear about
what they expect of citizens, the type of
questions that lead to public knowledge,
the reflex responses that generate trust,
and the types of habits that ensure citizen
knowledge is used, instinctively, in the
municipality's work.
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6. CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT
MANAGEMENT

Conducting citizen engagement often
requires cross‐departmental
coordination, the implementation of
multiple techniques and tools, and may
include collaboration with external
partners. A lack of clarity on the
management of citizen engagement
projects may result in a situation where
municipal leadership does not have a
handle on what type of engagement is
being designed, planned, or
implemented by employees. Therefore, an
important element to a citizen
engagement policy is establishing who is
responsible for managing the
municipality’s engagement activities to
support consistent, accurate and timely
engagement.

7. CITIZEN CONDUCT

Now more than ever citizens have the
ability to engage with their municipality.
Technology and, more specifically, digital
communication facilitates two-way and
many-to-many communication between
municipalities and their citizenry.
Municipalities must decide how to
support and handle their engagement
with citizens. For municipalities that
decide to elicit citizen consultation,
involvement, collaboration or
empowerment in decision‐making via
engagement techniques and tools, terms
for acceptable conduct of citizens is often
developed.

Both with in-person and digital
engagement projects conduct guidelines
and terms-of-use statements provide a
transparent means of sharing the
municipality’s expectations of citizen
conduct while interacting with the
organization through engagement
activities. 

The guidelines or statements should
indicate that the municipality reserves the
right to not address participation that:

• includes foul language, vulgarities or
sexually explicit content;

• is offensive to an individual or an
organization, rude in tone,
discriminatory or abusive;

• solicits, advertises, and/or promotes
particular services, products, or
political parties, advocacy groups or
organizations;

• infringes on human rights or privacy;

• is considered inflammatory; and/or

• is off topic.

8. EVALUATION AND REPORTING

The inclusion of an evaluation process
(Section Four provides information on
evaluation process elements) in the citizen
engagement policy ensures that relevant
decision‐making takes account of
outcomes acquired from engagement
projects. It also ensures, where
appropriate, that the public is kept
informed of the progress of the
engagement and resulting decisions 
to support transparency, knowledge
sharing, trust and credibility.
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rOLE Of ELECTED
OffICIALS In CITIzEn
EngAgEMEnT:

• Develop the vision and
principles upon which the
municipality will engage its
citizens;

• Clearly define the scope of
decision-making authority
associated with the
engagement project;

• Ensure impact measures 
are included in the
engagement project;

• Support efforts to educate
and enable citizens to
participate;

• Encourage and expand
diversity of participation;

• Communicate the progress
of the engagement project
to the public;

• Use citizen input, feedback,
recommendations and
solutions in decision-
making; and

• Communicate the rationale
and results of engagement
to the public.

2.2.6  Elected officials and citizen
engagement policy

Elected officials have an opportunity to
play a very important role in the
engagement of citizens with the
municipality, including its services,
initiatives, and policies.

Having a policy in place for elected
officials demonstrates leadership,
integrity and accountability to members
of the public.  It ensures that elected
officials model the way for municipal
employees and are transparent around
what citizens can expect from them.  

A citizen engagement policy for elected
officials should differ from the policy for
administration, relative to roles,
responsibilities and relationship to the
community; however, it should also align
with the administrative policy by
demonstrating a united commitment to
respectful, effective and ethical
engagement practices.

A policy specifically for elected officials
helps to address concerns related to
complex issues such as:

• when to engage citizens in
decision‐making;

• who engages and when;

• the relationship between
municipal‐led engagement and
community‐driven processes; and

• the connection back to other relevant
elected official policies.
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Best Practices for Developing a
Citizen Engagement Framework 
and Policy
The following reflect best practices when
developing a citizen engagement
framework and policy:

1. EMPLOY CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT IN
THE CREATION OF A CITIZEN
ENGAGEMENT FRAMEWORK AND
POLICY 

An investment in an administrative citizen
engagement framework and policy
and/or elected officials citizen
engagement policy signals a
commitment to meaningful and
outcomes-oriented citizen engagement.
To ensure this commitment represents
the needs of citizens, it is important to
employ engagement to generate public
knowledge toward the development of
the framework and policy.

2. ASSIGN RESPONSIBILITY FOR
FRAMEWORK AND POLICY 

Undertaking the development of a citizen
engagement framework or policy is a
significant project. As such, identifying a
position responsible for the framework
and policy ensures the project receives
greater awareness and enhances
accountability across the organization.
Depending on how the municipality
approaches the development of the
policy and framework, the position is
generally from senior administration. 

3. INVOLVE STAFF FROM ACROSS 
THE MUNICIPALITY 

To ensure maximum support for the final
framework and policy, it is highly
beneficial to actively involve and
collaborate with employee across the
municipality. Involving a cross-section of
employees is an effective means to
address issues with current practices and
articulate a vision and renewed
commitment to citizen engagement that
incorporates the values of employees. 

5. BE REALISTIC ABOUT THE
UNDERTAKING 

When municipalities adhere to best
practices, developing a citizen
engagement framework and policy is a
significant undertaking. The process can
take a lot of time and require additional
resources or expertise from within the
municipality. Strategically, formalizing
citizen engagement is a significant
undertaking in the sense of delivering a
renewed promise and increasing
opportunities to allow for meaningful
engagement and a greater role for
citizens in decision‐making processes.

Adapted from Schalk, 2014

Use the Evidence You Require a Citizen
Engagement Policy Worksheet in the
Resource Section to guide your policy
development.
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Type of decision Directive Consultive Deliberative Participatory Citizen-led

Decreasing municipal ownership of the decision-making process and end decision
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2.3  

Municipal decision-making
and citizen engagement

Municipalities make the decision to invest
in citizen engagement relative to the
decisions they face.  In the context of
citizen engagement, the types of
decisions facing municipalities can be
classified according to the perceived
value of citizen influence in the decision-
making process.   The greater the citizen
influence in the decision-making process,
the less the municipality's ownership of
the process and end decision.

Directive decisions are made by
authorized decision-makers within the
municipality.  

Directive decisions are most common
when a municipality has a high-level of
confidence that its choice of action aligns
with citizen values, meets an existing,
pressing or urgent need, or is a
requirement under municipal legislation
(e.g. Municipal Government Act).

Scenarios that call for directive decisions:

• An urgent response is required to
ensure a safe and viable community;

• Action is mandated as part of
municipal legislation, including job
responsibilities of public-facing
municipal employees;

• Decisions are routine (e.g. part of
regular operations) and there is no
indication of unrest or discontent
among citizens; and/or

• Expectations are clearly outlined in an
agreement between the affected
parties (i.e. a contract; terms of
reference; memorandum of
understanding; a guiding document).  

Directive decisions can demonstrate
authority, expedience and efficiency.   

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T

InfOrMIng, one-way
delivery of information to
citizens, is the most common
level of citizen engagement
associated with directive
decisions.

WhEn TO EngAgE:

Citizen engagement should be
considered whenever it is
determined that involvement
may be desirable in trying to
resolve an issue and, if so, to
what extent. The sharing of
decision-making authority will
usually be desirable where
citizen acceptance of a decision
appears necessary in order to
achieve its implementation and
that acceptance cannot be
assumed without citizens being
involved in the decision-
making. These are the decisions
where a successful outcome is
unlikely without deliberative or
participatory citizen
engagement.

http://www.qp.alberta.ca
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Consultive decisions are made by
authorized decision-makers within the
municipality, with input from citizens.  

Consultive decisions are most common
when a municipality has accountability
for the effect of a decision on citizens and
it recognizes that the decision has the
potential to have a significant impact on
one or more sub-segments of its citzenry.

Scenarios that call for consultive
decisions:

• A decision has been identified as
having high potential to impact one or
more sub-segments of citzenry and, as
a result, a legal requirement to notify
citizens and garner their input is
required;

• There is an existing level of unrest,
discontent or contention around a
decision (i.e. limiting parking to add an
additional wing of a public building;
choosing the location of a new
recreation centre; allowing new types
of housing development in a mature
neighbourhood);

• The decision requires trade-offs
around core community values (i.e. the
addition of a business park in an
otherwise pristine green field;
adjustments to utility fees to provide
new service level for curbside
recycling);

• The decision challenges citizens level
of comfort or sense of safety 
(i.e. introducing a rehabilitation centre
into a residential community;
changing public transportation routes
that affect people's daily commute;
road closures that affect people's
access); and/or

• Issues where elected officials request
additional input or information in
order to make an informed decision.

Consultive decisions can demonstrate
curiosity, empathy and concern for
citizens’ while communicating leadership,
authority and accountability for the
outcome of the decision. 
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COnSULTIng, which
delivers input, experiences,
evidence and suggestions from
citizens to a municipality, is the
most common level of
engagement associated with
consultive decisions.



Deliberative decisions are made by
authorized decision-makers within the
municipality after involving citizens to
imagine and explore possible alternatives
to an issue or opportunity at hand.  

Deliberative decisions are most common
when there is a challenging or complex
question on the table and the answer
involves value trade-offs for citizens in the
municipality.  In these scenarios, a
municipality has accountability for the
effects of a decision on citizens and it
wants to ensure that it thoroughly
explores alternatives that will result in the
best outcome for the community as a
whole, while respecting that citizens with
differing views may be affected in the
process.

One of the primary differences between
consultive decisions and deliberative
decisions is that the latter assumes that
working alongside citizens to not only
converse around possible solutions but
thoroughly explore, analyze and imagine
new alternatives will result in a decision
that has benefit to everyone.

Scenarios that call for deliberative
decisions:

• Complex decisions with
no clear answers (i.e.
ending homeless in a
community; revitalizing a
downtown; allocating
transportation
coordinators for multi-
use activities; investing in
a new recreation centre);

• Decisions with the potential to involve
significant value trade-offs and,
accordingly, a high level of emotion
(i.e. infill development guidelines;
selecting business revitalization
zones); and/or

• Exploratory decisions with the
potential to shape community
development (i.e. development of a
local food and agriculture strategy;
sub-division planning).

Deliberative decisions can demonstrate a
shared commitment to community
outcomes, confidence that there are
alternatives with the potential to support
common values, and faith in citizen’s
abilities to affect positive outcomes in
their communities.

InvOLvIng, coming
together to consider relevant
facts and values from multiple
points of view and to think
critically about the underlying
tensions and tough choices to
arrive at a rationale public
judgment, is the most common
level of engagement associated
with deliberative decisions.

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T
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COLLABOrATIOn
is the most common level of
engagement associated with
participatory decisions.

EMPOWEr is the most
common level of engagement
associated with citizen-led
decisions.
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Participatory decisions are made by
authorized decision-makers after the
municipality and citizens have worked
together to imagine and explore possible
alternatives to an issue or decision and
prioritize the preferred solution(s).  

Participatory decisions are most common
when citizens have a high stake and
vested interest in the outcome of a
challenging or complex question where
the answer involves value trade-offs.  With
participatory decisions, a municipality
retains the authority to prescribe the
decision but citizens are vested in the
decision-making process and decision
itself.  There are no surprises regarding
the outcome of the decision as citizens
work with the municipality on the final
verdict.

One of the primary differences between
deliberative decisions and participatory
decisions is that the latter assumes
citizens and the municipality are, if not
equally, bilaterally vested in finding an
amenable outcome and owning the
decision presented to the community.

Scenarios that call for participatory
decisions:

• Complex decisions with no clear
answers and where both citizens and
municipalities share a vested interest
in the outcome (e.g. sustainability
policy);

• Community development decisions
that are directly or indirectly
influenced or supported by
municipalities (e.g. creation of new
initiatives by community organizations

that depend on government resources
and influence); and/or

• New funding, project and service
delivery models that create
community opportunities for multiple
parties (e.g. public-private partnership
initiatives).

Participatory decisions can demonstrate
the importance of citizens working
together and on behalf of their
communities.  Participatory decisions can
signal mutual respect among municipal
officials and citizens, as well as a shared
commitment to the future.  Participatory
decisions are most often progressive
initiatives that work to align with a
community's vision for the future.  

Citizen-led decisions are decision-
making processes and decisions led and
owned by citizens; many involve technical
and resource support from municipalities.

Citizen-led decisions are most common
when citizens see themselves as having a
high stake and vested interest in a
community outcome and the ability to
take action to make a difference.  With
citizen-led decisions, a municipality
empowers citizens to bring forward a
decision that it will implement.
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One of the primary differences between
participatory decisions and citizen-led
decisions is that the municipality refrains
from participating in the decision-making
process for the latter.

A scenario that calls for a citizen-led
decision:

• Community members want to see
change on a matter and have the
evidence to demonstrate they are in a
position to effectively deliberate,
engage their fellow public and bring
forward a well-supported decision to
the municipality (e.g. a plebiscite on a
matter of public concern).

Citizen-led decisions can demonstrate a
commitment to democratic values, a
progressive stance on citizens shaping
the future of the community, and

confidence in the working relationship
between citizens and their elected
government. 

2.3.1  Decision-making and the
spectrum of engagement

The types of decisions made by
municipalities align toward the
International Association of Public
Participation's Spectrum of Public
Participation (©2006) and the most
common citizen engagement activities.

The following diagram illustrates how the
type of decision facing a municipality
lends itself toward a particular level of
citizen engagement.  The diagram goes
further to explain the most common
engagement activities associated with
each level of decision and citizen
engagement.
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DIAgrAM B.

Increasing citizen engagement and influence in the decision-making process

Type of decision

Level of Engagement

Citizen engagement
activities

Directive

Informing

Citizen
communication
One-way public
information
sharing from
municipality to
citizens

Consultive

Consulting

Citizen
consultation
Public
conversations
and feedback/
input from
citizens to the
municipality

Deliberative

Involving

Citizen
deliberation
Tension in value
differences
explored,
municipality
considers citizen
concerns,
aspirations and
contributions
around value
trade-offs and
alternative
solutions as part
of a decision

Participatory

Collaboration

Citizen
participation
Public
deliberation as
well as
municipality
and citizens
explore issues
and alternative
solutions
together then
identify and
prioritize
preferred
solutions

Citizen-led

Empowering

Citizen-led
decision-making
Public deliberation
and participation
as well as citizens
make the decision
and communicate
back to the
municipality the
course of action

Decreasing municipal ownership of the decision-making process and end decision

Adapted from Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2011; International Association of Public Participation ©2006; and the Praxis Group, 2012.



33

S E C T I O N  3 :  P L A N N I N G  F O R  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T

Citizen engagement opportunities are abound for municipalities.  Given the role and
responsibilities of a municipality, there are ample possibilities around everything from
communicating information to empowering citizens around issues that matter to them.

In planning a citizen engagement project it is important to be intentional about what you
set out to achieve. A citizen engagement plan will describe how and when a municipality
capitalizes on engagement opportunities. The plan will be built upon a clearly defined issue
or decision to be made, engagement outcomes, target participants and level of
engagement.

Municipalities will find that there will be some content that is foundational to their citizen
engagement plans.  These elements can include the municipality's set of principles and
core values (See 1.1.5 Contributing to community development) around citizen engagement
that describe how you want citizens to experience your engagement projects.  This
foundational content can be included at the front end of every citizen engagement plan to
support clear and consistent expectations.

3
Planning for citizen engagement



Behind a good citizen
engagement plan is a clear set 
of principles and values that
describe how you want citizens 

to experience engagement activities led by your
municipality.

CITIzEnS PArTICIPATIng In yOUr EngAgEMEnT PrOjECTS
ShOULD BE ABLE TO ExPECT: 

• A clear and consistent approach for all engagement projects –
relative to the International Association of Public Participation's Spectrum 
of Engagement  (See 1.1.3  the engagement spectrum today); 

• Communication and information sharing on the front end of the
process to provide an effective frame of reference for citizens to feel
empowered to provide meaningful and informed input; 

• A co-ordinated approach to reaching out to and involving citizens
to avoid fatigue or excessive citizen engagement; particularly given that it is
common for mid-size and large municipalities to be delivering a number of
engagement projects simultaneously; 

• Assurance that the decision to engage is an effective use of resources and
that citizen involvement adds tangible value to the decision-making process; 

• A respectful and welcoming environment that values citizen
participation while adhering to decision-making processes, protocols and
legislative requirements; 

• An inclusive environment that allows all citizens to participate in a non-
discriminatory environment and where the municipality makes an effort to
attract a diverse range of participants to adequately reflect the community; 

• Transparent and responsive engagement that demonstrates how
citizen input was used and influenced the final decision as well as
facilitating citizen accessibility to hear and address concerns; and

• The use of evaluation for continuous improvement of citizen
engagement.

Adapted from Schalk, 2014

your complete citizen engagement
plan will include:

• the issue at hand and the decision 
to make

• desired outcomes from citizen
engagement

• engagement principles and values
guiding the project

• target participants

• level of engagement

• techniques and tools to engage
participants

• methods of citizen recruitment

• approach to communication

• timeline

• financial and human resource
requirements

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T
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SECTION 3
Planning for citizen engagement



CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT vIgnETTE CITy Of BrOOKS

INSIGHTS INTO CITIZEN vALUES

"We actively work to engage our citizens on the front end of
community planning work," explains Councillor Barry Morishita. 

Despite this commitment and all of the City of Brooks' efforts to
invest in inclusive community planning processes, it has had a few
insightful surprises.

"We make every effort to offer broad public consultation on large-
scale and high-investment projects, including the development of
our new recreation facility," shares Tony Diep, Manager of Shared
Services.  "Yet attendance at these opportunities often fails to
compare to the responses that we receive once the projects break
ground."

Tony's insight is simple yet powerful. 

"It's important for us to recognize that we have pockets of
residents that are highly vested in specific aspects of community
development, and our recreation facility is a great example of this,"
he says.  "As a City, we expected a lot of interest in the plans for our
recreation facility but instead we had a relatively small group of
people with very strong connections to the project."

The City of Brooks' experience points to the nature of planning
work.  It can be challenging for the broader community to get
engaged in and excited about future or seemingly intangible
possibilities.  It's this reality that makes it important for
communities to have realistic expectations around engagement.
It should be expected that, unless an issue is directly tied to the
core values of the broader population, there will only be key
segments of citizenry invested in the conversation. 

The City of Brooks was also recently faced with an issue related to
the development of its new recreation facility that did speak to its
citizens' values. 

"When it came to the new facility, our residents spoke up loud and
clear once construction was underway," explains Councillor
Morishita.  "It wasn't the purpose of the facility but its physical
footprint and impact on a section of trees that caught the
attention of our community." 

In this scenario, Brooks discovered its residents' attachment to its
treed areas and the power of key voices in the community.

"It was an interesting experience," explains Tony. "When the City of
Brooks attempted to reach out to talk about the physical impact of
the facility in the early stages of planning, we didn't get a lot of
response.  It was only when ground was broken and the project
became very real that our citizens took a closer look and realized it
had the potential to affect something that they cared a lot about."

Councillor Morishita jumps in on the relationships and voices that
surround community-based values.  "When our community
members took interest in the trees affected by the project we
learned something else very important.  We learned that a small
number of highly engaged residents can go a long way in
generating further interest in an issue.  When it came to the trees,
we had a couple of highly engaged residents take to Facebook to
share their concern about removing trees.  They made a real
impact with their peers and the concern compounded very
quickly.  The role of our residents as influencers and potential allies
for the City of Brooks in enhancing our citizen engagement
activities has got our attention."

3.1   

Define the issue at hand and
the decision to make

It cannot be said too frequently:  
The decision to be made drives your
citizen engagement project.

The starting point for an effective citizen
engagement plan is a clear and concise
articulation of the issue that a
municipality is facing and the decision
that needs to be made.

Don't be shy to test your description of
the issue and the decision to be made
back with decision-makers.  Having a
clear picture of both the issue and
decision is critical to the choices you
make through the entirety of your citizen
engagement plan.
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Best Practices for Defining the Issue

There are five best practices that can
make a difference to how everyone from
your municipal officials to citizens
participate under the issue and decision
at hand:

1. Be as specific as possible about the
issue and decision at hand.

2. Frame the issue and decision as an
opportunity for the community to
discuss alternatives, solutions and
consequences.

3. Frame the issue and decision in
neutral terms, as much as possible.

4. Ensure the scope of the issue and
decision is appropriate and feasible
(i.e. not too broad or vague; not too
narrow or leading).

5. Keep the effort (e.g. numbers of
citizens involved) proportional to the
size of the issue.

3.2   

Assessing expectations

You'll have many reasons as to why you
want to engage with citizens.  The reality
is that some citizen engagement is
mandated by legislation.  There are
certain issues and decisions that the
Government of Alberta has determined,
as part of the Municipal Government Act,
must integrate minimum levels of citizen
engagement. (See 2.0  Foundations of
Municipal Engagement for details). There
are other issues where you are working to
align with internal and external
expectations associated with decision-
making.

With respect to internal expectations, it is
important to consider two distinct
groups:  1) the citizen engagement
project team, and 2) the decision-makers. 

Internal expectations refers to the level of
engagement that your engagement
project team and decision-makers are
willing to get behind and support. 

External expectations refers to the level of
engagement that citizens expect and that
you should recommend to the decision-
maker. 

The reality is, of course, that internal
expectations may not align with external
expectations.  If this is the scenario then it
is important to share your assessment of
external expectations with your decision-
makers and determine if they see the
scenario in the same way.  It may be that
the decision-maker and, as a result, the
citizen engagement project team may
need to re-align their expectations with
those of the public. 

On the other hand, your decision-maker
may suggest they want a better
understanding of external expectations
(further research) or will proceed with
their own expectations regardless of the
results of the external assessment.  In this
scenario, you need to be prepared to
explain to citizens why a particular level
of engagement is being suggested.

Use the Internal and External Expectations
Worksheet in the Resource Section to
guide your assessment. 

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T
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3.3   

Citizen engagement
outcomes

As you work to get clear about the issue
or decision at hand, why you need to
engage citizens, and the most
appropriate level of engagement, it is also
important to use your imagination and
describe the results that you want to see.
By using your imagination, you can set
"desired outcomes" that describe your
view of the final results. It can be helpful
to frame the purpose of your citizen
engagement in outcome statements.  

Outcome statements differ from goals or
objectives.  Goals and objectives tend to
describe what you want to see happen;
outcome statements strive to describe the
final state achieved as a result of your
engagement activity.

Your outcomes should be SMArT -
Specific, Measureable, Achievable,
realistic and Timely.
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UnDErSTAnDIng SMArT OUTCOMES: 

SPECIFIC – Outcomes that are exact and focus on the five Ws.

Outcomes that are specific help to define expectations clearly and, typically, are
written around verbs. Focus on answering WHO, WHAT, WHEN,WHERE and WHY
questions.

MEASURABLE – Concrete criteria for measuring progress.

When you measure your progress, you stay on track, reach your target dates, and
experience the exhilaration of achievement that spurs you on to continued effort
required to reach your desired outcomes.

To determine if your outcome is measurable, ask HOW questions:
How much?  How many?  How will I know when it is accomplished?

ATTAINABLE – Outcomes that can be achieved through good planning. 

Outcomes that may seem out of reach move closer and closer when you set
attainable outcomes that encourage you to reach further.

REALISTIC – Outcomes that you are willing and able to work on.

Be sure that every outcome represents substantial progress. 

A high outcome is frequently easier to reach than a low one because a low
outcome exerts low motivational force. Some of the hardest jobs you ever
accomplished actually seem easy simply because they were a labour of love.

TIMELY – Outcomes should be grounded within a time frame.

Your time frame gives you a reason to stop and deliberately reflect on your
progress and adapt your course, if necessary.
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One type of outcome will refer to the
citizen experience.

For example, an outcome for informing
citizens might be:

Citizens who participate in July's
engagement sessions feel excited about
the future for the community, and they
report that they understand the decision
that was made, how it affects them and
why it was the best choice.

Outcomes can also be focused on the
decision at hand.  

As another example, a decision-oriented
outcome for consulting on waste policy
might be:

Decision-makers have the input they
need at the October 16 Council Meeting
to set waste reduction targets for the
community that are realistic and
achievable for citizens while contributing
to significant waste reduction efforts over
the next three years.

As another example, an outcome for
collaborating with citizens might be:

Citizens who participate in the fall
activities associated with our Citizen Jury
feel valued for their contributions to the
decision-making process, empowered to
give their best advice and confident that
they are partners in choosing the best
path forward.

For example, an outcome for
empowering citizens to choose between
several options on how to develop a
community space might be:

Citizens have the information they need
to deliberate and prioritize the decisions
during the month of October and
recommend a final outcome for
implementation by end of the fiscal year.

3.4   

Target participants

There are occasions when citizen
engagement is intended for and open to
the mass public.  These occasions can
include elections, referendums, and
plebiscites on key social issues.  However,
it is more common that citizen
engagement is intended for key
segments of a municipal population.  As
an example, there are target audiences
(i.e. sports teams, coaches, instructors,
athletes) inclined to show an interest in
the revitalization of a local recreation
centre.  Whereas there might be a
different set of citizens, while possibly
showing some overlap, concerned about
road closures near an elementary school.  

In citizen engagement, the term audience
is a bit of a misnomer.  While you will
inform by broadcasting some information
out to the public, the majority of your
engagement work will involve pursuing
feedback, input or deliberating.  In this
case, your audience becomes a group of
participants.

Before considering engagement
activities, including appropriate
techniques, tools and logistics, it is
important to have a good understanding
of the citizens and special interest groups
who are most likely to be impacted by
and take an interest in an issue or
decision.  Part of this profiling is also
about considering what level of
engagement is going to satisfy the needs
of the municipality as well as the needs of
citizens.

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T



WhO WILL yOU EngAgE?

Target participants are defined as those with an
interest in or who may potentially be impacted
by an issue or decision. There are many ways to
identify citizens and special interest group
participants. Here is one approach:

1. Ask key members in the community who
they think will be interested in the issue or
opportunity.

2. Identify organized groups and individuals
who might be interested in the potential
impacts or concerns related to the issue or
decision.

For example:
• people living near any proposed actions;
• local activists;
• local community groups;
• non-profit groups with associated

interests;
• potentially responsible parties; and
• local industries or business.

3. Identify any groups that may be especially
hard to reach.

4. Identify groups and individuals that may not
typically be thought of as being a part of the
citizenry (i.e. elected official, government
agencies, media, internal stakeholders).

Source: International Association for Public Participation, ©2006
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In many communities, it is
common for elected officials to
engage in coffee chats or
informal conversations with
citizens.  If well-prepared, these
can be excellent forums to
gauge citizen perceptions on an
issue.  However, it is important
to note that these activities are
informal and will not directly
influence a decision but rather
citizen engagement processes.

SYLvAN LAkE EAT AND GREETS TArGET YOUNG, 
FAMILY-FOCUSED CITIZENS

In 2014, the Town of Sylvan Lake adopted its forward-looking
Municipal Development Plan (MDP). 

Sylvan Lake is a young community.  Its census confirms that the
average age is 31 and more than half the population is under the
age of 35.  The town's demographics also show that it's a family
community - with many families with young children embracing
the area for its high quality of life.  This also means families seeking
exceptional amenities, and looking to the town to make these
investments.

When the Town of Sylvan Lake was creating its MDP, it wanted
input from these families.  The challenge of course is that young
parents are busy.  They are out and about putting community
amenities to use, with little time to spare to attend community
consultation events. 

Enter targeted recruitment. 

The Town of Sylvan Lake knew its demographics and took the time
to understand this segment's values.  They knew their MDP would
benefit greatly from input from the heads of young families and
they knew this demographic was eager to share their opinions but
short on time.  This is how the Town of Sylvan Lake came to
implement Eat and Greets.  These are citizen engagement
activities that meet young families where they are at - out in the
community participating in informal and formal activities. 

The Town offers a meal to residents who take the time to connect
with the municipality and share their input on a hot topic.  In the
case of the MDP, the Eat and Greet featured information-sharing,
opinion collection,  and a priority setting exercise known as a dot-
mocracy.  The Eat and Greets often attract over 200 participants,
and add a valuable and highly sought after perspective to the
more traditional and less targeted open houses and online survey
open to all residents.

CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT vIgnETTE TOWn Of SyLvAn LAKE



3.4.1  Target participant 
perception audit

Once a list of target participants is
identified, it is important to gain an initial
understanding of how they are likely to
view the issue or decision to be made.
This is an opportunity to begin
developing constructive citizen
relationships. 

A typical activity at this point is to
conduct interviews with citizens who
represent a range of anticipated
perspectives. To make the most of this
you can:

• Meet informally with citizens in an
environment familiar to them;

• Initiate or revitalize relationships with
individual citizens or special interest
groups and establish communication;
and

• Let citizens know that you understand
their issues by providing direct
feedback through meetings and
personal correspondence.  

You may want to conduct a perceptions
audit, which can be aided by developing
an interview guide. Here are some
questions you may want to ask target
participants:

• How do you perceive the potential
impacts?

• What geographic area will be
concerned?

• How much variation is there in how
citizens in different geographical areas
view the issues?

• Who are the leading groups in the
community?

• Who are the opinion leaders in the
community?

• What groups or individuals are already
involved in similar issues?

• What potentially affected citizens are
not likely to be represented by an
existing group?

• What is the history of citizen
engagement in this community?

• What would make citizen engagement
on this issue or opportunity credible?

• Who else should we be talking to?

• Is there anything else you would like
to share?

Source: International Association for 
Public Participation, ©2006

Once you have compiled the input check-
in with the interviewed citizens to test the
findings and confirm if the perceptions
were accurately captured then use what
you have learned to develop a
comprehensive list of issues or concerns
related to the decision.

Examples may include:

• livelihood, employment or lost
productivity;

• financial security;

• property values or rights;

• quality of life;

• aesthetics;

• personal health and safety;

• endangered environmental resources;

• growth management;

• nuisance issues such as noise, odours,
traffic;

• cultural, racial or gender identity;

• restricted freedom of choice; and

• access to education.

Also consider what concerns may affect
how people view the engagement
process, such as:

• political controversy;

• history of neglect or mistrust;

• equity concerns; and

• apathy.

Source: International Association for 
Public Participation, ©2006
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3.4.2  Aligning the engagement topic
with target participants

A comprehensive understanding of issues
or opportunities and the citizens will help
you in your next step of selecting the
level of engagement for your project and
developing your citizen engagement
plan. 

Use the Aligning the Engagement Topic
with Target Participants Worksheet to 
help you identify areas where shared
understanding exists and where diversity
exists between the target participants
and their perceptions on the engagement
issue or decision to be made. The
worksheet may assist you in targeting
resources and activities to areas of
importance in your citizen engagement
plan. 
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IF WE BUILD IT, WILL THEY COME?  THE COUNTY OF
STETTLEr ADjUSTS ITS COUrSE AS IT GOES.

There are times when citizen engagement is a head-scratcher and,
rather than providing an opportunity to connect with invested
residents, it becomes an opportunity to learn a few things about
citizen engagement itself.

The County of Stettler found itself in this position in January 2015. 

“As a County, we often receive concerns from our local population
about spending and the allocation of taxpayer dollars,” explains
Niki Thorsteinsson.  “It’s more than reasonable for our citizens to
want more information about and the opportunity to influence
our budget process and allocations.”

The County took the community interest in its budget to heart and
hosted a 2015 Budget Consultation meeting on January 7 from 3
p.m. to 7 p.m.  It provided an open invite to the community,
advertising the session through the local newspaper, County
website and social media. In the end, six Councilors attended the
event and zero citizens. 

“We were surprised that nobody showed up,” shares Niki. “More
than this, it’s a catalyst to start to question the value of citizen
engagement.”

The County of Stettler quickly dismissed this thinking. 

“We don’t know exactly what happened with the 2015 Budget
Consultation,” says Niki.  “Maybe people are happier than we think
with our approach to spending?  Maybe the timing was off? Maybe
we didn’t offer the right type of invitations or the right
accommodations to invoke attendance?  Regardless, it was one
offering, and we’ve been more deliberate about creating
opportunities to understand our citizen’s engagement needs.”

Rather than broadly inviting its public into focused decisions, the
County of Stettler has focused on creating citizen-led
opportunities for people to share the things on their mind.  As a
County, they never hesitate to put some of their key initiatives on
these agendas.  However, the primary emphasis has been on
understanding what’s top of mind for citizens and, as a result,
taking a future-oriented view to creating engagement
opportunities that attract and matter to their public.

CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT vIgnETTE COUnTy Of STETTLEr
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3.5 

Selecting your level of
engagement

Once you've assessed the alignment
between the internal and external
expectations and have clarity
surrounding target participation
perceptions, and the issue or decision to
be made then it is time to review the
types of decisions that municipalities
make and how the desired engagement
outcomes align with these decisions (See
2.3 Municipal decision-making and citizen
engagement).  From here, you're in a
position to choose a level of engagement
(See 1.1.3 The engagement spectrum
today).

To support finalizing your level of
engagement use the information above
and complete the Selecting Your Level of
Engagement Worksheet.

3.6  

refining your engagement
outcomes

Using the results of the internal and
external expectations assessment, target
participant perception audit, and selected
level of engagement, it is beneficial to
revisit the decision to be made to ensure
your citizen engagement project will
address and meet your desired outcomes. 

Step 1: Use the information collected to
determine if the municipality's statement
of the issue or decision to be made is
mirrored by the citizens.

Step 2: Review with the decision-maker
any discrepancy between the internal and
external views of the issue or decision to
be made and expectations of the
engagement project. 

Step 3: Consider if and how the
discrepancy between the internal and
external views and engagement
expectations can be addressed. 

It is difficult to maintain
sustainable decisions if the
municipality and its citizenry do
not agree on the issue or decision
to be made.

Step 4: Seek out other processes and
information sources for issues that cannot
be addressed within the scope of your
engagement project. Providing
information to citizens and decision-
makers will help them to place attention
on the issue and decision your
engagement project will address.

Step 5: Refine the engagement project
outcomes to reflect the results of the
expectations assessment, perceptions
audit, and selected level of engagement.

Source: International Association of Public Participation, ©2006

3.7  

Techniques and tools to
engage citizens

Choosing the most appropriate
techniques and tools to engage citizens,
involves a little bit of analysis.  You need
to consider the nature of the decision at
hand, the corresponding level of
engagement, and the profile of your
target audience.  

By choosing techniques and tools, you are
deciding how to approach engagement
in a way that will align the needs and
capabilities of your municipality with
those of your citizens.  

The type and number of engagement
techniques and tools that you choose will
depend on the decision to be made, its
complexity and your target audiences.



SELECTING YOUr ENGAGEMENT TOOLS: 
WAYFINDING THrOUGH SUNDrE

It's rare to notice community signs until you need them to find
your way.  The Town of Sundre wanted to update its wayfinding
infrastructure but more than that, it wanted to ensure it was
functional and captivating for the people who used it - residents
and visitors.

Economic Development Officer Jonathan Allan turned to the
wisdom of the crowd.  "In local government, it is generally
accepted that Town Council has the final decision," explains
Jonathan. "But it is also accepted that the best and most-
supported decisions are well-informed by  citizens and based on
legitimate information."

Jonathan partnered with two of his colleagues, Sundre's
Community Development Manager and Community Planner, to
design a simple yet elegant approach to consult with locals with
expertise in community planning and then the community before
taking a recommendation to Town Council.

"We took the time to get really clear on our challenge and it boiled
down to three things," shares Jonathan. "We needed people highly
familiar with our community to help us segment or zone it,
identify appropriate monikers for each area, and then help us
determine where to install the most helpful and impactful
signage."

Jonathan and his colleagues used targeted participation to
generate the first round of input.  They created physical maps and
took them out to specific populations - locals with immense
knowledge of the community.  

"We conducted 15-minute, one-on-one interviews with town staff
who know this community like the back of their hand," says
Jonathan.  "From here, we did the same activity as a focus group
with Town Council, our Downtown Area Revitalization Committee
and our Sundre Regional Recreation Area Committee."

With the input from these highly engaged and experienced
citizens, Jonathan and his team created a segmented map of
Sundre.  The team found that the targeted input legitimized the
initial thinking around Sundre's wayfinding enough to take the
map and some branding alternatives out to the general
population.

"We had really good input and it pointed us in a couple of key
directions," explains Jonathan.  "We were able to identify zones
within Sundre with confidence and develop some well thought
out options to brand these areas as well as place signage to them."

Sundre has recently entered into the second phase of its project -
public consultation.  "We're now at the stage where we want to
gain input from our community on branding possibilities - which
includes names for each area of the community as well as visual
branding," says Jonathan.  "We are using online and hard copy
surveys to garner this input.  We believe surveys are the best tool
for residents to help us prioritize the options that our staff and
targeted citizens helped to develop.  We found interviews and
focus groups exceptional for the creative thinking. Now our
surveys will help us narrow down people's preferences and this
will give us the options that we take forward to Council for final
decision."

CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT vIgnETTE TOWn Of SUnDrE
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When you choose your engagement
techniques and tools, you need to have
your participants' experience in mind.
You need to consider the advantages and
disadvantages of each engagement
technique and tool and how they may
work together to ensure your participants
have everything they need to adequately
play their role in the decision-making
process.  
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Some of the most common elements of a
effectively implemented citizen
engagement technique or tool, whether
in-person or in a digital environment,
include:

• A warm welcome;

• A means, if relevant, for participants to
get to know the engagement project
team and one another;

• Context setting and information
delivery;

• Clear direction on the decision at hand
and participants' level of engagement;

• Accountabilities of the municipality
and citizens;

• Citizen recruitment;

• Clear information about next steps;

• Closing; and

• Follow up.

These elements hold true across
the engagement spectrum.  For
example, informing focuses on a
municipality sharing information

about a decision it has made with citizens.
Depending on the novelty of the information
and its impact on citizens, it can be very
important for communication to include a
welcome, information about the decision-maker,
context about the decision, a description of how
and why a decision was reached, information
about next steps, a closing, and a commitment
to provide more information as it comes
available.

3.7.1  In-person v.s. digital citizen
engagement techniques and tools

When considering your techniques and
tools for engagement it is important to
explore which delivery mode aligns with
your desired outcomes, target audience
and level of engagement.

In-person Digital Mobile

• Intensive and focused participation

• Builds direct and strong
relationships

• Taps into group creativity

• Manages the engagement
atmosphere

• Acts as project milestones

• Creates visibility with target
participants

• Possible to increase number of
participants for reduced costs,
compared to in-person

• Easy to have multiple and 
ongoing interactions

• Can foster deep issue exploration

• Today’s online environment is
participatory by nature and many
tools are easily accessible and 
low cost

• The phone is always with you,
always on

• Geo-location engagement and
tracking allows for personalization
and new data opportunities

• Camera allows for new data
opportunities

• Scales well 

• Downloadable applications are
available to support citizens
reporting to municipalities (e.g.
FixMyStreet to report potholes or
damaged sidewalks)

• Great for connecting with some
hard-to-reach demographics

Source: Alberta Municipal Affairs Public Input toolkit, 2014 p.2-22
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In-PErSOn CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT SCEnArIO

Your municipality has offered to lead a citizen panel to explore the potential for online voting.  You have
an extensive citizen engagement plan in place and your municipality will be hosting 12 members of the
public.  Your participants will be meeting in a community hall on four separate occasions and they will
be supported by a skilled facilitator.  This is your first time hosting a citizen panel as a municipality and
you've invited the local media to learn about the process.  You really want both the citizens and media
to have a positive experience with your engagement project team.  As the host, your role is to create
and maintain an inviting space where your participants, feel valued and appreciated.  To do so, you'll
want to pay attention to the physical conditions (i.e. cleanliness; access to seating and tables; the
configuration of seating and tables to align with the social dynamics required for effective
participation; the amount of natural light; access to food and drink throughout the day) and the social
conditions (i.e. warm welcomes; introductions; adequate breaks; check-ins to ensure participants have
enough information and time to participate without being overwhelmed or bored by information;
opportunities for questions; conditions that create a safe space; a facilitator that adheres to the
timelines communicated to participants).  As the host organization, you may engage experts 
(i.e. facilitator; subject matter experts; technical support) but you're ultimately accountable for 
citizens' experiences.

Supporting citizens to participate in engagement activities is not about controlling the
environment or their experience.  It's about finding the balance between order and chaos -
also described as the chaordic balance.  If your activities are too orderly then citizens may
feel stifled in their opportunities to explore concepts and relationships.  If your activities are

too chaotic then citizens may not understand how to participate effectively.  Using a sports analogy,
chaordic activities have a clear playing field and set of rules and these well-known boundaries create the
conditions that allow citizens to play the game in whatever way makes the most sense to them.  
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As host, you are working to connect people to the topic at hand.  Your goal is not to develop
an engagement plan that engages people.  Engagement is not the ultimate goal.  The
ultimate goal relates to what is needed around a decision, and engagement is a path to get
there.  You want people engaged around the issue and decision, and not only engaged in
the process itself.

CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT In A DIgITAL EnvIrOnMEnT SCEnArIO

First and foremost, digital engagement goes beyond one-way communication and sharing information
about upcoming in-person activities.  Digital tools can be used to support all types of engagement
activities; however, there are different risks and hosting requirements.  Let's say that you want to host
the same citizen panel on online voting in an digital environment.  Your options are quite different.  You
can choose to allow citizens to engage in either a synchronous environment (e.g. people are online at a
scheduled time to communicate using tools such as web video technology and instant chat) or
asynchronous environment (e.g. people can choose to be online and contribute at different times,
although usually within a set timeframe, using tools such as web forums and wikis).  You can also
choose to use visual technology (i.e. video and pictures) or written technology (e.g. the written word).
When you are hosting in an online environment it is very important to consider how you can build trust
and effective relationships between people (i.e. facilitator-participants; participants-participants).  It is
estimated that 98 per cent of communication is non-verbal and you are losing a lot of this in the digital
environment.  Even video-conferencing technologies tend to focus on one or a few participants at a
time, making it hard to make sense of any social dynamics playing out between people.  For this
reason, one of your primary responsibilities as host is to find ways to make certain aspects of
participation (e.g. level of comfort with one another) more visible than you would otherwise need to
achieve in an in-person environment.

Digital citizen engagement is
not about the technology.  The
more invisible the technology
feels, the better it is for citizens
to focus on the issue at hand.
The idea of digital engagement
is that it supports greater
accessibility, both in terms of
eliminating the impact of the
physical environment and,
possibly, the requirement for
everyone to be available at the
same time.
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3.7.2   Selecting your techniques and tools

While some techniques and tools may help you achieve more than one outcome at a time,
most issues and decisions will require multiple techniques and tools to meet all the
identified outcomes. The following chart provides an overview of techniques and tools
available to municipalities, over and above what is described and prescribed through the
Municipal Government Act.
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Delivery Mode Technique/Tool Advantages Disadvantages

In-person Over the counter allows
citizens to drop in to the
municipal office to discuss the
issue or decision.

• Citizen can choose time to 
drop- in

• Citizen gets one-on-one time
with municipal officials

• Great if a small number of
citizens have a high interest

• Input is often verbal and must be
recorded

• Relatively time-consuming
• Cannot accommodate large

numbers

In-person Informal “doorway” meetings
are informed neighbourhood
discussions which may be
initiated by the municipality 
or citizens

• Builds trust and familiarity
• Gathers in-depth information

relatively quickly

• May require several meetings to
cover all interested parties

• Requires skill on the part of the
municipal officials to keep discussion
on track and record input

In-person Advisory committee
meetings with invited citizens
meeting several times to
refine and discuss options

• Allows time for members to get
to know one another, reflect and
refine their input

• Builds consensus about detailed
recommendations

• Committee may not be accepted by
all citizens

• Requires major time commitment

In-person Round-table meetings with
usually less than 20 people
and includes a formal agenda

• Promotes exchange of ideas
• Good format for consensus

building

• Limited number of participants at
each session

• Must be well facilitated and recorded
• Can be perceived as a technique to

“divide and conquer”

In-person Workshops where participants
can “roll up their sleeves” and
work together to assess
information and create
recommendations

• Promotes group problem solving
and exchange of ideas

• Can lead to innovative
recommendations

• Requires extensive preparation
• Must be well facilitated
• Requires time commitment from

participant

In-person Town hall meetings are larger
meetings with a formal
agenda and formal
presentations

• Involves many people at once
• Everyone gets to hear what

everyone else has to say
• Involves subject matter experts

• Media often attend because
meetings can become
confrontational

• Must be expertly planned and
facilitated

• “Showboating” at the microphone
can be a problem

In-person Open house sessions offer an
opportunity for people to
drop in, review information,
talk to a municipal official, and
submit their preferences

• Allows many people to review
information and talk to
municipal officials

• People can spend as much, or as
little, time as they wish

• Non-confrontational format

• Will not result in any definitive input
unless designed to do so

• Does not promote interaction or
consensus building among citizens

47

http://www.qp.alberta.ca/documents/Acts/m26.pdf


Delivery Mode Technique/Tool Advantages Disadvantages

In-person Citizen juries are composed of 
12-20 randomly selected citizens
representative of their community 
who meet over several days to
deliberate on an issue

• Provides opportunities to
introduce new perspectives
and challenge existing ones

• More careful examination of
the issue

• Promotes consensus
building

• Brings legitimacy and
democratic control to
nonelected public bodies

• Small size of individual
groups and their non-
intimidating nature allows
for innovative ideas and
active participation

  • Exclusive - only a few individuals
participate

• Potential problems lie in initial
stages of preparation (e.g. jury
selection, agenda setting, witness
selection)

• Process requires significant
resources and intensive time
commitment for participants and
organizers 

• Influence on final decision isn’t
guaranteed if the government is
not formally committed to take
the results into consideration

• Can be difficult to generate neutral
and complete briefing material

In-person Citizen panels are a randomly 
selected group of 12 citizens that meet
routinely (e.g. four or more times) to
consider, discuss and deliberate 
issues and make decisions or
recommendations

• Proportion of panel members
can be replaced at each
meeting (i.e. 4 members) to
increase the overall number of
participants

• Multiple panels can be held and
run to increase participant
numbers and reduce exclusivity

• People benefit from discussion
within groups, but also from
discussing issues with family
and friends outside of the panel

• Small size of individual groups
and their non-intimidating
nature allows for innovative
ideas and active participation

• Less exclusive than citizen juries,
but still only a few individuals
participate

• Potential problems lie in initial
stages of preparation (e.g.
selection of panel members,
agenda setting)

• Process requires significant
resources and intensive time
commitment for participants
and the municipality

• Can be difficult to generate
neutral and complete briefing
material

In-person Consensus conferences are a dialogue
between subject matter experts and
citizens open to the public and the media.
A panel of citizens plays the leading role
(10-16 people who are introduced to the
topic by a professional facilitator).
The citizen panel formulates the questions
to be taken up at the conference, and
participates in the selection of subject
matter experts to answer them.
During the first day, subject matter experts
present their answers to the questions
from the citizen panel.
During the second and third days,
questions are clarified and discussions are
held between the subject matter experts,
the citizen panel and the audience. The
citizen panel produces a final document,
presenting their conclusions and
recommendations.

• Process of communicating
information about the
conference topic provides a
strong educational
component

• Useful method for obtaining
informed opinions from lay
persons on complex issues

• Small size of individual
groups and their non-
intimidating nature allows
for innovative ideas and
active participation

• Recruitment method may not
ensure representative
participation

• Exclusive process
• Elaborative process requiring

significant resources
• Multiple conferences may be

required to ensure that broad,
representative opinions are
sought
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Delivery Mode Technique/Tool Advantages Disadvantages

In-person Deliberative polls are built on
the opinion poll concept with
the addition of deliberation.
The polls measure what
citizen’s think once they are
informed and engaged around
an issue or decision.
It is composed of a randomly
selected sample of citizens
(e.g. large or small groups of
50 to 500+ persons).
It involves polling the
participants, followed by
discussion, and finally, polling
them again

• Provides insights into public
opinion and how people come
to decisions

• Seeks informed opinions, does
not force people to reach
consensus

• Large, random sample
• Changes in responses can be

observed after the deliberative
intervention takes place

• Helps to measure citizen’s values
and preferences

• Small size of individual groups
and their non-intimidating
nature allows for innovative
ideas and active participation

• Incentives (e.g. honorarium) are
important

• Requires a lot of preparation time
• Although sample size is large and

random, ensuring
representativeness is difficult

• Process requires significant resources
and intensive time commitment for
participants and the municipality

• Can be difficult to generate neutral
and complete briefing material

In-person
and/or digital

Discussion guide or “Kitchen
Table” booklets let citizens
organize among themselves,
discuss an issue, and fill out an
in-depth workbook either
online or on paper 

• Uses people’s existing social
networks

• Little staff time required to
compile and analyze

• Paper-submitted booklets can
be manually entered into the
software to make analysis easier

• Discussion Guides and booklets are
time consuming to design well

• Requires resources to input paper-
submitted booklets into software for
analysis

Digital Online “help desk” or
scheduled online chat allows
anyone to ask about the plans
and talk to an expert 
(e.g. via Skype, Google Chat,
Facebook Chat, Twitter or
email)

• Citizens can choose a time to
drop in

• Citizens who cannot drop in
during business hours or reach
the location can still participate

• Municipal officials can converse
with multiple citizens at once

• Depending on how the “help
desk” is set up, everyone’s
questions can be public, or they
can just be recorded and not
visible to everyone

• Harder to guarantee that
participants are citizens of the area
in question

• Needs terms of use if everyone’s
comments are public in case abusive
comments need to be removed

Digital Webinar for presentation-style
meetings (e.g. via
LiveMeeting, Skype,
GoToMeeting, Google
Hangout)

• Citizens can attend from
anywhere

• Easy to record and post online
for people who missed the event

• Technical difficulties may arise,
especially with video and sound

Digital Digital Charrettes,
Scenario Planning, and
Collaborative Writing allow
citizens to work together in
the digital environment 
(e.g. IdeaScale,
Wikispaces, MetroQuest)

• Citizens can participate at their
convenience, allowing those
who cannot attend an in-person
technique to still provide input

• Somewhat challenging (but possible
with registration that includes postal
code) to identify which input came
from local citizens compared to
citizens of other municipalities

• Can be expensive and/or time
consuming to maintain
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Delivery Mode Technique/Tool Advantages Disadvantages

Digital Discussion forums provide
the ability for citizens to
engage in asynchronous
discussion over a period of
time to build consensus,
brainstorm and/or questions
as well as interact with and
react to ideas generated

• Builds community by promoting
discussion on issue or decision to
be made

• Allows time for citizens to reflect,
research and compose their
thoughts before participating in
the discussion

• Allows participants to share
information, ideas and
perspectives

• Facilitates knowledge sharing
and learning by allowing citizens
to view and to respond to the
contributions  of others

• Allows subject matter experts to
participate in the discussion by
posting information and
responding to questions 

• Potential to save time
summarizing and analyzing
engagement results

• Need to be prepared for technical
difficulties.

• Requires extensive preparation for
engagement design and/or
equipment set-up

• Requires moderation or facilitation

Digital Online surve or polling is a
survey tool in which citizens
submit responses related to an
issue or decision online by
completing a questionnaire.

• Targets citizens with the most
interest in the issue of decision

• Is accessible 24/7
• Allows participants to share

opinions and perspectives

• The survey or poll software may not
provide the ability to limit responses
therefore citizens may be able to
submit multiple responses skewing
the data

Adapted from Alberta Municipal Affairs Public Input toolkit (2014) and Sheedy (2008)
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BUT WhAT ABOUT COffEE ChATS?

There's great benefit, especially as an elected official or a member
of administration, to connect with members of the public at your
local coffee shop.  It's a great means to keep the pulse of the
community. Sitting down with citizens over a ‘cup of joe’ taps into
existing social connections, it allows municipal officials to
communicate with citizens in an environment in which they are
comfortable and, it helps to build relationships between elected
officials and their constituents.

Still, these outcomes are more akin to the practice of
communication (sharing information, exchanging ideas) versus
the practice of engagement (integrating information and ideas
into decision-making). 

Replacing citizen engagement with informal coffee conversations
reveals the following potential pitfalls:

• The size of the group is usually small, random and can been
viewed as exclusive (only a few citizens participating at one
time), therefore representativeness of the community can be
difficult to achieve;

• The conversations can often leave the impression with citizens
that they have influence on the final decision to be made 
by a municipal council when in reality the dialogue is only
taking place with one or 
two elected representative equating to one or two votes in a
council decision-making process;

• It can be difficult to generate a neutral discussion; and

• Input is often verbal, difficult to record and open to individual
interpretation.

Engage in coffee chats for what they can offer but be realistic
about their benefits. For example, communicating with citizens in
this way can provide effective community issue, opinion and
perception indicators that support the design, planning,
implementation and evaluation of citizen engagement projects. 
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CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT vIgnETTE ThE rEgIOnAL MUnICIPALITy Of WOOD BUffALO

SUrvEYS THAT WOrk FOr YOU

When municipalities are seeking input, surveys are a convenient
and often used tool.  They are a flexible tool that can
accommodate qualitative and quantitative measures as well as be
presented through a variety of mediums.

The Regional Municipality Of Wood Buffalo has turned to surveys
to collect information from residents as part of public consultation
on a number of occasions.

"We're a large municipality with some unique demographics,"
explains Lynley Kotyk, Advisor, Public Affairs.  "Our population
tends to be quite young and invested in careers that require shift-
work.  We have found that online surveys are a meaningful way to
connect with our residents and garner input in a way that works
for them."

The regional municipality has relied on surveys to consult with
residents on programming for year-round community
programming at its Jubilee Plaza, Community Standards Bylaw,
and to come up with a solution to snow and ice control during the
winter months.

"We treat surveys like the dynamic tools that they are," shares
Lynley. "We work with subject matter experts to create the

appropriate questions.  We work with Council to get really clear on
the information that they need to make an informed decision.  We
focus on the target audience to decide how to collect survey
information."

When it came to programming for Jubilee Plaza, the Regional
Municipality of Wood Buffalo made its survey available in hard
copy, online, and, during events in the plaza, through members of
the Mayor's Advisory Council on Youth who carried tablets and
could encourage residents to participate in the survey.

"At the end of the day, tools are created to help us get a job done
as easily as possible," says Lynley.  "The tool has to match the need.
In citizen engagement, surveys are helpful for consultation.  But
they also have to be designed the right way to collect the required
information, be accessible for our target participants, be
understandable and easy to complete, and provide information
that is easy enough to analyze and present back to our Council
members."

While surveys have been a key tool for the regional municipality,
they certainly aren't the only tool in its arsenal.  More specifically,
surveys are customized to work within larger citizen engagement
plans and are often one of the first phases of information
gathering and a means to inform further engagement activities.
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3.7.3  Important considerations for the
use of digital engagement tools

There is no doubt that citizens are making
use of web-based and social media
platforms to rally around community
issues and opportunities.  It's also
becoming more common place for
municipalities to have a web and social
media presence – whether for branding,
marketing or engagement purposes.

However, while the popularity of digital
tools abounds, this doesn't automatically
mean that digital engagement will be an
effective avenue for your municipality.

Regardless of your familiarity with digital
engagement, digital still refers to tools
and engagement to the connection
between your municipality and its
citizens.  Therefore, the question at hand
before you dive into digital engagement
tools is:  

How can a digital presence enhance or
benefit your citizen engagement project?

gOIng “SOCIAL” WITh 
CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT

There are thousands of social media platforms
available to connect with citizens.  It's critical to
be very clear about how you make the most of
social media tools.  

One common pitfall is mixing up citizen
engagement opportunities offered through
social media with the promotion of these
activities via social media.  

For example, a municipality can use Twitter as a
conversational platform for set time periods to
invite feedback (consultation) on an issue or
decision.  It can be one of several tools used as
part of a consultation initiative.  

It is worth noting that Twitter can also be used
to disseminate information about citizen
engagement opportunities.  

Well used social media platforms can be
efficiently and timely for communication,
increase citizen engagement, and it can offer
ways to connect with hard-to-reach citizens and
special interest groups.  Social media provides a
low-cost, timely and highly accessible solution
for these challenges.

Social media can complement other citizen
engagement methods by:

• Providing more legitimate and easily
accessible ways to participate in
conversations with citizens and special
interest groups;

• Diversifying public input by including the
voices of hard-to-reach citizens and special
interest groups;

• Allowing access to existing community
interests and networks;

• Providing cost-effective means to share
information about offline engagement
opportunities;

• Driving traffic to hosted spaces, including
websites with important information or
discussion forums; and

• Offering creative ways to make data and
information more useful and
understandable to citizens and special
interest groups.

The AUMA and AAMDC Social Media Resource
Guide provides more information on how to
integrate social media into your citizen
engagement work.

http://www.aamdc.com/advocacy/member-bulletins/member-bulletin-archive/793-social-media-resource-for-citizen-engagement-in-municipalities-now-available
http://www.aamdc.com/advocacy/member-bulletins/member-bulletin-archive/793-social-media-resource-for-citizen-engagement-in-municipalities-now-available
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In some cases, digital engagement can be
used to mirror more traditional
engagement techniques (i.e. a Facebook
post that accompanies a notice in the
newspaper; an online plebiscite to
complement voter turnout), to
supplement a realm of activities (i.e. an
online poll to capture citizen sentiment
and perceptions in advance of
consultations; an online voting exercise to
prioritize the alternatives identified by a
citizen panel), or as stand-alone initiatives
(i.e. a digital message from the mayor
about summer construction; a Twitter
conversation to explore alternatives to a
summer fair).  In other cases, particularly
depending on the scale of the initiative
and the resources available and familiar
to your target participants, digital
engagement could detract from the
effectiveness of your engagement
investments.

While digital engagement tools provide
new and powerful ways to bring
municipalities in contact and into
conversation with citizens, they also
create unique challenges.  While not
necessarily a barrier to using digital
engagement tools, it is important for
municipal officials to consider that:

1. Despite the growing popularity of
digital communication and
engagement tools, they do not fulfill
any of the legislated engagement
requirements mandated in Alberta's
Municipal Government Act 
(Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2015).

2. Legal issues and definitions
regarding privacy and
protection of information
remain unclear in digital
environments and, without
due care, may impact the
ability of the municipality to
fully leverage online
publically accessible
information (treleaven, 2014). 

3. Evaluation methods to understand the
effectiveness of digital engagement is
an area requiring further
development.  As it stands, the most
common practices are simply a count
of digital participants and monitoring
sentiment.  

4. Municipal staff, those responsible for
facilitating digital engagement
activities, must have the skills and
knowledge to leverage and verify
digital content, such as the ability to
geo-locate comments. 

5. There is potential for municipalities to
be exposed to organizational
reputation risks as a result of failing to
develop and enforce rules to regulate
digital comments as well as resources
to monitor online presence and
discussion (treleaven, 2014). 

6. While digital citizen engagement may
attract a diverse and larger audience,
certain citizens have barriers to
participation, such as access and
internet connection speed (Bryer, 2011). 

3.8  
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ReSoURCe:
The AUMA and AAMDC
Social Media Resources
Guide offers more
information on how social
media can be effectively
applied to your citizen
engagement plan.

http://www.aamdc.com/advocacy/member-bulletins/member-bulletin-archive/793-social-media-resource-for-citizen-engagement-in-municipalities-now-available
http://www.aamdc.com/advocacy/member-bulletins/member-bulletin-archive/793-social-media-resource-for-citizen-engagement-in-municipalities-now-available
http://www.aamdc.com/advocacy/member-bulletins/member-bulletin-archive/793-social-media-resource-for-citizen-engagement-in-municipalities-now-available
http://www.qp.alberta.ca/documents/Acts/m26.pdf
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The Institute for Local Government (2012)
suggests digital techniques and tools in
citizen engagement are able to support
informing, consulting and deliberative
levels of engagement. 

Informing citizens:

Encouraging and helping to create more
informed citizens contributes to a
stronger community and helps prepare
citizens who participate in engagement
projects. Increasingly, especially with
fewer traditional media covering local
issues, information sharing by
municipalities is imperative. 

Websites, email and social media are fast
becoming prevailing tools for
disseminating information to citizens
online. A growing number of
municipalities recognize that a strong
online presence will help them to keep
citizens more informed about and
engaged with local issues. Therefore,
municipalities are increasingly making
efforts to develop communications and
engagement strategies with a strong
online component. 

Online communication with
municipalities can also provide greater
access to municipal officials and can help
citizens be more understanding when
difficult decisions have to be made. 

Key strategies to inform citizens: 

• identify and prioritize topics of
interest;

• make sure posted information is easy
to understand and accessible;

• communicate in a timely way and
regularly; 

• make it easy for people to follow
specific topics of interest (i.e. tagging;
categorizing; RSS);

• offer online information through
multiple platforms and formats;

• tailor messages to the appropriate
online platform; 

• promote transparency and
engagement by making agendas,
minutes and background information
available to residents; and

• use Geographic Information System
(GIS) map applications to make land
use and other information easily
accessible and understandable to the
public.



When preparing your survey or
poll consider the following
questions:

• What is the goal of this
survey?

• Why are you creating this
survey?

• What do you hope to
accomplish with this
survey?

• How will you use the data
you are collecting?

• What decisions do you hope
to impact with the results of
this survey? 

Effective surveys and polls are
short and focused with simple
questions. They follow a logical
order with a brief introduction
and begin with broader
questions followed by those
with a more narrow scope. It is
best to conclude with questions
on demographic data at the
end. 

Note:  There are a variety of
online survey tools available to
gather input from citizens. To
support reliable responses be
sure to select a tool that allows
one response per IP address
(e.g. one response per
computer). 
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Consulting citizens:

Online consultation approaches typically
allow individual citizens to respond to
municipal solicitation for perceptions and
information, perhaps with some sort of
municipal response in return.  This can
allow decision-makers to benefit from
citizens' ideas on topics ranging from
municipal services to planning, policy and
budget decisions. 

Such online consultation may be “built-in”
(perhaps as a function of a municipal
website), be offered as a stand-alone
online survey or poll, occur though an
online suggestion box or mobile
application. 

Online consultation can offer
municipalities important information to
help shape services and decisions while
providing citizens with participatory roles
and experience in their communities. 

Key considerations for consulting with
citizens online:

• Address important design questions. 

Be sure to consider participation and
representativeness available through
the digital environment.  This includes
when the intent is “outside the box”
thinking about municipal actions or
decisions.  It also includes when you
require more basic information and
need to aggregate or rank the input
provided. 

• Be clear about how input will be heard
and used. 

For any online consultation, outline
the decision-maker’s needs and
expectations, explain how the offer or
request for input fits into any broader
engagement process, and let
participants know what to expect in
terms of responses and actions in the
period following their contributions.

It can also be helpful for the
municipality to provide identifying
information for the administrative
personnel charged with receiving
input from citizens.

• Build consultation into the
municipality’s website. 

A municipal website can be a source
and a repository for consultation. This
allows participants to both view and
use the information provided on the
website and to offer their ideas or
suggestions.

• Use surveys and polls.

Municipalities can use online surveys
and polls for a range of purposes.
Citizens can be asked to submit ideas,
rank service needs, rate performance,
or make recommendations on
municipal decisions. This can be
particularly useful way for municipal
officials to understand community
concerns and receive guidance on
forthcoming actions. As appropriate,
providing background information
online about the survey topic can help
create more informed respondents
and make the results more useful.

• Host special forums or surveys.

Municipalities may wish to host a
special online forum to solicit citizen
ideas on an important and timely topic
as well as to ask participants to vote
on or rank the ideas submitted.
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What's the magic number?  
Achieving reliable survey data.

Reliable surveys reflect a representative
sample of participants.  

But how do you calculate a representative
sample?  It starts with one fairly straight
forward and one less obvious question.

• How many people are in your
population?

• How representative of your population
do your survey results need to be?

The reality is that your survey results
become more valid as more members of
your population are accounted for.  

If you take a look at the table below, you'll
see that the recommended sample size in
the table below gets smaller as your
tolerance for inaccuracy – or error – 
gets larger.

An example to make it clearer

Imagine that you're a municipality of 
10,000 citizens and you want to
determine how many people are in favour
of adopting curbside recycling even if it
means an increase in their monthly waste
management fees.  As a municipality, you
decide that you're okay with a five per
cent likelihood that you have the wrong
impression from citizens.  According to
the above table, you need to sample 385
people.  You discover that 70 per cent of
the people surveyed favour curbside
recycling and will accept a fee increase.
Given that you will accept a five per cent
margin of error, you can assume that if
every person in your municipality took
the survey then the actual proportion
that favour curbside recycling would be
between 65 per cent to 75 per cent.   

If you don't feel confident in these results
then you'll need a larger sample of people
to participate in your survey.  Using the
table to the left, you will see that
surveying 1,000 people would lower your
margin of error to 3 per cent.

Participation v.s. Invitation

It is important to note that the table
describes the number of people that you
need to actually participate in your
survey.  The reality is that it can be
challenging to achieve high levels of
survey participation.  It is realistic to
assume that a 25 per cent survey
response rate is very good.  This means
that, if everything goes well, you'd need
to invite approximately 4,000 people in
order to secure 1,000 survey participants.

If you don’t know how many people are
likely to respond to your survey invitation,
it’s best to assume a fairly high response
rate, like 25 per cent, because it’s usually
better to invite too few people than too
many at first. You can usually invite more.

Source: Kalpana (2011)

RESPONDENTS NEEDED AT ERROR OF 
±3%, ±5%, AND ±10%

Population ±3% ±5% ±10%

500 345 220 80

1,000 525 285 90

3,000 810 350 100

5,000 910 370 100

10,000 1,000 385 100

100,000 1,100 400 100

1,000,000 1,100 400 100

10,000,000 1,110 400 100
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Deliberation with and 
amongst citizens:

Online deliberation approaches allow
citizens to communicate with each other
electronically through an interactive
platform (either synchronously or
asynchronously) in order to share views
and information as well as develop ideas
or recommendations for municipal
consideration. 

Online deliberation can generate
informed and useful input to municipal
officials that can result in higher levels of
citizen support for the decisions reached.
In contrast to opportunities for more
limited online comments, feedback or
survey responses, the deliberative
exchange of information and
consideration of trade-offs allow
participants to construct more informed
and broadly supported
recommendations. 

Online deliberation may be a stand-alone
activity although it is often paired with an
in-person technique as a means to secure
broader participation. 

Key strategies for deliberating with 
citizens online:

• Address important design questions.

Somewhat similarly to the design
questions in the consulting section
above, municipalities implementing
online deliberation processes must
grapple with their goals for
participation and representativeness,
including the desired total number of
participants. Other questions
impacting design will include the
complexity of the issue, the expected
level of disagreement and
contentiousness among participants,
the degree to which the goal is a
common or prioritized set of
recommendations, and the desired
specificity of the recommendations.

• Plan for participation.

It is very important that any effort to
develop an online deliberative forum
has a thoughtful and detailed plan to
recruit participants.

Matt Leighninger (2011) of the
Deliberative Democracy Consortium
suggests three strategies to achieve
representative and, as needed,
statistically viable participant
recruitment:

• Map the networks of possible
participants within the community,
including those most affected and
those who have a personal or
special interest in the topic; 

• Reach out to leaders within those
interested or affected networks,
groups, organizations or
congregations, and ask the leaders
to help recruit participants; and 

• Use conversations to develop a
recruitment message that will
appeal to people’s core interests. 
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• Develop appropriate online deliberation
opportunities.

As these are typically time and staff
intensive efforts, consider the issue or
issues facing your municipality and
determine which will benefit from
online deliberation (or by an online
component of an in-person
deliberation). This will typically be an
issue that is a matter of some
controversy, for which an easy or ready
solution is not available, and which
requires (explicitly or implicitly) an
answer to the question, “What kind of
community do we want to be?”

• Ensure facilitation or moderation of
discussion.

In some cases, communication
through online forums and discussions
will have the potential for rude
comments or inappropriate language,
anger and personal attacks, or random
comments unconnected to the topic.
In some way, shape or form,
participants must be welcomed,
ground rules explained, questions
addressed, the process guided,
discussions kept on topic, and input
synthesized.

• Combine online deliberation with other
engagement opportunities.

Online deliberation can effectively
supplement efforts to inform and
involve citizens through other means,
from surveys to in-person meetings
and community conversations. Online
approaches are especially useful to
help inform and educate citizens,
expand participation opportunities
and add to the effectiveness of an
overall engagement effort.
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recruiting and retaining
participants

Citizens have demonstrated increasing
expectations to be engaged and
municipalities have responded with
citizen engagement becoming an
increasing facet of governance. With
increased expectations and municipalities
investing in engagement, citizens also
hold a responsibility to become involved.
Despite this, attracting participants is one
of the most common challenges and
issues of municipal citizen engagement. 

Traditional methods of engagement, such
as town hall meetings, were designed to
attract as many participants as possible.
More recently, however, municipalities
have approached citizen engagement
through the use of multiple methods and
employing targeted recruitment of
participants. 

BEST PRACTICES FOR RECRUITMENT

The following four practices can go a 
long way in effectively and efficiently
recruiting the right participants for your
citizen engagement activities:

1.  Acknowledge the importance of
visible core values to people when
they come together in community to
share their ideas, experiences and
expertise.

2.  Get clear on who you need to attend
and why, and then tailor your
recruitment strategies to reach out to
those segments of the population.

3.  Get to know your target participants.
There can be very important reasons
that underrepresented groups remain
that way.  Take the time to understand
what would incent or act as a barrier
to participation.

4. Be authentic about the reason that
you want to engage citizens and
purposeful about following up to
explain how the citizen knowledge
that you have gained as a municipality
is being used.

Adapted from Schalk, 2014

Researcher Peter Schalk (2014)
found that Alberta municipalities
spend 80 per cent of their time
planning for citizen engagement,

10 per cent delivering citizen engagement and
10 per cent on post-engagement activities.  
The limited investment in connecting back to
audience post-engagement, particularly to
explain how their contributions shaped a
decision, can be a significant barrier to future
participation.

TArgETED
rECrUITMEnT 
AT A gLAnCE

Targeted recruitment refers to
the process of defining
special interest groups and
developing strategies or
tailoring specific methods in
order to attract participation
for a particular citizen
engagement activity. 

Attracting participants
through targeted recruitment
provides a number of benefits
to municipalities, including: 

• Encouraging citizens with
a direct interest or most
likely to be impacted by
an issue or decision to
have their views and
concerns considered in
the decision-making
process; 

• Raise awareness and
allow for better
understanding among
municipal officials of the
needs of particular citizen
groups; and 

• Increasing participation
of citizens that may be
ineligible to vote in
municipal elections.

Source: Schalk, 2014 
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BEST PRACTICES TO SUSTAIN AND
BUILD RECRUITMENT SUCCESS

Citizens who participate in citizen
engagement activities will either become
ambassadors for your municipality or
critics.  As a part of both recruitment and
engagement activities, the following six
best practices can help to generate
ambassadors as well as future success for
your recruitment initiatives:

1. Make information accessible 

Citizens need relevant, timely and
plain language information related to
the issue or decision at hand.  It is
critical that they have the appropriate
context surrounding the issue or
decision, including any bounds to
what can be decided, as well as all
relevant technical and/or legislative
information.  

2. remove barriers

All citizens face potential barriers to
participating in citizen engagement
projects.  Barriers can include
everything from balancing
commitments, arranging child care,
mobility, costs associated with travel
and attendance, and limitations
around the senses (i.e. hearing, vision,
speech).

3. Accommodate citizens

Consider how to most effectively
overcome citizen barriers to
participation and accommodate your
target participants’ needs as fully as
possible.  Accommodations can
include choosing easy to access and a
central location for in-person
meetings, readily available and
intuitive technology for digital
activities, specific equipment, child
care, and much more.  When you
present citizens with engagement
opportunities, be sure to identify how
they can request accommodations.  

When you fulfill accommodations be
aware of costs and, as possible,
maintain an in-house list of assistive
technologies and services (i.e. screen
readers; interpreters) available to
support citizen engagement.

4. Provide incentives

Some participants are attracted to
citizen engagement due to being
directly affected by the issue. Other
citizens, particularly those not directly
impacted by a decision, can be more
difficult to get involved.  Incentives,
which can vary from snacks to door
prizes to honorariums, can make
participation more likely.

5. Maintain a contact list

You can sustain citizen engagement
by keeping a contact list for people
who will readily consent to being
contacted about future engagement
opportunities.  If you are focused on
targeted recruitment be certain to
keep detailed and relevant
information about potential contacts
(i.e. gender, age, issues that are of
particular interest).

6. Invest in a volunteer program

Create opportunities for members of
your municipality to volunteer as part
of citizen engagement projects.  
Not only will your volunteers have
networks within the community that
can serve as potential participants, it is
also a great way to ensure that your
municipality has the man power to
undertake effective citizen
engagement.

Adapted from Schalk, 2014

If you choose to invest in a
volunteer program then be sure to
arrange the appropriate training
(e.g. facilitation) for participants.
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Some
municipalities
are concerned
about having

the same participants or the
community's most vocal
participants time and time
again.  Targeted participant
recruitment can be an effective
way to determine who needs to
be included in citizen
engagement and what role
citizen participants can and
should play in affecting a
decision.
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3.8.1  Overcoming barriers to citizen recruitment

One of the greatest challenges of citizen engagement is ensuring a representative sample
of participants; this is particularly true for populations that tend to be under-represented in
citizen engagement projects.

The first step in ensuring adequate representation across populations is proactive planning
that focuses on understanding barriers to participants and realistic means of overcoming
them.

The following chart describes some of the most common barriers to achieving
representation across populations and options to help address them.

Barrier Brief description of the barrier Options to overcome the barrier

State of mind/Sense of worth People from all backgrounds may
experience stigma, marginalization and
other experiences that affect their self-
value and ability to value their
contributions to public forums.

• Hire or train facilitators skilled with reaching out
and drawing people in

• Host pre-sessions for specific participants that
emphasize a safe space

• Select engagement techniques or tools that don't
depend entirely on public speaking or other
mechanisms that make participants highly visible

Economic Poverty can affect people's time
availability and focus on compensation; it
can also reflect socio-cultural limitations
or inexperience in public forums.

• Consult on the best time for engagement activities
• Provide food, child or elder care and other relevant

compensation
• Hold events near people or, at the very least,

public transportation
• Work with a network of local community leaders

who have built trust
• Remunerate for costs incurred or provide an

honorarium

Ethno-cultural Potential participants citizenship status,
language abilities and cultural views can
be limitations to seeing their place in
citizen engagement projects.

• Use plain language and ensure that multi-lingual
information is accessible to target participants

• Consider translating services (written/spoken)
• Be cognizant of appropriate venues
• Research cultural barriers and respond in-kind

Ability Everything from access to knowledge to
communication can impact the ability for
a citizen to participate.

• Choose and advertise accessible spaces and
services

• Set up the space to accommodate mobility
• Ask in advance what citizens require 

(e.g. registration question)
• Give sufficient notice
• Provide translation services

Legitimacy Stigmas surrounding age, gender and
culture can inhibit participation.

• Present information that can be easily understood
• Implement facilitation techniques that

accommodate participation

Adapted from Schalk, 2014
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3.9  

Communicating your
engagement project

Communication is key before, during and
after your citizen engagement project.
Identifying how you will present the right
information to the right people using the
right tools throughout your project is an
important element of your citizen
engagement plan.

Your communication approach should be
generated to supplement the citizen
engagement project outcomes.  The
clearer you are about what you want from
your engagement, the easier it will be to
communicate.

3.9.1  Communicating the 
decision-making process

Citizens will choose to get involved in
your engagement project if they can
relate to the issue or decision at hand.
This means that they believe the issue or
decision to be made has the potential to
impact them, their loved ones, or their
community.  For this reason, it is
important that the citizens inside your
municipality understand both the
decision being made and the decision-
making process that will unfold.  

A key component of communicating your
engagement project is identifying the
decision-making process including the
steps to be taken and timelines, who the
decision-makers will be and, the
responsibilities of both the participants
and decision-makers.  The reason to share
this process is so that both your
engagement project team and citizens
clearly understand that the engagement
project (and corresponding decision
points) align with the expected
outcomes. 

Sample Decision-making Process Citizen Information needs

1.  Define the issue or opportunity and decision
to be made.

1.  Clear understanding of the scope of the
decision.

2.  Gather information. 2.  Full range of objective information about the
issue or opportunity to be addressed.

3.  Establish decision-making criteria. 3.  Clear understanding of the criteria by which
the alternatives or recommendations will be
evaluated.

4.  Develop alternatives. 4.  Balanced alternatives that include citizen
issues and concerns.

5.  Evaluate alternatives 5.  Clear comparison of alternatives.

6.  Make a decision 6.  Clear understanding of who made the
decision and how citizen issues were
considered.

Source: International Association of Public Participation Manual, ©2006
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There will be times when
citizens are involved all the way
through a decision-making
process and other times when
they participate in certain
segments.  Your decision-
making process can act as a
valuable communication tool to
help inform citizen participants
where you currently are in the
rollout of the decision-making
process.  In addition to this, you
can update this document to
reflect any key realizations,
actions and conclusions that
emerge during each phase of
the decision-making process.  
A summary of these key
realizations, actions and
conclusions can help
participants effectively enter
the decision-making process 
on cue – with a clear
understanding of what has
previously taken place and 
what will happen next.

Each step in the decision
process is an opportunity to
gain or lose trust. Municipalities
can lose trust by not involving
citizens until options are
already established or worse, a
preferred option is already
determined, just not “officially”
selected. 

PrE-WOrK
• Information about the issue
• Context
• Decision-making process
• Citizen recruitment
• Invitations to and about engagement

activities

• Good information about the issue and
decision at hand

• Clear information about citizen roles and
opportunities to participate

• Effective recruitment information and
invitations

ThE WOrK
• Information about the process
• Clear direction on how citizens can 

affect the decision
• Technical and process information

• Clear direction on when and how citizens will
receive information and, if relevant, how they
will be engaged as part of decision-making
process

• Relevant information so that citizens are
confident that they have the right technical
and process knowledge to affect a decision

fOLLOW UP
• Analysis
• The decision
• The impact of citizen participation

• Reporting back to citizens with any new
information, including any decisions made,
how a decision was made, why a decision
was made, citizen impact on the final
decision and any next steps

3.9.2  Key communication
considerations

Communication plays an important role
throughout citizen engagement.  There
are a number of formal activities that
need to be accounted for as part of citizen
engagement.

Social media can be valuable
tools to support citizen
recruitment and reporting back
to the community. Be sure to

check the AUMA and AAMDC websites for the
Social Media Resource Guide for additional
information and resources. 

Communication throughout the citizen engagement project
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BEST PRACTICES AROUND
COMMUNICATION

There are several investments that you
can make to help with effective
communication as it relates to your
citizen engagement project.

1. If you plan to use social media,
create official social media accounts.  

Corporate social media accounts
create a consistent and credible place
for participants to get information
about upcoming engagement
opportunities or about municipal
issues.  

2. Include a citizen engagement page
on your website. 

You can use a website as a home base
for electronic copies of any official
citizen engagement documents,
including policy, principles, upcoming
opportunities to engage    and
reporting.  Your website can also be a
great place to house digital
engagement tools, such as online polls
and discussion forums.

3. Be 100 per cent clear about the
boundaries that frame the decision
at hand.

Regardless of the stage of the project,
be 100 per cent clear on the boundaries
that surround each stage of the project
and decision-making progress.

One common concern with
engagement is that citizens have lofty
ideas that are outside of the scope of
the project.  A second concern is that
citizens want to set their own topics
for discussion or parameters 
(i.e. timeline; decision-maker) for the
engagement.  

By always being clear about the
boundaries for the project (i.e. budget;
what's up for discussion; what
information is needed; what role
citizens play in the decision; how and
when the decision will be made and
implemented) it becomes possible to
re-direct people within the
transparent and openly described
boundaries.  Without boundaries then
citizens have reason to expect leeway
in the process and municipalities have
little to back up their efforts to
maintain focus. 

4. Be clear about how citizens can take
initiative to share information with
your municipality.  

Not every example of citizen
engagement has to centre around a
formal and current process.  There
should be ongoing opportunities for
citizens to engage with your elected
officials and administration.  You can
provide information about letter
writing, emailing, posting comments
on websites or participating in social
media to citizens.

5.  Develop a mailing list to stay in
contact with citizens interested in
engagement opportunities.  

It's important to identify your
ambassadors, network, supporters and
potential participants.  A mailing list is
a great way to connect with citizens as
well as, in accordance with privacy
legislation, keep track of their names,
contact info, where they reside within
the municipality, and issues or areas of
interest.
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ReSoURCe:
See AUMA and AAMDC’s
Social Media Resource
Guide for additional
information
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3.10 

Timelines and resources

Good project management and paying
attention to your logistics can go a long
way toward the success of your project. 

By paying attention to roles and
responsibilities, you can ensure that you
have just the right number of people with
the right skills leading your citizen
engagement project.  This is particularly
true if you are venturing into new
territory, such as digital engagement
where familiarity with technology and
digital facilitation can be imperative.  

By getting clear on your timelines, you
can ensure that the engagement project
team from within your municipality, your
potential participants and your location
or digital tools are available and able to
support your work.  You can also
determine the relevant lead times for
communicating the engagement project
(e.g. booking advertisements in the local
paper; getting approval for and sending
out a news release; coordinating around
other announcements in your
municipality); coordinating around or in
parallel with competing activities;
booking facilities and caterers; and
ensuring that transportation is running
and accessible.  You can also set an
appropriate budget for your resource
requirements.

TEn PrInCIPLES Of EffECTIvE COMMUnICATIOn 
ThAT COnTrIBUTE TO ThE SUCCESS Of 
CITIzEn EngAgEMEnT PrOjECTS:

1.  Be truthful – Ensure that your content and delivery is honest and accurate

2.  Focus on the fundamentals – Your content needs to get to the real issues
and be clear and easy to digest

3.  Be comprehensive – Make sure all the relevant information is included; tell
the full story

4.  Be consistent – Strive for alignment in tone, style and truth across all of your
municipal communication

5.  Be clear – Use plain language and logic; organize your content and
argument;  exemplify and account for various learning styles

6.  Be relevant – Be clear about why your communication matters to citizens;
ensure it address citizen interests, issues, concerns and perceptions

7. Be accessible – Information should be easy to find, easy to understand 
and easy to locate and use.

8. Be timely – Provide information early enough so that citizens can take
action, ask questions, provide feedback or offer ideas and input

9.  Demonstrate compassion – Recognize how the issue at hand contributes 
to citizens' interests, concerns and emotions

10. Encourage two-way communication – Feedback loops create
opportunities for people to learn, shift perceptions, change their minds, 
offer new ideas and feel heard

ReSoURCe:
Plan your citizen
engagement
communications

ReSoURCe:
Use the Logistical
Planning Checklist for 
In-Person Engagement to
identify your “to do” items

3.9.3  Communication skills that
contribute to effective citizen
engagement

Communicating information is
fundamental to conducting effective
citizen engagement projects. While it is
possible to communicate without doing
citizen engagement, the inverse is
impossible. Communication skills are
important no matter the level of
engagement. 

Regardless of who has responsibility for
communicating information relevant to
the project, the citizen engagement
project cannot be effective in the absence
of effective communication.
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3.10.1  Developing a project schedule

Your citizen engagement plan needs to
contain a detailed timeline of the
decision-making process as well as the
citizen engagement activities within that
decision process. 

Information provided to the public and
input from citizens needs to be timed so
that participants and the general public
are provided opportunity to affect the
decision-making process.

The International Association for Public
Participation (©2006) offers four questions
that can guide your decisions related to
an effective project schedule:

1. Will the municipality be able to
respond in real-time to citizens during
the process? If not, a system to bridge
the gap must be implemented.

2. Are there any fixed or planned
milestones in the decision-making
process?

3. Are there any legal, legislative or
budgetary deadlines being imposed?

4. Are there any lead times involved that
are necessary for gathering resources,
hiring external support or augmenting
the citizen engagement project team’s
skills?

3.10.2  Roles and responsibilities

The team that you create for your citizen
engagement project will have roles that
fall into four categories:

1.  Content – Team members who
provide, receive and analyze data (i.e.
communications coordinator; subject
matter experts; project manager).

2.  Process – Team members who design
and implement the citizen
engagement plan and engagement
techniques and tools (i.e. project
manager; process design specialist;
facilitators; digital moderators;
logistical coordinator; administrative
personnel).

3.  relationship – Team members who
interact with the participants (i.e.
facilitators; digital moderators; elected
officials delivering a greeting or
information; subject matter experts
providing context; interpreters; child
care providers).

4.  Support – People outside of the team
who are invited to play specific and
specialized roles (i.e. technology
providers and specialists; caterers;
community hall attendants; graphic
designers).

Adapted from Schalk, 2014

It is important to identify who has a role
and/or responsibility related to the
decision-making process and therefore
the citizen engagement plan. 

It is recommended that for each citizen
engagement project a manager is
appointed. This individual will oversee the
engagement process and plan and be
responsible for tracking progress,
completing each engagement activity,
and re-evaluating and modifying the plan
as changes occur and additional
information becomes available. 
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rOLE Of ELECTED
OffICIALS In CITIzEn
EngAgEMEnT:

• Develop the vision and
principles upon which the
municipality will engage its
citizens;

• Clearly define the scope of
decision-making authority
associated with the
engagement project;

• Ensure impact measures 
are included in the
engagement project;

• Support efforts to educate
and enable citizens to
participate;

• Encourage and expand
diversity of participation;

• Communicate the progress
of the engagement project
to the public;

• Use citizen input, feedback,
recommendations and
solutions in decision-
making; and

• Communicate the rationale
and results of engagement
to the public.
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It is also recommended that roles for technical staff, other departments, senior
management, decision-makers and external resources be identified.

The following represents possible roles and responsibilities within a citizen 
engagement project. 

role Activity
Description

responsibilities

Project Manager Engagement
process, content
and plan
implementation

The project manager ensures there is a plan, that timely preparations are made, and all citizen
communications and engagement opportunities are delivered according to the plan. In a
perfect world, the project manager does not get involved in the specific tasks of writing
public information or facilitating meetings. The project manager is an important liaison
between the engagement project team and the decision-makers. The buck stops here: the
project manager is responsible for quality control, on-time delivery, and engagement project
team effectiveness.

Digital
Engagement
Coordinator

Engagement
content and
support 

Sets up and manages the project website and social media accounts. Chooses digital
engagement tools that work well with internal and external capacity and project goals.
Coordinates and oversees website and social media updates submitted by engagement team
members, as well as team members responses to citizen input. Works with communications
and legal functions to develop principles for how staff, elected officials, and the public should
use digital tools, addressing privacy, security, and employee productivity concerns. Facilitates
use of digital engagement during meetings. Monitors and evaluates effectiveness of digital
engagement campaign.

Subject Matter
Expert or
External Project
Representative

Content and
relationship

The expert is the person everyone asks about technical matters or items related to the issue or
decision. There can be more than one subject matter expert or project representative.
Note: This role should never be shared with the facilitator role to avoid conflict of interest
or perceived bias.

Communications Content The person(s) who produces the public information necessary to support citizen engagement.
Their role includes advertising, media relations, production of written material and
display/graphic materials. Often this person manages the website, social media accounts, and
digital engagement campaigns if applicable.

Facilitator Relationship The facilitator organizes and facilitates meetings and must support a productive discussion or
deliberation process in an organized, but neutral manner. The facilitator may be required to
identify and mediate points of conflict and is often required to bring together the information
from citizen engagement activities and consolidate the ideas in an unbiased manner. This
person may use digital engagement tools during meetings.

Recorder / Data
Curator(s)

Support and
relationship

Often, citizen engagement projects produce a lot of advice and questions. Someone has to
record all the information generated and produce a database that allows everyone to see the
ideas, questions and concerns generated, and how they have been addressed. This role may
also involve attending meetings and keeping a record of those meetings.
Ideally, the data keeper(s) provides a single reference source for all citizen input received. An
important part of this role is recording all digital engagement, especially interactions with the
citizen on social media sites and digital engagement platforms (e.g. IdeaScale, MetroQuest,
SurveyMonkey).

Adapted from Alberta Municipal Affairs Public Input toolkit, 2011
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It is important to note that some
administrative roles may overlap. 
For example, the facilitator can also be a
data keeper or a communication person.
The project manager can also provide
communication support to the project. 
If engaging online, your digital
engagement tasks may be given to many
members of the engagement project
team (Alberta Municipal Affairs Public Input
Toolkit, 2011). 

If you are applying new
engagement techniques to your
project, consider whether
members of the engagement

project team need additional training or could
benefit from outside expertise. If an intern or
temporary employee is leading the day-to-day
maintenance of your online presence, ensure
that this person will be able to work on the
online activity for the duration of the project, or
make certain that another member of
administration takes over the task so that the
online presence continues to be maintained and
updated (Alberta Municipal Affairs Public Input
toolkit, 2011). 

3.10.3  Financial and human resource
requirements

Budgeting for citizen engagement is an
iterative process. Sometimes there is a
starting budget and sometimes there is
no budget at all. More often than not, 
the budget was developed without an
understanding of the types of
engagement communication and/or
techniques and tools that would be
implemented. 

You will need to work iteratively as you
identify target participants, techniques
and tools to develop a program that the
municipality can afford. 

Do not begin a citizen
engagement project that requires
resources that are not available. If
you do, you will not be able to

meet the outcomes and will fall short on your
promise to citizens, resulting in extreme public
dissatisfaction. 

Make sure the citizen engagement plan
contains detailed budget estimates and
align these with funding sources.

Early identification of engagement plan
operational needs is also required. It is
important to identify and prepare for:

• Potential venues that meet the needs
of participants and the selected
engagement techniques;

• Facility size and acoustics;

• Audio-visual equipment needs;

• Exhibits/graphics;

• Catering; and

• Staffing requirements for all
components of the plan.

Early planning for media relations and
media use is also required and includes,
but is not limited to:

• Outlets (e.g. TV, Radio, Newspaper);

• Deadlines;

• Format requirements (i.e. advertising,
editorials, video);

• Media outlet contacts; and

• Protocol for communicating with
media outlets.

Source: International Association 

for Public Participation, ©2006
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ReSoURCe:
Use the Roles and
Responsibilities
Worksheet to clarify who
needs to be involved, why
and how.
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The International Association for Public Participation (©2006) 
offers 11 questions that can guide your decisions related to a realistic budget:

1. What resources are available for the citizen engagement project?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

2. What are the expected costs for each planned component in the engagement
process?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

3. How do these costs compare with similar engagement projects we have completed?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

4. What are the potential costs of delay due to public protest later in the project?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

5. Is the necessary funding currently available? If not, what steps need to be taken to get
the necessary funding?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

If you choose to
engage outside
organizations
that can

contribute resources then be
certain that there is no
potential conflict of interest
between the organization and
the municipality or nature of
the issue/decision.
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ReSoURCe:
Use the Financial and
Human Resource
Worksheet to guide your
resource requirements and
budget development.

6. What internal staff will be needed at each step in the process and are they available?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

7. What outside consulting help is needed and are the resources available to hire them?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

8. What resources will citizens need to participate (e.g. parking passes, transportation,
translation services)?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

9. What resources could citizens or partners provide?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

10. Are outside organizations available that might be able to contribute resources?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

11. What opportunities exist to integrate citizen engagement with other project activities?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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3.11 

Engagement readiness checklist

The following checklist is a snap shot of considerations to determine that you are ready to
put your citizen engagement plan into action.

If you answered ‘somewhat,’ or ‘no’ to any of the questions above, reflect back on the
components of an effective citizen engagement plan and proceed with the necessary
adjustments.

Engagement readiness Checklist no Somewhat yes

The issue or decision triggering the engagement has been clearly defined.

The decision has not been made already.

There is an organizational commitment to meaningful citizen engagement.

There is a willingness to respond to citizen input.

The risks of conducting a citizen engagement process have been assessed 
and analyzed.

There are sufficient internal resources (e.g. human, financial) to conduct a 
meaningful engagement process.

The questions to be asked or the decision sought from citizens has been identified.

The potential benefits of conducting a citizen engagement process have been
identified.

There is sufficient time to conduct a meaningful engagement process.

Citizens are identifiable, accessible and willing to participate.

An engagement plan has been developed.

The engagement plan and project schedule has been aligned with the decision-
making process and other municipal processes and policies.

The engagement plan aligns with the municipality’s guiding principles for citizen
engagement.

Adapted from the Praxis Group, 2012 and Schalk, 2014

ReSoURCe:
See the Citizen
Engagement Plan
template for guidance in
developing your plan.
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4
Evaluating your citizen engagement efforts

As you implement your citizen engagement plan, you will want to evaluate your progress.
Evaluation isn't just about assessing your level of success at the end of a project, it's equally
about assessing and improving your engagement work as it unfolds.  Your evaluation
should focus on two areas: 

1. Tracking the progress of your project. Even the best laid plans can go awry and you
will want your citizen engagement process to feel spacious and flexible so that you can
respond to new information (i.e. changes in the environment; changes in direction from
decision-makers; input from participants).

2. Outcome of the project. Evaluating the overall engagement results will allow you to
assess the effectiveness of the project in achieving it stated outcomes.

Evaluation can be extremely meaningful or entirely frivolous.  Before you undertake any
evaluation, you need to be clear about what you want to evaluate and how it can help you.  

More than this, you will want to ensure that your evaluation components are important to
your participants, as well as your engagement project team and decision-makers.  
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Some areas to consider for evaluation
during and after citizen engagement
projects include:

• Effectiveness and efficiency of
information and participant
recruitment and retention;

• Public satisfaction with the
engagement project;

• The appropriateness of the citizen
engagement techniques and tools
related to the project outcomes;

• The impact of citizen engagement on
the decision-making process;

• The impact of citizen engagement on
the project outcomes; and

• The actual costs of citizen
engagement.

Adapted from the International Association 

for Public Participation, ©2006

Why do we evaluate?
1. Support continuous improvement 

in the project.

2. Assess the performance of the project
against its desired outcomes.

3. Apply input and learnings to future
projects.

Source: International Association of Public Participation, ©2006

There are four components to evaluating
your citizen engagement project:

• Set quantitative and qualitative
performance measures;

• Select data collection techniques;

• Analyze the data; and

• Report and share results.

If you are considering an
evaluation topic, ask yourself:
“Why does this topic matter?”

Then ask yourself, "And why does that matter?"
By asking yourself "why does this matter" a few
times in a row, you can reach a deeper
understanding of whether your evaluation focus
has meaning for your participants and
municipality.  Often, people will ask themselves
"why" between three and five times to achieve a
deeper understanding of the relevance of their
evaluation topic.

SECTION 4
Evaluating your citizen engagement efforts
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4.1 

Setting performance
measures

Performance measures are both an art
and a science.  For your citizen
engagement projects, it makes sense to
create performance measures for both
your engagement plan (i.e. measures to
assess recruitment, logistics,
communication etc.) and your
engagement impact (i.e. measures to
assess the issue or decision at hand, the
match between the type of decision to be
made and engagement activities, the
ability for citizens to effectively support
the decision, etc.).

Performance measures can be
quantitative or qualitative. For example, 
if one of your desired outcomes is that
target participants have the information
they need to deliberate and prioritize
possible solutions to the issue, your

measures will include participation level
of citizens quantitative input on a scale or
qualitative comments that illustrate
participant sentiment and feedback. This
will help you identify whether the citizens
you targeted for participation took part
and what their satisfaction was regarding
the information you provided to support
their engagement. 

If your engagement project involves a
large number of participants then it is
common to engage data collection and
evaluation software or to focus on
quantitative measures.  For smaller
engagement projects, or those that focus
on questions which require descriptive or
narrative contributions, then both
qualitative and quantitative performance
measures will have merit.

The Alberta Municipal Affairs Public Input
Toolkit offers sample performance
measures and tools for evaluation.
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4.2 
Data collection techniques

Evaluation does not have to be fancy or
formal to be effective.  To choose the
most effective evaluation techniques,
consider:

• Are people more comfortable sharing
their suggestions for improvement in a
group, one-on-one or privately?

• How much time do we have available?

• At what junctures might we require
formal v.s. informal assessments?

Content quantitative qualitative Impact On

Example
Measures

• Topics, ideas raised

• Themes of the
opinions in general

• Themes of the
opinions by target
participants, by
geography, etc.

• Unique ideas

• Number of participants
(total by engagement
technique and tool)

• New participants in the
process

• Website visits, social
media interactions

• Costs of engagement
including non-monetary

• Participant satisfaction
• Quality of participant

interactions
• Participant desire to

stay involved 
• Participant sentiment
• Participant learning
• Staff satisfaction and

learning

• Elected officials, senior
administration, key project
partners

• Policies and programs
• Participants
• Municipality and other

organizations
• Project team members

Example
Tools

• Weekly manual
summary (and
highlights) of
content patterns
and trends

• End of project
workshop to analyze
data collected from
all techniques and
tools

• Participant survey or
questionnaire

• Participant attendance or
digital participation levels

• Reports from digital
engagement tools

• Social media reports
• Website analytics
• E-newsletter open and

click through rates
• Budget analysis

• Participant surveys and
interviews

• Key staff debrief survey
and discussions

• Participant interviews
• Surveys/questionnaires

before, during immediately
after and some months
after the process

• Policy analysis
• Project team debrief

Too often, evaluation opportunities are
overlooked or started too late to make
any improvements along the way.  

There are four components to evaluating
your citizen engagement project:

• Set quantitative and qualitative
performance measures;

• Select data collection techniques;

• Analyze the data; and

• Report and share results.

Why DO WE EvALUATE?

1. Support continuous
improvement in the project.

2. Assess the performance of
the project against its
desired outcomes.

3. Apply input and learnings 
to future projects.

Source: International Association of 

Public Participation, ©2006
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Delivery Mode Technique Description Considerations

In-person Round-table Opportunity for everyone
to formally or informally
provide input

• Everyone has an opportunity
• Can take time
• People may not feel comfortable
• Participants can build on other's contributions
• Works digitally and in-person

In-person Popcorn style Participants choose
whether to share a verbal
contribution 

• Goes quickly
• No limitations around time
• Participants determine if they have anything to share
• People may not feel comfortable
• Participants can build on other's contributions

In-person Interviews One-on-one opportunity
to garner input 

• Can be formal or informal
• Can take time
• Not transparent to others; requires analysis and reporting by

interviewer
• No opportunity to build on other's contributions
• Great for narratives and deep-dives

In-person or
Digital

Surveys The measure of opinions or
experiences of a group of
people through the asking
of questions

• Can provide statistical validity
• Can be quantitative, qualitative or both
• May require an expert statistician or survey designer
• Can be delivered on paper or digitally
• Explore the survey software features to ensure you are able

to limit responses to one computer

In-person or
Digital

Observation The engagement project
team or an external
representative observes
comments and
interactions of participants 

• Focuses on qualitative evaluation
• Relies on observer interpretation of sentiment

In-person or
Digital

Questionnaires On-paper or digital
questions to garner
written assessment 
Note: Questionnaires can
be used as part of surveys

• Can be quantitative, qualitative or both
• Best when short and to-the-point
• Can be used periodically or at the end of an event
• Available to everyone
• Level of input varies substantially according to the care given

by the participant
• Not transparent unless laid out for others to view
• No opportunity to build on other's ideas
• Explore the survey software features to ensure you are able

to limit responses to one computer

In-person or
Digital

Peer
evaluations

Other citizens sit in on an
engagement technique to
provide feedback

• Limits the impact on your participants
• Considers an external perspective
• Limits the experiential input
• Limits participants from feeling valued and that their voices

make a difference in the engagement 
• Requires time into careful planning

In-person or
Digital

Third-party
program

A third-party evaluator
conducts a formal
evaluation of one or more
elements

• High level of expertise
• Can tailor toward the design, plan and implementation
• Can incorporate participant experiences
• Best used to evaluate and learn from the project rather than

make adjustments during the process

Data collection techniques and considerations

With this information, consider and choose amongst the following techniques:
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Given the variety of ways you can gather feedback, it is important that you match the data
collection technique with your selected performance measure to ensure you get the data
you want. 

Example:

Involving citizens in designing
and conducting evaluation is a
valuable means to create a
transparent engagement
project.

When it comes to citizen
engagement evaluation, 
the best assessments will
always come from citizens
themselves.  They are your
target participants and will
have the greatest insight into
how your municipality can meet
their needs.  

When it comes to enhancing
projects underway:

1.  Let participants know that
you want their input to
enhance their experience.

2.  Build in explicit check points
to ask participants how they
are experiencing the process.

Engagement Objective Target participants have the information they
need to deliberate and prioritize possible
solutions to the issue.

Performance Measures • Participation level of citizens (quantitative)
• Participant satisfaction with the information

provided (qualitative)

Data Collection
Tools

quantitative qualitative

• Interviews 
(In-person)

• Roundtable 
(In-person)

• Popcorn style 
(In-person)

• Survey or
questionnaire (In-
person or digital)

• Observation (In-
person or digital)

• Attendance/Sign-in sheet at 
in-person engagement activity

• Number of participants through
digital engagement activity

• Website, social media and/or
digital engagement tool
analytics

• Participant questionnaire or
feedback form

• Informal chats with participants
• Observations of participant

activities in-person or online
• Sentiment of digital

comments/feedback
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4.3 

Analyzing the data

Conduct analysis of data and interpret
results based on the desired outcomes in
the citizen engagement plan.  The
analysis of the data may vary based on
the amount collected, the data collection
techniques, the needs and interest of
targeted participants and the amount of
time to complete the evaluation. The
analysis may also range in complexity -
from assessing comments and feedback
provided by participants to statistical
calculations. 

When analysing qualitative data, it may
be beneficial for municipalities to
categorize similar responses or feedback
provided by participants. Taking this
approach provides an opportunity to
analyze the common responses or
feedback as well as the number of
participants for each categorized
response or feedback. 

For surveys with quantitative information,
municipalities should calculate the
confidence interval. The confidence
interval provides an indication of how
accurate the results are of those who
responded, or the sample, compared to
the larger population (Schalk, 2014). 

The analysis of information received from
an engagement project can be a
challenge for municipalities. Qualitative
evaluation techniques are a useful
approach to categorize and analyse
information received. Municipalities may
find it beneficial to develop a plan or
process to categorize and analyse
information received and involving
participants may be beneficial to increase
transparency. The Considerations and tips
to analyze your data chart provides
questions and tips on how to approach
the analysis of information received. 

A confidence interval is not
necessary if a census survey was
used; meaning everybody of a
particular population of interest
(e.g. youth) is provided the
survey. 

A beneficial way to conduct the
analysis would be to form an
evaluation team to provide
feedback on or conduct the
analysis. This group ensures the
analysis is not biased or limited
to the viewpoint of the
individual(s) conducting the
analysis. 
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BEST PrACTICES fOr EvALUATIOn

The following reflect best practices for evaluating citizen
engagement:

1. Evaluation for citizen engagement should be
integrated into the planning process. 

Defining the evaluation process should occur alongside the
process to plan for citizen engagement. Many of the elements
defined in the planning process (e.g., defining the desired
outcomes as well as the context surrounding the citizen
engagement technique and tool) will drive and influence the
types of questions and data collection to be used for the
evaluation. Like planning for citizen engagement, evaluation is a
structured and systematically planned process to ensure clarity
on outcomes, purpose, process and define deliverables. 

2. Evaluation should serve as an extension of citizen
engagement and be a participatory activity.

Evaluating citizen engagement should be a participatory and
collaborative activity that identifies roles and responsibilities for
those participating, municipal officials and, interested others
(e.g. special interest groups or project partners). Participants,
municipal officials and project partners all play a key role and act
as sources for collecting data to evaluate whether citizen
engagement achieved its desired outcomes. 

3. The evaluation process should adapt to the scale,
scope and complexity of the citizen engagement
activity. 

Citizen engagement projects will vary in scale, scope and
complexity. They may occur on a single date or over months –
perhaps years – using multiple techniques and tools. With this in
mind, municipalities should conduct an evaluation that is tailored
and meets the needs of the municipality, as defined by the
desired outcomes in the citizen engagement project. 

Source: Schalk, 2014

Considerations and tips to analyze your data

questions to consider Tips

How will data from the engagement project 
be sorted and analyzed? 

• Review your roles and responsibilities
during the planning stage

• Consider having participants sort and
theme information they are providing as
part of the engagement activity

What is the process to identify themes, 
key priorities, etc? 

• Depending on the technique chosen,
extracting the necessary data will not be 
the same for each

• Consider involving participants

How will you handle issues outside the scope of
the issue or decision at hand but which may
have relevance or importance for participants? 

• Be sensitive to the opinions and thoughts 
of all participants but reinforce the desired
outcomes in the engagement project

How will you report the summary of the data
back to participants? 

• An important component of this
communication is establishing a time frame
for the decision and how the data will be
used in the decision-making process 

How does the data inform the decision? • Have a plan, stick to it! 

How will decision-makers receive the data? • Have this planned out before the 
session begins

Source: Capital Health Nova Scotia, n.d.
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4.4 

reporting and sharing
results

Researcher Peter Schalk (2014) estimated
that 80 per cent of the time that Alberta
municipalities dedicate to citizen
engagement goes into planning
activities.  This means that only 20 per
cent is allocated to implementing
engagement, evaluation and reporting
back to decision-makers, participants and
the public.  The reality is that post-
implementation evaluation and reporting
is often overlooked, downplayed or given
very little time.  Often, given an urgency
to wrap up a project, there is a huge push
to provide decision-makers with the
information that they require to make the
decision.  However, taking this approach
can be detrimental to future engagement
activities.  The reason is that while
decision-makers are one audience
imperative to successful citizen
engagement, future engagement
activities depend on satisfaction of
participants and interested members of
the public as well.  This is where the role
of reporting to decision-makers as well as
participants and the public becomes
imperative.

Effective reporting to the public and
specifically target participants, should
include: 

• What decision(s) was made

• Why that decision(s) was made

• How participant input was applied to
the decision

It is worth preparing an internal report
on the citizen engagement project to
support knowledge sharing and best
practices for the municipality. 
Key elements of an internal report 
should include:

• Overview of issue or decision to 
be made

• Desired outcomes of the project

• Process description

• Successes and challenges

- Techniques and tools applied

- Venue, time and location 

- Satisfaction levels with both the
process and outcomes

- Unexpected outcomes

- Summary of costs and required
resources

Adapted from the Strathcona County 
engagement Framework

The information that you choose to share
with decision-makers, participants and
the public should be part of your Citizen
Engagement Plan.  As a municipality, you
have a number of options available to
release your project results and any
decisions made a result of citizen
engagement.  These can include:

• Media-related reporting mechanisms
(i.e. news and press releases); 

• Research reports and publications; 

• Academic or professional publications
and/or events (e.g. conferences); 

• Internal capacity building activities
(e.g. case studies), and

• Presentations, workshops or seminars. 

Source: Schalk, 2014
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The more transparent the
citizen engagement analysis
and decision-making, the easier
the reporting work.  The reason
is that ‘black box’ analysis,
where informed is collected out
of the eye of decision-makers
and the public and analyzed by
experts, and backroom
decision-making begs all sorts
of questions.  It is easy for
affected parties to be sceptical
of the data, the analysis and
how it is reported.  However,
techniques like live-analysis,
where skilled facilitators are
able to theme out and analyze
any data as it comes in, and
public deliberation make it
possible for everyone to
understand how decisions are
made and verify all the inputs
as well as the output.  In this
case, the role of reporting is to
broadly share rather than justify
this information.

ReSoURCe:
Use the Evaluation
Report Template to
guide the development 
of your report.

For a report to be released to the public, it should be written in clear and plain language, and should avoid any technical
terminology. A general rule of practice is for the report to be written at a Grade 8 reading level to ensure the public can easily
understand the findings. To ensure this, if available, a communications professional should review a draft report prior to public
release. 
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Technique for Conducting a SWOT

Divide a whiteboard or piece of paper into three sections.  Each section denotes a one-year
time period for your municipality.  Looking back over the three years, consider any activities
that constitute citizen engagement – regardless of their outcome – and map them on the
timeline.

year One year Two year Three

Using writing instruments of two different colours, review your contributions to the
timeline and denote each event as a high/positive or a low/negative.  If you prefer, rank
each event on a scale of one to 10, with one indicating a highly negative outcome and 10
indicating a highly positive outcome.

Now, in reviewing the events, identify common themes that contributed to the highs, lows
or both.  

This is your data.

Now divide a whiteboard or piece of paper into a matrix with six quadrants to create a
SWOT tool to analyze your data   The top two lines are labels to denote an internal context
and an external context.  The bottom four lines require ample space for brainstorming.  On
the left side, under the internal context, are the headers Strengths and Weaknesses.  On the
right side, under the external context, are the headers Opportunities and Threats.

WORKSHEET 1
Understanding risk

The value of a SWOT analysis
is that it maps the internal
strengths and weaknesses
of a municipality as well as
the opportunities and
threats facing the
organization.  In this
context, the SWOT analysis
is considered through the
lens of citizen engagement.  
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InTErnAL ExTErnAL

Strengths: Opportunities:

Weaknesses: Threats:

Look at your data, and allocate five minutes to each of the following for conversation:

Internal context, STRENGTHS: What strengths do we rely on to conduct citizen engagement?  Which strengths do we possess
but overlook or ignore?

Internal context, WEAKNESSES: What have been our pitfalls?  How do we deal with them?  What have we done or can we do
about them?

External context, OPPORTUNITIES:  What opportunities have been available to us?  Which did we capitalize on and why?  Which
did we overlook and why?

External context, THREATS: What has challenged us to deliver our best citizen engagement opportunities?  What are we
afraid of?  What barriers need to removed?

Review your answers to the SWOT analysis and consider:  How can we behave in the future to capitalize on our strengths, overcome our
weaknesses, benefit from our opportunities, and challenge our threats?

R E S O U R C E  G U I D E
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Your responses in the YES column indicate that things are working
well.  Your responses in the NO column point to issues that can
potentially impact the value and outcomes of citizen engagement.
Your responses in the UNSURE column indicate that more information
(likely through conversation) is necessary to determine if there is an
issue that can potentially impact the value and outcomes of citizen
engagement.

If you answered NO to between three and six questions, it is
time to consider the value of creating a public engagement policy.  If
you answered NO to more than six questions, it is very likely that
your citizen engagement activities are suffering due to the lack of or
limitations of a citizen engagement policy.  

If you answered UNSURE to more than three questions, it is
important to gain a better understanding of the value of your citizen
engagement activities.  You may be investing in activities that are not
generating a solid return for your time and resources.  More than this,
ineffective citizen engagement can actually be detrimental to
citizens' trust in and respect for local government.

If you answered YES to six or more questions then you are on the
right path.  If you haven't created a civic engagement policy then it
may be time to invest in documentation to ensure that everyone
shares the same understanding of your citizen engagement activities.
Documenting policy is also an excellent practice to support corporate
memory and culture when there is turnover amongst elected officials
and administrative staff.

Consider the following set of questions, and answer yes, no, or unsure.  Be truthful about
your responses.  Tally the number of responses in each column.

qUESTIOn yES nO UnSUrE

Are Council and senior administrative leaders satisfied with
current citizen engagement practices?

Does Council feel it has the right and necessary information
on the views, experiences and expertise of citizens as part
of its decision-making processes?

Can you describe the common set of values guiding the
municipality's citizen engagement activities?

Is there a process to plan for and implement the
municipality's engagement activities?

Is there a clear understanding of the role that citizen
engagement plays for Council and administration?

Is there a clear understanding of the type of decisions that
citizen engagement can support?

Are a variety of methods and approaches being used to
engage citizens?

Do citizens have information to engage with the
municipality in a meaningful, effective and efficient way?

Is the municipality successful in identifying and recruiting
participants potentially affected by decisions?

Is it clear to citizens how their participation in engagement
activities is influencing public policy and decision-making?

TOTALS

WORKSHEET 2
Evidence you require a citizen engagement policy
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relevant Legislation: List relevant legislation, for example: Municipal Government Act (MGA), Alberta Freedom of
Information and Privacy Protection Act (FOIP), Alberta Personal Information Protection Act and/or
implications on existing municipal policies (i.e. employee conduct, security, safe workplace,
technology use, communication protocols, etc.).

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Policy Objective: A description of what a citizen engagement policy seeks to address.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

1.0 Purpose Explain the intent of the policy.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.0 Definitions Define citizen engagement and key terminology.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.0 responsibilities Identify relevant staff positions with accountability, administrative and 
implementation responsibilities.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.0 Municipal Commitment 
Statement to Citizen 
Engagement A commitment statement that shares the municipality’s philosophy on citizen engagement. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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5.0 Citizen 
Engagement Identify standards that address how the municipality will work with citizens beyond the 
Standards requirements outlined in the Municipal Government Act.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

6.0 Citizen 
Engagement Describe expectations around managing the design, planning, implementation
Management and evaluation of citizen engagement activities. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

7.0 Citizen Describe acceptable conduct of citizens participating in citizen engagement activities
Conduct (e.g. Conduct guidelines and Terms of Use for digital engagement).

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

8.0 Citizen Describe the municipalities framework for engaging citizens to clarify when, how and why the 
Engagement municipality will engage with its citizens. The framework should acknowledge citizen engagement
framework activities mandated by the Municipal Government Act while also describing activities beyond the

legislative requirements. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

9.0 Evaluation Describe processes and practices that will be used to keep citizens informed of the progress
and reporting of engagement activities and resulting decisions. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

APPENDIX RESOURCES
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ASSESSING 
INTERNAL 
EXPECTATIONS

Note:  You may wish to apply
additional questions that are
important to your municipality
to increase the usefulness of
these worksheets.

Directions:

Place a check mark in the
appropriate boxes for questions
one through eight. Then follow
the instructions in the left
column. 

Score indicates:

1-2: Very Low to Low

2-3: Low to Moderate –
recommendation: 
at least to CONSULT

3-4: Moderate to High –
recommendation: 
probably INVOLVE

4-5: High to Very High –
recommendation: 
minimum INVOLVE, 
consider opportunities 
to COLLABORATE or 
EMPOWER.

Assessment questions very
Low

Low Moderate high very
high

1. What is the legally required
level of citizen engagement?

2. To what extent do internal staff
believe that the citizenry could
help improve the outcome of
the issue or opportunity? 

3. At what level do internal staff
perceive citizen interest in this
issue or opportunity? 

4. What is the potential for the
citizens to influence the
decision-making process?

5. What level of media interest do
you anticipate?

6. What is the likelihood that
decision-makers will give full
consideration to citizen input?

7. What levels of resources are
likely to be available to support
citizen engagement?

8. What is the anticipated level 
for political controversy?

Count the number of checks in
each column.

Multiply number of checks 
by the weight x 1 x 2 x 3 x 4 x 5

Enter column score

Add total of all five column scores

Divide total score by the number
of questions / 8

Average score

Very Low to Low (1-2): Work with key citizens and special interest
groups to identify a comprehensive information program to satisfy
citizen concerns.

Low to Moderate (2-3): Citizen engagement is probably a good
idea. Consider how the CONSULT level will work with the issues and
interests of the citizens and special interest groups.

Moderate to High (3-4): Consider participation at least at the
CONSULT level and probably at the INVOLVE level.

High to Very High (4-5): Evaluate how citizen issues and interests
and internal considerations can best be accommodated at the INVOLVE
or even move to the COLLABORATE or EMPOWER levels. 

Note: If any questions were registered at the Very High level, careful evaluation should be 
given to the level of citizen engagement, even if the average score was otherwise Low. Source: International Association of Public Participation, ©2006 
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ASSESSING 
EXTERNAL
EXPECTATIONS

Note:  You may wish to apply
additional questions that are
important to your municipality
to increase the usefulness of
these worksheets.

Directions:

Place a check mark in the
appropriate boxes for questions
one through five. Then follow
the instructions in the left
column.

Score indicates:

1-2: Very Low to Low

2-3: Low to Moderate –
recommendation: 
at least to CONSULT

3-4: Moderate to High –
recommendation: 
probably INVOLVE

4-5: High to Very High –
recommendation: 
minimum INVOLVE, 
consider opportunities 
to COLLABORATE or 
EMPOWER.

.

Assessment questions very
Low

Low Moderate high very
high

1. What is the probable level of
difficulty in addressing the
issue/opportunity?

2. What is the potential for citizen
outrage related to the project? 

3. How important are the
potential impacts of the
issue/opportunity to the
public? 

4. How much do major
stakeholder groups care about
the issue/opportunity to be
addressed and decision to be
made?

5. What degree of engagement
do citizens appear to want?

Count the number of checks in
each column.

Multiply number of checks 
by the weight x 1 x 2 x 3 x 4 x 5

Enter column score

Add total of all five column scores

Divide total score by the number
of questions / 5

Average score

Very Low to Low (1-2): Work with key citizens and special interest
groups to identify a comprehensive information program to satisfy
citizen concerns.

Low to Moderate (2-3): Citizen engagement is probably a good
idea. Consider how the CONSULT level will work with the issues and
interests of the citizens and special interest groups.

Moderate to High (3-4): Consider participation at least at the
CONSULT level and probably at the INVOLVE level.

High to Very High (4-5): Evaluate how citizen issues and interests
and internal considerations can best be accommodated at the INVOLVE
or even move to the COLLABORATE or EMPOWER levels. 

Note: If any questions were registered at the Very High level, careful evaluation should be 
given to the level of citizen engagement, even if the average score was otherwise Low. Source: International Association of Public Participation, ©2006 
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To summarize the internal and external expectations use the matrix below to help create a visual overview of the results.
Plot the level as it was assessed for the internal and external audiences to help identify your level of engagement.  

Based on your evaluation of the internal and external expectations, what level of citizen engagement from the Spectrum of
Engagement (See 1.1.3 The engagement spectrum today) would be appropriate?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Are there some benefits and opportunities for some elements of the engagement process to be at a higher level on the
spectrum? If so, what might they be? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Source: International Association of Public Participation, ©2006

Expectations Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower

1. What level of citizen engagement was
forecast by the municipality prior to doing
the internal assessment?

2. What level of citizen engagement do
citizens and special interest groups desire
and/or expect?

3. What level of citizen engagement do
managers and technical staff support?

4. What level of citizen engagement do
decision-makers support?
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A comprehensive understanding of issues
or opportunities and the citizens and
special interest groups will help you in
your next step of selecting the level of
engagement for your process and
developing your citizen engagement
plan.

This worksheet is designed to help you
identify areas where shared
understanding exists and where diversity
exists between the target participants
and their perceptions on the engagement
topic. The content and results may assist
you in targeting resources and activities
to areas of importance in your
engagement plan. 

To use the table:

• List each ISSUE as identified through
your values and perception audit. If
past commit ments to citizens and
special interest groups were made
related to the issue or opportunity
then note these as an issue.

• From the perspective of the
municipality, identify the level of
impact the decision is likely to have.
*Remember impacts can be positive as
well as negative. 

Use the following scale: 

N = None

L = Low

M = Moderate

H = High

U = Unknown 

• List potential citizens and stakeholders
for each issue. These may be repeated
for different issues. The list may be in
broad strokes, such a property owners,
and/or be more specific such as
property owners intending to sell as a
source of retirement income. In some
cases, the extra detail will clarify
specific groups and individuals that
may drive your engagement
communications.

• Rate the LEvEL Of COnCErn for
each issue held by each citizen or
special interest group as best you can.
Remember the level of concern relates
to the level of perceived impact.

Use the same scale as for the ISSUES.

• In the column marked “Geographic
Frame of Reference”, note your
understanding of the citizen’s and
special interest group's geographic
area of interest. For example, one
group may be associated with a
particular neighbourhood while
another is community-wide and a
third covers the region. 

• In the “Contacts” column, list any
individuals and organizations who
represent that citizen’s interest.

WORKSHEET 4
Aligning the engagement topic with target participants

A U M A / A A M D C  C I T I Z E N  E N G A G E M E N T  T O O L K I T

92



Issue

Municipal
Evaluation –
Level of Impact:

N = None

L = Low

M = Moderate

H = High

U = Unknown

Citizens/Special Interest groups

Citizens/
Special Interest

groups

Level of Concern:

N = None

L = Low

M = Moderate

H = High

U = Unknown

geographic
frame of

reference
Contacts

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

Source: International Association of Public Participation, ©2006
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To assist with narrowing the particular level of engagement, as a project team indicate your
level of agreement to each question below using a 5 point scale, where 1 is strongly
disagree and 5 is strongly agree. One completed calculate the score at the bottom. 

question:  Insert proposed citizen engagement for the project or issue.

Scope 1 2 3 4 5

Has a size or complexity that can be considered significant? 

Could potentially impact a large number of citizens? 

Could potentially impact people located in a number of different areas within the municipality? 

Will affect a wide range of citizens? 

Complexity 

Can be considered unique and challenging? 

Will require a number of stages and/or components? 

Will see citizens have a number of strong and differing opinions for the project or issue? 

Concern

May be connected to any significant past issues or poor relationships with citizens? 

May create or increase any health or safety risk? 

Result in an unfair advantage (i.e. create “winners”)? 

Could be an emotional or moral “hot button”?

In past engagements has resulted in tension and controversy? 

May have an impact on taxes or fees collected by the municipality? 

Impact

Will decrease property values or increase taxation levels or fees? 

Will create undesirable aesthetic changes (e.g. view, odour, noise)? 

Will interfere with daily lifestyle and habitual patterns of people 
(i.e. loss of access, congestion, restriction of activity)? 

Will interfere with rights or entitlements for certain community members? 

Step 1 – Count the number of checkmarks in each column 

Step 2 – Multiply the number of checkmarks by weight for each column 1X 2X 3X 4X 5X

Step 3 – Include the result from step for each column

Step 4 – Add the total of the weighted scores 

Step 5 – Divide by 17 to determine the average score 

Average Score 

WORKSHEET 5
Selecting your level of engagement
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InfOrM 
Score: 

1.0-1.9

COnSULT 
Score:

2.0-2.9

InvOLvE
Score: 

3.0-3.9

COLLABOrATE
Score: 

4.0-5.0

EMPOWEr 
Score: generally

above 4.0 and
recommended to
obtain approval
from Council

Inform refers to the
provision of balanced
and objective
information that
provides the
background,
opportunities and risks
related to an issue,
project or policy 

Consult with citizens to
receive feedback and
analysis 

Involve citizens directly
to ensure public
concerns or support is
adequately reflected 

Collaborate with
citizens throughout
the decision-making
process to co-design
solutions that reflect
public concern or
support 

Empower citizens to
take the lead and hold
final decision-making
power 

Source: Schalk, P. (2014). 
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Communications Plan TEMPLATE

Citizen Engagement Communications Plan responses

1. Desired engagement 
outcomes

Why are you engaging with
citizens?  What will your citizen
engagement achieve?

2 Desired communications 
outcomes

What do you want citizens to feel
or do to help achieve your
engagement outcomes?

3. Barriers What is currently standing in the
way of your engagement and
communication outcomes already
being realized?

4. Target audience Who will benefit the most from
communication?  Who can help
you to achieve your desired
outcomes?

5. Key messages What do your target audiences
need to know to help you achieve
your desired outcomes?

6. Tactics What will have the biggest impact
on your target audience? 
(i.e. stories, messages, visuals)

7. Tools What communication tools are
the most efficient and effective to
reaching out to your audience?

8. Evaluation How will you know that your
communication efforts have
contributed to your engagement
and communication outcomes?
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Use this worksheet to identify key roles and responsibilities for the 
implementation of the citizen engagement project. 

roles Specific individuals in these roles responsibilities of each individual 
for this step

1. Who has overall
management responsibility
for citizen engagement?

2. Who are the citizen
engagement staff for this
project?

3. Who are the technical staff
for this decision? 
(e.g. planners, developers,
information technology
department).

4. Who are the key managers
for this decision?

5. Who are the individuals who
control the resources?

6. What individuals outside the
decision-making process
may be important to the
credibility of the citizen
engagement project?

7. What internal resources with
special expertise will be
important to the process,
such as graphics support?

8. What outside resources with
special expertise will be
important to the process,
such as independent
technical experts?

Note:  this worksheet may need
to be revisited as you progress
through the decision-making
process and engagement plan.

Adapted from International Association of Public Participation, ©2006
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WORKSHEET 7
Financial and human resource considerations

Category Items to Consider Estimated Cost

human
resources

Staff time

Hiring a student

Citizen champions

Advertising and 
Communications

Recruitment incentives (e.g. prizes, transportation vouchers)

Advertising (e.g. newspaper, television, radio)

Branding of the project (e.g. graphic design and copy-writing)

Translation services

Telephone hotline

Printing and print materials (e.g. posters, brochures)

Display materials (e.g. presentation booth)

Mail-outs

In-person
Techniques/Tools

Room/facility rental fee

Tables and chair rental

Tablecloth rentals

Outdoor tent rentals

Catering (i.e. food and beverage)

Materials (e.g. registration sheets, nametags, flip charts, easels, pens, markers, sticky
notes, paper)

Material development and printing (e.g. brochures, display boards, signs, posters,
discussion guides, workbooks)

Specialized tool development (e.g. design charrette materials)

Recruitment incentives (e.g. honorarium, child care)

Specialized facilitation services (e.g. external facilitator, graphic facilitator, 
youth engagement specialist)

Transportation vouchers for participants and/or staff

Transcription services

Audio-visual equipment rental (e.g. projector, screen, sound system)

Digital
Techniques/Tools

Hardware (e.g. laptops, projectors, iPads, mobile phones, kiosks)

Video camera, camera, digital recorder

Website (i.e. creation of stand alone or addition of project information to existing
website)

One-time annual or monthly costs for other digital tools

Staff time to set up digital tools

Public education sessions on tools

Other Items ________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
Adapted from Alberta Municipal Affairs Public Input toolkit, 2011
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Location
Criteria

Accessibility

Transit accessibility/timing

Adequate, safe and convenient parking

Easy to find/provide directions

Recognized as a meeting place

Proximity to subject of discussion

Sufficient chairs/tables

Sufficient AV

Insurance

Cost of site to use

Space for child/elderly care

Requirements for refreshments/catering

room Criteria Sound/noise level

Accessibility

Occupancy capacity

Sufficient for meeting format

Sufficient AV

Sufficient power supply

Lighting

Break-out rooms

Materials Space for officials/observers/media

Invitation to participants

Directions to site

Signage

Agenda/Instructions

Presentations/speeches

Room Layout

Muster point and emergency instructions

Sign-in Sheets

Name tags

Hand outs

Table numbers

Boards/maps/illustrations

Evaluation forms

Directional signs

Comment forms and boxes

Games or other 

Refreshments (inc. plates, utensils, 
napkins, cups, etc.)

Av Laptop

Wireless mouse

Remote presentation clicker

Laser pointer

Projector
Audience response system equipment 
(e.g. voting)
Recording devices
Camera
Microphones
Microphone runners (people to 
move around room with microphones)

Screen

Speakers

TV/DVD

Internet access

Extension cords

Office
Supplies 

Pens, pencils, markers

Post-It notes

Sticker dots (voting)

Stapler

Tape

Scissors

Rubber bands

Paper clips or binders

Tools - screwdriver, hammer

Extra notepads

Butcher block paper

Flip charts

Easels

Kleenex

Tablecloths

Logistical Planning Checklist for In-Person Engagement
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Citizen Engagement Plan TEMPLATE

Project:

Lead Department:

Project Manager:

Consultant
(if applicable):

Other Project
Partners
(if applicable):

Background
(Description of the
overall project or
issue):

Core values
guiding and
Principles:
Identify the
engagement values
and principles that
will guide the
project

guiding
Principles:

Issue or decision
to be made:

Decision-maker(s):

Impact of issue 
or decision:
Description of the
scope and
complexity of the
issue or decision

Municipality Name/Logo:

APPENDIX RESOURCES
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Citizen Engagement Plan TEMPLATE

Project Timeline:
Description of
phases and date for
decision to be made

Lead Department:
Describe the
rationale for
engaging citizens
and engagement
including the
principles or values
guiding the
engagement

Engagement
Outcomes:
Identify S.M.A.R.T.
outcomes

Type of decision 
to be made: Directive Consultive Deliberative Participatory Citizen Led

Target
Participants

Internal Participants External Participants

Techniques and
Tools: Identify tools
related to the level
of engagement and
target participants

Internal Participants External Participants

Citizen
recruitment
Methods

Level of
Engagement

Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower

Communication
Plan

Target Audience Key Messages Timelines Communication Tools

APPENDIX RESOURCES
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APPENDIX RESOURCES
Citizen Engagement Plan TEMPLATE

Data
Management:
Describe how citizen
input will be
recorded/managed
and integrated into
the planning
process

financial and
human resources

Budget Item Estimated Cost funding Source(s)
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Executive Summary Describe the project, engagement process, outcomes, target audience, and overview of results.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Background Provide an overview of the issue or decision to be made.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Engagement Process Describe the number and range of participants, the quality of participation, techniques and
tools (in-person and digital) used in the project.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

findings Provide an overview of the results for each engagement technique and tool applied. This should
be a summary of the quantitative and qualitative data collected in-person and digitally during
the project. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

results and 
recommendation Provide an analysis of the findings and results.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Appendices Share any available data from in-person or digital sources (i.e. questionnaires, surveys).

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Citizen Engagement Toolkit
Glossary

Advisory Committee

A group of citizen volunteers
selected by municipal decision-
makers that meets regularly on a
long-term basis to provide advice or
support to municipal decision-
makers.

Boards and Committees

A group of citizen volunteers
selected by municipal decision-
makers that meets regularly on a
long-term basis. The degree of
decision-making authority for
municipal boards and committees
will vary depending on the focus of
the group and preference of
municipal decision-makers.

Bow Tie risk Assessment

A visual tool which effectively
depicts risk providing an
opportunity to identify and assess
the key safety barriers either in
place or lacking between a safe
event and an unsafe outcome.

Application 

Is a program or software. Mobile
applications, or apps, are programs
that can be downloaded from the
Internet onto a device (i.e. a tablet;
a smart phone). 

Collaborate

The process of partnering with
citizens in all aspects of a decision-
making process including the
development of alternatives and
identification of a preferred
solution.

Community  

May include the “public" but often
is composed of subsets of that
group. Communities are based on
geographic boundaries, interests, or
beliefs. For example, the community
could refer to homeowners, cyclists,
parents of school aged children, or
residents of a particular
neighbourhood.

Community development

A process designed to create
conditions of economic and social
progress for the whole community.

Consensus conference 

A dialogue between subject matter
experts and citizens regarding an
issue or decision that is open to the
public and the media.

Consultation 

The process of informing and
obtaining feedback from citizens on
analysis, alternatives and/or decisions. 

Citizens

The most general and inclusive term
for participants of engagement
projects in the municipal context.
This term includes individuals, not-
for-profit groups and organizations,
community groups and business
organizations. 

Citizen Engagement 

A broad term that encompasses
action by elected officials and
government organizations to
account for the knowledge,
experiences, views and values of
the public in their decisions.

Citizen Engagement framework

Guidelines for implementing a
more systematic approach to
consulting and engaging citizens.

Citizen Panel 

Randomly selected group of 10 or
more citizens that meet over a set
period of time (e.g. two to four
weeks) to consider, discuss and
deliberate issues and make
decisions or recommendations.

Citizen jury 

A group of 12-20 randomly selected
citizens representative of their
community who meet over several
days to deliberate on an issue.

Closed meeting or session

A meeting, usually of Council, that
is closed to the public.  Closed
meetings or sessions are often
referred to as "in-camera" meetings
or sessions.

Decision

A formal conclusion or resolution
reached after consideration.

Decision-maker

A person or organization that
provides a formal conclusion to an
issue after consideration.

Deliberation

Thoughtful discussion and
consideration of an issue or
decision from all sides. 

Deliberative Polls

Built on the opinion poll concept
with the addition of deliberation.
The polls measure what citizen’s
think once they are informed and
engage in-person around an issue
or decision.

Discussion forum

A web-based discussion board.
Forums contain topic-based sub-
forums. A conversation in a forum
about a particular issue is a “thread.” 
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Forums tend to have a hierarchical
membership system, with
administrators who manage the
site, moderators who keep
discussion according for forum
terms of use, registered members,
and visitors (who are not logged in).
Each type of user has a different
level of access to the site. 

Discussion guide 

A workbook or booklet citizens use
to discuss an issue and complete an
in-depth questionnaire either
online or on paper.

Digital Engagement 

The use of web-based tools to
gather citizen input on issues or
decisions and identify solutions or
recommendations.

Digital Media 

Content, software and hardware.
Text, graphics, audio, and video
transmitted over the Internet are
the content that drives digital
engagement. In simple terms,
software manages the content.
Hardware includes computers,
phones and accessories that feature
the software.

Empowered Citizens

The process of placing decision-
making or aspects of the decision-
making process in the hands of
citizens.  

Engagement

Any process that engages citizens
to provide input into municipal
issues and decisions. It can involve
them to clarify issues, identify
solutions or alternatives, and
partner in decision-making. 

geo-locate

The process of identifying the
geographical location of a person
or mobile device by means of
digital information processed via
the Internet.

government 

The establishment of policies and
continuous monitoring of their
proper implementation by
members of a municipal council. 

governance 

Management and coordination of
municipal matters that calls upon
all citizens to play a part in moving
their community forward.

hashtags or Tags

A word or phrase preceded by a
hash or pound sign (#) and used to
identify messages on a specific
topic usually through social media
platforms (i.e. Twitter; Facebook).

Inform

The process of providing balanced
and unbiased information to
citizens to assist them in
understanding an issue or decision.

Instant or chat messaging

An electronic message sent in real
time via the Internet and therefore
immediately available for display on
the recipient's screen.

Involve 

The process of working directly
with citizens through an
engagement project to ensure
citizen concerns, ideas and
perspectives are understood and
considered by the municipality.

Mobile 

Refers to content that is
communicated from mobile
hardware, such as a smart phone
(cell phone that accesses the
Internet). Three important mobile
technologies for citizen
engagement are text messaging,
mobile-friendly websites, and
downloadable mobile applications
that interact with a smart phone’s
GPS, camera, or text/multimedia
messaging capabilities.

notice 

Means a legislated method of
informing the public of either a
subdivision or development
decision; an upcoming public
hearing; any proposed bylaw to
adopt a statutory plan or land use
bylaw; or amendments to any such
documents. Notified landowners
include those located within the
site for which the application has
been made (not including the
applicant) and other landowners
within a defined area.

Online Poll 

A type of web-based survey where
people complete a questionnaire.
Online polls may be open to
anyone or they may be restricted to
a sample.

Open house 

A method of consultation that
involves an informal session with
displays or other information
available for participants to review.
A feedback form or survey is used
to record citizen comment, and a
sign-in sheet for names and
addresses of attendees is
recommended.
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Outcome 

A statement describing the desired
future state that will arise as a result
of engaging citizens.

Performance measurement 

A measurement for a target group
which allows you to evaluate how
successful you were in engaging
the group.

Public 

Citizens and special interest groups
who have an interest in, or are
affected by, a municipality’s
outcome or decision.

Public Communication 

A passive, one-way flow of
information to citizens.

Public Consultation 

A means to seek information and
input from citizens on issues and
decisions.

Public Deliberation 

Is a combination of careful issue
analysis and a process in which
participants have equal and
adequate opportunities to engage
using dialogue that bridges
different perspectives.

Public hearing 

The portion of a regular or special
meeting of Council during which
any person, group or representative
affected by a proposed bylaw as per
Section 692 of the Municipal
Government Act shall be heard.

Public Meeting 

A method of engaging citizens
through consultation that involves
a formal presentation by the
organizer on the issues and options.
Citizens are able to ask questions
and provide input in a public forum,
and a record of the proceedings is
kept. 

record 

A verbatim transcript of a meeting
or event prepared by a professional
Court Reporter or detailed minutes
prepared by one of the
municipality’s Legislative Officers.

representative Democracy

A system of government in which
all eligible citizens vote to elect
representatives to make decisions
for them; representative democracy
is in place in Canada.

round-Table Meeting 

A meeting of citizens where each is
given equal opportunity to discuss
and deliberate on specific issues or
decisions. The table is round to
avoid arguments of precedence.

rSS (rich Site Summary)

A format for delivering reguarly
changing web content. It allows
people to easily stay informed by
sending alerts to those that sign-up
for the service notifying them when
content has been added or
updated.

Special Interest group

A person or group affected by or
having an interest in an issue or
decision of the municipality.

Spectrum of Engagement 

A continuum of engagement
approaches defined by the
International Association of Public
Participation. The continuum
identifies five different degrees of
citizen involvement – Inform,
Consult, Involve, Collaborate, and
Empower. The requirement to
inform is important throughout the
citizen engagement process. 

Techniques  

Different methods that can be used
to engage citizens and gain
participation. The effectiveness of
each technique depends on a
number of factors including the
number of participants, level of
engagement, cost, and time
requirements.

Texting 

An electronic message sent over a
cellular phone network by typing
words, often in shortened form.

Tools 

Different instruments that can be
used to engage citizens and gain
public participation. The
effectiveness of each tool depends
on a number of factors including
the target audience, the level of
engagement being sought, cost,
and time requirements.

Town hall Meeting 

An informal public meeting open to
anyone in the municipality where
participants present ideas, voice
concerns and opinions and ask
questions of municipal officials
and/or subject matter experts.

For a glossary for digital engagement
terms related to social media take a
look at the AUMA and AAMDC Social
Media Resource Guide.
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