Governments and Local Communities:
Engaging With Local Communities

Community engagement helps governments improve their decision-making
efficiency, legitimacy, and transparency. It enables them to harness the knowledge
and passion of local communities in ways that will create sustainable solutions for all.

Staff designing an engagement process should consider various strategies to reach
and engage community members. To help level the playing field, many methods
offer training and education materials for community groups and leaders.

1. Know Your Stakeholders

Identifying and engaging with stakeholders is a crucial first step for any community
engagement effort. Stakeholders are vested in your project—financial, cultural, or
emotional. It’s essential to understand how each stakeholder will interact with the
project and to anticipate their response. This will help you determine what type of
information is most relevant to them, how often they want to receive updates, and
how often you need to engage with them.

When determining who to include in your stakeholder list, it’s helpful to start by
drawing on your project charter and any other related documentation to create a
complete stakeholder list. This should include internal and external stakeholders who
directly or indirectly impact your work. Once you have a full list, classify each one by
their power over the project and their level of interest in it.

This allows you to prioritize your stakeholder engagement and focus on those that
have the most significant impact on the success of your effort. Ultimately, this will
result in more productive conversations and higher-quality feedback.

The more engaged your community is, the more likely you are to meet your goals. To
encourage participation, you must show that your organization values and respects
citizens' voices. This can be done by ensuring the process is open, transparent, and
accessible. It’s also essential to consider factors hindering engagement, such as
social isolation, rural communities, and a lack of literacy.

Involved citizens develop a greater sense of ownership over their community and are
more likely to support local government efforts. Providing opportunities for
engagement, demonstrating how input leads to practical outcomes, and
communicating openly with residents is the best way for a city or region to gain their
trust. In addition, extending meetings and events to times of day that are more
convenient for people with children, seniors, or those reliant on public transportation
is another great way to encourage participation. This will allow more people to
engage in the vital work of their local communities.

2. Plan Your Strategy

A local community is a group of people who share a common area where their
intentions, resources, and needs are shared. This is the basis for a strong and active
local community that can work together to achieve more than individuals can
accomplish alone.
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A vital aspect is the relationship-building between tangata whenua (residents) and
tangata Tiriti (all others who have come to live in the community). This involves
building a trusting, open, and respectful relationship that ensures tangata whenua
are fully engaged in decision-making processes that affect them.

Many people describe a local community as those close to them, such as those in the
same neighborhood or city. Unsurprisingly, the respondents to our research found
this connection necessary, considering that many local communities rely on social
relationships for a sense of belonging and support.

The local community is often a significant stakeholder in projects that require
substantial public support, such as environmental restoration or waste management
initiatives. Given the time these projects take to complete and their impact on future
generations, it is essential that today’s younger citizens are included at a meaningful
level in the planning stages to help secure the community’s support for the project
and ensure that any concerns are addressed promptly.

A well-planned engagement strategy focusing on the community’s interests will
increase your chances of success. This starts with identifying the most critical issues
and listening to members. It also includes determining how to engage with the
community regarding timing, methods, and content.

For example, run a virtual coffee morning for your community and notice that people
are consistently asking for tips on how to get the most out of their membership.
Setting up a dedicated discussion space for this may be a good idea.

Another great way to engage with the community is through competitions. This is an
easy and fun way to boost engagement and show that your brand is in tune with the
interests of your community.

3. Be Transparent

Being transparent in your dealings with local communities is essential as an
organization or business. This includes making your goals and plans clear to
stakeholders, promptly communicating project outcomes, and responding to any
questions or concerns. Ultimately, being transparent with local community members
is a good idea because doing so helps build trust.

Being transparent with your local community can help you establish long-term
partnerships and support for the growth of your business. When you are a trustworthy
partner to residents, you can tap into their networks and build relationships with
them that can benefit both parties.

Transparency is also about letting people see who you are, not just what you do.
When people can see the faces and hear the voices of the people they interact with,
they feel more connected to the company or organization. This is why many
businesses use video conferencing to communicate with their employees.

For example, when a team member is on leave or unable to attend an in-person
meeting, a video conference call can be just as effective. It can even enable the
participants to socialize in a virtual setting and build trust for future interactions.

Being open with the community can help identify potential issues affecting your
project or company. You can then address them before they become a big problem.
For example, if you notice that many community members complain about parking



problems in the city, you could look into ways to solve this issue.

You can also use your participation platform to create exciting or fun projects to
attract participants and make your brand more recognizable. One of our clients did
this by asking the community to share what places in their city they wanted to keep
hidden so that tourists don’t end up visiting these gems. Another creative project we
saw was Wokingham'’s Jubilee project, which invited participants to upload
celebratory notes on the platform.

4. Share and Promote All Opportunities to Engage

Local communities are made up of a variety of cultures and demographic groups. This
makes it essential that all members know the community engagement opportunities
available to them. They must also know how their feedback will be incorporated into
the decision-making process and what steps have been taken to ensure that their
voice has been heard.

There are many different ways that local governments can communicate with their
communities and stakeholders, including online platforms, public meetings, in-person
surveys, and task forces. Choosing a mix of communication channels is essential to
ensure that as many people as possible are being reached.

Another way to reach out to the community is by providing support and resources to
non-government organizations working on similar projects. This can be done by
donating to them, sharing their content on social media, or even attending their
events. This helps to build relationships and trust in the community.

Lastly, local governments must promote all the opportunities for the community to
engage with them. This can be done through various media, but it is essential to use
digital channels to reach out to the community, given that most people have access
to this form of communication.

Local governments can help ensure that no one is being left out by promoting all the
different opportunities to engage with the community. This is important because
moving forward with a project can be challenging if only certain groups' voices are
heard.

For example, if a company only engages with the local community through surveys,
this can result in the company only hearing from those who agree with their views.
This can lead to projects that only benefit the opinions of certain groups and can be
detrimental to the community as a whole. Local companies can build trust and ensure
their projects are successful by ensuring that all different views are being heard. In
addition, it is a great way to bond with employees.
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