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Many government and non-profit groups use 
“engagement” to work with communities on 
issues.  Sometimes community engagement 
solves problems.  At other times, community 
engagement creates new problems.  

We hope this guide informs and equips you 
with what you need to make community 
engagement work for you and those you care 
about.  

Community Engagement



Leaders often talk about community like it 
is a singular, static thing.  But, community is 
forever shifting, adapting, and evolving.  

We have membership in communities based 
upon our identity: race, class, immigration 
status, education level, ability, etc. 

We also have community through our 
location: block, neighborhood, city, county, 
state, nation, etc.  

What is Community? 

And then, we have an identity that draws all 
these ideas together.   







There is no one definition for engagement.  

Usually engagement refers to how community 
members and leaders in government, politics, 
and non-profits collaborate to make important 
decisions.  

Engagement could be a survey, an “open 
house,” a website, or a “community 
workshop.” 

What is Engagement? 



Sherry Arnstein described engagement using 
a ladder of participation.  

The higher you climb on the ladder, the closer 
you are to influencing decisions in your 
community. 

The lowest rungs on the ladder mean you 
have the least amount of power to guide 
decisions.  

Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation







Another idea is that community engagement 
is like a cube.  

The form changes shape based upon who is 
participating, what power they have, and how 
they communicate. 

Fung’s Democracy Cube



Engagement also changes based upon who is 
involved and what influence they have.  

Narrow and deep participation describes 
when few people are involved, but they have 
power to shape the decision.  

Wide and shallow participation means a lot 
of people participate, but the information they 
share may not be as influential.  

Deep or Wide? 







Engagement can be different based upon 
timing.

Some engagements are short and specific.  

Other engagements are long-term and can 
vary based upon the changing needs of the 
leaders and community members.  

What is possible and helpful is largely due 
to how much time is available to make the 
decision and what stage the decision is in. 

What Time is it? 



Often leaders ask us for our “input” or “help” 
in a new project or program:

What do you want to see here?
What do you like about this new 
development?

But, when we give our time, energy, and 
experience to get nothing in return, it can be 
tiring, frustrating, and demoralizing.  

You Decide. 



Is someone asking for your participation? Ask 
these questions to help understand how you 
can best influence the decision.  

• What information do you have about the 
project or program? 

• Who is leading the engagement? 
• What is the goal for my participation? 
• What stage of the process are we in? 
• Who is involved in the process?
• What activities are you using to engage 

people? 
• How will a final decision be made? 
• How will I know if my participation made a 

difference? 
• What is the long-term plan for community 

engagement?  

Engagement Checklist



If you don’t like what you’re being asked, you 
don’t have to engage in any particular way.   

Lead an engagement effort of your own, or 
join a local group. Take to the streets, write 
your councilperson, make art, talk with your 
friends, support those who are able to be 
more active… 

Do what you can! 

Protest as Engagement
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