
“Public sentiment is everything. 
With public sentiment nothing can fail; 
without it, nothing can succeed.” 

– Abraham Lincoln at Ottawa, Illinois, 18581

As planning commissioners, it
is vital that you find meaningful
ways to engage the public in 
the planning process. Too often, 
communities simply go through the
motions of advertising in the local paper,
posting a notice in a public place, or noti-
fying property owners because state law
or local policy requires it. While these
requirements do have some value, they
may represent little more than soliciting
objections rather than constructive
engagement. 

Faced with a continual barrage of
lengthy agendas or highly controversial
items, planning boards and staff under-
standably, but unfortunately, tend to
overlook the art of more creatively
engaging the community. While engage-
ment strategies can take time and effort,
they offer a number of benefits.

• Engagement advances the planning
commission’s credibility and creates an
atmosphere of trust. 

• Engagement allows the public to be
part of the solution to community issues.

• Engagement creates opportunities
for planning boards to deliver improved
recommendations. 

• Engagement can help establish a
more consistent framework for appoint-
ed and elected officials to make informed
decisions about key issues.

• Engagement fosters enthusiasm and
excitement about best planning prac-
tices, and involves the public in impor-
tant policy considerations. 

• Engagement allows planning board
members and staff to extend their knowl-
edge of the community.

THE SCOPE OF ENGAGEMENT

There are no fixed rules on what
makes for effective public engagement.
But openness and creativity are staple
ingredients. According to a National Edu-
cation Association Foundation report,
engagement is more than simply sharing
views with others or getting their feed-
back.2 Ideally, engagement incorporates
ideas into a plan of action and then
implements that action. 
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• Advancing the value of planning.
Engaging the community to enhance
their understanding of the complexities
of land use, planning, and the decisions
you make is perhaps the most difficult
challenge. Engagement strategies can
help the public see the valuable role that
planning can play in shaping the com-
munity’s future.

APPROACHES TO BETTER
PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

There are many ways of engaging the
public. What follows are brief descrip-
tions of several approaches you might
consider. Perhaps you’re already using
some of them.

Neighborhood-Based Planning. One of
the best ways to engage citizens in plan-
ning is by going out to their neighbor-
hoods. Neighborhood-based planning is
an old concept with tremendous power,
but it is not used enough. While it may
work best in municipalities which tend
to have more distinct neighborhoods,
rural areas can benefit as well, by identi-
fying activity centers that target orga-
nized groups. If no group exists, then ask
your staff to help establish one. Meetings
should be held in the neighborhood,
allowing input to flow more freely and
pertinent issues to unfold. 

Neighborhood planning can also be
linked to U.S. Census boundaries which
provide an automatic demographic data-
base from which to measure and evaluate
methods and results. It sounds like a lot
of extra work, but if done strategically,
the dividend is worth the effort. The
influence of the neighborhood increases
by being incorporated into major plan-
ning documents, giving it strength in get-
ting decision-makers to listen.

Developer Assisted Outreach. Before a
development plan is submitted, call on
the applicant to engage in a reasonable,
yet vigorous, public outreach campaign.

1 First Debate with Stephen A. Douglas at Ottawa, 
Illinois (August 21, 1858).

2 Engaging Public Support for Teacher’s Professional
Development Overview (Washington D.C., NEA Foun-
dation for the Improvement of Education, 2000) 

ENGAGEMENT ADVANCES
THE PLANNING

COMMISSION’S CREDIBILITY
AND CREATES AN

ATMOSPHERE OF TRUST. 

From a planning standpoint, there are
at least three scenarios where engage-
ment is especially important: 

• Community-wide issues such as
adopting a comprehensive plan or approv-
ing a costly community-initiated project.
We all know about the difficulties of get-
ting good attendance at visioning ses-
sions or meetings on a comprehensive
plan update. Engagement strategies can
positively influence levels of participa-
tion in these planning activities. 

• Neighborhood issues such as a subdi-
vision approval or a variance request. Plan-
ning commissioners often see large
crowds attend meetings, usually in oppo-
sition, that involve projects that are being
proposed in their neighborhoods. Such
crowds often air grievances and com-
plain they have not been part of the
process. Engagement strategies can
reduce the temperature of meetings on
hot button issues. 
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Such engagement can lead to significant
improvements to the development plan,
as the neighborhood becomes part of the
design solution. At the same time, the
rumor mill will be tamed, and you’ll pre-
empt heated public meetings where
issues explode only to delay the process
or build acrimony. 

With this approach to engagement,
encourage the developer to provide doc-
umentation such as minutes, or even a
video recording, of their efforts to engage
the public. 

Technology and Graphics. Advances in
computer software continue to allow real
life and virtual what-if scenarios. It has
often been said that a picture is worth a
thousand words, and this is truer now
than ever before. 

Audiences seem to be mesmerized by
before/after visual presentations, and fac-
tual data that shows exciting or alarming
trends through charts and graphs. For
example, during a presentation an audi-
ence can be shown an amazingly clear
aerial photo of suburban sprawl versus
compact development, that otherwise
could not be easily explained. With
graphics, audiences tend to become more
positively engaged with the presenter
and the issue. 

Websites. The home page is still
underutilized. Many are generic and dif-
ficult to navigate. A community’s home-
page offers one of the fastest growing
tools for disseminating information and
measuring results. It can be used to link
to the latest news, answer questions, and
solicit input through interactive surveys
about various community issues. 

Commissioners and members of the
public should also be able to get agendas

and staff reports through the web site. An
online bulletin board or community chat
room can provide feedback to you much
better than snippets from the editorial
section of the local newspaper.3

Pilot Project Planning. Take an idea
and put it into action by engaging a
group of interested citizens as part of a
planning experiment. 

For example, work out a deal with
residents of a street or neighborhood to
agree to a code enforcement sweep to
address outstanding violations. After the
sweep has been done, and every house
has been reviewed, educate each resident
about code requirements without issuing
any citations. Follow up in about 30 days
to monitor their progress. Supplement
the progress with financial and technical
assistance packages. 

If this experiment is successful,
expand it to another neighborhood, cit-
ing the successes of the pilot neighbor-
hood. 

Discovery Sessions. When you discov-
er or hear about interesting trends or
activities – such as a newly revitalized
row of historic homes or a burgeoning
group of antiques businesses – have your
staff schedule a discovery session with
the movers and shakers behind the trend
or activity. At the meeting, staff can dis-
cover if there are ways of providing sup-
port or serving as a catalyst for further
activities. Engagement through discov-
ery can strengthen creative initiatives. 

Planners for a Day. In order to get
youth interested in what you do,
embrace the fun practice of engaging pri-
mary and secondary school students in
designing their ideal future community.4 

Have no rules other than providing
each “design group” a large sheet of
paper with a base map, and some mark-
ers. The resulting synergy can be awe-

some as the students resolve their own
planning issues. You end up with some
pretty strange stuff, but there is usually a
common denominator of how they envi-
sion the future and what is important to
them. 

After the plans are finished, talk about
planning and government, and answer
their many questions. Invite them to
serve as the honorary chair or planning
commission member as a reward. Present
the results at one of the public meetings
and hand out awards. Lots of people will
show up, including children, teachers,
parents, and friends. And don’t forget:
children are sometimes a good barometer
for community sentiment.

Community Planning Showcase. Hold
an annual public celebration, a Commu-
nity Planning Showcase, that highlights
the previous year’s planning-related suc-
cesses. Feed those attending, hold a raf-
fle, and give away souvenirs. These
events extol pride and bring people with
opposite views together in a positive way.
Reinforce the planning commission’s
customer service commitment by attend-
ing, and having staff on hand with dis-
plays.

SUMMING UP: 

Engaging the public can be a power-
ful tool, without being overwhelming.
There are many fun and creative meth-
ods for engaging your community, limit-
ed only by your capacity for initiative
and imagination. With a focus on
engagement strategies, you will no doubt
begin to create a unified community that
gets to the heart of the matter – almost
every time. ◆

Larry P. Frey, is cur-
rently enjoying a sabbati-
cal, which has included
historic preservation re-
search and travel to New
Orleans, Key West, and the
states of Georgia and Indi-
ana. Frey’s past work has
included serving as Direc-
tor of Planning and Development for the City of
Bradenton, Florida. He has over fifteen years’ pub-
lic/private experience in planning and community
development.

3 Blacksburg, Virginia, continues to be a model for
user-friendly websites at: <www.blacksburg.gov>.

4 In Bradenton elementary students are given free
reign on designing their perfect city. Their intuitive
planning ideas are amazing. In Royal Palm Beach,
Florida, the high school student council provided
valuable design feedback for planning the Village’s
largest public recreation area.

Two good online sources
of information on engage-
ment strategies are Public
Agenda, a nonprofit

research group at: <www.publicagenda.
org>; and the National Education Asso-
ciation Foundation for the Improve-
ment of Education at <www.neafoun
dation.org/publications/engaging.htm>.




