
 
 

GUIDE | COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT FOR 

DEVELOPING A NEIGHBOURHOOD STRATEGY 

 
What is a neighbourhood’s greatest asset? The people who live there! 
Residents have the most knowledge about the neighbourhood and can 
offer keen insight into the best things about living in the neighbourhood 
and what could be improved. If you are looking to build a neighbourhood 
strategy, this guide will provide you with tools and resources to assist you 
in engaging the community and, ultimately, developing a meaningful, 
actionable strategy.  
 
OVERVIEW 
 
In our first guide, you learned about building a case for a neighbourhood strategy. In this guide, we are 
focusing on the why and how to incorporate authentic engagement to ensure that your strategy is 
meaningful and relevant for the people it is designed to impact.  
 
Ensuring that authentic and meaningful community engagement happens takes courage, creativity, 
patience, and a willingness to be open to surprises or results that contradict expected deliverables. 
Indeed, community engagement can feel like a daunting venture and yet, the outcome is worth it. When 
the community is involved in the design of strategy, it sets the stage for greater ownership in the 
strategy and ultimately a greater chance that the strategy will be animated and sustained.  There are 
four areas that you will need to think about to engage your community: 

  
 

 
 
 

 
If you are planning to develop a neighbourhood strategy, you inevitably know that community 
engagement is important and is a necessary component of building a neighbourhood strategy. Every 
community is unique which means there is no one-size-fits-all approach to neighbourhood development 
or community engagement. While there is no set roadmap, there are promising practices and common 
phases; the constant and most essential element is to ensure that residents are at the center. Residents 
are the key to developing relevant and actionable strategies and for bringing the strategy to life. 

Connections, trust, relationship and action are key ingredients in effective community engagement. 

 Why are you 
engaging? 

 Who are you 
engaging? 

 How do you 
engage? 

 
Implement 

your 
strategy 

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Publications/Building%20Your%20Case%20For%20Developing%20a%20Neighbourhood%20Strategy%20-%20Heather%20Keam.pdf
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Resources & Tools 
 

• Engagement Continuum Tool: Based on the IAP2 framework for community engagement, this 
tool helps you think through what level of engagement is appropriate for the project, what stage 
you are in and who you are engaging.  

 

• Community Engagement: An Overview: This two-page document provides an overview of what 
community engagement is, who should be involved, and some key criteria for effective 
engagement. 

 

• Community Engagement: A Foundational Practice of Community Change: This paper is an in-
depth look at the field of Community Engagement. It highlights the reasons for and benefits of 
community engagement. It also explores key considerations for designing your community 
engagement strategy. 

 

• Community Engagement Matters (Now More Than Ever): Learning from unsuccessful attempts 
at system change, the authors share their biggest learnings on evidence-based social change 
efforts. Foremost in their learning is the need for authentic community engagement. Using the 
lessons learned, they offer six essential Factors of Engagement for building community support. 

 

• Collective Impact through the Lens of Asset-Based Community Development and Results-Based 
Accountability: This webinar offers a deep dive into why community engagement is important, 
explaining why engagement is less about “how do we involve people?” and more about “how do 
we get involved with people?” 

 
WHO SHOULD YOU ENGAGE?  
 
Often when we talk about building a strategy, our first thought is that we need to involve the experts. 
But when it comes to experts in community and neighbourhoods, who knows best? The professionals or 
the people who live there? Certainly, they both have important knowledge: one about content and the 
other about context.  
 
Citizens, context experts, are in the best position to know what makes their neighbourhoods unique, 
what the strengths of the neighbourhood are and where they could use some outside help to make 
where they live even better. As such, if we are looking to build a neighbourhood strategy, we must 
include the people who know the area and whose daily lives may be directly impacted.  

At its heart, meaningful Community Engagement is a process by which 
citizens are engaged to work and learn together on behalf of their 

communities to create and realize bold visions for their shared future. 

 
 

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Tools/Tool%20-%20The%20Engagement%20Continuum%202018.pdf?hsCtaTracking=0ddff9eb-6a08-4ca2-b6e6-88f37cd30514%7Ca514c4a2-2489-439a-9b69-a5cf081d8baa
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/Resources/Article/Tamarack_Articles_CE_An_Overview.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Publications/2018%20CCF%20Paper%20Community%20Engagement%20A%20Foundational%20Practice%20of%20Community%20Change%20Sylvia%20Cheuy.pdf?hsCtaTracking=6090685a-d9f0-42b2-b9ac-86382319288d%7Cd30b0984-f156-4c05-b65e-9b002ab3e8b7
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/community_engagement_matters_now_more_than_ever
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6W95THVIyM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6W95THVIyM0
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To be meaningful and authentic, it is crucial that those who want to be involved can be involved and 
that the engagement is representative of the people, values and interests in the neighbourhood. The 
ABCD Geometry Lesson below illustrates shifting the power of decision-making from professionals to 
residents, a model wherein residents lead and professionals support as needed: 
 

 

Resource: The Components of Effective Collective Impact by Dan Duncan 

 
When in doubt, step back and check in with people who can either share directly and/or help inform 
decision-making or sharing of a collective voice. One essential role organizations can play is in assisting 
in connecting to the people they serve. In this way, organizations can help ensure that the diversity of 
the neighbourhood is represented with the community engagement. 
 

Resources & Tools 
 

• Who Do We Want to Engage: This easy to follow guide assists groups in clarifying their goals for 
engagement, identifying who needs to be engaged and how to go about engaging them.   

 

• The Context Experts: Authentic community engagement requires leaving behind the notion of 
‘doing for’ community and leaning into the practice of ‘doing with’ community. Authentically 
engaging with community opens up the opportunity for shared learning and co-generating new 
possibilities. This paper shares best practices in context expert engagement and provides 
examples of authentic engagement in action. 

 

Content Experts are professionals, staff in your organization, service providers, and leaders 

with formal power who have knowledge, tools, and resources to address the issue.   

Context Experts are people with lived experience of the situation, including children and 

youth. They are the people who experientially know about the issue. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

https://clearimpact.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/The-Components-of-Effective-Collective-Impact.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Tools/Who%20do%20we%20want%20to%20engage%20tool.pdf?hsCtaTracking=7b56725e-4b06-44a1-8cbe-28d890dd0d42%7C82f85f1a-a814-4c14-92e8-c2f5f7843e02
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Publications/The%20Context%20Experts.pdf?hsCtaTracking=56bc3396-2e91-49d8-8efc-95fa20b82878%7Cbddea62d-6f5b-4aa4-8b0d-292bbd5c5b9b
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• Trust: An Essential Ingredient in Authentic Community Engagement: A key challenge in 
community engagement is that residents and neighbourhoods are often hesitant to participate 
in engagement activities. One of the core factors driving this reluctance is a lack of trust that the 
engagement is authentic, that people’s voices will be heard and meaningfully represented in the 
outcome.  

 

• Turf, Trust, Co-Creation and Collective Impact: Community change can only happen once a 
foundation of trust has been established. Building trust takes time, but it is a crucial first step 
that can’t be missed. When organizations can demonstrate that they are willing to set aside 
their own goals for the shared goals of the community, then trust can flourish.  

 
TOKENISM OR AUTHENTIC ENGAGEMENT? 
 
Navigating through limited resources, tight timelines and pre-determined deliverables there is always a 
danger of community engagement becoming just another box to tick. It sometimes seems easy to just 
send out a survey or interview a few keen people we know will respond in a way that verifies our 
thinking; it’s also tempting to dismiss feedback as uninformed when it contradicts our line of thinking. It 
takes a great deal of courage and commitment to share decision-making power, it is also the best way to 
ensure that your strategy will have meaning for everyone.  

 
When community engagement becomes something we have to do rather than the way we do the work, 
our methods are at the greatest risk of being tokenistic. There are times when simply informing people 
of what we are going to do is appropriate. And there are times when it makes the most sense to gather 
input from people and use this information to inform our work. However, neither of these methods 
offer deep engagement, nor do they foster ownership in the process or the result. If we want to create a 
neighbourhood strategy that resonates with the neighbourhood and one that the neighbourhood is 
keen to support, we need to involve them in the whole process and share decision-making power. 
Through an Asset-Based Community Development lens, we need to consider Cormac Russell’s model of 
moving away from ‘doing to’ and ‘doing for’ community towards ‘doing with’ or ‘doing by’ community.  
 

TO FOR WITH BY 

Role: “Expert” Role: “Expert” Role: “Gapper” Role: “Animator” 

    

“Everything done, is to 

us and without us” 

(Medical Model) 

“Everything done, is for us 
and without us” 

(Charity Model) 

“Nothing for us – or about 
us – without us.” 

(Social Model) 

“By us.  
For us.” 

(ABCD) 

Adopted with permission: Cormac Russell  Nurture Development under Creative Commons License 

http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/latest/trust-an-essential-ingredient-in-authentic-community-engagement
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/Resources/Publications/Turf%20Trust%20and%20Co-Creation%20Paper.pdf?__hssc=163327267.4.1568606798774&__hstc=163327267.aa75bafe3d0cc2a9b029fee4e83b6c63.1547479782118.1568308174626.1568606798774.294&__hsfp=1780115546&hsCtaTracking=c4cebccf-fac9-4c7e-abbe-ea8a918973cd%7C25837c5e-a4c9-48ed-82aa-8f6eaec417b6
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode
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With this in mind, it’s important to begin as you mean to continue. As you begin to plan, involve 
members of the community you want to engage. Pre-engagement with a small group of context experts 
can help shape the engagement process to ensure that it is meaningful, relevant and accessible for 
those you want to engage. Beginning in this way also means that you are working with the community, 
honouring their knowledge and setting the stage for how you intend to continue. 

 

Resources & Tools 
 

• Hart’s Ladder of Participation Activity: Hart’s Ladder of Youth Participation explores the various 
ways youth are engaged, from being manipulated or used as decoration to youth initiating and 
directing projects. While it is designed with children and youth in mind, it is reminiscent of 
Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation and provides an interesting backdrop against which to 
consider our engagements overall. This specific tool promotes ways of increasing meaningful 
engagement.  

 

• IAP2 Spectrum: As you work through an engagement plan with your community, the 
International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) has provided a solid starting point for 
community engagement. It walks through a spectrum of community engagement ranging from 
simply informing people what you are going to do to giving people the power to make decisions 
and what inherent promises come with each level of engagement. The IAP2 tool helps to clarify 
the purpose of each engagement activity. 

 

• Pre-Community Engagement: Setting the Stage for Authentic Community Engagement Ensuring 
authentic community engagement means involving potentially affected residents as you build 
your plan on how to engage the community. Residents have key insights that can help you 
develop a robust engagement strategy.  

 

• Asset-Based Community Development At A Glance  Asset-Based Community Development is an 
approach to community development that focuses on the gifts and strengths of people. This tool 
provides a quick overview of the approach including the principles, key elements and defining 
differences from other community development frameworks.  

 

HOW TO ENGAGE? 
 
As you think through how you will go about engaging the neighbourhood, you will want to consider 
where people are already gathering. The best way to ensure that people show up is to go to where they 
already are. Go to their neighbourhood, visit the local parks, attend local events and spend time with 
local clubs and services. Partnering with agencies who are active in the neighbourhood is a great way to 
reach people who might otherwise be missed.  
 
Once you have determined the level of community engagement that fits with your project, and know 
who you want to engage and where you will host your engagements, how do you go about actually 
engaging them? For this, there are a plethora of amazing examples from communities across Canada. 
What follows are a few that might get your creative juices flowing.  
 
 
 

https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/blogs.cornell.edu/dist/f/575/files/2016/09/STSS.Harts-Ladder-of-Participation-19tvldl.pdf
http://citizenshandbook.org/arnsteinsladder.html
https://iap2canada.ca/Resources/Documents/0702-Foundations-Spectrum-MW-rev2%20(1).pdf?__hssc=163327267.13.1561151714376&__hstc=163327267.aa75bafe3d0cc2a9b029fee4e83b6c63.1547479782118.1561057890015.1561151714376.228&__hsfp=1780115546&hsCtaTracking=fe26c53d-2dca-4fe7-ac8a-5ffd86b9ffc4%7C05e33fdd-10ed-45ac-bc11-0019045978a5
http://vitalysthealth.org/wp-content/uploads/VitalystSpark-PreCommunityEngagement.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/CDC%20ABCD%20resources/ABCD%20at%20a%20Glance.pdf?hsCtaTracking=9a28b9b0-0a6e-444d-8118-5ada2e8c028f%7Cf056f3fd-7da9-4e22-826a-42f610c8229b
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City of Kitchener – Love My ‘Hood 
 
Lemonade Stand – Who doesn’t love free lemonade? Staff and volunteers took a travelling lemonade 
stand to public spaces across the city; they handed out free lemonade while residents completed a short 
survey. To catch a different crowd, they also went across the city handing out hot chocolate.  

 
Throw a Party – They hosted a free, family-friendly event with free food, live music, activities, and 
inspirational speakers. They provided free childcare to allow adults to participate in small focus group 
discussions.  

 
Place-making – Kitchener staff wanted to find out what types of place-making residents wanted to do 
and what barriers stood in the way. The provided grants to several neighbourhoods to do place-making 
initiatives and learning from and alongside residents in the process.   
 
City of Kelowna – Strong Neighbourhoods 

 
Online discussion forum – While the City of Kelowna used a 
traditional survey that could be completed online or on 
paper, they also used technology to host online discussions 
about what people value in their neighbourhoods and what 
makes a great neighbour.  

 
Party in the Park – Staff travelled to neighbourhood parks 
throughout the city bringing games and entertainment. As 
people would join the party they were invited into group 
discussions about life in their neighbourhood. 

 
Community Art – As part of the activities in the park, staff 
also brought giant, blank puzzle pieces and invited 
residents young and old to draw or write their favourite thing about their neighbourhood. These were 
themed and used to create a community art piece which visually represented what was learned through 
the community conversations and survey results. 
 
City of Waterloo - Neighbourhoods 
 
Kitchen Table Talks – Community volunteers hosted focus groups with their neighbours to gather input 
for the neighbourhood strategy. 
 
Resident Panel – community members met several times to learn about the current context of 
neighbourhoods, participate in conversations on a range of neighbourhood focused topics, and engage 
in developing and revising the strategy as well as setting priorities.  

 
Resources & Tools 
 

• Hosting a Data Walk: An effective tool for deepening everyone’s understanding of an issue and 
for encouraging the sharing of multiple perspectives.  
 

Photo contributed by the City of Kelowna 

https://www.lovemyhood.ca/en/index.aspx
https://www.kelowna.ca/our-community/strong-neighbourhoods/about-strong-neighbourhoods
https://www.waterloo.ca/en/living/neighbourhoods.aspx
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/Resources/Tools/2018%20TOOL%20Hosting%20a%20Data%20Walk.pdf?__hssc=163327267.6.1570200015389&__hstc=163327267.39b0f1a436ca744fed235e074bc687c9.1567091571008.1570134553495.1570200015389.30&__hsfp=1489513261&hsCtaTracking=fba72e1b-7b46-4af9-a06f-23726dece7df%7Cd5fd5d32-3f79-4912-88ad-ab954372528e
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• Mobile Engagement: Technology is at our fingertips and can be a powerful tool for engagement. 
This tool looks at some ways to engage online.   

 

• Love My Hood: Kitchener’s Neighbourhood Strategy: This case study offers a closer look at 
Kitchener’s engagement strategy and more engagement activity ideas.  

 

• Strong and Connected Neighbourhoods: Waterloo’s Neighbourhood Strategy: Learn more about 
Waterloo’s strategy and how they involved a resident panel from the onset of their engagement 
planning.  

 

• Index of Community Engagement Techniques: Organized around the IAP2 framework, this 
resource presents a large volume of ideas for engagement based on whether your goal is to 
inform, consult, involve, collaborate or empower the community.  

 

IMPLEMENTING YOUR ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY 
 
Nothing is worse than a well-written strategy that sits on a shelf. And yet, how often does that happen? 
Often these are written with the best of intentions, based on current research and best practices from 
other communities with innovative elements. But what use is a plan if it sits on the shelf? How do we 
ensure that a strategy will be animated? As part of their Community Engagement Planning Toolkit, 
Peterborough Public Health put together a chart of questions to ask when forming an implementation 
plan:  

 

Source: Peterborough Public Health Community Engagement Planning Toolkit 

 
Answering these questions will allow you to create a realistic and actionable engagement strategy.  
 
One of the final critical steps in community engagement is to check back with the community. Collating 
all of the data from the various engagement activities can lead to more questions. When you think that 
you have accurately captured what people have been sharing, it is essential to present the results to the 
community and ask if what you think you heard resonates. Checking back helps ensure that the 
evaluation of engagement responses accurately reflects resident realities and facilitates trust-building.   

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Tools/New/Tool_Mobile%20Engagement.pdf
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/DC/Kitchener%20Case%20Study-final%20Feb%2012.pdf?__hssc=163327267.4.1569938702847&__hstc=163327267.aa75bafe3d0cc2a9b029fee4e83b6c63.1547479782118.1569935641188.1569938702847.310&__hsfp=1780115546&hsCtaTracking=045fa5a7-3d0e-4a12-9fed-a42cf3d34339%7C68fb806d-fa5d-4401-acba-cceda3eef502
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/Resources/Case%20Studies/2019%20Waterloo%20Case%20Study%20by%20Heather%20Keam%20&%20Waterloo.pdf?__hssc=163327267.8.1569938702847&__hstc=163327267.aa75bafe3d0cc2a9b029fee4e83b6c63.1547479782118.1569935641188.1569938702847.310&__hsfp=1780115546&hsCtaTracking=320cdbc3-e75e-4070-a195-98aad872f2b6%7C683ab438-8d9a-4bcd-902f-a75fbcc90dd5
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/Resources/Tools/Index%20of%20Engagement%20Techniques.pdf?__hssc=163327267.2.1569942004831&__hstc=163327267.aa75bafe3d0cc2a9b029fee4e83b6c63.1547479782118.1569938702847.1569942004831.311&__hsfp=1780115546&hsCtaTracking=cee0990e-2877-474b-93f7-c21defcae9b5%7C0769d43e-10f2-41a2-ab08-4c5c9fc8c4ba
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 Resources & Tools 

 

• Engagement Funnel: A tool to help determine who needs to be involved when and to what 
extent. 

 

• Community Engagement Planning Toolkit: This toolkit provides several worksheets to help you 
work through the purpose, stages and activities of your community engagement process. 

 

• Community Engagement Guide: There are many steps to authentic and robust community 
engagement, this guide illuminates the benefits of engagement and describes in detail the 
process and the work of each stage.  

 

• Strengthening Public Engagement in Edmonton: A comprehensive look at the key ingredients of 
a community engagement strategy; including tools and practical examples from Edmonton. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Authentic community engagement is not easy, but the results are worth the effort. As you consider your 
next community engagement process here are some recommendations from your peers to keep in 
mind:  
 

1. Begin as you mean to continue – involve residents from the beginning to ensure your 

engagement activities will be meaningful to residents.  

 

2. Offer multiples ways for people to engage – everyone is different and has varying preferences 

on how, when, and where they are willing and able to participate.  

 

3. Be accessible – go to where people already are, use plain language and offer translation, 

transportation and childcare to reduce barriers to participation. 

 

4. Make engagement fun and creative – engagement fatigue is real, to encourage people to 

participate keep your activities fresh and meaningful. 

 

5. Always check back with the community to make sure that you have heard them correctly.  

 

Acknowledgements: Special thanks to the City of Kelowna and the Federation of Calgary Communities 
for contributing to this guide. 
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https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Tools/New/Tool_Engagement%20Funnel.pdf?t=1498138280004&hsCtaTracking=62e1240d-d2b0-4f84-be5f-8aed887045f2%7C96cfb8e7-2e46-4ab9-ac8e-9e42dcaa47c0
https://www.peterboroughpublichealth.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/PPH-CE-Planning-Toolkit_2018.pdf
https://www.peterboroughpublichealth.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/PPH-CE-Community-Engagement-Guide_2018.pdf
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/Resources/Article/Strengthening_Public_Engagement_in_Edmonton.pdf

