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The reporting-back communications loop in community engagement is more important than ever. If
public participation means to involve those who are affected by a decision in the decision-making
process, then participants need to know how their input has affected change. The outcome of their
engagement gives meaning to their participation.

The Town of Chapel Hill (pop. 59,000) embarked on a new era of community engagement when it
launched the largest community planning efforts in its history in 2010 with the development of the 
Chapel Hill 2020 comprehensive plan.  The plan is a reflection of the people’s values, aspirations
and ideas. The outreach was excellent with having achieved the goal of touching 10,000 people
during the yearlong visioning process.

As the communications manager for our organization, my role in this effort was similar to that of
many in the communications and marketing spectrum of community engagement efforts. My team
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worked to publicize meetings, create pamphlets, write news releases and newspaper columns,
create webpages and surveys, and design bus wraps and posters. We continually looked for
creative ways to reach more residents. We also documented the process so that we could tell the
story along the way, still encouraging greater participation. We posted what thousands of people
had to say.

Once the community visioning plan was adopted, our Town Council established goals in response
to ideas and concerns. Staff teams from planning, housing, public works, and parks and recreation
departments, as well as other business units, got busy. Sometimes, these teams – having
successfully “completed” the community engagement work and then working toward
implementation – may not loop back with professional communicators in their organization to report
out on activities moving forward. Or, we sometimes omit the context about the public engagement
that came first when we do report on our activities like new roadway plans, affordable housing
initiatives, and service enhancements.

In our organization, we look for opportunities to make connections between idea sharing and action
in our public communications. As an example, our annual report to the community takes an original
approach to show residents how their ideas transform community. The report is distributed as an
insert into the local newspaper and its posting online at is circulated via social media throughout
the year.
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Chapel Hill’s Report to the Community opens a window into the work of local government with
emphasis on showing how residents drive its work. Ideas are received and collected through such
planning processes as that used for Chapel Hill 2020. Ideas, priorities and preferences also are
expressed by residents through many other community plans -- and a community survey. Goals
are expressed through the Town Council’s biennial work plan and budgeting efforts. Actions are
reported out in the annual report and other communication outreach.

Community engagement efforts involve many partners. Successful teams work closely with their
communications and marketing professionals – not only to “get the word out’ with a call to
participate at the beginning -- but to also to effectively report back to tell participants what was
heard, and how government actions acknowledge and respond to that input.

These actions go a long way toward improving understanding of how government works, and why
engagement matters.
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