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The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2), an international federation of public
participation practitioners including a USA affiliate, has developed a spectrum of community
engagement techniques. The spectrum ranges from “informing” to “empowering” the public.
These are wonky practitioner words; however, they actually mean a world of difference.
Informing is focused on one-way communication, whereas empowering is literally giving the power
of decision-making to the public.
I’ll describe a project on community empowerment, and some key lessons. First, I’ll address
why empowerment is scary, often promised but not fulfilled in particular cases, and basic guiding
principles for overcoming the challenges of community empowerment projects.
Those of us in the public participation field genuinely enjoy engaging with communities, yet many of
us are still not comfortable with the empowerment model of public participation. We like to talk
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about empowering communities to provide public comments and input, but many cringe at the
thought of actually empowering communities to become decision-makers.
The thought of losing control of a project and the potential for failure is enough to make many
public participation practitioners stop short of full empowerment and opt for the “collaboration” or
“engage” methods identified in the IAP2 spectrum.
As a recovering control freak (I use the term with affection), I have learned that while daunting at
times, success in empowering the public lies in following what I call the four guiding principles:
Decide – Taking on the task of implementing an empowerment model of public participation
is no easy feat and is not something to do accidentally. The project team must analyze the
merits and potential challenges and decide early on whether or not to embark on this
journey. Then the project team must obtain strong leadership support to implement.
Implement – While there are a variety of techniques that can be used to empower the
public, I have found that hands-on approaches are most effective at engaging the entire
community. Often the empowerment model fails because the entire community is not fully
engaged, rather just a handful of community members are consistently active in the
decision-making process. By using interactive hands-on engagement tools, including dot
voting and tactical charrettes, the barriers of language, age, race and income are broken
down allowing the entire community to participate.
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Listen – You can find any number of proverbs, fables and sayings that point to the
importance of listening. My personal favorite is we have one mouth and two ears so that we
can listen twice as much as we talk. In the community engagement field it is important to
listen, but especially so while implementing an empower model of outreach. Often
communities, especially lower income and/or immigrant communities, are hesitant or even
wary of becoming involved in a public process. If they take the step to become involved it is
critical that public participation practitioners reciprocate by using active listening skills and
documenting the community’s input.
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Follow Up – The crux of the empowerment model is that public practitioners promise the
public they will implement what the public decides. Thus, similar to active listening,
following up with communities is equally important to maintain trust and partnership. By
consistently and transparently providing updates on the implementation process, the
community is more likely to actively participate in current and subsequent public
participation efforts.
A CASE OF EMPOWERMENT – CHANGING THE GOAL BASED ON COMMUNITY DIRECTION
As the former executive director of the Los Angeles County Community Development Foundation,
non-profit partner to the Housing Authority of the County of Los Angeles (HACoLA), I embarked on
this journey of community empowerment. As part of a U.S. Department of Education Promise
Neighborhoods grant application we were required to host a public meeting prior to application
submittal. We began by developing a coalition of co-applicants that included the school district,
participating schools, community-based organizations and the local community college and
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university. After meeting several times with our coalition, I began to urge that our public
participation process follow the empowerment model. The results were overwhelming:
Project success – Although we were ultimately not funded by the U.S. Department of
Education, our proposed project continued to be implemented in a way that mattered to the
community. Knowledgeable as we all were on community issues, the co-applicant
consensus was to request funding to decrease the so-called digital divide by
providing free Internet access and computer equipment to residents in the proposed
project area. By using community engagement methods that empower the public, we
learned that while technology was important to residents, this predominantly Spanishspeaking community was most concerned with learning English as a means to
increase educational and employment opportunities.

In response we partnered with a statewide non-profit organization that provides parent engagement
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training and reading challenges for youth. Another high priority for the community was access
to fresh food as the community was a bona fide food desert full of convenience and liquor stores
but limited on fresh grocery options. To combat their concerns with food justice we also
implemented a program called “After School FUEL” that brought school age youth and their
parents together for healthy cooking demonstrations and exercise classes.
Stronger coalition – With the community needs clearly outlined by the community itself,
our coalition was able to better develop its proposal in a cohesive manner. Additionally, our
coalition of organizations developed stronger ties that allowed us to provide needed
services and programs to the community at large in a more integrated fashion.
Overcome stereotypes – When presented with the opportunity to implement an
empowerment model of engagement there were many naysayers and skeptics. The
phrases “this community won’t even come to a public meeting let alone be responsible for
voting,” “we’ve always done a traditional public meeting” and my favorite, “we are wasting
our time and resources,” were uttered more than once. However, with standing room only
capacity, community members extended a two-hour public meeting for an additional
hour – not because they were complaining or voicing anger, but because they were truly
engaged. Young and old eagerly used circle stickers to vote for their favorite project types,
asked insightful questions, and presented their ideas on improving their community.
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While not every project or community issue can be addressed by implementing empowering
community engagement techniques, when used appropriately they have the power to not only
empower community members to become decision-makers but also to empower public
participation practitioners to develop the most effective and impactful programs, projects and
services.
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