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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a mission to 
build the public sector’s capacity to improve the quality and equality 
of everyday places.



Just over a year ago, the sudden and unprecedented restrictions 
imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic fast-tracked the public sector 
into new, often digital ways of engaging with their local communities.  
 In early May 2020, Public Practice brought together Associates 
working in a variety of community engagement roles to discuss how 
they were rethinking their strategies and embracing new digital 
tools. How would it be possible, we wondered, to continue 
meaningful engagement if face-to-face contact was restricted? And 
what would that look like? 
 One year on, Public Practice wanted to examine how a year of 
engaging differently, and often but not exclusively digitally, worked 
out. Has community engagement had the shot in the arm it arguably 
needed? And – as restrictions begin to lift – how can we combine 
the best of both digital and non-digital methods to produce the most 
effective community engagement?
 On 7 May 2021, a panel comprising Beth Murray, Keep Chingford 
Green Community Group, Waltham Forest; Grace Crannis, Public 
Practice Associate and Senior Planning Engagement Officer at LB 
Richmond & Wandsworth; and Verity Jane Keefe, a visual artist 
working in the public realm, shared their experiences from the past 
year and how they expect engagement practices to develop based 
on these learnings. The session was chaired by Public Practice 
Alumnus Jessica Cargill Thompson.

https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/engagement-at-distance


TAKING WORKSHOPS ONLINE
Public Practice Associate Grace Crannis reflected on her recent 
work as community engagement lead on the Local Plan at 
Wandsworth and Richmond Councils, where she’s been using 
online workshops to reach out to underrepresented parts of the 
community, in particular young people. Groups were kept small and 
the tone conversational, using breakout rooms to facilitate more in 
depth discussions. 
 Grace described the creative potential of some online tools and 
how this hands on workshop approach can keep younger 
participants interested when distanced and digital, showing images 
of online Miro whiteboards covered with colourful electronic Post-It 
notes and maps embellished with comments and emojis from young 
participants. She added that it had also been important to retain 
some of the touches she would normally use in a physical 
workshop, including giving some of the younger people vouchers 
and a certificate for participation to show that their input was valued. 
But online or offline, she said, better communication about planning 
and its role remained essential.

CARE IN THE COMMUNITY
Focussing on her major art commission – Living Together, a 
collaboration with residents to mark the centenary of Barking’s 
Becontree Estate – Verity-Jane Keefe showed some of the 
inspirational resources she has created as part of the year long 
project. 
 Verity resisted an immediate translation to digital and an attempt 
at business as usual, choosing to embrace the slowing down of 
pace and chance to explore analogue methods that retain the 
qualities and familiarity of the original cancelled programme of 
residents meetings. Mindful that some members of the group had 
digital and visual access issues, Verity distributed beautifully 
produced themed activity packs, with readings and newspaper 
clippings replacing invited guest speakers, disposable cameras, 
mapping activities, writing exercises and an invitation, but no 
pressure to respond. In addition, audio files were made for a visually 
impaired member of the group. 

https://livingtogether.org.uk/


 
 Digital was not shunned, however, but used in a considered way 
to create a virtual platform for Living Together. Although an online 
walk or virtual reading group is no substitute for a real one, the 
Living Together sessions are generating a global reach with 
participants from Paris, Turkey, Melbourne and Amsterdam, as well 
as London, all reading together and while ‘rooted in the hyperlocal… 
can explore national and international themes in a live and ever 
evolving way’.
 Verity closed by stressing that the most important thing was to 
develop structures of engagement that could ‘expand and contract 
as the situation developed’, rather than constantly needing to keep 
replanning. 

THE GRASS ROOTS VIEW
Providing the community perspective on engagement was Beth 
Murray of north Waltham Forest residents’ campaign Keep 
Chingford Green.
 Beth described a successful campaign her group ran last 
autumn in response to Waltham Forest Council’s controversial and 
politically charged proposals to redevelop the local assembly hall 

https://livingtogether.org.uk/
https://livingtogether.org.uk/


and library. Having found the official engagement around the 
scheme to be inadequate, Keep Chingford Green took matters into 
their own hands and used the simple but effective means of placing 
stacks of simple postcards in shops and asking people to write their 
thoughts about what should happen to the building on the back. 
These were then left with the shopkeeper to be collected by Beth 
and her team. Over 1,000 postcards were collected, with the 
average age of respondents over 70, ‘making people feel as though 
they did have a voice and were represented’. 
 In an impassioned message to the engagement officers and 
local authorities in the audience, Beth set out some clear dos and 
don’ts that struck a powerful chord.

LONG-TERM PRESENCE IN CATFORD
Deborah Efemini wrapped up the presentations by showing Team 
Catford’s video summarising four-and-a-half years of regeneration 
engagement and cheerleading for Catford Town Centre. This long-
term work has attracted more than 1,500 people using a variety of 
methods including social media, Commonplace heatmaps, ward 
assemblies, and other face-to-face meetings, as well as fun informal 

https://www.facebook.com/protectWFheritage/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MtKhSR2JJOk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MtKhSR2JJOk


measures such as a pop-up shop, a gin festival and a food market 
that allowed conversations to happen naturally.
  This meant that when lockdown took hold, it was less a case of 
inventing new engagement channels but more of shifting priority to 
those that facilitated physical distancing. The team went out and 
chatted in any way they could – while delivering Catford 
merchandise by hand to people’s houses, or wearing their 
trademark Catford sweatshirts in the street as an invitation to stop 
them for a chat. Conversations were exactly that – responding to 
people’s concerns by asking how they felt about regeneration rather 
than what they thought Section 106 money should be spent on.
Deborah described an unexpected jolt In January, when Lewisham 
Council’s formal consultation began on the Local Plan and Catford 
Framework and was criticised by residents for a digital-facing 
approach. However, having more than four years of varied 
engagement already in the bag strengthened the statutory 
consultation and gave it validity.

SO WHAT DID WE LEARN, AND WHAT DO WE DO NEXT?
To kick off the Q&A, Chair Jessica Cargill Thompson asked the 
panel what the future of blended community engagement practice 
might look like, and how we can extract the best out of both digital 
and non-digital.
 The unanimous opinion was the importance of understanding 
how people want to be engaged with, and to go to where they 
already are. This may be by dusting off old-school media (freephone 
numbers, printed materials, postal service), visiting community 
spaces such as nursing homes, or joining already active community 
Facebook groups and online forums rather than setting up your own. 
 Verity’s mantra of ‘care doesn’t cost anything’ was embraced by 
all participants who echoed her sentiment that, ‘we should 
inherently care about the places we’re working for’. There was a 
resounding appreciation of the production values of her printed 
materials carefully designed ‘so they don’t look like a kebab menu or 
someone trying to sell you something’.
 For Grace, online has broadened the reach of who can attend 
workshops, bringing in people who might struggle to get there in 



person, and the chat function making it easy for people to make 
comments without having to stand up in front of a crowded room.  
To mitigate some of the drawbacks of the distanced Zoom or Teams 
session, she also recommended active participatory and creative 
sessions – especially when young people are involved – and 
mooted the idea of circulating more pre-meeting materials such as 
podcast audio descriptions.
 Audience questions raised the issue of scaling-up from the 
neighbourhood to the borough level and the legacy of a 
consultation. The panel responded by suggesting that principles 
such as transparency, honesty, a shared sense of ambition and a 
commitment to collaboration should be present wherever the level 
you’re working at. Listening to views you might not want to hear was 
also flagged as essential, along with the fundamental approach of 
seeing engagement as an ongoing conversation – something that 
was evident in Verity and Deborah’s presentations.
 Summing up, some clear positive messages came through about 
both digital and non-digital engagement that left audience and 
speakers optimistic and energised: show commitment; do what you 
say you’re going to do; be genuine; care about what you do and 
what happens next; be open and honest about the situation and 
possibility; think about what you’re asking people and why; use 
multiple approaches; be bespoke. Beth said as a community activist 
she was encouraged by listening to engagement professionals 
talking about wanting to keep improving and urged all participants to 
‘take that curiosity and passion into every engagement that you 
have with our residents’.
 The inspiring and varied projects, creative thinking, and genuine 
commitment of the speakers showed that perhaps the real thing 
we’ve learnt from a year of digital and distanced engagement, in 
fact, has very little to do with digital versus non digital, and 
everything to do with attitude.





The summary of this event is authored by Grace Crannis 
and Jessica Cargill Thompson.

A full recording of this event is available to watch 
online here.

Find similar resources on Communities here.

For more information, visit www.publicpractice.org,uk,
email info@publicpractice.org.uk, or call 020 3858 7447.

https://vimeo.com/publicpractice/engagement-post-covid
https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/themes/communities

