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

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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MAKING PARTICIPATION HAPPEN  
What steps can Authority officers take to 
develop a meaningful public participation 
strategy? 
 
The Practice Note was produced as part of year-long 
placements at the London Borough of Newham and Dacorum 
Borough Council. It explores strategies that local authorities 
(Authorities) can use to lay the foundations for a meaningful 
public participation strategy and integrate this into their 
programmes. The research took place between April 2019 and 
March 2020 and draws on experience developing strategies for 
public engagement in each Authority to propose a set of 
recommendations and resources that others may find useful. 
Authorities are invited to test, develop, and help improve the 
resources going forward. 
 
 
CONTEXT 
Building trust and creating the conditions through which local 
communities can shape growth is considered fundamental to 
the planning process in national planning policy.1 With 
Authorities now required to deliver unprecedented levels of 
housing together with the public infrastructure to support new 
and existing communities, a democratic planning process that 
maximises the opportunity for local communities to participate 
as ‘key partners’ is increasingly being enshrined in planning 
policy and guidance at national, regional and local levels.2 
 
The National Planning Practice Guidance on Design Process 
and Tools, for example, encourages local planning authorities 
and applicants to ‘proactively engage an inclusive, diverse and 
representative sample of the community, so that their views 
can be taken into account in relation to design’.3 In London, 
inclusivity is a key component of the draft New London Plan’s 
‘Good Growth’ initiative, which requires those involved in 
planning and development to ‘encourage early and inclusive 
engagement with stakeholders, including local communities, in 
the development of proposals, policies and area-based 
strategies’.4 Outside of London, large-scale growth  
is being planned through the Ministry of Housing, Communities 
& Local Government’s (MHCLG) Garden Communities 
programme, where ‘strong local vision and engagement' of 

 
1  MHCLG, National Planning Policy Framework, (2019) p.8, para: 16c  
2  MHCLG (DCLG), Estate Regeneration National Strategy, Executive Summary 

(December 2016), p2 
3  MHCLG, Guidance - Design: processes and tools (2019) 
4  GLA, Draft New London Plan, Policy GG1 Building strong and inclusive 

communities, (2019) 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/575602/Estate_Regeneration_National_Strategy_-_Executive_Summary.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/575602/Estate_Regeneration_National_Strategy_-_Executive_Summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/design#effective-community-engagement-on-design
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/draft_london_plan_-_consolidated_changes_version_-_clean_july_2019.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/draft_london_plan_-_consolidated_changes_version_-_clean_july_2019.pdf
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existing and future residents and businesses, as well as 
‘legacy and stewardship arrangements for the benefit of the 
whole community’, are key to the ‘exemplar place-making’ 
required to qualify for the programme.5 
 
This Practice Note responds to the gap between policy 
ambitions for public participation and the ability of Authorities to 
develop and deliver an effective strategy for public participation 
which embeds dialogue and collaboration from the outset. It 
should be noted that this research explores the development of 
a strategy for, rather than the delivery of, public participation. 
There is extensive guidance on the latter, but very little in the 
way of guidance on how to develop a strategy within an 
Authority. The authors recommend that officers explore 
guidance on techniques for delivering participation whilst 
developing their strategy, to establish the right kind of 
approach best suited to the delivery of the programme in 
question.6 
 
  

 
5  MHCLG, Garden Communities prospectus (2018) 
6  See for example, Local Government Association Guide,‘New 

Conversations: LGA guide to engagement; The GlassHouse Collaborative 
Design; The Participatory City’s illustrated guide. 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/805688/Garden_Communities_Prospectus.pdf
https://local.gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-engagement
https://local.gov.uk/new-conversations-lga-guide-engagement
https://www.theglasshouse.org.uk/resources/
https://www.theglasshouse.org.uk/resources/
http://participatorycity.org/the-illustrated-guide.
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Focus of this Practice Note on development of a strategy for engagement 
ahead of delivery of engagement programme. 
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Research ‘SWOT’ workshop with public participation experts. 

APPROACH 
The research took a number of approaches: 

1. Desk-based research exploring the UK policy and political 
context and investigating guidance on delivery.

2. Mapping of experiences of developing public participation 
strategies as Associates in two Authorities – one 
managing and delivering a Public Participation Strategy 
for London Borough of Newham’s council housebuilding 
programme, and the other developing an Engagement 
Strategy for Hemel Garden Communities.

3. A survey of officers from ten Authorities to understand the 
perceived barriers to delivering a public participation 
strategy.

4. A research workshop attended by 16 public participation 
experts from across the public, private, and third sectors 
to test the draft outputs and discuss the strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats (‘SWOT’) involved 
in enabling public participation.
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FINDINGS 
In spite of increased recognition in national policy and strong political 
will, there remain limited protocols and guidance on the 
measurement, evaluation or even definition of ‘public participation’, 
leading to a variety of responses by different Authorities. This 
research identified the following shared constraints which contribute 
to the gap between aspirations for and delivery of public 
participation:7 

1. LACK OF TIME
Meaningful public participation, relying on building trust and
relationships, takes time. Programmes are often driven by third
party timeframes, for example developers’ schedules, or
access to funding, both of which typically factor in limited time
to enable meaningful participation.

2. LACK OF RESOURCES
Authority resources and budgets are highly constrained, set
against the huge time and resources required for meaningful
participation. In many Authorities, engagement officer posts
within planning and regeneration departments do not exist or
may be supported only on a temporary basis by consultants,
missing the opportunity to build long-term community
knowledge and relationships.

7  Though there is no systematic monitoring, the ‘gap’ in delivery of 
participation is widely acknowledged and reported e.g. Demos, People 
Powered Planning (2019)

METHOD SCOPING EVIDENCE 
COLLECTION

RESOURCE 
DEVELOPMENT

PILOTING 

DESK-BASED 
RESEARCH X X

MAPPING 
EXPERIENCES X X X X

SURVEYS 
X X

RESEARCH 
WORKSHOP X X X X
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3. LACK OF KNOWLEDGE, EXPERIENCE AND 
UNDERSTANDING 

A lack of resources coupled with the more recent imperative to 
ensure meaningful public participation means that Authorities 
may lack: 
— In-house staff with relevant experience or knowledge. 
— Protocols or structures to enable public participation. 
— A culture that understands the dynamics or value of public 

participation.  
— Understanding of the communities themselves. 
 
This situation can perpetuate the constraints of insufficient resources 
and lack of programmes for participation. It can result in misdirected 
resources, for example leading to one-way ‘communication’ rather 
than meaningful public participation. And it increases the perception 
that engaging with communities is principally a risk. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
Although constrained, Authorities are well positioned to devise and 
implement meaningful public participation strategies. In order for a 
strategy to be effective, strong internal networks across departments 
as well as good external networks of relationships with diverse 
stakeholders and communities are required. This Practice Note 
proposes three key recommendations to support the development of 
a successful strategy:  
 
1. IDENTIFY AND ALLOCATE ROLES 
A number of specific roles are required for the successful 
development of a participation strategy – Guardian, Champion, 
Sponsor, Partner and Recruit. There may be additional roles found 
to be critical to a particular context (‘Other’). 
(see PN013_A_Roles Deck) 
 
2. TAKE STOCK OF OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS, 

INITIATE DIALOGUE AND COLLABORATION 
To gain the fullest possible understanding of local opportunities and 
challenges impacting on the potential for public participation, the 
input of people with a broad range of remits and experiences across 
the Authority must be sought, as well as external partners and 
communities. This will provide an ideal opportunity to foster the 
dialogue and collaboration required for an effective participation 
strategy from the outset. 
(see PN013_B_Root Considerations Deck and PN013_C_SWOT 
Workshop Deck) 
 
3. ASSEMBLE A TOOLKIT  
A common set of ingredients is required in any Authority to develop a 
meaningful public participation strategy, but this must be tailored to 
the specific programme and local context. The toolkit includes: 
— Hard resources (time, budget, people)  
— Soft resources (skills, experience, knowledge, language) 
— Prompts (to inspire action / catalyse interest, incentives) 
— Relationships (internal to internal, internal to external, external 

to external) 
(see PN013_D_Resources Deck) 
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RESOURCE USE AND GUIDANCE 
These recommendations are accompanied by a set of ‘card decks’ 
which have been developed to assist Authority officers to lay the 
foundations for developing a participation strategy. These are: 
— ROLES DECK (PN013_A) 
— ROOT CONSIDERATIONS DECK (PN013_B)  
— SWOT WORKSHOP DECK (PN013_C) 
— RESOURCES DECK (PN013_D) 

 
 

 
 
Resources overview. 
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The resources can be downloaded from 
publicpractice.org.uk/resources and are as follows: 
 
ROLES DECK (PN013_A)  

GUIDANCE  
 

This resource relates to Recommendation 1. The roles identified 
in the ROLES DECK are Guardian, Champion, Sponsor, 
Partner and Recruit. There may be additional roles found to be 
critical to a particular context (‘Other’). 

USER NOTES Each ROLES DECK card includes; 
— A description of the role and the qualities needed to 

successfully fill it.  
— A prompt to help identify a person to carry out the role. 
— An indication of when the role should be identified.  
— Who will fill the roles differs according to organisational and 

programme context; there could be multiple people filling 
one role, or one person fulfilling multiple roles. 

OUTCOMES  — An indicative core team structure – your ‘Participation 
Project Team’ – to be consolidated through 
Recommendation 2 (PN013_B_Root Considerations Deck 
and PN013_C_ SWOT Workshop Deck). 

— A directory of team members. 
— Indicative allocation of responsibilities amongst the team 

members. 

 

ROOT CONSIDERATIONS DECK (PN013_B)  
SWOT WORKSHOP DECK (PN013_C) 

GUIDANCE  These resources relate to Recommendation 2 and provide a 
framework for the Participation Project Team to embed 
collaboration in their approach, to consider key variables and to 
make decisions for strategy development, including determining 
whether a participation strategy is an appropriate response to 
the particular opportunities and constraints within their authority 
and programme. 

USER NOTES The Opportunities, Challenges and Tips should be reviewed by 
the participation project team, in particular the Champion(s) and 
Guardian(s), to evaluate, define and add to the topics identified 
as appropriate for their local context. Mapping issues onto a 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (‘SWOT’) 
plan or Opportunities/Challenges table can be an effective way 
to enhance understanding.  
 
The answers and gaps identified through use of the ROOT 
CONSIDERATIONS DECK can be used to prepare for 
discussion in the SWOT WORKSHOP. The workshop does not 
only help map existing circumstances but can unlock key roles 
(Recommendation 1) and resources (Recommendation 3). For 
example, it may reveal skills present in other Authority 
directorates which can be deployed or shared, it may generate 
enthusiasm and participation champions. The template 
developed by the authors and tested at the research workshop 
is provided in the RESOURCES DECK (PN012_D), alongside 
guidance on how to hold the workshop to prompt proactive 
dialogue around participation strategies. 

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
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OUTCOMES  — Establishment of key relationships for a successful 
participation strategy. 

— Consolidation and/or expansion of the Participation Project 
Team.  

— The information collected: provides the basis for 
determining the approach to the participation strategy; can 
be input into the strategy or an action plan; and can be 
used as a prompt for further dialogues with project 
sponsors, partners and other key stakeholders. 

— Identification of gaps indicates areas that require further 
inquiry or development. 

 

RESOURCES DECK (PN013_D) 

GUIDANCE  This resource relates to Recommendation 3 and includes the 
key ingredients required to effectively develop a meaningful 
public participation strategy. These are categorised into: 
— Hard resources (time, budget, people)  
— Soft resources (skills, experience, knowledge, language) 
— Prompts (to inspire action / catalyse interest, incentives) 
— Relationships (internal to internal, internal to external, 

external to external) 

USER NOTES The Participation Project Team should flesh out the key 
ingredients with the information gathered through 
Recommendation 2 (ROOT CONSIDERATIONS DECK and 
SWOT WORKSHOP DECK) to assemble a toolkit. This toolkit 
should be frequently reviewed, through revisiting the 
RESOURCES DECK, to ensure it responds to developments in 
the programme and changing local circumstances. 

OUTCOMES  — A draft toolkit of resources which the Participation Project 
Team can draw on to develop their participation strategy 
and share with those with interest in the developing 
strategy to consolidate relationships, promote buy-in and 
invite review and feedback on the approach. 

— Any resource shortfalls or gaps will be apparent, prompting 
the participation project team to identify strategies to fill 
these. 
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NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note, produced during the 10% of the year-long 
placement allocated to the R&D element of the programme, has 
proposed a set of recommendations and resources for developing a 
public participation strategy.  
 
To take these findings further, the following areas of 
research would benefit from further development: 
— Work with Authority officers and Public Practice Associates to 

further test the usability, accessibility, and value of the 
recommendations and resources for assisting the development 
of public participation strategies. 

— Explore the development of a digital format for the resources, 
which would allow ‘real-time’ in-putting of data, interactivity, and 
could make the tools and responses more easily disseminated 
and accessible to a wider audience. 

— Develop a system to monitor and track the impact of these 
resources within teams and the outcomes of their public 
participation programmes. 

— Review the recommendations on an ongoing basis in response 
to evolving political, social and economic contexts affecting 
Authorities and participation practice. 

 
Public Practice welcomes feedback on the findings and 
recommendations set out in this Practice Note to help update 
the resources and inform future research. Please contact us at 
info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
 
  

mailto:info@publicpractice.org.uk
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The early engagement of local communities in plans and 
decisions about the future of their neighbourhoods is 
essential to ensure democratic planning processes, to 
capture local knowledge and to build trust in public 
planning. Planning with, not just for, local people is 
increasingly enshrined in policy and guidance at national, 
regional and local levels. 

Turning high-level ambition for public participation into 
meaningful engagement processes on the ground can be 
challenging and requires a strategy for public participation 
to be put in place in an Authority. Without a strategy, ad 
hoc engagement and one way consultation processes can 
lead to an erosion of trust and confidence, and a failure to 
ensure the best outcomes for local people and places. 

This Practice Note considers actions that officers can take 
to develop and deliver an effective strategy for public 
participation which embeds dialogue and collaboration 
from the outset. Drawing on research carried out during 
year-long placements at the London Borough of Newham 
and Dacorum Borough Council, it is accompanied by a set 
of resources that Authorities can use to lay the 
foundations for meaningful public participation. 

#Engagement #PlanningProcess #Co-Production

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources




