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DIGITAL ENGAGEMENT TOOLS: 
How can Authorities use online platforms to 
facilitate meaningful participation? 
 
 

This Practice Note was produced as part of 18-month placements at 

the London Borough of Newham. It explores a range of digital tools 

and strategies that Authorities can use to scale up their participation 

and facilitate meaningful interactions for more democratic 

regeneration processes.  
 

The note draws on work carried out between October 2019 and April 

2021, in particular co-designing a town centre masterplan and 

strategies for high streets during the COVID-19 pandemic. It sets a 

framework for interactions and functionalities needed during digital 

participation at different stages of planning and regeneration. 

Examples of some digital tools are evaluated through case studies, 

setting out key lessons learnt from using them.  
 

The note aligns with broader initiatives such as the Camden/MHCLG 

digital playbook1, which aims to develop an ongoing database of 

case studies showing how digital tools can help councils reach their 

residents and communities. To help ongoing development of best 

practice and digital tools, these case studies and findings have also 

been incorporated into the MHCLG digital playbook. Authorities 

using digital tools to engage with their communities are encouraged 

to add their own projects as case studies to the playbook.   
 

Digital participation should never be the sole method Authorities use 

to engage with their local communities, but when combined with 

other face-to-face methods, it can make it easier for more people to 

participate. 

 

This Practice Note is designed to be of use to anyone involved in 

community engagement, and in particular those working on co-

design projects. 

 

 

CONTEXT  

In March 2020, cities across the world found their citizens’ ability to 

gather in person or move freely severely restricted in the face of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In the UK, over the course of a year almost 

eight months were spent in complete lockdown. This significantly 

affected the ways Authorities could engage with their communities or 

plan what a post-pandemic city could look like. Moreover, it raised 
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the questions of whether engagement should happen at all during 

such challenging times, and if so under what terms. Given the 

uncertainties about the future, could regeneration engagement 

continue in the same way, or should Authorities focus instead on 

facilitating meaningful discussions? 

 

Within this context, many Authorities that had not previously hosted 

online engagement turned to digital tools as a way to continue their 

local connections and facilitate community participation. At the end 

of 2019, some London borough councils were hosting online 

participatory activities alongside their face-to-face engagement; 

while after March 2020, digital tools became the main way to 

continue discussions with local communities. In addition to the more 

commonly used digital tools such as websites and surveys, online 

workshops were held using team collaboration tools, while councils 

expanded their online presence to facilitate interactions between 

different stakeholders and groups.  
 

This Practice Note provides an overview of the wealth of digital tools 

available for Authorities to facilitate meaningful discussions with 

stakeholders, including residents, business owners, and community 

groups. To evaluate each type of tool, a framework has been 

developed that identifies the interactions that should take place 

during meaningful participation, and considers the digital functionality 

needed to support them. 

 

Insights are provided from the following streams of work: 

 

1. Researching digital tools in order to develop a plan for 

Newham Council’s digital platform. This work included 

literature review, desktop research, and demos with different 

online engagement platform providers. 

 

2. Experience deploying different digital tools for two 

regeneration projects – Newham High Streets and the 

Stratford Town Centre Masterplan. This was an iterative 

approach allowing us to try different methods in order to 

identify what worked and what didn’t for our needs. 

 

From this empirical work and from sharing the digital tools inventory 

& evaluation framework with other officers and colleagues across 

London, we have developed a list of initial best practices around 

digital engagement for Authorities.  

 

 



  

  

 
 

 
 
DIGITAL TOOLS EVALUATION FRAMEWORK 

When considering how meaningful any engagement is, Sherry 

Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation2 (Fig. 1) provides a useful 

theoretical framework. It distinguishes between different types of 

participation and the level of power each bestows on the community. 

In reality, Authorities may mix different types and levels of 

participation in order to achieve an overall programme of meaningful 

engagement. It is important to be clear about the scope, objectives, 

and limitations of the participation from the very beginning, as well 

as to ensure transparency with the decision-making processes at 

each stage.  
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By investigating the multiple ways councils work with local 

communities around different regeneration programmes and beyond, 

we identified four different types of interactions, all of which are 

necessary to achieve meaningful participation and lead to increased 

citizen power.  

 

1. TRANSPARENCY & INFORMATION DISTRIBUTION 

Information flows from the council to the public. Even though 

informing the public is not in itself actual participation (see 

Arnstein’s ladder), Authorities need to ensure transparency 

around information and processes, in order to facilitate 

meaningful participation and citizen power.  
 

2. DATA COLLECTION & CONSULTATION 

There needs to be a flow of information from the public to the 

council. Authorities need to have mechanisms for listening to and 

understanding the everyday experiences, needs, and aspirations 

of local communities and places they live. Again, using the 

Arnstein’s Ladder framework, collecting data and consulting is 

not in itself participation, but a means of helping councils better 

understand their borough and those who live and work there. To 

be fully inclusive, it should involve as many people as possible 

and be representative of the borough as a whole. Moreover, the 

process of how the council will use the information it collects 

must be transparent. 

 

3. COLLABORATION & DECISION MAKING:  

TWO-WAY COMMUNICATIONS 

Digital tools can help support meaningful participation when it 

takes place directly between Authority stakeholders (e.g. officers, 

councillors) and community stakeholders (e.g. residents, 

business owners, local groups, and organisations). Two-way 

discussions allow better understanding, exchange of 

perspectives, conflict resolution, trust building, collaboration, and 

participatory decision making to take place. These types of 

interactions can be facilitated through workshops, town halls, 

assemblies, informal discussions, steering groups etc.  
 

4. COLLABORATION & DECISION MAKING: 

THREE-WAY COMMUNICATIONS 

Some meaningful discussions and collaborations take place 

when the council is absent. These are often the exchanges that 

happen in everyday life and the social networks that form in 

neighbourhoods or on social media. Hence, participation tools 

need to support these networks and allow them to grow, 

facilitating interactions between different people who would not 

normally meet.  



  

  



  

REVIEW OF DIGITAL TOOLS  
There are different ways an Authority can approach digital 

engagement, from developing their own website or using one of the 

existing digital platform services available, to unlocking the potential 

of social media, online workshop facilitation tools and surveys. In 

whatever manner online engagement is delivered, there are a series 

of tools that can be considered. We have categorised the types of 

digital tools below. In addition, examples of each type of tool are 

listed and evaluated in accompanying spreadsheet, PN029 Digital 

Engagement Tools Comparison Matrix. Users planning community 

engagement can look up the type of interaction they want to have 

and the functionality they need, then use the spreadsheet to see 

which of the tools would best meet their requirements.  
 
Types of tool: 
 

— CITIZENS ENGAGEMENT PLATFORMS 

These off-the-peg platforms integrate a series of functions 

needed for an engagement process, adding surveys and 

analytics to a project website (1. Information flow from the 

council to the public and 2. Data collection and consultation). 

They usually offer different annual registration packages and, in 

some cases, additional tech and strategy support for quick 

development. (e.g. Commonplace, CitizenLab, Built-ID, Bang 

the Table, Citizen Space) 

 

— SURVEY TOOLS 

Surveys are a common means of collecting information from a 

large audience (2. Data collection & consultation). Even 

councils that have not facilitated large online engagement 

programmes might have used digital surveys to accompany 

paper surveys and letters. (e.g. Typeform, Google Forms, 

Survey Monkey, JotForm) 

 

— TELECONFERENCING TOOLS 

Since the outbreak of the pandemic, more people have become 

familiar with virtual calls and video conferences. These tools 

allow different types of meetings to take place online, from 

workshops, town halls, and webinars, to lectures, classes, and 

networking events (3. Collaboration & decision making: two-way 

communications and 4. Collaboration & decision making: three-

way communications). They allow large groups of people to 

interact online, often incorporating ‘break out rooms’ for smaller 

group discussions. Platforms that can fully simulate online 

events and interactions in a videogame-like environment have 

also become mainstream. (e.g. Zoom, Google Meet, 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1944czD6TCK4zRD8bEDqnL20WHJrHSX6RpjndgBAfHi4
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1944czD6TCK4zRD8bEDqnL20WHJrHSX6RpjndgBAfHi4
https://www.commonplace.is/
https://www.citizenlab.co/
https://www.givemyview.com/
https://www.bangthetable.com/
https://www.bangthetable.com/
https://www.delib.net/citizen_space
https://www.typeform.com/
https://www.google.co.uk/forms/about/
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/
https://www.jotform.com/widgets/category/mapping
https://zoom.us/
https://meet.google.com/


  

  

GoToMeeting, MS Teams, Webinar Jam) 

 

— WEBSITE DEVELOPMENT PLATFORMS FOR MICROSITES 

In certain cases, Authorities might choose a bespoke approach, 

combining a project microsite with social media, surveys and 

teleconferencing tools. This aids information distribution as well 

as data collection and discussion facilitation, but can leave the 

user feeling disconnected. This pathway has a longer 

development time frame and needs additional resourcing. (e.g. 

Squarespace, Wix, WordPress) 

 

— ONLINE VISUAL COLLABORATION TOOLS 

To transfer the collaboration experience that takes place in an 

in-person workshop to an online setting, several tools exist to 

mimic hands-on resources such as whiteboards and Post-it 

notes. These can be used during a live teleconference, and 

added to by participants for a set period after the event. (e.g. 

Miro, Google Jamboard, Padlet) 

 

— COMMUNITY NETWORKS PLATFORMS & SOCIAL MEDIA 

Some engagement and discussion takes place between 

stakeholders without any intervention from the council at all  

(4. Collaboration & Decision making: three-way 

communications). People often organise from the bottom-up 

through everyday social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, 

Twitter) and group messaging apps (e.g. WhatsApp, 

Messenger, Slack). These platforms allow for direct 

communications, as well as peer-to-peer learning. Active  

use of these tools by Authorities can allow for closer 

engagement with specific groups and stakeholders in digital 

spaces where they are already operating. 

 

— CUSTOMER RELATIONS MANAGER PLATFORMS 

Digital tools can allow a larger group of people to engage, often 

in a lighter touch manner, while face-to-face engagement 

means deeper interactions with a smaller group of people. 

Authorities therefore need to have systems in place that will 

allow them to manage a larger group of engaged residents and 

keep building those relationships (1. Information flow from the 

council to the public). Several tools help organisations keep in 

touch with large groups of people (e.g. via mailing lists) and 

others keep track of the relationships built over time through 

customer relationship management functions. (e.g. Hubspot, 

MailChimp) 

 

 

http://www.gotomeeting.com/en-gb
https://www.microsoft.com/en-gb/microsoft-teams/group-chat-software
https://home.webinarjam.com/
http://www.squarespace.com/
https://www.wix.com/
https://wordpress.com/create/?utm_source=google&utm_campaign=google_wpcom_search_brand_desktop_uk_en&utm_medium=paid_search&keyword=wordpress&creative=494923848159&campaignid=647897976&adgroupid=58186200411&matchtype=e&device=c&network=g&targetid=aud-1244516595356:kwd-313411415&gclsrc=aw.ds&gclid=CjwKCAjwtJ2FBhAuEiwAIKu19g9prYi3QnHOzYZ02fM7OCf6Bf08UuTwb40BYYhpetygTYQQfBIlIBoCO7AQAvD_BwE
https://miro.com/
https://jamboard.google.com/
https://padlet.com/
https://www.facebook.com/
https://www.instagram.com/
https://twitter.com/?lang=en-gb
https://www.whatsapp.com/
https://www.messenger.com/desktop
https://slack.com/
https://www.hubspot.com/
http://www.mailchimp.com/


  

— DATA ANALYTICS TOOLS 

As participation grows, the amount of data, both qualitative  

and quantitative, grows. Digital tools can help analyse  

data in a manageable and resourceful way. Many survey  

tools or citizen engagement platforms can process large 

amounts of data quickly, presenting quantitative data instantly 

as charts and graphs. However, qualitative written or verbal 

data might need more time and specialised tools for analysis 

(e.g. NVivo, ATLAS.ti) or hacking already available tools  

(e.g. spreadsheets). The wider the participation, the more  

time-consuming the qualitative data analysis, so  

resourcing is critical.  
 
  

https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/support-services/nvivo-downloads
https://atlasti.com/manuals-docs/


  

  

 

 
 
CASE STUDY 1: STRATFORD TOWN CENTRE MASTERPLAN3 
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AIM OF ENGAGEMENT 

Co-design and development of a spatial vision for the town 

centre 

 

TYPES OF DIGITAL TOOLS USED 

Citizens Engagement Platform; Online visual collaboration tools; 

online teleconferencing tools 

 

CONTEXT 

Work on the Stratford Town Centre Masterplan began in January 

2020, the first town centre masterplan to be led by the London 

Borough of Newham in over 10 years. The aim was to co-design 

and develop a spatial vision for an area transitioning from 

Metropolitan to International town centre status, whilst prioritising 

the Council’s aspirations for Community Wealth Building.  
Phase one of the project, an understanding and evidence-

gathering phase, was completed in Spring 2020, but the planned 

engagement for the Masterplan, initially intended to take place in 

person, was significantly impacted by COVID-19 restrictions. 

Consequently, a large part of the digital engagement was hosted 

on Newham’s Co-Create platform. The Co-Create Platform was 

hosted through Citizenlab, and is a citizen’s engagement 

platform that brings together all of the Council’s live 

consultations into one place online. It should be noted that other 

https://newhamco-create.co.uk/en/projects/stratford-town-centre-masterplan-1


  

  

digital tools were also used to compliment the engagement on 

the Masterplan. 

 

APPROACH 

A three-month programme of engagement over summer 2020 

(July-October), was adapted to be digital in response to the 

pandemic. A combination of techniques were used to maximise 

breadth and depth:  
 
— A Citizens’ Engagement platform (Fig. 4): The dedicated 

and monitored Stratford Masterplan page allowed members 

of the public to learn more about the masterplan and to 

contribute project ideas and comments. This included an 

interactive map of the town centre that allowed residents to 

leave comments suggesting project ideas, areas for 

improvement, or read those made by others. The platform 

attracted more than 80 comments. 

— Online visual collaboration tools: to aid workshop 

discussions. 

— Teleconferencing tools: 26 students from two local schools 

took part in a series of online visual mapping collaboration 

sessions through Zoom. Four themed panel workshops 

were held with local stakeholders and organisations in 

addition to school sessions. These focused on Community, 

Culture, Business and Workspace, and Skills and 

Innovation. In total, 65 people attended. 

 
FINDINGS 

— Where possible, engagement should be as inclusive to 

those with poorer English language skills. This was 

particularly difficult in workshops but when using online 

platforms, translating web pages to different languages can 

include more participants. 

— Allowing participants to have access to shared resources 

such as Miro boards was a benefit as these were revisited 

and edited after panel workshops. 

— During collaborative briefing sessions via Zoom, the chat 

function was particularly useful, allowing additional 

comments to be picked up and recorded. 

— Consultation fatigue was mentioned as a result of the use 

of several methods of digital engagement. Clear 

messaging, scope and timeframes were seen as a way of 

overcoming this sense of repetition. 

— Although the masterplan is being led by the Council, having 

a third party to facilitate workshops allowed conversations 

to be project-focussed. 

 

 



  

  

 

 
 

CASE STUDY 2: NEWHAM HIGH STREETS4 
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AIM OF ENGAGEMENT 

To create strategic plans for the borough’s town centres based 

on evidence and participation 

 

TYPES OF DIGITAL TOOLS USED 

Citizens Engagement Platform; survey tools; online 

teleconferencing tools 

 

CONTEXT 

The Newham High Streets programme was set up to create 

strategic plans for the borough’s town centres based on 

evidence and participation. The programme focused on areas 

that have been left out of regeneration strategies for a very long 

time, while aiming to achieve some of the Council’s Community 

Wealth Building aspirations.  
 

With the outbreak of the pandemic, and following the direction of 

the Towards a Better Newham recovery strategy , the 

programme became part of Newham’s high streets recovery 

pathway. A 15-minute neighbourhood model was adopted to 

deliver the essentials for healthy and happy communities all 

within 15 minutes of where they live. Phase 1 of the programme 

https://newhamco-create.co.uk/en/
https://mgov.newham.gov.uk/documents/s140351/Appendix%201a%20-%20Towards%20a%20Better%20Newham%20Strategy.pdf


  

 
 
 

originally started in February 2020, with engagement launching 

in September 2020, focussing on four high streets on the north 

of the borough.  
 
APPROACH 

Engagement was originally designed to happen face-to-face, 

with a series of participatory workshops, smaller focus groups 

and interviews. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was 

transferred entirely online using the newly developed Newham 

Co-Create platform, which was put together by the council as an 

emergency response to the pandemic to address the 

engagement needs of various departments, but primarily 

regeneration. The following digital tools were used: 

 

— Citizens Engagement Platform with survey tools: the Co-

Create website included several online participatory 

exercises. An anonymous online survey ran for more than a 

month, asking questions about people’s experiences in 

their high streets as well as their aspirations for their future. 

The survey reached over 2,600 people and received 500 

responses. 

— Teleconferencing and visual collaboration tools: Four public 

online workshops were facilitated to discuss the results 

from the survey, one for each local area. These were 

attended by a total of more than 100 people. The workshops 

were realised through the use of teleconferencing tools in 

combination with visual collaboration tools, such as 

jamboards and Post-it-style notes. 

— Citizens Engagement Platform with forum discussion: 

Findings from the survey and the online meetings were 

analysed and compiled to create four draft plans, one for 

each of the areas of Phase 1 of the programme. The plans 

were then uploaded on the Newham Co-create platform for 

five to six weeks; a list of project ideas for each area invited 

people to select up to five of their favorite suggestions and 

provide feedback on all of them. For this stage, over 880 

comments were received from more than 460 people.  
 
Throughout the full six-month programme, residents were also 

invited to submit feedback via email and phone. Moreover, 

focused online calls with local groups, businesses, and 

organisations were also facilitated. 



  

  

 
  

FINDINGS 

— The programme’s engagement was entirely run by council 

officers without the use of any external consultants. This 

meant that there were limited resources for an engagement 

process that expanded to hundreds of participants. In 

retrospect it would have been helpful to have had a third 

party facilitating the online workshops. 

— Even though the programme engaged with a wider 

audience in comparison to other council programmes pre- 

and post- COVID-19, it was still very difficult to ensure that 

the group was representative of the local communities. 

— The programme tried to minimise exclusion by translating 

some materials into six other languages and offering a free 

phone line for those without access to online and digital 

means. 

— Consultation fatigue was identified as an issue, as a lot of 

programmes engage with residents but they move towards 

delivery very slowly. Moreover, the Newham High Streets 

programme was clear in not having any identified funding 

and engaging early on, to be able to make the case for 

funding needed for Newham’s town centres.  



  

RECOMMENDATIONS  
Based on research and experience as detailed in the above case 

studies, the following are advocated as best practice: 

 
— GOING WIDE & GOING DEEP: It is important that digital 

engagement should not replace face-to-face engagement. 

Allowing for different types of engagement means lowering the 

threshold for different demographics to participate. Digital 

engagement allows the opportunity to go wide, engaging a 

large group of people, but in a more superficial way. Face-to-

face engagement can take place with smaller groups of people, 

but can facilitate more meaningful discussions, action, and a 

deeper collective understanding of the issues at hand. 

 

— CLEAR SCOPE & RELEVANT MESSAGING: It is important to 

have a clear message, scope and timeline from the beginning 

to facilitate a transparent process. This will help residents to 

understand why they are participating and build trust in the 

process. Any digital means of participation should be coupled 

with a clear communications plan to keep people informed of 

when, why and how they can participate. This could be through 

scheduled posts on council social media platforms, targeted 

through community neighbourhood teams or through 

newsletters. This will reduce consultation fatigue and allow for a 

more inclusive process.  
 

— TOOLS & INCLUSION: No matter what type of tools a council 

uses to facilitate participation, either digital or not, the way the 

tools are selected and how they are used have a significant 

impact on how inclusive a participatory process is. To make the 

process as inclusive as possible, many things need to be 

considered including the languages used, the times and days 

events take place, the ways the invitations are extended to 

different groups or not, and the places where meetings happen. 

 

— DATA TRANSPARENCY & ACCESSIBILITY: For a 

participatory process to be inclusive, it also needs to be 

transparent. The more transparent a process is, the more 

power is shared with citizens (See Arnstein’s Ladder, Fig. 1). 

Participants need to be able to see what others are saying and 

understand how information and data collected are being 

compiled and used towards decision making. Some tools do 

allow for the results of the engagement to be publicly visible as 

participation unfolds; some also allow comments and 

interactions between users to take place in real time. 

 

 



  

  

A transparent interaction between different people and 

stakeholders allows for different parties to get exposed to and 

understand divergent perspectives. An Authority’s role is often 

to facilitate these contrasting opinions and find common ground 

between them. A transparent participation process then can 

help clear any misconceptions people have about the council’s 

motivations. 

 

— MOVING BEYOND RISK AVERSION: Many councils are 

hesitant in providing an open digital platform for engagement, 

where information and content cannot be managed centrally, as 

it might create politically difficult situations. Hence, Authorities 

become so risk averse that they avoid engaging digitally and 

transparently altogether.  
 

However, that is a missed opportunity to facilitate meaningful 

discussions. Unlike on social media, where online platforms are 

targeted specifically for participatory processes such as co-

design, people tend to contribute constructively to the 

discussion. Moreover, to minimise the risk of offensive 

behaviours taking place online, councils can establish terms 

and conditions for the use of the digital tools/platforms early on 

and have processes in place for how to deal with any 

transgressions. 

 

— ADOPTING AN ITERATIVE PROCESS: Councils or any 

organisation that aims to facilitate meaningful participation will 

not get it right from the get-go. It is important to start the 

process with an open mind and iterate depending on the way 

that the process unravels. Along the way there will be a need to 

keep testing what works best for your community, but also what 

works best for your team based on internal capacity and 

resources. Moreover, it is crucial to understand that 

programmes at different stages of a regeneration process will 

need to deploy different digital engagement tools & methods. 

  



  

NEXT STEPS 

This Practice Note demonstrates how Councils, in particular 

Newham, have adapted quickly in order to offer ways to participate 

remotely. Digital tools can offer additional functionalities in co-design 

processes, however they should not be a replacement for face-to-

face engagement. To further the to observations and findings 

through the case studies and supplementary tools, this Practice Note 

proposes a set of next steps:  
 
— The case studies and spreadsheet of digital tools set out here 

could be input into the live Camden/MHCLG digital playbook. 

— Public Practice Associates, in particular the Communities 

Working Group, could keep adding to and updating the 

inventory of engagement tools, reassessing them as their 

functionalities are upgraded. 

— Research to explore how Authorities can keep building ‘good 

practices’ for digital engagement in collaboration with their 

communities. This could include recommendations on how to 

manage a seamless transition from digital back to face-to-face 

engagement, especially in larger, long-term projects. 

— Research to investigate what a successful process of 

combining digital and non-digital methods of engagement looks 

like, drawing on case studies from multiple Authorities and other 

relevant bodies. This could interrogate how we combine digital 

and non-digital engagement to best effect and come up with 

suggestions for best practice. 
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Although digital engagement tools have been available  
for some time, many Authorities have used them for the 
first time in the past year due to the COVID-19 crisis.  
The sheer range of tools available, and their differing 
functionalities, means that the processes of engagement 
have had to be re-learned. And, as restrictions ease, 
the move to a blended model raises further issues of  
best practice.

This Practice Note examines the range of digital tools 
available for community engagement by Authorities 
involved in regeneration, masterplanning, planning policy 
consultation and co-design more broadly. Drawing on 
experiences during 18-month placements at Newham, the 
resource considers how these digital tools can be 
employed to support different types of engagement, and 
makes recommendations for best practice as part of 
digital and non-digital blended engagement programmes.

#CommunityEngagement #Digital #PostPandemic

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

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

