
Community Engagement  
From a Distance

Community engagement is a necessary, sometimes required, 
part of just about every project 106 Group does. In the midst 
of a pandemic, with necessary social distancing, many people 
are concerned that meaningful engagement may be lost. In our 
experience, this need not be true. When properly planned and 
resourced, a digital-first community engagement campaign can  
be as, or more, successful than traditional approaches.

Chris Montgomery-Unsplash



WHY
Planning begins with gathering information —especially conversations 
with and among people bringing different perspectives to the project. The 
perspectives that could provide the most insightful and useful information 
are not professionals who are paid for their expertise, but local people with 
a personal stake in the outcome. Truly engaging, actively listening, and 
deliberately collaborating can be transformative. 

Some organizations may view engagement as a regulatory requirement to be 
fulfilled with as little effort as possible—a box to be checked. Too often, such 
projects end in unnecessary acrimony that is costly to the project and can 
have a lasting impact of mistrust and resistance. 

For years, the baseline approaches to community engagement have 
been surveys and public meetings. We have all seen such meetings as a 
cacophony of the loudest and angriest voices. Instead, effective engagement 
needs to be well planned and well managed to bring out more voices more 
often and to demonstrate that they’re being heard. Using a customized mix 
of approaches can strengthen any engagement process. 

Effective  
engagement...

• begins early in  
project planning and 
continues often.

• is both well-planned  
and adaptable. 

• builds relationships. It 
takes time to build trust 
and time to maintain 
it. We can help you get 
started, but you will 
need to maintain the 
relationships. 

• is not purely linear. 
Effective engagement 
is open to surprises and 
redirections even as it 
moves forward.

• prioritizes good listening, 
which includes listening 
between the lines. “Look 
for sentiment, emotion, 
and counter narratives.” 

• requires lots of voices in 
many small groups. 

• can have benefits beyond 
a specific project. It can 
create trust and heal old 
wounds to the benefit of 
the community and  
future projects. 

Planning engagement requires consideration of at least two audiences: the  
host and stakeholders.

The host, whether a government agency or private company, is likely to have 
legal, public relations (PR), and information technology (IT) departments that 
need to be engaged in the planning. IT departments, for instance, may block 
access to certain internet tools. (We’ve even had instances in which a single 
agency’s regional IT allows online meetings only with Tool A, blocking all 
others, while another regional IT blocks Tool A and only allows Tool C.) For 
this reason, 106 Group does not limit ourselves to a single platform; for each 
project, we choose what works best for the client.

The second audience is the people who need to be reached: the stakeholders1. 
These individuals may not be available during the workday or they may not 
be available on a particular night of the week. They may not have access to 
reliable internet or may be averse to new technologies. And yet you want and 
need their input. The key is to meet them on their terms, terms that are likely 
to vary among individuals and groups. We always plan for multiple modes of 
engagement, a principle that continues amid social distancing.

AUDIENCES

1 Define your particular stakeholders as part of the planning process. They may include people with a historic link to the site; people who are currently connected with 
the site; reluctant stakeholders; energized (positive or negative) stakeholders; and people from underrepresented groups or overlooked groups.



The tools we mix together for each project fall into four categories:

Facilitated workshops, listening sessions, one-on-one meetings. These 
are best done in person. The energy of the room and the opportunity for 
side conversations can influence the outcomes (positively or negatively). 
But online meeting platforms are catching up quickly, in part as a result of 
users’ growing familiarity. Multiple platforms include these key features: 
security, recording, breakout rooms, polling, chat/Q&A, and collaborative 
whiteboards. A smaller number support automatic closed captioning and 
do not require participants to download a local application.

Presentations. In-person presentations also have the benefit of the 
energy in the room and the presenter’s ability to read it and adapt, but 
they can only reach those people who are able to attend. As an alternate, 
presentations can be created to be accessed at the audience’s own time and 
place. The simple option is to post a video to YouTube. The question then 
becomes one of the level of polish required and the means for participants 
to respond. 

Specialized tools. 106 Group uses a variety of specialty online tools to 
gather different kinds of information. Participants can drop a pin on a map 
(current or historic) to comment on a place-based item, can leave their own 
oral history, can answer a poll, or can spin around a 3D model and leave 
comments or questions on that. Being able to see others’ responses opens 
up that sense of collaboration, with ideas sparked by those of others.

(Continued on next page)

HOW

A few tips ...

1. Start by setting a social contract for  
the group. Be aware that phrases 
like “safe space” and “assume good 
intentions” are no longer recommended. 
They can be used to silence people  
whose respectful perspectives might 
make others uncomfortable. 

2. Provide materials or a survey of 
participants so the engagement  
activity is already seeded with  
discussion points. 

3. Budget for transcriptions. Do not  
rely on tech-based transcriptions; 
effective communication requires  
human transcribing.

4. Limit muting. To keep people engaged, 
encourage everyone to keep their mic  
on during discussion periods.

5. Treat each workshop or listening session 
more like several focus groups than one 
big meeting. Whenever possible, use a 
platform that supports breakout rooms.

6. Be persistent. As you seek voices  
you haven’t heard, some may decline.  
Don’t give up; figure out why and  
resolve the issue.
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How to Run a Great Virtual Meeting

Analog. Whether because of barriers to digital access or because of the 
power of touch, paper still has a place in this world. Creative problem-
solving has led us to mail packages to stakeholders for their inspiration  
and participation. A recipe card, a sewing pattern, a printed map, and  
simple instructions can unleash expressions. A pre-paid envelope returns 
them to you, or encouragement to make a video and post it to your website 
can gather information.

The most effective engagement strategy brings together several of these tools. 
An easily accessible web page can gather them into one place and also serve 
as a project archive.
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