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Questions we’ll answer today

What common barriers to engagement should I avoid?

How can I increase public participation in planning?

What methods attract traditionally underrepresented people?

How can I build a shared vision and support for my plan?
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Public engagement today





20 years of best practices research 



#1 Challenge: poor participation

“Apathy and time commitment by the public.”

“Currently we have very little public visibility, 

awareness, and involvement.”

“People just don't make time to give input.”

“Lack of participation. Reaching the same 

motivated people who may not be 

representative.”



#1 Challenge: poor participation

“Engaging people who are interested but may 

not have time to immerse themselves in a 

planning effort.”

“Getting a decent demographic cross-section 

of the population … not just a few elderly 

white people.”

“Regardless of what advertisement methods 

we try, we get the same small crowd.”



Are we creating obstacles?



Dave Meslin

@Meslin



Creating a culture 

of Participation



STP
‘Same Ten People’

CAVE People
‘Citizens Against Virtually Everything’

The Usual Suspects
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Nike inc.                                      Sept 22 2010      

Notice of Retail Purchase Opportunity

Our regional distribution centre has received notice 

that product #372G (running shoe) will be available for 

retail purchase at certain locations, as of October 2nd. 

Product 372G has a mesh and synthetic nylon material 

shell with a carbon rubber outer sole. This sole has a 

circular "waffle" tread for traction. The inner sole is 

injected with Phylon material. This product is available 

in men's, women's and children's shoes.



A seven storey 
building has been
proposed for 1234 
Bathurst Street.

What’s your opinion?
We want to hear from you.

Phone us
416-123-456

E-mail
1234bathurst@toronto.ca

Public 
Meeting
Thursday September 28
Glen Gould Studio, 2pm

Online 
Information
www.toronton.ca/1234bathurst









“…including a 4   

story podium…” 









“…includes 4 

levels of below-

grade parking”… 









Pemby design



dna





sturdy



ikea



www.DazzleAwards.ca
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Dianna: I always thought that City Hall just kinda stood there 

and that it was just a building and that it didn’t have any use.  

Analiese: If only everybody could learn about how this works.  

Because some people think that government isn’t that great, 

even though they do a lot for us.  

Talia:  I honestly thought it was really cool that we went, and I’m 

really grateful for it.  A lot of kids in our grade said “I wouldn’t 

like to go there, because it sounds boring.”  But it isn’t boring.  

It’s incredible.

Chloe: I thought that City Hall was just this big clock, and I 

didn’t know it actually had things in it. I didn’t even know that 

Calgary had a government.
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People will engage, 

constructively, if they:

1. Trust the system

2. Understand the process

4. Feel connected to their community

3. Feel comfortable + respected

5. Have developed participatory skills



Barriers are participation filters

Positive NegativeModerate

Attitude

Level of
Motivation



BARRIER #1: too busy …



CURE: offer it anytime online! 



Social 
networks

Online
surveys

Online 
forums



BARRIER #2: public & intimidating …



CURE: make it safe & private! 



BARRIER #3: too complicated …



CURE: gamify & educate!



BARRIER #4: too time consuming …



CURE: ask for 5 minutes!

Time to Complete (minutes)

Participants

0       5      10      15      20      25      30      35      40      45       50      55      60



BARRIER #5: feels like homework …



CURE: make it fun and visual!



BARRIER #6: lame promotions …



CURE: have fun with it!



Barriers are participation filters

Positive NegativeModerate

Attitude

Level of
Motivation



Select MetroQuest customers

State Agencies Local Agencies Consulting Firms



Celebrating great engagement!

RTC of Southern Nevada, RTP 

6,800+ Participants

25,000+ Priority Rankings

29,000+ Trade-off Inputs

60,000+ Budget Coins Allocated

1,440+ Participants

4,290+ Priority Rankings

3,080+ Map Markers

2,200+ Organized Comments

Natick Master Plan (Population 33,000)

Nashville nMotion Transit Plan

9,000+ Participants

27,000+ Priority Rankings

21,000+ Scenario Ratings

Lancaster County, PA, Comprehensive Plan 

1,600+ Participants

14,000+ Priority Ratings

4,200+ Scenario Ratings

1,900+ Organized Comments

1,280+ Participants

4,770+ Priority Rankings

14,870+ Image Ratings

Okotoks Traffic Calming (Population 24,500)

7,200+ Priority Ratings

8,300+ Trade-off Inputs

30,000+ Image Ratings

Belmont Bridge (Population 46,000)



“Our very first survey we had more than 
7,000 responses from a broad 

demographic. That was really exciting 
and far more than we anticipated.” 

Melissa Roberts, Atlanta Regional 
Commission 



They went on to engage 25,000 people!



“It gave courage to the elected officials… 
with data…finally with data!” 

Michael Busha, Treasure Coast RPC



Getting your 
plans approved!



 Increase participation
 Broaden demographics

 Inform & educate
 Quantify input

Top public engagement goals

Improved decision making & greater public support 



Quality of life



Poll: What 
additional information 

would you like?



FREE eBook

Facing Contention: 

21 Tips to Detox Public Engagement

 6 Key Success Factors

 21 Tips

 We will email you a PDF copy!

Thank you: 

http://www.iap2.org/
http://www.iap2.org/


NEW Book

TEARDOWN

Rebuilding Democracy from

the Ground Up

By Dave Meslin

Coming this spring …



Dave Meslin

Creative Director

Unlock Democracy

@meslin

Questions?

MetroQuest

@davbiggs

Dave Biggs

Chief Engagement Officer



Thank you for participating!

AICP CM: https://planning.org/events/course/9165090/


