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This article will:

 › Challenge managers to think 
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nity members.

 › Identify resources and strate-
gies to strengthen public prob-
lem solving and navigate the 
challenges of local government 
management.
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L
ocal governments 
throughout the United 
States and many of the 
world’s democracies are 
struggling to adapt to a 
paradigm shift—one that 

is resetting the roles and responsibilities 
of local governments, residents, and 
the private sector in how communities 
govern themselves. In the United States, 
disruptions to public services reached 
crisis proportions following the 2008 col-
lapse in the housing market and global 
financial meltdown. Fiscal instability 
continues to plague many U.S. local and 
state governments.

The impact of these changing condi-
tions is compounded by a half-century 
trend of local government, education, 
and community civic institutions becom-
ing more task- and service-oriented, as 
well as organizational cultures becoming 
increasingly hierarchical, narrow in 
scope, and expert defined.

As a result, local community gover-
nance and public problem solving have 
become more detached from the ordinary 
citizen. This has led to more limited and 
fragmented public roles for residents, 
while at the same time, greatly diminish-
ing the capacities of communities to 
collectively take action on the issues that 
confront them.

In dealing with the local impacts 
of national and global issues and the 
myriad other problems confronting local 
governments, managers must do so in 
a public policy context more frequently 
characterized by widely dispersed 
expertise in the community, rapidly 
expanding social media platforms and 
venues for sharing information and 
opinions, more organized and active 
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advocacy groups, more incivility in 
public discourse, and a declining public 
trust in government.

“Wicked” Problems
The difficult issues and challenging envi-
ronments confronting local governments 
result in managers operating more and 
more in the realm of what may be called 
wicked problems: complex, interdepen-
dent issues that lack a clear problem 
definition and involve the conflicting 
perspectives of multiple stakeholders.

Solutions to these problems are not 
right or wrong, only better or worse. 
Wicked problems rarely yield to a 
linear approach in which problems are 
defined, analyzed, and addressed in a 
sequential and orderly fashion.

Rather, the most effective strategies 
appear to be more open-ended and 
focused on producing ongoing collabora-
tion and engagement with all stakehold-
ers, including community residents and 
nongovernmental organizations, to find 
the most acceptable solution.

While collaboration and engage-
ment are suggested as an appropriate 
approach to wicked problems, to many 
this represents a challenge that is wicked 
in and of itself. Many managers simply 
don’t know where to begin, how to plan 
effective programs for engagement, how 
to measure their efforts, or where to turn 
for resources and assistance.  

Emerging Engagement Strategies
Ray Kingsbury, cofounder of the 
Montgomery, Ohio, Citizens’ Leadership 
Academy, believes it is essential for local 
government to take a more robust ap-
proach to engagement—one that empow-
ers residents to take action, rebuilds trust 
with local government, and ”harvests the 
experience dividend” that residents bring 
to public problem solving.

Billed as the “Coolest Civics Class 
You’ll Ever Take,” the Montgomery 
Leadership Academy takes a different 
twist on the traditional local government 
citizens’ academy by minimizing the use 
of organizational charts and PowerPoint 
presentations to describe what city and 

county departments do. Instead, Mont-
gomery’s 10-session academy engages 
participants in conversations about 
aspirations for their communities and 
creating opportunities for participants, 
officials, and staff to work together on 
community issues and projects.

Kingsbury issues a challenge to man-
agers saying, “Local government leaders 
need to understand that government is 
not the epicenter, but rather a subset of 
the community,” adding that successful 
and positive community engagement 
requires local governments to move from:
•	 Directive to facilitative leadership.
•	 Monologue to dialogue.
•	 Customer service to collaboration and 

co-creation.
•	 Distrust to trust.
•	 Entitlement to ownership.

In her book Bringing Citizen Voices 

to the Table: A Guide for Public Manag-

ers,1 Carolyn Lukensmeyer explores the 
concept of shared responsibility for civic 
engagement and identifies three essential 
roles to ensure that engagement becomes 
the mechanism through which  local 
government business is accomplished:
•	 Residents need to have to embrace an 

active role in their communities and 
demand that they be given authentic 
opportunities to participate on a 
regular basis.

•	 Elected officials need to ensure op-
portunities for civic participation.

•	 Public managers need to embed 
citizen engagement in the work of the 
local government.

The Alliance for Innovation white 
paper Connected Communities: Local 

Government as a Partner in Citizen 

Engagement and Community Building 
(see Endnotes for website link) discusses 
how local governments can be active 
contributors and facilitators for meaning-
ful resident engagement.

The report draws a distinction 
between exchange activities that provide 
information, build transparency, invite 
input and survey opinion, and  engage-

ment activities that move involvement 
to a higher level of interaction and 
provide opportunities for residents and 
officials “to listen to and learn from 
each other and to work together over 
time to address issues or problems they 
feel are important.”2

The report concludes that “citizen en-
gagement focuses on revitalizing democ-
racy, building citizenship, and reinforcing 
a sense of community, and it cannot be 
equated with one-way exchanges between 
government and citizens.”3

The International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2) offers the 
Public Participation Spectrum that 
further elaborates on the distinction 
between exchanges with citizens and 
citizen engagement, identifying five 
levels of interactions ranging from 
simply informing citizens to fully em-

powering them to make decisions. With 
each increasing type of interaction, the 
potential impact of the public participa-
tion on the actual decision increases.

The IAP2 spectrum advocates for 
local governments to identify the objec-

While collaboration and 
engagement are suggested 
as an appropriate approach 
to problems, to many it 
represents a challenge that  
is wicked in and of itself.
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tive of the engagement activity and the 
promise it intends to make to its citizens. 
It further concludes that not all resident 
engagement is the same, and the design 
and format of the engagement needs to 
be matched to purpose and intended 
outcomes of the engagement activity.

Bridging the “Engagement Gaps”
For most local governments, an effective 
civic engagement strategy will likely 
incorporate multiple levels of interaction 
described in the IAP2 Spectrum (see 
Figure 1). Not all participants will choose 
to engage at the highest level chosen; 
some will engage at lower levels based on 
their interest and available time.

In a collaborative approach, for 
example, some citizens will participate 
directly as members of a working group, 
still more will attend workshops or 
meetings (likely the “Involve” level, 
Figure 1), others will share input online 
(“Consult”), and even more stay con-
nected through media and websites but 
not provide input (“Inform”).

Thus, local governments are 
required to use a variety of approaches 
that will effectively engage a wide 
range of stakeholders where they wish 
to participate, while at the same time 
encouraging the interactions to shift 
from simple “exchanges with citizens” 
to  more robust “citizen engagement.”

Regardless of the approaches 
taken, author Matt Leighninger of the 
Deliberative Democracy Consortium4 
warns of typical gaps that can lessen the 
effectiveness or even derail engagement 
strategies. These gaps include: 
•	 The lack of cross-sector plans or 

structures that embed and sustain 
engagement.

•	 The need for tracking, measuring, and 
assessing participation.

•	 The use of online engagement that 
supports and complements face-to-face 
opportunities.

•	 The need to bring a diversity of view-
points and backgrounds to the table.

A local government manager should 
be aware of the potential presence of the 

gaps in their community’s civic engage-
ment strategy. Addressing the potential 
for them begins with a commitment to 
planning and measuring various mean-
ingful engagement opportunities (both 
online and face-to-face) for people across 
all sectors of their community.

Opportunities need to be created 
where community members can expect 
the chance to listen to one another, to 
compare values and experiences, and to 
make the decision to become engaged, 
ultimately feeling that their opinions and 
actions make a difference.

Moving Forward With Engagement
The Connected Communities report con-
cludes that engagement is both the right 
and smart thing for local governments 
to do, and in the current environment of 
reduced resources and wicked problems, 
should be looked at as a mandatory skill 
for managers—and something they must 
learn to do well.

There is no single best way to 
achieve engagement or one technique 

or format that serves all engagement 
purposes. Recent public engagement 
research from a variety of sources,5 
however, consistently suggests similar 
types of strategies for any engage-
ment effort.

Building upon these research 
findings, here are 10 suggestions that 
managers should consider in building 
an effective engagement strategy for 
their communities:
1. Take stock of what you are already do-

ing, distinguishing between exchange 

and engagement efforts.
2. Assess how receptive your organiza-

tion is to initiatives from commu-
nity groups and to what extent your 
organizational culture supports civic 
engagement.

3. Work with your elected officials to 
convene a community conversation 
on engagement to hear from resi-
dents how they wish to be involved 
in shaping community life and how 
local government could contribute 
to meeting their aspirations.
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4. Identify potential issues that need 
resident engagement and involve-
ment, including new ways staff 
could interact with residents in the 
day-to-day delivery of services.

5. Plan an engagement event by 
matching the purpose and intended 
outcomes with the appropriate 
technique and activity.

6. Actively recruit diverse stakeholder 
groups beyond the “usual suspects” 
who always participate.

7. Provide participants multiple opportu-
nities to compare values and interests 
and articulate self-interests, and 
include opportunities in both large 
forums and small-group discussions.

8. Seek to combine both online and 
face-to-face engagement opportuni-
ties and venues.

9. Design engagement initiatives to 
move from talk to action by identify-
ing tangible goals and desired out-
comes; then, measure your success.

10. Develop an ongoing program in 
partnership with residents and 
community organizations to build 
meaningful engagement and facili-
tate resident problem solving in the 
work of local government.

A Call to Action
While there are a variety of resources 
available that can assist managers in 
developing an engagement strategy 
for their communities, getting started 
can be difficult. In fact, when local 
elected officials were asked in a 2006 
National League of Cities survey6 
about the main obstacles to pursu-
ing engagement activities, the most 
common response was the “lack of 
training.” Many felt that both they 
and staff needed more background 
in how to recruit participants, 
facilitate meetings, frame issues, and 
move from talk to action in engage-
ment settings.

ExchangEs With citizEns citizEn EngagEmEnt

LEvELs of 
ParticiPation 

inform consult involve collaborate Empower

objEctivE Provide the public 
with balanced and 
objective information 
and assist them in 
understanding the 
problems, alternatives 
and/or solutions.

Obtain public feed-
back on analysis, 
alternatives, and/or 
decisions.

To work directly with 
the public throughout 
the process to ensure 
that public concerns 
and aspirations are 
consistently under-
stood and considered.

To partner with the 
public in each aspect of 
the decision, includ-
ing the development 
of alternatives and the 
identification of the 
preferred solution.

To place final decision 
making in the hands of 
the public.

PromisE to 
thE PubLic

We will keep you 
informed.

We will keep you 
informed, listen to 
and acknowledge 
concerns, and 
provide feedback 
on how public input 
influenced the 
decision.

We will work with 
you to ensure that 
your concerns and 
aspirations are directly 
reflected in the alter-
natives developed and 
provide feedback on 
how public input influ-
enced the decision.

We will look to you for 
direct advice and in-
novation in formulating 
solutions and incor-
porate your advice 
and recommendation 
into the decisions to 
the maximum extent 
possible.

We will implement 
what you decide.

ExamPLE 
tooLs

Fact sheets; Websites; 

Open houses.

Public comment; 

Focus groups; 
Surveys;

Public meetings.

Workshops

Deliberative polling.

Citizen Advisory    
Committees;

Consensus building;

Participatory decision 
making.

Citizen juries;

Ballots;

Delegated decisions.

figurE 1. iaP2 PubLic ParticiPation sPEctrum. 

source: International Association for Public Participation (IAP2), www.iap2.org. Used with permission.
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assistance providers and 
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   civic engagement Knowledge 
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icma.org/kn/citizenengagement.
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A Call to Action
While there are a variety of resourc-
es available that can assist managers 
in developing an engagement strat-
egy for their communities, getting 
started can be difficult. In fact, when 
local elected officials were asked 
in a 2006 National League of Cities 
survey6 about the main obstacles 
to pursuing engagement activities, 
the most common response was the 
“lack of training.” Many felt that 
both they and staff needed more 
background in how to recruit par-
ticipants, facilitate meetings, frame 
issues, and move from talk to action 
in engagement settings.

Toward this end, ICMA’s Center for 
Management Strategies (CMS) and its 
partners, the Alliance for Innovation 
and Arizona State University, have 
completed research into the field of civic 
engagement, identifying both best and 
leading practices as well as key experts 
and practitioners to assist managers in 
implementing effective strategies for 
engagement in their communities.

Key findings of this research,7 suggest:

1.  When done well, citizen engagement 
has been shown to be both the right 
thing to do in terms of promoting 
democracy and community building, 
but also to be the smart thing to do 
in terms of creating better decisions 
and policies, improving civility and 
trust in government, and fostering an 
educated and engaged citizenry.

2.  There is a need for a more comprehen-
sive, intentional, and holistic approach 
to citizen engagement that brings 
together actors and agencies through-
out a municipality, instead of one-shot 
activities that occur in isolation.

One way to begin is by conduct-
ing a comprehensive assessment of 
existing capacities and past strategies 
and experiences. It may be necessary 
to examine and possibly revise current 
legal mandates and existing policies 
and procedures related to engaging 
with the public.

3.  Beyond integrated plans within the 
formal governmental body, it is also 
important to develop cross-sector plans 
that embed and sustain engagement 
throughout communities.

4.  There is a wide range of activities 
and techniques that can be used 
to engage with citizens. Before 
focusing on a particular tool 
or technique, it is important to 
first establish the purpose of the 
particular initiative (why engage?) 
and be clear upfront about the 
“promise to the public” in regard to 
ways that residents can engage and 
what they can reasonably expect 
in terms of how their participation 
will be used (to what end?).

At the end of the day, effective civic 
action and problem solving depends 
on ordinary individuals thinking of 
themselves as productive people who 
hold themselves accountable—people 
who can build things, do things, come 
up with ideas and resources, and be 
bold in their approach. Communities 
need places and spaces where people 
can develop their civic capacities and 
their public lives.

Local governments need to 
recognize the importance of engage-
ment work as well as the need for 
effective plans for engagement and 
ways to measure the results of their 
efforts. The local government manager 
will play a key leadership role in 
achieving these goals. 
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