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Selecting Methods for Community Engagement is one of six new community engagement resources for policy 
advisors and government agencies within the Policy Project’s Policy Methods Toolbox. These were developed by the 
Policy Project to fulfil Commitment 5 of the Open Government Partnership 2018 – 2021 National Action Plan. 
Commitment 5 aims to assist the New Zealand public sector to develop a deeper and more consistent understanding 
of what good engagement with the public means (right across the International Association for Public Participation’s 
Spectrum of Public Participation). 

The six new community engagement resources are: 

1. Good Practice Guide for Community Engagement – A guide for policy advisors on good community engagement
practice, including at each level of the IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation.

2. Principles and Values for Community Engagement – A guide for government agencies and policy advisors on
principles and values for good community engagement in policy making.

3. Getting Ready for Community Engagement – A guide for government agencies on building capability and
readiness for community engagement. 

4. Community Engagement Design Tool – A tool to help policy advisors identify the level on the IAP2 Spectrum of
Public Participation most appropriate for a specific policy project.

5. Selecting Methods for Community Engagement – Resources to help policy advisors choose the right
engagement methods to support good engagement planning.

6. Guide to Inclusive Community Engagement – A guide for government agencies and policy advisors on inclusive
community engagement in policy making. 

A suite of resources supporting Community Engagement

https://ogp.org.nz/new-zealands-plan/third-national-action-plan-2018-2020/
https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/good-practice-guide-community-engagement
https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/principles-and-values-community-engagement
https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/getting-ready-community-engagement
https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/community-engagement-design-tool
https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/selecting-methods-community-engagement
https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/guide-inclusive-community-engagement
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1. Introduction
1.1 Two resources for selecting 

engagement methods 
Policy advisors leading work on the community engagement elements of a 
specific policy project often face the significant challenge of deciding which 
of the many available engagement methods to adopt. This guide to 
selecting community engagement methods provides two resources to 
support this process: 

• The International Association for Public Participation’s (IAP2’s)
Methods Matrix.

• Profiles of six method examples across IAP2’s Spectrum of Public
Participation (the Spectrum).

1.2 IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation 
and Methods Matrix 

More recently, IAP2 Australasia have produced a Methods Matrix for 
selecting community engagement methods. This resource recognises that 
the methods appropriate for engagement on a given policy issue or 
opportunity vary depending on the Spectrum level of influence on decision 
making involved – for the community as a whole, and of specific groups 
within it. They can also depend on the characteristics of the engagement 
context, purpose, and scale.   

The Methods Matrix resource – which is incorporated in section two of this 
guide – offers a menu of methods that can be used for community 
engagement as part of a policy project, and advice on how to use it to 
select those most appropriate to your policy project. Ideally, it would be 
used after applying the Community Engagement Design Tool (a companion 
to this engagement resource), to identify the level or levels of influence on 
the Spectrum most appropriate for your project. 

1.3 Profiles of six engagement methods 
The six community engagement methods profiled in section three of this 
guide are being increasingly used internationally where engagement is at 
levels on the Spectrum above Inform. They are focus groups, crowd 
sourcing, deliberative forums, co-design, open space technology and 
participatory budgeting.   

The profiles identify the purpose of each method, provide an overview and 
process description, the spectrum level, number of people and 
resources/costs associated with their use. If you identify one or more of 
the profiled methods as potentially appropriate for your community 
engagement when you use the Methods Matrix, the methods profiles 
resource will give you more information to help you decide whether or not 
to adopt those particular methods.

https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/community-engagement-design-tool
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2. How to use the IAP2 Methods
Matrix

The Methods Matrix is a tool for selecting methods to match your 
community engagement needs.  

Undertake the matrix analysis with colleagues and partners to help choose 
the best set of methods. As mentioned above, it’s ideal to first apply the 
Design Tool to help you determine the participatory approach for your 
engagement on the Spectrum. 

2.1 Five steps to use the Matrix 
1. Identify and highlight which of the sub-categories within each of

the following four main selection categories across the top of the
Matrix are most relevant to your policy project:

A. IAP2 Spectrum level
B. engagement context
C. engagement purpose
D. scale of engagement

Note: If you have used the Design Tool to help identify the key 
design elements of your project, you can use your analysis to help 
you identify which of the selection sub-categories apply.  

2. Work your way down the methods column, identifying methods that
are rated as suitable to all or most of the sub-categories you have
highlighted – that is, they have a dot in the column for the sub-
categories you selected at step 1. The methods you’ve identified
constitute the long list of methods options for your project.

3. Review the long list to create a short list of methods that could be
appropriately used. The short list will be created by determining:

a. the likely effectiveness of each method in gathering the output
sought from the engagement

b. the likely effectiveness of the method in creating the desired
set of relationships and experience for participants in the
engagement

c. the preferences and needs of the people to be engaged, and
finally

d. the capacity and capability of your organisation to undertake
the engagement using this method.

4. The final step in shortlisting methods for the project is to check if
there are additional methods needed to engage a more diverse set
of perspectives.

5. Select your preferred methods for engagement based on which
methods you consider will best meet the criteria in 3 above.

Tip: Don’t just do retail therapy! 

Don’t use the Methods Matrix like a retail menu – use the Community 
Engagement Design Tool to do the analysis that identifies which of the 
specific sub-categories along the top of the Matrix apply to your project. 

https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/community-engagement-design-tool
https://dpmc.govt.nz/publications/community-engagement-design-tool
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2.2 The IAP2 Methods Matrix 
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Source: IAP2 Australasia 

https://iap2.org.au/
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3. Six engagement methods
The six community engagement methods profiled below are increasingly 
used internationally. They all involve the community having more influence 
on policy making than at the Inform level on the Spectrum of Public 
Participation. They are: 

1. Focus groups

2. Crowdsourcing

3. Deliberative forums

4. Co-design

5. Open space technology

6. Participatory budgeting.

Where these methods can sit on the Spectrum is summarised in Figure 1. 
The determining factor in positioning the methods across the Spectrum 
is the level of decision-making influence of engagement participants. 
The same method can be associated with different Spectrum levels as 
Figure 1 indicates. For example, Open Space Technology can be used as a 
Collaborative method or as a method simply to Involve people. The 
difference is the level of decision-making influence afforded to the 
participants on the policy issue concerned.  

Figure 1: The six engagement methods placed on the Spectrum 

   Inform       Consult   Involve      Collaborate  Empower 

For each method the profiles below highlight the following: 

• Purpose of the method

• Overview and description

• IAP2 Spectrum level it’s suitable for

• When to use the method

• Number of people the method is suitable for

• Resources and costs involved

• Creator or Developer, where known.
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Method 1: Focus groups

Purpose 
Focus groups obtain participant opinions and feedback on a topic or 
question. The method has traditionally been used in market research, 
and is also used in policy making and other public engagement initiatives. 

Overview 
A focus group aims to provide insight into the group’s views on a topic. 
Ideally, a focus group should provide the research or decision maker with a 
detailed idea of the concerns of a given community. They may be useful at 
different stages of policy development. Early on they can provide an 
insight into the kinds of issues and values that are of concern. Later on, 
they may be used to garner views on a proposed policy. 

Process description 
Participant selection will vary and may involve: 

• targeting a specific demographic from which participants can be
invited

• random selection

• a ‘representative’ sample.

A focus group is led by a moderator or facilitator who asks the group to 
respond to some combination of open and closed questions. It’s generally 
held over a period of one to four hours. The detailed process will vary and 
be designed for the specific output being sought. 

The proceedings are recorded. 

There is no need for participants to reach a collective decision, consensus, 
or even agreement on the topic discussed – this is simply not the aim of a 
focus group. 

Spectrum level 
Consult 

When to use 
Focus groups are best used to seek feedback on the specific proposals, 
trade-offs, needs, preferences and consequences of proposals. 
Focus groups are best used alongside other engagement methods. 

Number of people 
5 to 10 people. 

Resources/costs 
The resources required are: 

• venue and hosting costs

• facilitator

• facilitation resources

• background information.

Creator/Developer 
Krueger, R. A. (2002). Designing and Conducting Focus Group 
Interviews. www.eiu.edu/ihec/Krueger-FocusGroupInterviews.pdf 

http://www.eiu.edu/ihec/Krueger-FocusGroupInterviews.pdf
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Method 2: Crowdsourcing

Purpose 
Crowdsourcing attracts and harnesses a large number of people in 
providing input, analysis, or decision making in the policy-making process. 

Overview 
Crowdsourcing establishes channels, mostly online, through which citizens 
can share their ideas and opinions. Crowdsourcing covers a range of 
models including: 

• collective intelligence or crowd wisdom

• crowd creation

• crowd voting

• crowd funding.

In community engagement projects, the first three methods are usually the 
approaches used. 

Process description 
The success of crowdsourcing depends on attracting and generating 
participation. Important features of crowdsourcing include that fact that 
it’s an open call for help, its clear problem definition, and the ‘bite-sized’ 
options it provides for how to participate. 

To attract and retain significant participation, facilitate user contributions 
in a created space that has a framework and basic guidelines, while 
remaining as open as possible in order to receive diverse submissions.  

Crowd sourcing also requires: 

• a user-friendly participation platform

• a transparent process for analysing citizen input and feeding it into
the work of government.

Spectrum level 
Consult / Involve / Empower 

When to use 
Crowd sourcing is most successful when associated with a problem or 
opportunity that has significant public or community interest. The problem 
may be applied early in the policy process to collect people’s views and 
experiences, or later in the policy process to analyse options or shape the 
final decision. 

Number of people 
Successful crowdsourcing requires a crowd. The optimum user base is 
around five thousand people. 

Resources/costs 
Successful crowdsourcing requires: 

• significant attraction and recruitment

• an online platform

• engagement facilitation

• effective communication of outputs.



Selecting Methods for Community Engagement 14 

Method 3: Deliberative Forum

Purpose 
Deliberative forums create a space for affected parties to discuss an issue 
or problem in a constructive manner. The naming and framing of the issue 
must be done in such a way as to prompt thoughtful consideration and 
discussion. The narrowing of the issue to a specific concern allows 
participants to weigh the pros and cons associated with practical solutions 
or plans of action. Ideally, a consensus is reached on the best or 'most 
agreeable' option.

Overview 
In a forum, participants will be asked to consider a problem or issue by: 

• looking at the problem or opportunity from a range of perspectives
or in a range of ways

• exchanging and sharing views with others

• weighing up benefits and trade offs of different options or
approaches.

The forum conversation is supported by preliminary discussion to identify 
or frame the issues and considerations that shape the problem or 
opportunity. A framing document is prepared including key facts, and the 
description of options for consideration, framed in a way to create 
thoughtful consideration. 

The participants in the forum should represent a balanced reflection of the 
diverse perspectives and stakes in the issues. 

Process description 
The focus of the forum is to engage people in deliberation rather than 
simply debate and discuss. The supporting material for the forum should 
invite people to consider all perspectives and to consider all options from a 
principled position. Options or approaches therefore need to be real. 

Typically, forums take about two to three hours to run. 

INTRO: A basic introduction – who you are, what will happen in the forum. 
Introduce the ground rules (10 min). 

PERSONAL STAKE: A short discussion of how the issue affects people 
individually and/or the community as a whole (10 min). 

EXAMINING THE OPTIONS: Discussion of each of the three or four options 
in the ‘framing document’ provided (20 min each, or a total of 1 hour). 

• Looking at different options for addressing a problem.

• Considering advantages AND trade-offs for each option.

• Asking people to recognise that every action will have a down-side
and urging people to realistically consider which of these trade-offs
they are willing to accept.

REFLECTIONS: where we tend to agree, where we’re still divided, 
where we're still undecided, what questions we have (20 min). 

Asks participants to think about priorities and what matters most to 
themselves, their families, their communities, and our country. 

Spectrum level 
Involve / Collaborate / Empower 
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When to use 
Deliberation is best used when: 

• the issues are significant or strategic

• there is a range of possible actions and responses

• the problem or issue isn’t easy to resolve

• the problem or issue matters to stakeholders and communities

• there isn’t an agreed solution or approach.

Number of people 
Anywhere between 20 and 70 people.

Resources/costs 
The resources required for a Deliberative Forum are for: 

• developing the framing document

• identifying participants

• venue costs

• facilitation

• reporting on the output of the forum.

Creator/Developer 
• Kettering Foundation

• National Issues Forum
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Method 4: Co-design

Purpose 
Co-design enables a wide range of people and stakeholders to contribute to 
understanding the nature of a problem and make a creative contribution to 
formulating the problem’s solution. 

Overview 
Co-design involves thinking through policy and service challenges from a 
customer or citizen's perspective. Stakeholders and citizens affected by 
the policy are involved in its design. The process of development is iterative 
(rather than confirming everything up front). This allows the process of 
learning to influence design. The policy developer’s role is seen as being 
more like facilitators, rather than creators or experts. 

Process description 
First, develop draft criteria for the project’s success and identify the 
potential challenge to be solved from a citizen or user perspective. This will 
help you make a decision about the relevance of a design-led approach. 
Participants are identified, often those affected or impacted by a policy. 
Policy advisors facilitate a workshop or series of workshops usually with 
multi-disciplinary teams from relevant parts of government, citizens, and 
other relevant stakeholders. 

Selecting Methods for Community Engagement 

Where appropriate, the government team will work with citizens and other 
stakeholders to: 

• frame the issue and evaluate what further information is needed

• explore lived experiences and key issues

• imagine the opportunities and brainstorm, scope and assess options

• test their risks and costs with prototypes and piloting initiatives.

Figure 2 on the next page sets out an example of a human-centred design 
approach. Methods then can be adopted within the co-design process itself 
including journey mapping, role play, prototyping, experience interviews, 
and personas. More information about the application of co-design 
approaches is set out in the Futures thinking page of the Policy Project’s 
Policy Methods Toolbox. 

https://dpmc.govt.nz/our-programmes/policy-project/policy-methods-toolbox/futures-thinking
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Figure 2: An example of a human-centred design approach 

Source: Auckland Co-design Lab 
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Spectrum level 
Involve / Collaborate 

When to use 
Co-design is most effective for human-centred problems when: 

• you don’t have existing data or information to guide you. This may be
because you’re confronting new issues, or because of the issue’s
complexity.

• the available resources match the complexity of the project, and the
selected design approach can be delivered rigorously within budget.

• the intent and desired outcomes are clearly defined. Ambition and
scope are clear. You know what the gaps in your knowledge are. All
policy initiatives need this level of definition – design thinking
projects in particular can struggle without it.

Co-design is highly iterative and this isn’t always a good fit with more 
traditional linear approaches. Because design thinking focuses on people’s 
experiences and not on systems, solutions often cross agencies and 
portfolio boundaries. Find out early whether there are any barriers to 
advising on a solution that could be implemented in another agency. 

Number of people 
Anywhere between 20 and 70 people. 

Resources/costs 
The resources required for co-design process are for: 

• developing the co-design objectives and workshop materials

• identifying participants

• venue costs

• facilitation

• reporting of workshop output.

Constant and rapid iteration means that a level of financial tolerance for 
risk is required. You’ll be less successful if the conditions and capabilities 
for innovation aren’t in place. It’s worth securing sponsorship and 
champions before proceeding. 

Creator/Developer 
A number of engagement specialists, academics, NGOs, private sector 
think tanks, and design groups have contributed to the development of 
co-design and design thinking methods. You can find more information 
about this on the Futures Thinking page of the Policy Project's Policy 
Methods Toolbox. 

https://dpmc.govt.nz/our-programmes/policy-project/policy-methods-toolbox/design-thinking
https://dpmc.govt.nz/our-programmes/policy-project/policy-methods-toolbox/futures-thinking
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Method 5: Open space technology

Purpose 
Open space technology generates a broad understanding of an 
opportunity or issues in relation to a problem or challenge, engaging a 
diverse range of perspectives. 

Overview 
Open space technology is a method for hosting a meeting, conference or 
summit which is focused on a particular purpose or topic, but which has 
no formal agenda. 

Open space technology runs on two factors – the passion of the people 
participating and the responsibility to process the issue. In the ‘self-
organising’ process, participants determine the topics for conversation, 
prompted by a conversation theme. In proposing a topic, a participant 
agrees to take responsibility for starting the conversation and ensuring the 
conversation is recorded. 

Process description 
• Frame a focus question.

• Identify potential participants.

• Send open invitations that explain the purpose of the meeting.

• Set the room up with no tables, only a large circle of chairs for
the anticipated number of participants.

• Facilitator welcomes participants, who take their seats.

• Facilitator explains the context and clearly states the focus
question.

• Facilitator explains that the blank wall is the agenda, and the group
will decide on the breakout session topics and be free to choose
where to go.

• Facilitator explains the ‘Four Principles’ and ‘Law of Two Feet’:
Four Principles:

‘Law of Two Feet’: 
– if you find yourself in a situation where you’re neither learning

or contributing, move somewhere where you can.

• Call on participants to take markers and paper and write down their
issue or question and explain it to the group.

• Participant then posts it on the wall and nominates one of the pre-
determined session times and places for discussing it.

• Once sessions topics are filled, all participants go and sign up for
sessions.

• Sessions are run.

• People who convene a session are responsible for documenting the
discussion about the key issues or questions.

The group comes together for the closing and sharing. 

Spectrum level 
Involve / Collaborate / Empower 

– whoever comes are the right people
– whatever happens is the only thing that could have
– when it starts is the right time
– when it’s over it’s over.
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When to use 
Open space technology is best used early in the policy process when the 
issues and opportunities for the problem are still to be uncovered or 
defined. 

Number of people 
From a few hundred upward. 

Resources/costs 
The resources to run an open space technology workshop are required for: 

• venue and hosting 

• facilitation  

• paper and computer resources for recording 

• invitating participants. 

Creator/Developer  
Harrison Owen 

Source: www.openspaceworld.org 

 

http://www.openspaceworld.org/
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Method 6: Partipatory budgeting

Purpose 
Participatory budgeting enables citizens to decide how to allocate a budget or 
resources for a particular outcome or an overall budget.  

Overview 
Participatory budgeting is an opportunity to build trust and confidence in the 
decision making and leadership of government. At the same time, it uses public 
participation to create and choose the best options to solve problems, take 
opportunities, or advance outcomes. 

Process description 
There’s no one way of undertaking participatory budgeting. Participation may 
occur through an annual budget process, as set out below. 

Typically, the three major elements are: 

• brainstorming options

• shortlisting and developing options

• open decision making.

The process will use a mix of online and face-to-face ideation, 
deliberation, and decision making. Activating participation is key to 
building confidence in the decision-making process. 

Spectrum level 
Collaborate / Empower 

When to use 
Participatory budgeting is best used when the issues and options are 
defined or somewhat defined. Part of the available budget is 
allocated for decision making (usually 2 or 3 percent of an overall 
allocation). 

Participatory budgeting is usually used in a specific geographic 
location. 

Number of people 
Large groups. There is no limit to the number who can participate. 

Resources/costs 
Participatory budgeting requires a commitment through the budget 
cycle. The resources required are: 

• activation of participants and promotion

• online engagement tool

• communication of process, participation and deliberation
decisions

• facilitation of deliberative elements of the process.

Creator/Developer 
participatorybudgeting.org 

Figure 3: Participatory budgeting process 

https://participatorybudgeting.org/
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Appendix 
International Association for Public Participation’s Spectrum of Public Participation for assessing community engagement approaches, varying across a 
spectrum of influence. 

IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation 
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