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Why This Project, Why Now?

Washington County has initiated a plan-
ning process to rethink the structure and 
support system for its ongoing, long-
term community participation program.  
The impetus for this planning process 
began with a fall 2014 announcement by 
the service provider that had supported 
the county’s Citizen Participation Orga-
nizations (CPOs) and the Committee 
for Citizen Involvement (CCI) for sever-
al decades, Oregon State University Ex-
tension, that it would no longer continue 
this role effective fall 2015. The planning 
process has since evolved into an oppor-
tunity to take a thorough look at the pro-
gram and plan a system of engagement 
for the 21st century.

Washington County contracted with 
Portland State University to conduct 
background research on best/promis-
ing practices for county-level public in-
volvement models and prepare a report 
that includes an overview of best prac-
tices, a selection of best practices profiles 
that are most relevant to Washington 
County’s needs, and a series of recom-
mendations based on these findings.  
The results of our work are transmitted 
and presented in the pages that follow.  
It is hoped that this information will 
be a valuable resource to the Transition 
Team, elected officials and staff, and that 
it will stimulate imagination and expand 
the options considered in the planning 
process. 

Those seeking the “perfect model” for 
Washington County’s community par-
ticipation program will not find it in 

these pages.  There is no silver bullet, 
no perfect model. There are, however,  a 
series of choices to be made, each with 
its own benefits and limitations.  The is-
sues that challenge Washington County 
are the same ones that other programs 
are facing throughout the U.S.  While no 
one program does everything perfect-
ly, those that we have profiled do some 
things very well.  We hope we have pro-
vided a sequence of big topics to tackle 
and a sample of ideas that the Transition 
Team can use to inspire new approaches.

The Neighborhood Movement 
Then and Now

Washington County’s CPO program 
came into being during the heyday of 
what has been called the civic revival.  
It sprung from a belief that governance 
should involve not only elected leaders 
and professionals who provide public 
services, but also the broader communi-
ty and the wisdom that comes from their 
lived experiences.  It involved a transition 
in the role of community members from 
customers of local government services 
managed and provided by profession-
als to collaborators with elected officials 
and professional staff. This civic revival 
went by a number of names. Initially 
established in the 1970s as Community 
Planning Organizations to help address 
Goal 1 Citizen Involvement of Oregon’s 
land use system, Washington County’s 
CPO system was an award-winning ex-
emplar of this broader movement.

But much has changed since the 1970s, 
both in Washington County and nation-
ally. Structures, communication net-

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION



works and even the very notion of what 
constitutes a community have changed, 
and community engagement programs 
have had to evolve to keep pace or risk 
obsolescence. As part of its planning 
process, Washington County seeks to 
know where the practice of community 
engagement is headed in the 21st centu-
ry.   By sampling practices and examples 
from throughout the country, this guide 
offers a glimpse of how communities are 
addressing that question.   

This chapter presents a “big picture 
view” of what is meant by community 
engagement and provides an overview 
of the topics covered in the subsequent 
chapters.

A Map of Public Participation

This report focuses on one aspect of the 
broader practice of community partici-
pation:  long-term programs and struc-
tures that facilitate dialogue and collab-
oration among local government and 
communities on a broad range of issues.  
The map in figure 1 situates these pro-
grams within the range of community 
participation efforts in which local gov-
ernments engage. It distinguishes be-
tween short-term efforts around specific 
plans or initiatives, and more permanent 
structures that sometimes have well-ar-
ticulated (often in city or county code) 
roles in governance.  

Short-term community participation ef-
forts are typically focused and intense.  
Participants are asked to become deeply 
involved in discussions about a specific 
topic.  Sometimes local government may 
have access to enhanced resources (e.g., 
additional funds and consultants) to fa-
cilitate that dialogue. The process typ-
ically involves intensive dialogue and a 

Civic Revival

Terms 
(Boyte 2004)

(Cooper 2011)

(Sirianni 2009)

(Somerville 2005)

(Boyte 2011)

(Boyte 2011)

Source: Leistner, 2012
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concluding point signaled by a decision, 
such as the adoption of a plan.  

In contrast, long-term community 
participation often takes one of three 
forms: one-way informational outreach 
through methods such as websites, 
newsletters and social media; represen-
tative involvement through permanent 
governmental commissions and com-
mittees, and dialogic interaction with 
community groups on a variety of top-
ics. This report is concerned with the 
third of these three forms and focuses 
on the interactive process.  

The nature of long-term community 
participation is different than that of 
short-term.  Instead of providing short 

bursts of interaction like fireworks light-
ing the sky, ongoing participation re-
quires building permanent structures 
like a road network through which com-
munication can flow over time. Like 
any kind of infrastructure, it requires 
maintenance and periodic updates to 
accommodate changes in the larger en-
vironment and capture innovations and 
advances.  

Many of the tools and techniques that 
are utilized for short-term efforts may 
also have a role in long-term community 
participation programs as well.  Wash-
ington County’s Public Involvement 
Guidelines for Transportation Planning, 
Programs and Projects, effective January 
1, 2015, provides an excellent inventory 

CPO Program

Adapted from Leighninger, M. 2006

Figure 1
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of community participation tools and 
techniques relevant to both.       
  

Overview of this Report

Based upon our work, we have identified 
several  key areas for the Transition Team 
to explore and consider in developing its 
recommendations.  The key areas are:

Constituencies: identifying the com-
munities that form the building blocks of 
the program.

Purpose and Content:  refinement of 
the main purpose of the program. 

Civic Education and Leadership 
Development: cultivation and support 
of community leadership. 

Digital Practices: options for commu-
nicating in new ways to achieve greater 
inclusiveness.

Staffing and Implementation: options 
for providing professional support to 
sustain the program, and steps to give 
momentum to the new approach and 
embed it in how the county works

Inclusiveness, and particularly the in-
clusion of diverse populations, is a key 
theme of this report. Rather than having 
a specific chapter that deals with the top-
ic in isolation, we chose instead to em-
bed this issue throughout the report, so 
that it is addressed when considering a 
variety of topics, such as constituencies, 
leadership development and communi-
cation.  

This report considers many of the key 
dimensions of diversity occurring in 

Washington County, including culture, 
racial/ethnic identity, rural/urban and 
generation/stage of life.

Each chapter provides a discussion of 
the underlying issues and, as appropri-
ate, examples of how other communities 
have addressed them.  The final chapter 
concludes with a summary of key take-
aways and ideas for next steps.  The ap-
pendices include: a map series of the 
changing demographics of Washington 
County (Appendix A); a map series of 
the locations of communities of color in 
Washington County (Appendix B); a list 
of digital platforms and a matrix of ex-
amples (Appendix C); and an annotated 
bibliography of key references (Appen-
dix D).

Sources

Leighninger, M. (2006). The Next Form 
of Democracy: How Expert Rule is Giving 
Way to Shared Governance…and Why 
Politics Will Never be the Same.  Nash-
ville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press.

Leistner, P.R.  (2013). The Dynamics of 
Creating Strong Democracy in Portland, 
Oregon – 1974 to 2013.  Doctoral Disser-
tation, Portland State University.

Washington County, OR.  (2014). Public 
Involvement Guidelines for Transportation 
Planning, Programs and Projects.   
http://www.co.washington.or.us/LUT/
TransportationServices/upload/LUT-
Public-Involvement-Guidelines-for-
Transportation-complete-adopted-
version-R-O-14-115.pdf
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CHAPTER 2:  CONSTITUENCIES—THE BUILDING BLOCKS

One of the areas that the Transition 
Team will need to consider is what pro-
gram model or structure might best 
serve the needs of Washington County.  
The structure of a community participa-
tion program is often built around the 
specific constituencies, or types of com-
munities, it serves. This section proposes 
issues to consider in evaluating options 
and offers examples of structures used 
by other jurisdictions.  

Issues

Currently, the building blocks of Wash-
ington County’s CPO program are geo-
graphically-based community groups—
the CPOs—and the Committee for 
Citizen Involvement (CCI), which serves 
as the “officially recognized citizen par-
ticipation resource committee, which is 
representative of geographic areas and 
interests.” The CCI is charged with being 
“accountable to the CPOs they repre-
sent” and the Board of Commissioners 
(Washington County Resolution and 
Order No. 86-58). 

As the Transition Committee seeks 
to create an updated structure for the 
County’s long-term community engage-
ment program, it has the opportunity to 
address the following issues:

Broadening the spectrum of commu-
nities involved to better engage popula-
tions not fully involved currently, such 
as younger households, communities 
of color, new populations, rural popu-
lations and small community-serving 
businesses. 

Providing opportunities for engage-
ment on a scale that this is meaningful 
to participants.

Reaffirming efforts to include under-
represented communities.

Broadening the Spectrum of 
Communities Involved

In the decades since the founding of the 
CPO program, the concept of commu-
nity and the practice of community or-
ganizing have expanded to include more 
than a group of people associated with a 
particular geographic area.  Also includ-
ed are communities based on an indi-
vidual’s sense of identity (e.g., the Latino 
community) or interest (e.g., the cycling 
community). Sometimes individuals 
have a stronger sense of belonging to a 
community of identity or interest than a 
geographic community associated with 
where they live or work.  In general, the 
stronger the sense of community, the 
more likely it is that an individual will 
feel comfortable being an active mem-
ber.  Thus, recognizing different kinds of 
communities beyond those defined by 
geography becomes a means for incor-
porating people who are not currently 
active in the County’s CPO Program.

Some community participation pro-
grams have found ways to incorporate 
other kinds of communities as well as 
traditional neighborhoods. One exam-
ple is the City of Portland’s Office of 
Neighborhood Involvement.
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Support of Geographic 
Communities

7 district coalitions

95 neighborhood 
associations

41 neighborhood business 
associations

Support to Communities of 
Identity & Interest

Diversity and Civic 
Leadership Program for 
under-represented 
communities

New Portlanders Program for 
immigrants and refugee 
communities

Youth Program for young 
Portlanders

Disability Program for 
members of the disability 
community

Support to Community 
Problem Solving & Initiative

Neighborhood Mediation 
Program

Noise Control Program

Graffiti Abatement Program

Crime Prevention Program

Marijuana Policy Program

Information & Referral 

Profile: Portland, OR

The City of Portland, through its Office 
of Neighborhood Involvement (ONI), 
incorporates the involvement of mul-
tiple types of communities in its struc-
ture. As figure 2 shows, the majority of 
ONI’s programs generally fall into one of 
three categories:  support to geographic 
communities; support to communities 
of identity and interest; and support for 
community problem-solving.

This structure provides for two scales of 
geographic community, neighborhoods 

and districts, the latter being composed 
of groups of adjacent neighborhoods.  
Geographic communities also include 
neighborhood business district associ-
ations, which, while typically situated 
within a single neighborhood, have a 
different constituency (small business 
owners) and set of concerns.  

This structure also provides entry points 
for people who identify with others 
from a particular culture, age, or disabil-
ity, and creates a formal role for these 
groups to interact with city bureaus.  For 
example, when a transportation staff 
person contacts ONI for advice struc-

Figure 2
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turing public involvement activities for 
redesign of a street, he or she may be 
directed to contact not just the affected 
neighborhood association, but also the 
Disability Program and any culturally 
specific groups with a strong presence 
in that community.  ONI may also help 
support the involvement of a participant 
in the Diversity and Civic Leadership 
Program, especially if this person is able 
to help voice the concerns of tradition-
ally under-represented communities that 
may be impacted by the project.

ONI also provides programs that help 
communities build on their assets and 
resolve community problems, such as 
graffiti and crime.  These programs help 
community groups tackle communi-
ty-initiated projects such as those de-
scribed in the next chapter.

Geographic Communities: Scale 
and Characteristics

Another issue to consider is how large 
or small to make the constituent el-
ements of a community engagement 
program.  Currently, the scale of Wash-
ington County’s CPOs appears to have 
been driven by decisions made in the 
early 1970s, at least partially based on 
number of planners who were available 
at the time to staff geographically-based 
planning areas.  When the County was 
developing its Community Framework 
Plan and Comprehensive Plan, it di-
vided the unincorporated area into ten 
districts, each supported by one of the 
ten available planners. These Commu-
nity Planning Organization areas were 
a means of organizing the citizen in-
volvement program for the planning 
process.  According to the brief history 

of the CPO Program in the Handbook, 
“each area was large enough to include 
multiple neighborhoods but small 
enough for the County’s planning staff 
to maintain a one-to-one, planner-to-
CPO ratio.” While the number of CPOs 
increased to include the cities, the size of 
the geographic areas remained about the 
same.  In 2012, a CPO Boundary Change 
Task Force recommended a method for 
boundary changes.  However, it does not 
appear that significant changes in the 
scale of the CPOs have occurred.

The current structure also allows for the 
creation county-recognized neighbor-
hood associations that “work within and 
[are] a substructure to” the CPO Pro-
gram (Resolution and Order No. 86-58).  
It is not apparent if there are any such as-
sociations today.

Thus, the Transition Team has the 
opportunity to consider possible ways 
to improve the existing structure by 
considering the benefits and drawbacks 
of large and small geographic units. In 
Better Together: Restoring the American 
Community (2003), authors Putnam, 
Feldstein & Cohen state that smaller 
groups are better for building bonds of 
trust and reciprocity, whereas larger 
groups are better for building mass and 
power.  

Scale can also affect the engagement of 
communities of color.  Portney and Ber-
ry’s 1997 “Mobilizing Minority Commu-
nities: Social Capital and Participation 
in Urban Neighborhoods,” a study of the 
involvement of communities of color 
in urban neighborhoods in four cities, 
found that minority participation rates 
in neighborhood associations increased 
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Source:  Adapted from Putnam, Feldstein & Cohen, 2003. 
 

Small Scale

• Supports the 
development of bonds 
among members

• Easier to listen & talk
• Offers better footholds 

for small steps
• Promotes sense of 

individual responsibility
• Supports empathy

Large Scale 

• Helps build critical mass
• Can help build power to 

achieve critical 
objectives

Figure 3

as the percentage of minority popula-
tion within the neighborhood increased. 
These neighborhood associations were 
seen as comfortable places, suggesting 
that providing for smaller geographical 
units—places where clusters of people 
of color live—might promote greater 
engagement of these communities.

Profile: Cupertino, CA

The City of Cupertino, California (popu-
lation 54,200) is organized around small 
scale block clubs.  A National League of 
Cities publication reports that the city 
currently has 350 such groups and aims 
to have 1,000 of them.  The city supports 
block clubs through providing training 
for leaders and sponsoring city-wide 
meetings twice per year. Block clubs 
maintain email lists as communication 
mechanisms and hold two face-to-face 
events each year, such as a block party.  
The city utilizes this network to dissemi-
nate information.  It has also successfully 
used this structure to support dispersed 

discussion and deliberation about major 
public decisions, including the city bud-
get.  One of the benefits of this approach 
is that it has been attractive to the city’s 
younger residents, perhaps because it 
involves minimal bureaucracy and max-
imizes human contact and the partici-
pants’ sense of efficacy. (Leighninger & 
Mann, n.d.)

A number of jurisdictions provide pro-
gram structures that support engage-
ment both at a smaller-scale, like the 
block clubs of Cupertino, and at a large 
scale, like Washington County’s CPOs.  
For example, according to a 2011 white 
paper prepared for by the Committee 
for a Better New Orleans, Birmingham, 
Alabama has 95 recognized neighbor-
hoods and 22 communities (two to six 
neighborhoods per community) in a 
city of approximately 230,000.  Atlan-
ta, Georgia, a city of approximately 
541,000, has 242 neighborhoods and 25 
Neighborhood Planning Units (Com-
mittee for a Better New Orleans, 2011). 
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Both Portland and New Orleans have 
larger scale planning areas and smaller 
scale neighborhoods as well. 

Engaging Under-Represented 
Communities

Community involvement programs 
across the nation struggle with reaching 
the full breadth of types of individuals 
and communities that could be involved.  
There is no one single solution this chal-
lenge.  In the prior section, we suggest-
ed one way of honoring and including 
different populations:  include commu-
nities of interest and identity as funda-
mental building blocks of the program 
so that people can be involved in the 
program through the community that is 
most relevant and comfortable for them. 
Another fundamental principle is to in-
clude under-represented populations by 
thinking through and designing the ar-
chitecture of this program so that their 
concerns, contributions and values are 
reflected throughout the program and 
not just as an afterthought.  

This section identifies communities that 
are yet to be fully engaged in the CPO 
Program and offers some general prin-
ciples for outreach. Stakeholders and 
Transition Team members identified the 
following under-represented communi-
ties and populations:   

Communities of color, including new 
immigrants and historically under-rep-
resented communities

Rural communities

Small business community, especially 
neighborhood commercial districts

Younger generations, including Mil-
lennials 

It is important to recognize that each 
community is unique and must be ap-
proached in its own way.  

Rural communities represent an under-
served population.  It is not uncommon 
for rural community residents in the US 
to feel that their interests are overshad-
owed by those of urban areas, which 
they believe receive more attention than 
theirs.  Dukeshire and Thurlow (2002) 
suggest that an antidote to this lack of 
voice is forming a network of rural ar-
eas for issue identification and problem 
solving.  

For example, in Nova Scotia, Canada, 
200 rural community organizations 
formed Coastal Communities Network 
(CCN) to “provide a forum to encourage 
dialogue, share information, and cre-
ate strategies and actions that promote 
the survival and development of Nova 
Scotia’s coastal and rural communities” 
(Dukeshire & Thurlow, 2002, p. 9).   

It might be possible to develop a simi-
lar approach in Washington County in 
working with rural communities collec-
tively as a type of geographic community 
distinct from unincorporated urbanized 
and cities with organized neighborhood 
programs.  

Small businesses play an important role 
in community life. The National League 
of Cities describes this role as follows:

They create new jobs and employ local 
residents.

They can help create a unique sense of 
place that enhances community life.
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Homegrown businesses may have 
deeper roots than those focused on a 
global economy.

As is the case with rural communities, 
a strategy for engaging small business 
communities is to provide a convenient 
forum where members can meet one 
another, identify common interests and 
concerns, and possibly move toward col-
lective action.   A 2010 MIT study of the 
small business community in Camden, 
New Jersey, recommends the following 
steps to engage small businesses:

Analyze the current landscape by 
mapping where small businesses are lo-
cated and analyzing the sectors they rep-
resent.  Note clusters and corridors.

Select a cluster or corridor and stop by 
the business to talk with owners about 
their concerns, needs and ideas.  Ask 
about ways they think that the com-
munity could help support and sustain 
small businesses. Determine whether 
small businesses in this area know each 
other.

Strategize ways to build a small busi-
ness network based on the responses re-
ceived.  

Once a network is place, test out ideas 
to share best practices and information 
about resources. Look for opportuni-
ties for collective action. Connect small 
businesses to other city assets and insti-
tutions, including the area’s neighbor-
hood association.

Millennials, also known as Generation 
Y, are those born from the 1980s to the 
early 2000s. In 2015, this generation in-

cludes older teenagers through adults in 
their early 30s. Their defining feature is 
that they came of age in a digital world.  
In a report on this cohort, Inspiring The 
Next Generation Workforce: The 2014 
Millennial Impact Report, author Der-
rick Feldmann provided this overview 
of how and why this generation gets in-
volved with causes, which may be rele-
vant to considering how to engage them 
in community activities:

Millennials engage with causes to help 
other people, not institutions.

Millennials support issues rather than 
organizations.

Millennials prefer to perform small-
er actions before fully committing to a 
cause.

Millennials are influenced by the deci-
sions and behaviors of their peers. 

Millennials treat all their assets (time, 
money, network, etc.) as having equal 
value.

Millennials need to experience an or-
ganization’s work without having to be 
on site.

One way to engage Millennials is 
through their workplaces. Among Mil-
lennials, a company’s involvement with 
causes ranked third among reasons why 
a candidate applies for a job, after what 
the company does and the company’s 
work culture.    

Chapter 5 provides further information 
about engaging Millennials using tech-
nology.
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As with other community engagement 
activities, outreach to communities of 
color requires resources, time and com-
mitment. The Aloha-Reedville project, 
supported with funds from the US De-
partments of Transportation and Hous-
ing and Urban Development, was often 
cited as an example where a significant 
commitment of time and resources was 
made.   In this county, the City of Beaver-
ton is often commended for its multi-fac-
eted approach to engaging communities 
of color on an ongoing basis, using exist-
ing resources.  Their approach is profiled 
below.

Profile: City of Beaverton, OR

The City of Beaverton has multiple pro-
grams that it manages or sponsors which 
collectively support broad communi-
ty participation and the engagement of 
communities of color in particular. It 
also adopted a Diversity, Equity, and In-
clusion Plan in January 2015. Key initia-
tives are described below:

Neighborhood Program
http://www.beavertonoregon.gov/index.
aspx?NID=396 

The City of Beaverton established the 
Neighborhood Program in 1987 to en-
courage and support the involvement of 
all citizens in local government and com-
munity activities. The City currently rec-
ognizes eleven organized Neighborhood 
Association Committees (NACs).  Pro-
gram elements include a matching grant 
program, support for events (e.g., recy-
cling and clean-up day), involvement in 
land use, transportation and other city 
matters, maintenance of a webpage for 
each NAC, a community calendar, help 
with problem solving, neighborhood 

watch program information, and peri-
odic Neighborhood Summits.   

The Beaverton Committee for Commu-
nity Involvement (BCCI) is a related en-
tity (http://www.beavertonoregon.gov/
index.aspx?nid=277). This committee 
monitors and evaluates citizen involve-
ment programs and recommends pro-
grams for promoting citizen involvement 
in city government to the City Council, 
the Planning Commission, and planning 
staff.  The committee consists of one rep-
resentative from each recognized neigh-
borhood association committee (NAC) 
and eight at-large members appointed 
by City Council.  

Staff: One program manager and sup-
port specialists 

Cultural Inclusion Program
http://www.beavertonoregon.gov/index.
aspx?nid=1217

 According to the city’s website, the Cul-
tural Inclusion Program (CIP) exists as 
a bridge between city government and 
historically underrepresented and un-
derserved communities of color to pro-
mote racial equity. The program seeks 
to address racial disparities by building 
strategic partnerships to support great-
er engagement of these communities in 
city policy, leadership, and initiatives. It 
also drives internal racial equity work to 
ensure the city becomes a more welcom-
ing, representative and responsive space 
for all communities to engage. 

A related entity is the Diversity Advi-
sory Board (DAB) (http://www.beaver-
tonoregon.gov/Index.aspx?NID=1318), 
which advises the Mayor and City Coun-
cil on equity and inclusion strategies to 
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strengthen connections among Beaver-
ton’s diverse communities and with city 
government. The board is composed of 
13 members who are appointed for three 
year terms.

Two recent initiatives of the DAB of par-
ticular note are:

The Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
Plan, a community-led vision for creat-
ing a more equitable and inclusive Bea-
verton, was unanimously adopted by 
City Council on January 13, 2015. 

The City of Beaverton’s Diversity Ad-
visory Board (DAB) will be piloting the 
first ever Beaverton Night Market on 
September 12, 2015.

The City of Beaverton’s Cultural Inclu-
sion Program was honored by National 
League of Cities (NLC) in March for en-
hancing and promoting cultural diversi-
ty. The city tied for first place with Cu-
pertino, California in the City Cultural 
Diversity Awards for the population cat-
egory 25,001-100,000.

Beaverton Organizing and Leadership 
Development (BOLD) Program
http://www.beavertonoregon.gov/Doc-
umentCenter/View/8982  

This is a key initiative of Beaverton’s 
Cultural Inclusion Program. The City 
of Beaverton partners with the Cen-
ter for Intercultural Organizing (CIO) 
to train approximately 20 leaders from 
immigrant and refugee populations us-
ing a popular adult education approach. 
Participants meet one day a month for 
three months to learn about topics such 
as community organizing, policy mak-
ing and public involvement. The city re-

ceived 56 applications for its first class in 
2014 and accepted 22 people of 11 differ-
ent nationalities, including Taiwan, Co-
lombia, Iraq and India. Some had lived 
in Beaverton for years and others just a 
few months.  

Leadership Beaverton  
http://www.beaverton.org/bold/leader-
ship-beaverton/

Leadership Beaverton is a program of the 
Beaverton Area Chamber of Commerce, 
with the City of Beaverton serving as a 
sponsor.  Its mission is “to engage a di-
verse network of citizens and business 
leaders that are inspired and empow-
ered through education and awareness 
to take action to improve their commu-
nities. “  According to its website, Lead-
ership Beaverton grew from a desire for 
more knowledgeable volunteers, board 
members and elected officials in the city. 
The purpose of Leadership Beaverton is 
to provide training so that better deci-
sions are made in our community. Each 
summer 25 students are accepted for the 
program, which runs from September 
through May.

Participants dedicate one full day a 
month to an interactive community 
learning experience. Topics include Bea-
verton history, government, human ser-
vices and quality of life. 

Take-aways

It is important to identify the kinds of 
communities to include as the “building 
blocks” of the structure of  the program.  
To reach under-represented popula-
tions, consider including communities 
of interest and identity as well as geo-
graphic communities (such as CPOs) as 
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building blocks.  Most people, in their 
day-to-day lives, belong to multiple 
communities and are more likely to get 
engaged in the ones that are comfort-
able and convenient for them.

Washington County CPOs have dif-
ferent characteristics. The types of CPOs 
include:
• CPOs that represent cities with 

well-developed neighborhood pro-
grams  (like Beaverton)

• CPOs that represent urbanized un-
incorporated areas (like Aloha and 
Reedville)

• CPOs that represent rural areas 
(both incorporated and unincorpo-
rated areas)

In considering geographic commu-
nities, scale matters.  There are benefits 
and drawbacks to both large and small 
communities.  One option might be a 
nested structure, with smaller neighbor-
hood associations within larger-scale 
groups, such as CPOs.

Rural communities have concerns 
and capacities different from their ur-
banized neighbors.   Rural communities 
may desire to network and develop a 
shared platform for identifying and tak-
ing action on what is important to them.
 

Millennials are more likely to get en-
gaged if it involves helping people, not 
supporting institutions. A genuine call 
to help neighbors might have more ap-
peal than a call to get involved with sup-
porting their community. 

The City of Beaverton is an excellent 
example of a jurisdiction that has taken 
a multi-dimensional approach to sup-
porting the active engagement of a di-

verse range of communities.  When the 
Transition Team considers implementa-
tion, it may be useful to examine some 
of these initiatives in depth.
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CHAPTER 3:  PURPOSE AND CONTENT

The purpose of a program is its driving 
force.  It influences the structure, activi-
ties and kinds of support required.  The 
current re-examination of Washington 
County’s CPO program offers an excel-
lent opportunity to consider the history 
of the program, review how its purpose 
has evolved over time and compare the 
current purpose of the CPO Program to 
that of other public participation pro-
grams. 

History of Washington County 
CPO Program  

The origins of the CPO Program date 
back to the early 1970s and the devel-
opment of Washington County’s first 
Community Framework Plan and Com-
prehensive Plan.  At that time, the plan-
ning staff divided the unincorporated 
area into ten planning districts. When 
the state later created Oregon’s land 
use system and adopted the Planning 

Goals, Washington County utilized its 
system of CPOs to help address Oregon 
Planning Goal 1 Citizen Involvement.  
Washington County Board Resolution 
and Order No. 80-108 made the CPO 
program an integral part of the county’s 
citizen participation approach to mat-
ters of land use planning. It is not un-
usual for a founding purpose to have a 
lasting impact on a program, and thus 
the CPO Program’s original land use fo-
cus and geographical divisions may con-
tinue to inform the form and design of 
the program today.  

In 1986, the purpose of the CPO Pro-
gram was expanded to include “advising 
and consulting with the County Board 
of Commissioners on matters affecting 
the livability of the community” (Reso-
lution and Order No. 86-58). This sug-
gests an expansion in focus from land 
use and planning to broader livability 
issues.  In 1995, the issue of whether the 

Early 1970s:  
Community 
Planning 
Organization 
Areas 
Created

1980:  
Addresses State 
Planning Goal 1: 
Citizen 
Participation

1986:  Purpose 
broadened to 
consultation on 
livability matters

1995:  Expand 
beyond land use & 
transportation

2015:  Re-
Examination

Path of CPO Program over Time

Figure 4
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focus should be public input on land 
use and transportation or broader liva-
bility issues arose again.  A Washington 
County Citizen Involvement Task Force 
recommended that the County “provide 
the option to each CPO to broaden its 
scope to community issues in addition 
to land use and transportation” (MO 95-
271).  

It appears that the current purpose of 
the Washington County CPO program 
remains advising and consulting with 
County government on issues affecting 
community livability.  CPOs are expect-
ed to be able to accurately represent the 
views and opinions of “the people of the 
community” and provide a forum for 
engagement between County represen-
tatives and community residents (Reso-
lution and Order No. 86-58).

Who Initiates?  Public Participation 
and Community Building

During the heyday of the neighborhood 
movement, some neighborhood pro-
grams were established to help com-
munity members regain control of their 
neighborhood and tap the energies and 

talents of neighborhood members.  The 
programs were about community-led 
problem solving and planning.  This ap-
proach is heavily influenced by commu-
nity-organizing/empowerment perspec-
tives.  

Other programs were established as a 
way to ensure that affected community 
members had a say in shaping critical 
public sector issues. These other pro-
grams provided a way to capture the 
wisdom of the community in public de-
cision-making and were more from the 
public participation perspective.  These 
two contrasting purposes are illustrated 
in figure 5 and described below.

Public Participation:  Provides a means 
for community members to receive in-
formation about public sector issues and 
consult with developers and the public 
sector about plans, policies and related 
actions.  

• Public sector role:  frames issues, 
establishes rules, initiates outreach, 
interacts with community, governing 
body typically makes decisions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jurisdiction- 
Initiated 
Agenda Community-

Initiated 
Agenda 

Public 
Participation

Community 
Building

Figure 5.  Who sets the agenda?
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• Community role: participates, delib-
erates

Community Building: Provides a 
means for community members to iden-
tify opportunities and problems, delib-
erate about possible solutions, recruit 
resources (including those of local gov-
ernment) and organize for action.  The 
focus is on development of bonding 
social capital within a neighborhood 
and developing bridging links with re-
sources (local government, civic groups, 
business associations, agencies, etc.) and 
other neighborhood associations.

• Community role: frames issues and 
opportunities, deliberates, invites 
government to help develop options 
and support action

• Public sector role:  establishes frame-
work, supports and collaborates on 
community-initiated action

It is useful to think of these purpos-
es as opposite ends of a continuum. 
In practice, a program is likely to have 
some activities that feel more like pub-
lic participation; other activities may 
feel more like community-building.  In 
general, programs are likely to favor one 
approach over the other and thus fall 
somewhere along the continuum repre-
sented by the arrow in figure 5.  

The Washington County CPO program 
has its feet firmly planted in public par-
ticipation.  It was created as a means to 
garner public input into the County’s 
first Framework Plan and remains an 
integral part of how the County fulfills 
its obligations under State Planning 
Goal 1 Citizen Involvement.  In practice, 
however, some CPOs also include oth-

er initiatives that have more to do with 
community building than public par-
ticipation because they are communi-
ty-initiated and reflect the community’s 
efforts to identify and address their own 
opportunities and challenges, with or 
without the help of County government.  
One outstanding example is CPO 6’s 
successful efforts to establish a library, 
business association and historical soci-
ety for Aloha. 

The current transition planning process 
provides the opportunity  to consider 
the best mix of public participation and 
community building elements might 
best serve Washington County residents 
going forward. 

Profiles of Two Programs

This section presents profiles of two 
programs that represent opposite ends 
of the Public Participation-Communi-
ty Building spectrum and opposite ap-
proaches program content:

Public Participation with Focused 
Content:  St. Johns County Neighbor-
hood Association Bill of Rights, Florida 

Community Building with Broad 
Content:  Roanoke Neighborhood Part-
nership, Roanoke, Virginia

Profile: St. Johns County Neighbor-
hood Association Bill of Rights 
St. Johns County, Florida
 http://www.sjcfl.us/NBR/ 

In 2007, St. Johns County on the north-
ern Atlantic Coast of Florida (county 
seat is St. Augustine) adopted an ordi-
nance creating a “Neighborhood Bill 
of Rights” modeled on one adopted by 
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Duval County to its north.  The Bill of 
Rights created a mechanism for regis-
tering a neighborhood association with 
the County Administrator and provided 
it with designated benefits or “rights.”  
The scope of activities is focused on land 
use applications, publicly-funded con-
struction projects, and the county’s bud-
get process.  In effect, the Bill of Rights 
grants the registered group the right to 
be notified and standing at public meet-
ings. The benefits include:

Prompt and courteous responses to 
questions, document requests and meet-
ing requests from county staff.  The stan-
dard was at least a preliminary response 
within two business days.

Timely personal responses from coun-
ty commissioners or their designees. No 
standard was provided.

Advance notice and “reasonable op-
portunity to provide input” on public 
works and utility projects.

Notification of certain kinds of land 
use applications within 10 days of its 
submission to the county.

If requested, a county-scheduled 
meeting with the land use applicant, and 
documentation of the commitments or 
agreements reached.

Right to submit testimony at quasi-ju-
dicial hearings on land use applications 
and to cross-examine the applicant.

Opportunity to provide formal input 
to the county budget process.

Opportunity to provide input into 
design of publicly-funded construction 
projects.

The registration process involves pro-
viding a map of a self-defined neighbor-
hood association boundary and a desig-
nated agent for contact purposes.  The 
area included inside the boundary must 
be “characterized by a substantial com-
monality of interest and history of iden-
tification as a neighborhood separate 
from others within St. Johns County” 
(St. Johns County, 2007, p.2). To keep 
the information current, associations 
must re-register each October.

Budget: Does not appear to have sepa-
rate budget.  County of approximately 
209,000 residents (2013 estimate).

Profile: Roanoke Neighborhood Part-
nership/Roanoke Office of Neighbor-
hood Services                
Roanoke, Virginia
http://www.roanokeva.gov
/85256a8d0062af37/vwContentByKey/
N253NHWM292SNIEEN 

Established in the early 1980s, the Ro-
anoke Neighborhood Partnership was 
formed around the concept of commu-
nity self-improvement:  creating oppor-
tunities for residents to come togeth-
er to improve and preserve the place 
where they lived.  The range of actions 
undertaken by neighborhood associa-
tions focused less on interacting with 
local government about public policies 
and plans, but instead on identifying 
issues and assets and then organizing 
community-initiated projects to address 
them. This profile focuses primarily on 



19

the formation of the Partnership, as the 
formative years are most relevant to a 
community participation program con-
sidering potential shifts in its purpose 
and content.  

A central feature of the Roanoke Neigh-
borhood Partnership was the Partner-
ship Steering Committee, a group of 
approximately two dozen representa-
tives of local businesses, nonprofit orga-
nizations, civic groups (e.g., the Junior 
League), the faith community (espe-
cially important in including African 
American community leaders), public 
agencies (e.g., Agricultural Extension 
Services) and the neighborhood groups 
themselves. They provided a resource 
base that neighborhood groups could 
tap in undertaking community projects.  
The Steering Committee also provided 
structure and guidance to the overall 
program. The Partnership Coordina-
tor (a city staff person) facilitated the 
Steering Committee and subcommittee 
meetings, which were led by their own 
chairs. The Partnership Coordinator also 
helped neighborhood groups formulate 
requests to individual Steering Com-
mittee members for help with particular 
projects.  Over time, many strong and 
positive working relationships formed 
between neighborhood leaders and 
Steering Committee members, at which 
point the Partnership Coordinator’s job 
was to stay out of the way.

Neighborhood projects might range in 
complexity from community clean-up 
events and community history projects 
to creating a community center or es-
tablishing a housing rehabilitation pro-
gram.  Local construction companies 

with their heavy equipment were instru-
mental in helping one low-income Afri-
can American neighborhood clean-up 
some long-neglected vacant lots. They 
helped get the lots in a condition so that 
they could be maintained by a neigh-
borhood volunteer using a riding lawn 
mower donated by Allstate Insurance 
Company/Sears.  That neighborhood as-
sociation successfully sought the help of 
the city in identifying the owners of the 
vacant lots, and that information, com-
bined with their grass-roots knowledge 
of the families involved, allowed them 
to successfully request donations from 
owners of means and provide a help-
ing hand to those without means.  This 
small program, which continued for 
many years, changed the way that resi-
dents felt about their neighborhood and 
had a cascading effect on how others 
maintained their property.

The city’s role in the Partnership was 
five-fold:

To change the way that city depart-
ment directors and managers worked 
with organized neighborhood groups 
out to improve their community

To provide staff support to facilitate 
the activities of the Partnership

To organize and facilitate a neighbor-
hood planning process that assisted a 
select number of neighborhood organi-
zations each year with identifying and 
prioritizing issues and opportunities, 
developing potential solutions accom-
panied with resources to help, and create 
two- to five-year action plans based on 
community priorities
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To provide modest funding (approxi-
mately $12,000 per year) for a matching 
mini-grant program that boosted the ef-
forts of neighborhood groups

To use the “bully pulpit” and power of 
the Mayor and City Manager to elevate 
and support the work of the Partnership

Acknowledging the support role that 
government plays in promoting com-
munity livability, the former city man-
ager of Roanoke, Virginia, Bern Ewert, 
stated, “You can’t pass laws to make a 
good neighborhood.  Neighbors make a 
good neighborhood.” 

While the Partnership was formed 
during the 1980s, the planning process 
could be re-imagined as a model utiliz-
ing modern technology and commu-
nication techniques.  For example, an 
electronic crowd-sourcing application/
bulletin board could be used to collect 
initial lists of problems to address, as-
sets to preserve, opportunities to pursue 
and projects to undertake.  In-person 
community workshops could be used to 
sort through the ideas and develop pre-
liminary list of projects.  Online sign-up 
boards could provide ways for people to 
volunteer for actual activities, with de-
tailed event planning being handled by a 
smaller planning group.

Purpose: Promoting livability through 
community-initiated action. Commu-
nity self-help, with outside support from 
city, businesses, civic groups and others.  
Founded on the belief that the responsi-
bility of local government is “to provide 
a structure wherein all who wanted to 
could participate in the nurturing and 
care of the city.”  The underlying prem-
ise is that “everyone cares about their 
neighborhoods and will take action in 

behalf of their homes, community and 
city if the structure to do so is under-
stood and accessible” (Schneekloth and 
Shibley, 1995).

Budget: One to two city staff persons, 
small mini-grant program (approxi-
mately $20,000 in today’s dollars).  City 
of approximately 100,000 residents.

Take- way

Community building and public par-
ticipation are different, but potentially 
complementary, functions of a commu-
nity participation program.  The Tran-
sition Team may wish to consider how 
it wants to balance public participation 
and community building activities going 
forward, keeping in mind the availability 
of volunteer time and energy and public 
resources to support the program.  
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CHAPTER 4: CIVIC EDUCATION AND LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT

Our democracy depends on an informed 
and engaged public. How we learn about 
government and how we learn to engage 
with government are influenced by a 
number of factors including the cultures 
in which we live, the models and ex-
pectations that family members set, the 
behaviors of our friends and colleagues, 
the news media we consume, and the 
civics education we receive in school 
and elsewhere. 

Civics education should not only en-
hance our political knowledge but it 
should also improve our political effica-
cy by informing our civic actions includ-
ing when and how we vote and how we 
engage with local government.  Gainous 
and Martens (2011) call this “democrat-
ic capacity.” 

Given falling voter participation, some 
observers of the American system of 
government have questioned our edu-
cational system’s effectiveness in devel-
oping and promoting our democratic 
capacity. Recognizing that not all civics 
education classroom experiences are 
created equal, Gainous and Martens 
(2011) explored the degree to which the 
effectiveness of civics education is influ-
enced by teachers’ instructional methods 
and the influence of the home environ-
ment on the development of democratic 
capacity.  

The results of this study indicate that 
while certain instructional methods may 
be more effective in building democratic 
capacity among students, the most im-
portant factor is the home environment 
—meaning parents’ and caregivers’ ed-

ucational attainments, books and news 
resources in the home,  and family po-
litical discussions and behaviors.  These 
researchers suggest that the best way to 
increase our democratic capacity may 
be to redirect some resources from the 
classroom to civics education programs 
that promote greater news consumption 
in the home, encourage family political 
discussions and model political engage-
ment, citing “Kids Voting USA” as an 
example.  

What these findings point to is the im-
portance of providing the right kinds of 
education and training opportunities, 
particularly for households with lower 
adult educational attainments and fewer 
resources—often communities of color.  
One avenue is to build the leadership 
capacity within these communities that 
support and increase their democratic 
capacity and civic engagement.  

In 2014, the Meyer Memorial Trust pub-
lished a report, A Look at the Leadership 
Development Programs in Oregon, which 
examined leadership development pro-
grams throughout the state with an eye 
toward developing capacity within com-
munities of color. The report includes a 
catalog of programs focused on develop-
ing nonprofit and public service leaders, 
emerging and grassroots leaders, and 
community organizers.

This report identified 25 programs in Or-
egon that offer annual leadership devel-
opment training academies and work-
shops that serve approximately 1,500 
community members each year. Table 
1 describes the programs and organiza-
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Washington County,
Forest Grove

Adelante Chicas
(Youth Development)
www.adelantemujeres.org/

school programming, leadership, and community 

Washington County,
Wilsonville

Cesar E. Chavez Leadership 

ence.org/

dents

Washington County,
Beaverton

tural Organizing
www.interculturalorganizing.
org/

Emerging immigrant and 

strategies.

Washington County,
Hillsboro

Promotores,
Bienestar

grams/promotores/

Portland, OR
opment Program, Hispanic 

hmccoregon.com/training/
leadership/index.php

Designed to enhance leadership and management 

leadership through volunteerism on public boards 
and commissions.

Portland, OR Lideres@Leadership and Civic 

www.latnet.org/programs/uni

Portland metropolitan 

engagement, and leadership.

Portland, OR Oregon LEAD Program,

and org. management.

Portland, OR

www.irco.org/programs/

community

Portland, OR
Leadership Academy, Connect

Portland, OR Slavic Leadership Project,
opment program targeted to the Slavic community. 

Table 1.  Source: A Look at the Leadership Development Programs in Oregon, 2014
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tions that, according to the descriptions 
in the report, appear to be most relevant 
to building civic capacity and leadership 
with a focus on communities of color in 
Washington County.

Although this report provides only 
an overview of the types of leadership 
training that are offered, it is noteworthy 
that they cover both youth and adults 
and that much of the focus is learn-
ing-by-doing and learning through col-
laboration and partnership.  

Finally, although research indicates that 
the most important influence on the de-
velopment of democratic capacity is the 
home environment, the quality of civics 
education in the county’s K-12 schools 
and the potential for experiential learn-
ing for students in county-wide and lo-
cal issues in partnership with the county 
shouldn’t be overlooked.  

Additionally, there may be opportuni-
ties for K-12 civics projects that combine 
on-the-ground activities with commu-
nity engagement digital tools (Westside 
Voices is one example) that could be 
modeled after programs like Kids Vot-
ing USA and supported by grants (such 
as the Spencer Foundation’s New Civics 
program) or even Washington County 
businesses.

The Role of Facilitative Leadership in 
Diversifying Community Engagement

The inclusion and engagement of his-
torically under-represented populations 
in public engagement processes are not 
only priorities for government nation-
wide, they are universally recognized as 
challenging: these community members 
are under-represented for many reasons, 

some of which are deeply ingrained and 
complex.  

As we have discussed, the engagement 
of communities of color in public en-
gagement processes have been partic-
ularly challenging in long-term com-
munity engagement mechanisms such 
as Washington County CPOs.  Portney 
and Berry’s 1997 study that suggests that 
minority participation rates in public 
participation processes increase where 
there is a sense of community and where 
their numbers are higher aren’t surpris-
ing, but they point to the challenge of 
diversifying engagement in the geo-
graphically large CPOs that are discon-
nected from many local communities 
(see maps in Appendix B), and that have 
historically been dominated by white 
leadership and participation.

The CPO Handbook specifically targets 
this issue and suggests that CPO lead-
ership reach out to leaders of organiza-
tions and cultural groups in their areas 
because they may be unaware of the ex-
istence of the CPOs and how they could 
serve these community members’ inter-
ests.  

The CPO Handbook also stresses the 
importance of good facilitation and pro-
vides guidance about how to create a 
welcoming and safe atmosphere at CPO 
meetings so that all attendees can and 
do participate.

 [CPO] leaders must commit to promot-
ing dignity, respect and a welcoming at-
titude toward all involved citizens and 
staff.

These qualities of leadership are essen-
tial to building the foundation of trust 
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necessary to involve under-represented 
community members. This type of lead-
ership is often called “facilitative” be-
cause it promotes trust by welcoming all 
viewpoints and, rather than framing is-
sues as either/or choices, it embraces the 
“and,” as Cufaude (2005) states, “consid-
ering both what needs to be done and 
how that choice can be best implement-
ed.” Facilitative leaders:

Use active listening skills such as para-
phrasing, summarizing, reflecting, and 
questioning

Encourage participative discussion

Encourage creative problem-solv-
ing through brainstorming and other 
idea-generation processes

Encourage the consideration of alter-
natives and informed decision-making

Manage contrasting perspectives

Intervene with individuals or groups 
without taking control

Draw out other people’s opinions

Design meeting processes to accom-
plish a wide range of goals/objectives

Encourage groups and individuals to 
reflect

Lead or design inclusive group pro-
cesses that respect others’ learning and 
participation styles

Help to shape more powerful and stra-
tegic questions for exploration
                                       (Cufaude, 2005)

But this type of leadership requires skill, 
training, and support.  While it is essen-
tial that leadership skills are imparted to 
community members of color in order 
for them to effectively engage in political 
processes, facilitative leadership train-
ing, given the changing demographics 
of Washington County (see maps in Ap-
pendix A) and the largely, white, mid-
dle-class makeup of the CPOs today, is 
necessary for all leadership in the Coun-
ty’s public engagement program as it 
moves forward.

Take- ways

The most important factor in building 
our democratic capacity is the home en-
vironment: parents’ and caregivers’ ed-
ucational attainments, books and news 
resources in the home, and family polit-
ical discussions and behaviors.

Civics and leadership training are es-
sential to building democratic capaci-
ty particularly for communities where 
adult educational attainment is lower 
and resources are limited.

There are a number of programs that 
provide leadership and civics training to 
communities of color and the disabled 
community that serve Washington 
County’s residents including youth and 
adults.

Existing partnerships could be lev-
eraged and new partnerships built be-
tween the county and the Oregon’s lead-
ership programs to provide a foundation 
for the county’s long-term community 
engagement program.  

These partnerships and partnerships 
with K-12 schools could provide oppor-
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tunities for innovation and experimenta-
tion with hybrid models of engagement 
that include on-the-ground projects and 
digital tools supported by foundation 
dollars and local businesses.

Leadership skill and style matter espe-
cially when attempting to broaden the 
community engagement tent and facil-
itative leadership is considered the pri-
mary skill.

Facilitative leadership, that is so im-
portant to engaging under-represented 
community members, takes training 
and support that should be available to 
the entire community engagement lead-
ership in the county.

Resources

Kids Voting USA.  Kids Voting USA “is 
working to secure the future of democ-
racy by preparing young people to be 
educated, engaged citizens.”  It includes 
K-12 curricula and a digital voting plat-
form, DoubleClick Democracy which 
was used for the 2012 Presidential elec-
tion.  Partners in this program include 
the League of Women Voters, the Cam-
paign for the Civic Mission of Schools, 
the Center for Information & Research 
on Civic Learning and Engagement 
(CIRCLE), Mikva Challenge, the Na-
tional Association of Secretaries of State 
(NASS), Nonprofit VOTE, and Rock the 
Vote.
A Look at Leadership Development 
Programs in Oregon, Meyer Memorial 
Trust.  This report provides an overview 
of leadership development programs in 
the state of Oregon in 2014, and includes 
a catalog of programs focused on devel-
oping nonprofit and public service lead-
ers, emerging and grassroots leaders, 
and community organizers.

Spencer Foundation: The New Civics 
Program.  This program sees civic educa-
tion not only as a grounding in historical 
and procedural knowledge of systems of 
government but as education whether in 
schools or elsewhere that develops skills, 
knowledge, and dispositions that lead 
to informed and reasoned civic action. 
Grants support research that deepens 
the understanding of educational and 
other influences on civic action.  Fund-
ing opportunities: Measuring the Qual-
ity of Civic and Political Engagement 
($100,000 to $400,000).  http://www.
spencer.org/the-new-civics

Civics Toolkit, State of Oregon.  This 
is an Oregon-centric guide to elections 
civics.  It is targeted to young adults ages 
17 to 24.  It cover the history of voting in 
Oregon and everything that you need to 
know before you register to vote. Mod-
ules include: The Making of Good Citi-
zens; Federal Laws that Drive Elections; 
Did You Vote? Can You Complain?; Vot-
er Eligibility; Oregon Elections; and Po-
litical Party Roles and Responsibilities.  
http://sos.oregon.gov/elections/Pages/
toolkit.aspx

Westside Voices.  Westside Voices is a 
community engagement tool open to all 
residents of the Westside of the Portland 
metropolitan area. Westside Voices pro-
vides an opportunity for residents to re-
ceive updates and weigh in on planning 
and community issues through short 
online surveys.  Partners include, Clean 
Water Services, Washington County, 
Metro, Northwest Health Foundation, 
United Way of the Columbia-Willa-
mette, Portland State University College 
of Urban and Public Affairs, and AARP. 
http://joinwestsidevoices.org/
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CHAPTER 5:  DIGITAL APPROACHES

Most political observers believe that civ-
ic involvement via the Internet has huge 
potential. This is because a technolo-
gy-enabled deliberative democracy the-
oretically offers (Coleman and Gotze):

Access to balanced information

An open agenda

Time to consider issues expansively

Relative freedom from manipulation 
and coercion

A rule-based framework for discussion

Participation by an inclusive sample of 
citizens

Scope for free interaction between 
participants

A recognition of differences between 
participants, but a rejection of sta-
tus-based prejudice because of the elim-
ination of visual cues   

Prior to the widespread adoption of the 
Internet, public participation in poli-
cy-related processes largely depended 
on face-to-face meetings, open houses, 
and town halls.  While these tradition-
al methods have generally served us 
well, researchers and community mem-
bers have argued that these methods 
have encountered challenges that the 
appropriate use of online technologies 
could overcome. According to Brabham 
(2013), these challenges include: 

The inclusion of diverse and under-
represented populations

The influence of poor facilitation

The intimidating presence and influ-
ence of vocal and powerful special inter-
est groups

A lack of participation from commu-
nity members who don’t feel welcome at 
meetings       
                                       
Brabham suggests that some of the ad-
vantages of Internet technology to ad-
dress these challenges include:

The asynchronous (not real time) na-
ture of the Internet

People’s ability to contribute to discus-
sions without “the burden of non-verbal 
politics”

The Internet is interactive technology 
that encourages “ongoing co-creation of 
new ideas”

Users can develop their own online 
identities or choose to remain anony-
mous

The seemingly low cost of online sur-
veys, blogs, and social media

Internet technologies are now an integral 
part of doing the business of government 
and are widely used to distribute infor-
mation to the public through websites 
and email lists. And as the popularity of 
social media has increased, in addition 
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to the widespread adoption of tech-en-
abled handheld devices, the potential 
of social media (such as Facebook and 
Twitter) to reach a dramatically broader 
public is increasingly being utilized by 
politicians and government agencies.  

One of the draws of social media in the 
political arena is their 2-way (multi-way) 
interactions where comments (informa-
tion and feedback) and “likes” (votes) 
are viewable and counted in real time.  
Indeed, it is widely acknowledged that 
candidate Obama’s strategic (and early) 
utilization of digital technologies and 
social media, in particular, was instru-
mental to his first successful presidential 
bid.

The Internet and mobile technologies 
have opened up of host of opportunities 
to engage a broad public in the policy 
arena and firms have responded by de-
veloping an wide array of online engage-
ment tools that include real-time virtual 
meetings and discussions, surveys and 
polling, interactive budgeting tools, 
planning games, comment-boards, and 
mapping.  

Digital Approaches and Broadening 
Engagement 

Internet Access and Social Media Use 
by Ethnic and Racial Minorities

A 2010 Pew Research Center report 
identified several trends in the use of 
Internet technology by people of color 
since the year 2000.  They are:

The Internet and broadband are be-
ing used by an increasingly diverse 
population. Between 2000 and 2010, 
the proportion of black or Latino users 

of the Internet nearly doubled from 11 
percent to 21 percent.  African Ameri-
cans were still less likely to use the In-
ternet than whites.  On the other hand, 
English-speaking Latinos were nearly 
the same as whites in their use of the 
Internet and home-based broadband.  
However, foreign-born and Span-
ish-dominant Latinos were much less 
likely than whites and English-speaking 
Latinos to use these technologies.  The 
Pew research suggests that one of the 
most powerful predictors of Internet use 
among Latinos in the U.S. is English lan-
guage proficiency.

Digital access is increasingly discon-
nected from the desktop—it is going 
mobile—and blacks and Latinos are sig-
nificant adopters of mobile devices, es-
pecially mobile phones.  Compared with 
white cell phone owners, blacks and 
Latinos were significantly more likely to 
use their mobile devices to:

• Text message
• Use social media
• Use the Internet
• Use email
• Play games
• Listen to music
• Use instant messaging
• Post multimedia content online

Racial and ethnic minority Internet 
users use social media at higher rates.  
Among Internet users, seven of ten 
blacks and English-speaking Latinos use 
social networking websites as opposed 
to six of ten whites.  Importantly, when 
Pew asked about government outreach 
using social media, the minority respon-
dents were significantly more likely than 
whites to agree that this type of outreach 
“‘helps people to be more informed 
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about what government is doing’” and 
“‘makes government more accessible’” 
(Smith, 2010). The Pew researchers con-
cluded that online venues such as social 
networking websites, blogs, and neigh-
borhood listservs can be valuable tools 
for reaching racial and ethnic minorities 
on local issues.

Digital Media and Millennials

Numerous studies and commentators 
have expressed concern over the decline 
in traditional forms of political and com-
munity engagement among the young-
er generation, sometimes referred to as 
“Millennials,” or those born after 1979. 
While some data indicate that Millenni-
als volunteer at a higher rate than other 
generations, evidence suggests that they 
do it differently, engaging in social me-
dia to connect with others and promote 
causes rather than face-to-face interac-
tions (Gilman and Stokes, 2014; Feld-
man, 2014)).

Gagnier (2008) analyzed the results of 
the 2010 Democracy 2.0 Summit, spon-
sored by Mobilize.org whose mission 
is to empower and invest in Millenni-
als to develop solutions to social prob-
lems. The purpose of the summit was 
to convene Millennials to identify their 
strengths and weaknesses related to vol-
unteerism and to challenge them to fig-
ure out how to leverage their strengths 
for Democracy 2.0—the tech-enabled 
democracy of the 21st century.  The par-
ticipants agreed that their generation is 
typically:

Technological

Communication savvy

Multitaskers

Social networkers and interconnected 

Technology dependent

Image conscious

Like instant gratification

Not surprisingly, the participants shared 
their work via MySpace, Facebook, 
email, and the blogosphere. Gagnier’s 
conclusion was that Millennials are 
“seeking forms of self-definition and 
outlets in which they can generate their 
own solutions to our society’s problems.”  
She further concluded that organiza-
tions (including government) should 
capitalize on Millennials’ affinity for 
technology and networking. 

Feldmann’s study, the Inspiring the Next 
Generation Workforce: the 2014 Millen-
nial Impact Report, reiterates the De-
mocracy 2.0 Summit’s findings about 
Millennials, and adds the fact that, in 
terms of volunteerism, Millennials want 
to be able to experience an organization’s 
work without having to be on site.  In 
other words, at least initially, they prefer 
online communication and engagement 
to on site, face-to-face commitments.

Rural Communities and the Internet

In 2014, the Pew Research Center con-
ducted a national survey to determine 
the state of “The Web at 25 in the US.”  
Up until recently, Internet and broad-
band access had been significantly lower 
in rural areas than in urban and sub-
urban communities. Interestingly, al-
though this survey indicated that there 
was still less access in rural areas in 2014 
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than urban and suburban areas, the dif-
ference had narrowed.

Among adults, 79 percent of rural re-
spondents indicated that they used 
computers at work, school, or home, 
compared to 81 percent for both ur-
ban and suburban respondents.  When 
asked about cell phone ownership, 88 
percent of rural respondents said that 
they owned one, the same percentage as 
urban respondents—suburban respon-
dents had the highest percentage of cell 
phone ownership at 92 percent.  On the 
other hand, smartphone ownership was 
dramatically lower for all respondents, 
and rural respondents indicated signifi-
cantly less smartphone ownership at 43 
percent, while urban respondents had 
the highest rate of ownership at 64 per-
cent and suburban smartphone owner-
ship at 60 percent.

Perhaps most relevant to public engage-
ment via the Internet, among adults, 83 
percent of the rural respondents indi-
cated that they use the Internet, email, 
or access the Internet using a mobile 
device, while 88 percent of urban re-
spondents and 87 percent of suburban 
respondents said that they use the Inter-
net, email or the Internet via mobile de-
vices.  This dramatic increase in access to 
the Internet via various devices among 
rural community members is especially 
meaningful in the context of increasing 
rural engagement in public process-
es particularly at the CPO level, where 
face-to-face meeting sites can mean sig-
nificant travel time and distances for ru-
ral community members.

Dukeshire and Thurlow (2002), in their 
research on the challenges to rural en-
gagement in Canada, have pointed to 

potentially unwanted political and social 
visibility that can result from policy-fo-
cused engagement in small communi-
ties as one reason that rural communi-
ty members resist involving themselves 
policy-related activities.  One of the ben-
efits cited by many observers of digital 
engagement processes is the option for 
anonymity that is available to partici-
pants using the Internet as the platform.

An Overview of Digital Tools

Websites and email are so pervasive in 
society generally and are so widely used 
by government to communicate with 
the public that these are not covered 
here.  That said, some communicate and 
operate better than others.  Once a com-
munity member has access to the Inter-
net, there are questions of ease of use, 
the quality and quantity of the content 
that is offered, the effectiveness of the 
communication itself including the con-
struction of the content (how well it is 
written and designed), whether it meets 
federal access requirements for handi-
cap accessibility, the languages available 
and the quality of the translations, any 
additional ways that content is deliv-
ered (such as downloads and file types 
for download), and the transparency of 
content and authorship.  

In recent years, there has been an explo-
sion of online (often open source) plat-
forms that are geared toward grassroots 
information sharing, brainstorming and 
communal decision-making, urban and 
community planning, budget and idea 
prioritization, virtual town halls and 
surveys.  While some of these are free 
of cost, many require customization and 
maintenance that can vary, according 
to Rucker and Whalen’s 2012 overview, 
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from a few hundred dollars a month to 
$20,000 a year and more.  An additional 
sometimes unanticipated cost is the cre-
ation of new content that is increasingly 
required to generate and maintain view-
ership.

Here are just a few examples of these 
platforms/applications (see Appendix 
C for a more complete list by type and 
some examples of use): 

Crowd Hall, Text Talk Act, and Open 
Town Hall.  Online town hall platforms.

Poll Everywhere.  Real time polling for 
public forums.

All Our Ideas. Wiki surveys and crowd 
sourced information backed by social 
data collection research.

Codigital. Offers a scalable and engag-
ing way for large groups to generate and 
refine ideas.

Budget Simulator and Citizen Bud-
get. Involve community members in 
budgetary decision-making processes.

CrowdGauge. Reveals participants’ 
values, priorities, and preferences via a 
game.

Collabco, Crowdbrite, Engagement 
HQ, and MindMixer.  Offer suites of 
tools that include wikis, collaboration, 
focus group and other sets of online tools 
to promote community engagement in 
planning.

PlaceSpeak. A geographically based 
community engagement tool that re-
quires users to input their home address-

es so that the program can link contribu-
tors to specific locations.

Stickyworld.  Offers a highly visual in-
terface for community forums. 

Recovers. Designed to facilitate crowd-
sourcing natural disaster relief.

While some vendors specialize in sin-
gle-purpose tools, others provide a suite 
of tools knowing that comprehensive 
community engagement is likely to re-
quire multiple approaches; not just sur-
veys but town halls and digital budget-
ing, for example.

Some platforms, such as Nextdoor, that 
are designed specifically for grassroots, 
community-based social networking, 
have been widely adopted nationwide 
and feature everything from posts about 
lost cats to car thefts. These are important 
for government to know about and take 
advantage of for information sharing. 
They don’t, however, offer the more so-
phisticated tools for facilitated idea gen-
eration, prioritization, and other types of 
analyses previously described.

The bottom-line issue is that at this point 
no one is questioning the potential of 
online tools to enhance community en-
gagement efforts, but how these tools are 
incorporated into a long-term program, 
rather than short-term (often externally 
funded) projects, is harder to answer.  

What follows are three examples of na-
tionally recognized programs that have 
been initiated by one county and two 
cities that highlight these governments’ 
commitments to digital engagement.
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Examples: Some Nationally 
Recognized Programs

Top Ten Digital County, Montgomery 
County, MD

Montgomery County has embraced the 
use of innovative technology as a means 
of enhancing its community engage-
ment program.  It is the only county to 
be named a Top 10 Digital County by the 
Center for Digital Government since the 
award’s inception in 2003, and has been 
named the top county in the nation three 
times.  In 2015, Montgomery County was 
recognized for launching a new financial 
transparency suite (which also garnered 
a National Award of Excellence from the 
Government Finance Officers Associa-
tion), an interactive fiscal plan calcula-
tor; and a new Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) Web Portal.  In addition, 
several of the systems that support exist-
ing functions were upgraded. 

The openMontgomery initiative was im-
plemented to provide citizens with great-
er accountability and transparency.  As 
part of this initiative, the County offers 
openBudget which provides several op-
tions for the public to receive detailed 
data regarding the County’s budget.  In-
cluded are options to review the oper-
ating budgets for various departments 
and agencies, a “story book” view of the 
budget, an interactive fiscal plan, a capi-
tal budge publication and access to raw 
operating and capital budget data.

Montgomery County Office of Public In-
formation also offers several additional 
options for keeping the public informed 
including a digital newsletter called the 
“Paperless Airplane,” information re-
garding transportation through “Go-

Montgomery,” and a local cable station, 
County Cable Montgomery.

Information regarding the CDG award: 
http://www6.montgomerycountymd.
gov/apps/News/press/PR_details.as-
p?PrID=15067

Imagine Austin/Speak Up Austin
Austin, Texas

“Imagine Austin” is a visioning process 
plan that was adopted in 2012 and was 
named as a best practice by the Alliance 
for Innovation for “Building a Commu-
nity Vision with Sustained Community 
Engagement.”  The plan lays out a vision 
for how the city can grow in a compact 
and connected way.  In addition, because 
of its emphasis on community partici-
pation, the plan differs from some mu-
nicipal comprehensive plans by covering 
quality of life issues in addition to land 
use including creative economies and 
the advancement of healthy, affordable 
living. 

The “Imagine Austin” website incorpo-
rates several ways for community mem-
bers to engage with the government, in-
cluding Facebook, Twitter and a blog.  In 
addition, since no single ethnic or racial 
group represents the majority within the 
city, Austin uses Google Translate on its 
website to provide information in several 
languages.  

Austin also offers “speakupaustin!,” an 
innovative community engagement tool 
where community members can find in-
formation, share ideas, and participate in 
discussions.  Portals for discussion, fo-
rums, and ideas enable citizens to submit 
concerns and ideas for others to consid-
er.  Participants are able to vote on ideas 
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which allows the city to prioritize issues.  
City staff and moderators monitor the 
site, acknowledge submittals, and notify 
when action has been taken.  In addition, 
surveys which address significant citizen 
concerns, such as the impact of South 
by Southwest Music Festival (SXSW) on 
residents’ livability, are available.

Imagine Austin: https://www.austintex-
as.gov/department/imagine-austin

Speak Up Austin: https://austintexas.
granicusideas.com/

Building the City of Choice 
Spokane, Washington 

Spokane was recently designated an 
All-America City in recognition of its 
focus on youth engagement and educa-
tional support.  A major component of 
this effort is the use of various tools in-
cluding Telephone Town Hall Technolo-
gy.  Because the technologies are easy to 
use and readily accessible, Spokane has 
effectively increased its community out-
reach and citizen engagement.

Spokane’s website not only informs citi-
zens about the City’s various services but 
it promotes government accountabili-
ty by providing goals and performance 
measures.  The website moves beyond 
simply informing citizens by engag-
ing them in a number of online activi-
ties.  For example, “MySpokaneBudget” 
shares the City’s proposed budget and 
gives community members the oppor-
tunity to build, share, and submit their 
own city budgets.  

Spokane has further engaged the public 
through the use of Telephone Town Hall 
Technology.  Through this technology, 

community members can participate in 
meetings without leaving their homes.  
In 2012, approximately 3,800 citizens ac-
cepted the invitation to a one-hour virtu-
al meeting where they could learn about 
and comment on the proposed budget.  
In 2014, nearly 6,000 citizens participat-
ed in a discussion regarding communi-
ty’s budget priorities by using this tech-
nology.

Spokane, WA – “Building the City of 
Choice:” https://my.spokanecity.org/
2014 Proposed Budget: https://
s t a t i c . s p o k a n e c i t y . o r g / d o c u -
ments/blog/2013/10/14/budget-fo-
c u s e d - o n - c i t i z e n - p r i o r i t i e s - f u -
ture/2014-proposed-budget-summa-
ry-schedules-plus-summary-line-item.
pdf

MRSC “Reaching Citizens Through 
Technology:” http://mrsc.org/Home/
Explore-Topics/Governance/Cit i-
zen-Participation-and-Engagement/
Effective-Communication-and-Pub-
l i c -Par t i c ipat ion/Re aching-Cit i -
zens-Through-Technology.aspx

Digital Approaches: Some Caveats

While there is no doubt about the po-
tential of digital technologies to broaden 
participation in public engagement pro-
cesses, a number of questions have been 
raised about the capacity of these tools to 
provide meaningful public engagement, 
their effects on the behaviors of elected 
and public officials,  as well as the issues 
of security and privacy of user-generated 
data.  In addition, the availability of cer-
tain types of tools, such as online surveys, 
to nonprofessionals without statistical 
expertise, raises real questions about the 
validity of the data that are collected and 
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their misuse.  Finally, as with all public 
participation, although the potential is 
there for broadening and diversifying 
participation, successfully engaging un-
der-represented community members 
remains a challenge.

Coleman and Gotze, and others, have 
suggested that more research is needed 
to understand the ways in which com-
munity members are able to influence 
policy through the use of these tools. 
Related to this, these researchers have 
raised questions about the impacts of 
Internet-enabled public engagement on 
the practices of elected officials and how 
they accommodate the ways in which 
they respond to the public through on-
line media.  At this point, we don’t have 
a thorough understanding of these im-
portant issues.

Another concern is the ease of use and 
navigability of these websites.  It’s not 
just a question of the material that is 
delivered, but the ease with which users 
can navigate through these websites, get 
the information they need, and perform 
the tasks that allow them to engage.  
User interface development and assess-
ment are crucial to the success of public 
engagement online tools.

A critical component to the success of 
public engagement using these tools is 
understanding the appropriateness of 
a particular tool in relationship to the 
intended public engagement outcome.  
Here the use of the IAP2 (Internation-
al Association for Public Participation) 
Spectrum of Public Participation (which 
has broad support among public engage-
ment experts) as a metric is hugely ben-
eficial. This approach has already been 
implemented by Washington County in 

its LUT Public Participation Guidelines 
and should continue to be used as new 
tools are considered.

Finally, government should be aware of 
the importance of the confidentiality of 
participants and the security that is in 
place in terms of infrastructure, as user 
content is shared in these new online 
communities.  Online civic engagement 
is in its infancy and we understand rel-
atively little about its real costs and im-
pacts.

The following case studies are provided 
to illustrate the challenge of representa-
tiveness and the importance of user in-
terface design and testing to the success 
of online public engagement tools.

Caveats Case Study 1: Representative-
ness of Online Surveys, Metro’s Opt-In 
and Westside Voices

Washington County has involvement in 
at least two ongoing online survey tools:  
Metro’s Opt-In Panel and Westside Voic-
es.  Both of the efforts have been faced 
with the challenge of representativeness 
of the participants in relationship to the 
overall population. This case study fo-
cuses on Opt-In because it is a substan-
tial initiative and the summarized par-
ticipant data were available for analysis.

Since 2011, Metro has used its online 
survey panel, Opt-In, to engage com-
munity members in planning and com-
munity issues over which it has deci-
sion-making authority.  It is considered 
to be a complement to Metro’s other on-
line engagement tools (Facebook, Twit-
ter, and online newsfeed) as well as its 
face-to-face efforts (hearings, communi-
ty meetings, and open houses).
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The topics are determined by Metro’s 
staff, collaborating organizations, and 
feedback from the survey itself.  The re-
sponses of the survey are considered one 
input out of many in the decision-mak-
ing process.

Metro stresses to potential participants 
the importance of their opinions and 
the advantages of the online survey ap-
proach and ensures the anonymity of the 
participants.

The Achilles heel of all online surveys 
is the representativeness of the respon-
dents, which Metro openly acknowledg-
es as a problem.  Recent data from Met-
ro indicate that there are nearly 22,000 
people registered in the survey and 
nearly 7,500 were active (meaning that 
they responded to at least one survey in 
the last two years).  The same data indi-
cate that 30 percent of the active respon-
dents came from Washington County, 
which reflects the county’s percentage of 
the tri-county population in 2014 of 32 
percent (ACS, 2014).  

Unfortunately, none of the other avail-
able data are broken down by county, but 
the demographics of the active survey re-
spondents are nevertheless indicative of 
the problem of representativeness.  For 
example, although the population of the 
region is roughly 50/50 male and female, 
67 percent of the active respondents 
over the last two years were female.  In 
terms of race and ethnicity, 88 percent 
of the active respondents were white, 2 
percent were Hispanic, 2 percent were 
Asian, and 1 percent were Black or Af-
rican American.  By contrast, according 
to the 2013 American Community Sur-
vey estimate, 77 percent of Washington 
County’s population identified as white 

alone, nearly 16 percent were Hispanic, 
11 percent were Asian, and 2.6 percent 
were Black or African American.  

In terms of educational attainment, 77 
percent of the active respondents had a 
bachelor’s degree or higher.  In Washing-
ton County, according to the American 
Community Survey 2009-2013 estimate, 
39.4 percent had a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. 

Eighty percent of the active Opt-In re-
spondents lived in single-family dwell-
ings whereas, 58.9 percent of the hous-
ing units in Washington County were 
single-family detached dwellings, with 
an additional 7.6 percent 1-unit attached 
dwellings (for a total of 66.5 percent 
“single-family dwellings”), according to 
the 2013 American Community Survey 
estimates.  

Regarding political engagement and af-
filiation, of the active participants, 98 
percent were registered to vote.  Of these, 
60 percent considered themselves Dem-
ocrats (for Washington County in 2014, 
37.6 percent were registered Demo-
crats), 12 percent Republican (Washing-
ton County in 2014, 28.9 percent were 
registered Republicans), and 29 percent 
Independent (Washington County in 
2014, 5 percent were registered Inde-
pendent) with 4 percent refusing to an-
swer this Opt-In survey question. 

The demography of the active respon-
dents to Metro’s Opt-In survey over-rep-
resents populations who are highly ed-
ucated, white, female, and those living 
in single-family houses.  While Metro 
sees the Opt-In Panel as an important 
tool for public engagement and has put 
significant resources behind it, there is 
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little evidence to suggest that it has gone 
beyond successfully engaging the seg-
ments of the population who are already 
well represented in public engagement 
processes.

Opt-In Home Page:  http://optinpanel.
org/

Westside Voices:  http://joinwestside-
voices.org/

Caveats Case Study 2: User Interface 
Design, City of Portland’s Map App

In order to more fully engage commu-
nity members in the City of Portland’s 
Comprehensive Plan update, the Bureau 
of Planning and Sustainability oversaw 
the in-house development of an online, 
interactive mapping tool that would al-
low a broad group of community mem-
bers to learn about the proposals that 
were being considered and allow them 
to submit comments that would be, like 
sticky notes, attached to places on the 
map.  In its geographic information sys-
tems (GIS) department, the City had the 
technical expertise to create the tool, and 
it was launched in spring 2014.  There 
was a good deal of excitement within 
the Bureau about the promise of the tool 
and it was seen as a foundation for fu-
ture place-based public engagement.

The concepts and options presented to 
the public for comment were sometimes 
abstract and complex.  And although 
“centers” and “corridors” were outlined 
on the map, there was no additional vi-
sualization to illustrate the impacts of 
the proposals in the actual locations.  
While the interface was visually attrac-
tive, many users found it confusing 
without coaching. City staff initiated 

training in some areas where input was 
critical and provided training to neigh-
borhood groups upon request.  

The result was that even though the 
website received a lot of clicks, many 
fewer successfully submitted comments. 
What this points to is the importance of 
user interface (UI) design and testing to 
the success of sophisticated, interactive 
tools like this. Such expertise is rarely 
available within government agencies.

Many users have questioned how their 
comments would actually be used in 
the planning process, since it wasn’t ap-
parent.  Some planning staff have stated 
that it required a great deal of additional 
work to interpret how some of the com-
ments related to specific places and pol-
icies, and analyzing and tabulating the 
comments were time-consuming.

Finally, even though the online delivery 
of this content gave it greater exposure 
than might have been the case in a series 
of open houses, the issue of the repre-
sentativeness of the respondents espe-
cially in places that could be the most 
impacted by the proposals remains.

Map App: http://www.portlandmaps.
com/bps/cpmapp2/

Take- ways

Online public engagement tools have 
greater potential than ever before to 
broaden and diversify community en-
gagement participation particularly for 
communities of color and rural com-
munity members given their increased 
access and use of the Internet.  

Recruitment is just as important in 
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getting community members to use on-
line options for engagement as it is in 
traditional face-to-face approaches.

Millennials are more likely to get to 
know the county online than site-based 
approaches.  They are tech savvy, engage 
and volunteer via social media, and like 
to problem-solve.  Washington County 
should take advantage of these charac-
teristics in its long-term community en-
gagement strategy.

There is an increasing number of dig-
ital public engagement tools available 
(over and above websites, email, online 
surveys, and social media). They in-
clude digital town halls, brainstorming 
and idea generation and prioritization 
tools, real-time voting, planning games, 
interactive mapping, and budget scenar-
io tools.

Many of these tools are open source—
meaning that the source code is not pro-
prietary and is available to anyone for 
modification.

Online public engagement tools vary 
in cost from free to tens of thousands of 
dollars per year.

There are additional, sometimes un-
recognized, costs of site administration, 
content development, and training that 
bring community members to these 
sites and keep them there that must be 
considered.

The anonymity of users and the secu-
rity of user content are important con-
siderations that also have costs.

Online public engagement tools are 
in their infancy and not much is known 

about their impacts including: the effects 
of user interface design on usability; the 
collection, analysis and interpretation of 
the data; the effects of these data on staff 
and elected officials and their actions. 
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CHAPTER 6:  STAFFING AND IMPLEMENTATION

Once the Transition Team has provid-
ed its recommendations and the Board 
of County Commissioners has acted on 
those recommendations, there will be a 
series of steps—communications with 
stakeholders, ordinance adoption, se-
curing new resources/personnel to sup-
port the program, to name a few—that 
will be taken to implement the program.  
Consideration will need to be given to 
a number of factors related to staffing, 
implementation, and organizational 
change.

One key question related to program 
implementation is whether the program 
should be managed internally or exter-
nally.  The decision to manage a long-
term community participation program 
externally is unusual.  While Silverman, 
Taylor  and Crawford (2008) state that 
government is increasingly contracting 
out planning functions, including pub-
lic participation—making  the role of 
community members in planning pro-
cesses “somewhat ambiguous”—these 
contracts tend to be focused on short-
term projects rather than the kind of 
long-term program that the CPOs have 
represented.

Advantages and Disadvantages to 
External Program Management

The key advantages to external manage-
ment of a community participation pro-
gram are outlined as follows:

Objectivity. As a separate entity, an 
externally-managed program does not 
appear to carry with it a county-driven 
political agenda.

Fixed, predictable costs.  Contracts 
are for a fixed price for a certain level 
of services.  The special requirement of 
public engagement, its complexities and 
ambiguities can bring uncertainties that 
are difficult to predict in terms of bud-
geting.  The burden rests on the contrac-
tor.

Takes the burden off county staff.  
County staff do not have to take on the 
special requirements of community en-
gagement work including night time 
meetings or time-consuming travel in 
addition to complexities and uncertain-
ties that can be stressful.

The provision of expertise that isn’t 
available in the county.  Techniques and 
tools are constantly changing, especial-
ly in the digital realm of public engage-
ment.  It can be costly to train staff and 
commit to software in this fast-changing 
environment.

All of these are considerable advantages 
that must be taken into account when 
considering the external or internal 
staffing of Washington County’s long-
term community engagement program.
Some of the disadvantages to the current 
approach can be summarized as follows:

Contractors may disengage from the 
program.  As an independent agency, 
OSU Extension was able to disengage 
from the program when it determined 
that staffing the CPO program no longer 
fit its mission.

In addition, when budgets are cut but 
the level of services requested are not, 
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independent contractors are less likely 
to be interested in competing for the 
work or, once engaged, cut the quality 
of the services in one way or another.

The unique qualifications of OSU 
Extension make it difficult to replace. 
OSU Extension’s unique set of skills 
and mission were its strengths but also 
potential liabilities in terms of the long-
term sustainability of the relationship.  
The skillset and mission that OSU Ex-
tension offered could be difficult to re-
place.  

Public sector vs. private sector exter-
nal staffing.  The experiences that most 
governments have in contracting with 
private sector firms for public engage-
ment services is with short-term, often 
externally funded projects. Therefore, 
the impacts of contracting the coun-
ty’s long-term community engagement 
program via the private or even non-
profit sectors are unknown but could 
include the following considerations:

• Cost.  While some have argued that 
the private sector can provide ser-
vices in a more cost-effective man-
ner than the public sector, because 
we could find no other examples of 
the contracting of long-term public 
engagement programs, it is uncer-
tain how this would play out under 
different private sector scenarios.

• Objectivity and the issue of trust.  
The goals of objectivity and neu-
trality that are inherent to univer-
sity-based research and service in-
stitutions, such as OSU Extension, 
may not be as clear in the nonprofit 
and profit-driven private sectors.  
This is not to say that this approach  

is not embraced by some organiza-
tions and firms within these sectors 
but their objectivity may be ques-
tioned by community members 
who may perceive advocacy or prof-
it-oriented motivations.

Advantages and Disadvantages to 
Internal Program Management

Nearly all long-term public sector pub-
lic engagement programs are staffed 
internally, so there is more evidence in 
the literature about internally-managed 
programs.  Key advantages to consider 
include the following.  

Public engagement values, skills, 
and experiences are more likely to be 
integrated across government pro-
grams and projects.  

In preparation for this report, we re-
viewed various CPO documents in-
cluding the 2014 CPO Handbook and 
the County’s 2014 Land Use and Trans-
portation (LUT) Guidelines. We were 
struck by the comprehensive nature of 
the CPO Handbook and the inclusion of 
many public engagement best practices 
including the importance of engaging 
a diverse population, and ideas about 
how to deal with volunteer burn-out.  
But it was also clear that the program 
depended, overwhelmingly, on the tra-
ditional approach of face-to-face meet-
ings with rather strict procedural re-
quirements, such as Roberts Rules.

We were also struck by the innova-
tive approaches to short-term, proj-
ect-based engagement that are included 
in the adopted 2014 LUT Guidelines.  
Appended to these guidelines is a tool-
kit that identifies a various engagement 
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tools (including some innovative ap-
proaches) in relationship to the desired 
public engagement outcome accord-
ing to the International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2) Spectrum 
– a tremendously informative document 
for all community engagement activities 
in Washington County, not just land use 
and transportation.

Relationships in the community are 
more likely to be shared among govern-
ment programs and projects.  

Like the first item (discussed above), 
the separation between the long-term 
and short-term engagement programs, 
in terms of staffing, has made the shar-
ing of the relationships that have been 
developed between the CPO program 
and the community and the county and 
the community, more difficult.  The City 
of Portland’s Office of Neighborhood 
Involvement (ONI) Coordinator, Paul 
Leistner, suggests that just as in the case 
above, where the sharing community en-
gagement values, skills, and experiences 
becomes easier when all of the commu-
nity engagement programs are staffed 
within government, so, too, is the shar-
ing of relationships that various county 
agencies build with communities.

Government is more accountable.  
 
When community engagement pro-
grams are staffed internally, because 
government has a greater degree of di-
rect control over how resources are spent 
(the level of support, where that support 
goes, and how it is spent) the public is, 
potentially, more able to see the inten-
tionality and commitment that govern-
ment has to public engagement and col-
laboration.  By its choices, government 

is instrumental in either enabling or 
preventing productive engagement and 
creative problem-solving among com-
munity members.  

Sirianni, in his 2009 book, Investing in 
Democracy: Engaging Citizens in Col-
laborative Democracy, identifies eight 
principles that characterize government 
actions that enable collaborative democ-
racy or meaningful public engagement:

• Co-produce public goods

• Mobilize community assets

• Share professional expertise

• Enable public deliberation

• Promote sustainable partnerships

• Build fields and governance net-
works strategically

• Transform institutional cultures

• Ensure reciprocal accountability

Sirianni doesn’t intend for these as ei-
ther all-or-nothing or all-inclusive but a 
“selective menu” whose combinations of 
items might be relevant to some gover-
nance and policy issues but not others.  
Sirianni used these principles to analyze 
(and hold accountable) Seattle’s neigh-
borhood empowerment and neighbor-
hood planning system.  According to 
Sirianni, the most important ideas that 
led to the success of the program includ-
ed (Leistner, 2013):

• Involvement and empowerment of 
community members
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• A focus on relationship building

• An emphasis on facilitating culture 
change in city agencies

• Support for a wide range of commu-
nity organizing

He also identified some key weaknesses 
in Seattle’s system that are potentially rel-
evant to the future of Washington Coun-
ty’s community involvement program: 

• The inability to engage a diverse 
population

• Political turnover – elected officials 
can influence the level of commit-
ment to community governance 
moving the emphasis from empow-
ering community members to cen-
tralizing power

• Disinvestment by the city govern-
ment in the neighborhood program

• The unwillingness of government to 
adequately staff ongoing community 
involvement  (Leistner, 2013)

Implementation and Organizational 
Change

Leistner, in his extensive 2013 review 
of the literature on civic engagement, 
found that many researchers identified 
changing the culture of local govern-
ment as an essential factor in creating 
successful long-term community partic-
ipation programs.  He references an arti-
cle by Sergio Fernandez and Hal Rainey 
entitled Managing Successful Organiza-
tional change in the Public Sector (2006) 
that finds “remarkable similarities” (p. 

169) among the various approaches to 
institutionalizing change. Fernandez 
and Rainey distill the ingredients down 
to the following eight factors:

Ensure the need:  Make sure that in-
ternal and external stakeholders under-
stand and generally agree that a change 
is needed and offer a vision/image of the 
future about where the change might 
lead.

Provide a plan:  Develop a course of 
action and timeline and communicate it 
widely.  Include clear goals and coherent 
cause and effect logic.

Build internal support for change:  
Engage in a participatory way with in-
ternal and external stakeholders to pres-
ent the need, vision and plan. Address 
and incorporate reasonable changes or 
refinements that address real concerns.

Ensure top management support and 
commitment:  Ensure that leadership is 
prepared to be the champion the cause 
for change.

Build external support:  Leadership 
can play a key role in championing the 
new way of doing business with external 
stakeholders.

Provide resources: “[C]hange is not 
cheap or without trade-offs. Planned or-
ganizational change involves a redeploy-
ment or redirection of scarce organiza-
tional resources toward a host of new 
activities” (p. 172).

Institutionalize change: “To make the 
change enduring, members of the orga-
nization must incorporate the new pol-
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icies or innovations into their daily rou-
tines…so that new patterns of behavior 
displace old ones” (p. 172). 

Pursue comprehensive change: En-
sure that the change goes deeper than 
changing just one subsystem or depart-
ment and instead touches many depart-
ments, perhaps some in more funda-
mental ways than others.  

Two case studies describe how cities in-
stitutionalized change and worked with 
resistance among staff. Carmen Sirianni, 
in his Brookings Institution publication 
Investing in Democracy: Engaging Citi-
zens in Collaborative Governance (2008), 
describes the neighborhood empower-
ment and planning process in Seattle, 
WA in the late 1980s and 1990s (see  
http://www.brookings.edu/research/
books/2009/investingindemocracy). 
Lynda Schneekloth and Robert Shib-
ley profile the Roanoke Neighborhood 
Partnership in their 1995 book Place-
making: The Art and Practice of Building 
Communities.  

Sirianni writes about how Seattle, af-
ter creating a Neighborhood Program, 
worked to bring about meaningful 
change throughout city departments 
so that they would work collaborative-
ly with neighborhoods.  He notes that 
“the more an agency tended to identify 
itself as expert rather than as generalist 
or manager, the more resistant it was to 
working with [community members]” 
(Sirianni, 2008, p. 104). In the Seattle 
case, the department that managed sew-
age, storm water and solid waste was 
among the most resistant.  The trans-
portation department, led by a director 
who enthusiastically embraced civic en-

gagement, had some longtime, skilled 
staff who were resistant to change.  He 
addressed this by bringing in staff who 
were expert at working with the com-
munity.  They acted as interpreters and 
advocates within the department.

One of the key factors in the success of 
the Roanoke Neighborhood Partnership 
was the role that City Manager Bern Ew-
ert played. He was key internal cham-
pion for this effort.  He approached the 
challenge of institutionalizing a new, 
collaborative way of doing business by 
changing the reward system in city hall 
for his top-level staff.  Department di-
rectors and managers were rewarded 
in informal but significant ways for en-
gaging with recognized neighborhood 
leaders and spending time truly listen-
ing to them and engaging in joint prob-
lem-solving.  Ewert encouraged his lead-
ership to view neighborhood leaders not 
as instigators but instead as people who 
had the welfare of their community at 
heart and who could serve as reporters 
and interpreters of what was actually 
occurring on the ground in their com-
munities.  He told department directors 
that, when a recognized neighborhood 
leader showed up with a complicated 
issue, they should meet with that lead-
er directly instead of relegating the task 
to other staff who might not have the 
authority to respond effectively. He en-
couraged department directors to be 
creative in their approaches and to blend 
their professional expertise with the wis-
dom and experience that the neighbor-
hood leaders could offer. 

Ewert modeled the desired behavior 
himself.  He met quarterly with neigh-
borhood leaders in an informal setting 
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to share city updates, ask questions 
about how things were going and lis-
ten to concerns.  City staff was available 
to take notes and follow up on items 
needing further investigation or action.  
Ewert used the power and authority of 
his office to raise the visibility and im-
portance of the neighborhood program 
and to position neighborhood leaders 
as spokespeople in key settings within 
and beyond local government.  For ex-
ample, he invited the articulate leader 
of a low income, predominantly African 
American neighborhood to speak with 
his church’s Sunday discussion group 
about the meaning of community.  This 
discussion group happened to include 
a number of movers and shakers in the 
community.

Take- ways

There are advantages and disadvan-
tages to contracting out the staffing of 
Washington County’s long-term com-
munity engagement program.

• Advantages: Objectivity; fixed costs; 
lessens the burden on County staff; 
specialized expertise not available 
within the County.

• Disadvantages:  Long term commit-
ments are uncertain; public engage-
ment values, skills, and experiences 
aren’t easily shared between the con-
tractors and County staff; relation-
ships with the community and com-
munity organizations aren’t easily 
shared between the contractors and 
County staff; there is a disconnect 
between public officials and the pub-
lic engagement program in terms of 
accountability.

Putting in place a new kind of com-
munity participation program might 
represent a major change for the county.  
Consideration should be given to how it 
might affect how county departments do 
business.

It is important to identify key internal 
and external champions for this new ap-
proach.
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The Changing Demographics 
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Digital Engagement Tools
Technology and Technique Review
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Digital Storytelling
exchange.org/tool/digi

a community planning process, digital storytelling 

munity members.
Lyons, CO Example

co/

Used in response to a natural disaster that led 

digital strategies serve an important purpose. 

source/1901/%20Victor
The Envision Victor project goals were to:

the  Victor community, including newcomers and 
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Summary
gov/publicinvolvement/ assists the community in determining which com

visual concepts are developed, they are used in a 

ing to provide the public with an opportunity to 

setbacks, landscaping, parking areas, size/scope 

other design elements.

com/s3/1739778/lawren
ceneighborhood

CityEngine
ware/cityengine

Esri CityEngine improves urban planning, ar

CityEngine helps you make quality decisions that 

Urban Canvas
com/urbancanvas/

prototyping with easy to use design tools, and 

planning stages.
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RPA Access to Jobs tool 
(with Conveyal) org/maps/jobs.html

Leverage open data and open source tools to sup

the social sciences.

planning
Sketch routes rapidly and see live cost calcula

to GTFS.

and jobs.

a link.
RideScout (iPhone/iPad)

com/

that are available right now. Download RideScout 
and get all transit, bus, bike, taxi, car share, ride

OpenBike

areas to avoid and the secret routes you never 

a bike route in their community
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Denver Code4Commu

and government agencies. OpenBike is an inter

ability Portal
costs at the neighborhood level to help consum
ers, policymakers, and developers make more 

and invest.

net/
Design, remix, and share your neighborhood 
street.  Add trees or bike paths, widen sidewalks, 
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Aging in Place Tools

built environment and aging in place.

The tool starts out by asking residents to choose 

org/
WALKscope is a mobile tool developed by Walk

data collected to date.

WALKscope

org/blog/2014/11/16/
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Brainstorm Anywhere, 

Understand emerging themes: Have the tools 
to understand common themes and understand 
where consensus is emerging.
Evaluate ideas: 
Use mobile phones or standard keypad polling to 
rank and rate ideas in large groups.

CrowdGauge, online 

Live Example
cate.herokuapp.com keypads to poll people

Keypad Polling, elec
tronic polling exchange.org/tool/key

com/ customer support tools that include:

care about most.

customer support requests.

when they need it.
Field Papers, capturing 
data using paper maps the world.

photographed
Captricity, capturing 

surveys
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Engaging Plans
studio.com/engaging
plans/

EngagingPlans helps local governments, elect

keeping documents, events, news and FAQs clear 

improving regional transit or master planning a 
new town center, sharing progress and gathering 

engagement strategy.  
Put people at the center.

community right away. 
Listen. Your control panel will come alive with 
everything happening in your community in real 

Lead. Your website will no longer be constrained  

lyzes text messages so you can reach the people 
you serve with the technology already in their 
pocket, 24/7. 
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ment model
com

hoods and encourage neighbors to enjoy their 

up and running. This mobile shop provides a plat

all over Denver.
Book Download:

roadblocks as we were embarking on some
thing with no similar model that could give us 
guidance. So we created a book! We encourage 
anyone with likeminded ideas to use and adapt 
these resources.

Parklets, Park[ing] Day PARK(ing) Day is an annual worldwide event 

metered parking spots into temporary public 
parks.

Placemaking Placemaking is a quiet movement that inspires 

our public realm in order to maximize shared 

ture
rethinkurban.com/2014/

now/
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Walk [Your City], Way Walk [Your City] helps you boost your communi

WALKscope example
org/

WALKscope is a mobile tool developed by Walk

data collected to date.

data capture tools

expert.
Github repository

Data
GitHub is the largest code host on the planet with 
over 22.6 million repositories. Large or small, 

tem

by public and private planners, designers, archi

�
�
�
�
�
�
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iPad), city design

design minimetro/ layout game. Your small city starts with only 

with subway lines. Everything but the line layout 

lines as quickly as they can, and the commuters 
decide which trains to board and where to make 

However the city is constantly growing, along 

long can you keep the subway system running 

design (pros/cons) design/2013/02/imag
Build cityscapes with Legos!
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since no ethnic or demographic group represents the majority within the city, Aus

languages.  

livability, are available.

• 
• 
• 
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neighborhoods. 

•  
• 
• 

• . 
• 

• .  
• 
• 

•   
• 
• 

• 



90

Systems Thinker

partnership based in trust is developed.   

 (2010).  Strengthening local economies 
MIT Community Innovators 

Lab.

have on local economies as well as and civic development.  Based on a literature 

including their ability to leverage their capacity to strengthen local economies and 

(2001)  Bowling Together: Online Public Engagement in 
.  London: Hansard Society. 



91

 (2011).  -
.    

city government. 

(2002).  -

discourages their involvement.  By understanding such barriers and challenges the 

  
Impact Report.
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agement support and commitment, build external support, provide resources, in

  (2014).  

as privacy, cybersecurity, and net neutrality.  Economic change is also explored as 
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nials. 

 (2006). 

 (n.d.) Planning for Stronger Local Democracy.  
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recommended. 

 (2013). 

. (2006).  

.  (2013).  

gagement.

  (2014).     
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  (2014). 

 (2014).  A look at leadership development programs in Oregon

, Vol. 40, 

Oct%207th/Portney%20and%20Berry_1997_Participation%20in%20Urban%20
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 (2003). 
American Community

trust while larger groups have the ability to gain power through mass.

  

(n.d.). .  



97

  (1995). -

encourage their involvement in neighborhood improvement.  The authors discuss 

, 6(1): 

local planning process.

.  (2009).  

environmentalism at the EPA to illustrate how policymakers are overcoming these 

 (2010). 
Tech
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Hall Technology.  Because the technologies are easy to use and readily accessi

various services and promotes government accountability by providing goals and 

to build, share and submit their own city budget.  Spokane has also promoted 

leaving their homes.  

  (n.d.) Civics toolkit

 (1995) 
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 OR  (2014). 
.   

 (1986). 

Development Program.




	Promising Practices for Long-Term Community Engagement
	Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
	Citation Details

	Promising Practices Report 8-11-2015.pdf

