
The Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership charts a pathway 

to strengthen and transform our local democracies.  Thriving, diverse, 

equitable communities are possible through deep participation, particularly 

by communities commonly excluded from democratic voice & power.  The 

stronger our local democracies, the more capacity we can unleash to ad-

dress our toughest challenges, and the more capable we are of surviving and 

thriving through economic, ecological, and social crises.  It is going to take all 

of us to adequately address the complex challenges our cities and regions 

are facing.  It is time for a new wave of community-driven civic leadership.  

Leaders across multiple sectors, such as community-based organizations, 

local governments, philanthropic partners, and facilitative leaders trusted by 

communities, can use this spectrum to assess and revolutionize community 

engagement efforts to advance community-driven solutions.  
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This tool was developed by Rosa González of 

Facilitating Power, in part drawing on content 

from a number of public participation tools, 

including Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Partici-

pation, and the Public Participation Spectrum 

created by the International Association for 

Public Participation.  The contents have been 

piloted with municipal community-centered 

committees for racial equity and environmen-

tal justice at the cities of Portland Washington, 

Providence Rhode Island, Seattle Washington, 

and Washington DC; and with the Building 

Healthy Communities Initiative in Salinas, 

California, and developed in partnership with 

Movement Strategy Center.
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IGNORE  INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE DEFER TO

IMPACT Marginalization Placation Tokenization Voice Delegated  
Power

Community  
Ownership

COMMUNITY  

ENGAGEMENT 

GOALS

Deny access to 
decision-making 
processes

Provide the 
community with 
relevant information

Gather input from 
the community

Ensure community 
needs and assets 
are integrated into 
process & inform 
planning

Ensure community 
capacity to play a 
leadership role in 
implementation of 
decisions

Foster democratic 
participation and equity 
through community-
driven decision-
making; Bridge divide 
between community & 
governance

MESSAGE TO  

COMMUNITY

Your voice, needs 
& interests do not 
matter 

We will keep you 
informed

We care what you 
think

You are making 
us think, (and 
therefore act) 
differently about  
the issue

Your leadership 
and expertise are 
critical to how we 
address the issue

It’s time to unlock 
collective power 
and capacity for 
transformative 
solutions

ACTIVITIES Closed door 
meeting

Misinformation

Systematic 

Fact sheets

Open Houses

Presentations

Billboards

Videos

Public Comment 

Focus Groups 

Community Forums

Surveys

Community 
organizing & 
advocacy

House meetings

Interactive 
workshops 

Polling

Community forums

MOU’s with 
Community-based 
organizations

Community 
organizing

Citizen advisory 
committees

Open Planning 
Forums with Citizen 
Polling

Community-driven 
planning 

Consensus building

Participatory action 
research

Participatory budgeting

Cooperatives

RESOURCE 

ALLOCATION  

RATIOS

100%  
Systems Admin

70-90%  
Systems Admin

10-30%  
Promotions and 
Publicity

60-80% 
Systems Admin

20-40% 
Consultation 
Activities

50-60% 
Systems Admin

40-50%  
Community 
Involvement

20-50% 
Systems Admin

50-70% 
Community 
Partners

80-100% 
Community partners 
and community-driven 
processes ideally 
generate new value and 
resources that can be 
invested in solutions

0 1 2 3 4 5

STANCE  
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The Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership
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The key to closing equity gaps and resolving climate vulnerability is direct participation by 

impacted communities in the development and implementation of solutions and policy 

decisions that directly impact them.  This level of participation can unleash much needed 

capacity, but also requires initial capacity investments across multiple sectors to strengthen 

our local democracies through systems changes and culture shifts.  

• Community-based organizations play a critical role in cultivating community capacity to 

participate in and lead decision-making processes that meet community needs and maxi-

mize community strengths.  

• Staff and electeds within local government have essential roles to play in helping to facilitate 

systems changes to increase community voice and decrease disproportionate harms 

caused to low-income communities and communities of color.  

• Philanthropic partners have a role to play in partnering with impacted communities to  

balance uneven power dynamics and ensure adequate resourcing of essential commu-

nity capacities.  

• Third party facilitators and evaluators can help cultivate the conditions for collabora-

tion and participation across sectors, while assessing and documenting progress 

towards practice goals and community solutions. 

W h y  C o m m u n i t y  

E n g a g e m e n t  t o  

O w n e r s h i p ?
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This spectrum can be used by local governments and by non-profit organiza-

tions or community groups working to facilitate community participation in 

solutions development and decision-making.  It is designed to:

1. Acknowledge marginalization as the status quo practice of current 

systems that have been historically designed to exclude certain popula-

tions, namely low-income communities, communities of color, women, 

youth, previously incarcerated people, and queer or gender non-con-

forming community members.  This understanding is important because 

if concerted efforts are not made to break-down existing barriers to 

participation, then by default marginalization occurs.

2. Assert a clear vision for rebuilding our local democracies, as key to solv-

ing today’s toughest crises, through inclusion, racial justice, and commu-

nity ownership.

3. Articulate a developmental process for rebuilding our local democ-

racies that requires significant investment in the capacity to participate 

as well as the capacity to break-down systemic barriers to community 

participation.

4. Assess community participation efforts and progress toward partici-

pation goals.
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