
A roadmap for creating constructive dialogue 
between local government, citizens & stakeholders 

COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUE 
TOOLKIT



This toolkit is intended to help facilitate community engagement and 
public participation between the Town of Coaldale, public and private 
organizations, and all members of the community. Public participation 
is essential for a healthy community because it creates opportunities 
for meaningful discussion and feedback. Inviting community members 
and stakeholders to participate in the conversation about important 
decisions also increases the legitimacy of the outcome and provides 
a deeper understanding of the lived impacts the outcome will have 
on key stakeholders. The Community Dialogue Toolkit is designed 
to support engagement opportunities and help create a roadmap for 
effective conversation.

What is the Community 
Dialogue Toolkit?
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What will I find in this toolkit?
 √ Starting a public discussion

 √ Figuring out what needs to be discussed

 √ Tools you can utilize to facilitate public discussion

 √ Tips for creating great conversation

 √ How to reach your community

 √ Sample guides and worksheets



 » Create opportunities for community members and key stakeholders 
to influence decisions made by decision makers

 » Collect valuable feedback from community members and key 
stakeholders to help decision makers better understand the 
perspective, opinions, and concerns of those potentially impacted 
by the outcomes of the decisions

 » Help develop a mutual understanding between community members 
and key stakeholders of the scope and impacts of decisions being 
made to reduce misinformation and miscommunication

 » Facilitate mutual decision making by including all perspectives in 
the discussion and promoting opportunities to collect balanced 
feedback

 » Inform community members and key stakeholders about projects 
and increase transparency between stakeholders and decision 
makers

 » Strengthen relationships between community members and 
key stakeholders and decision makers for increased trust and 
community involvement

 » Identify new problems and challenges early on and gain new 
perspectives to find creative solutions

The Toolkit is a useful resource to:
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Who IS this toolkit for? 

This toolkit is designed to facilitate constructive conversations 
between all members of the community. This can include:

 » Residents
 » Business owners
 » Developers
 » Community groups 
 » Town staff
 » Town Council
 » Anyone with an interest in community engagement!

Who ISN’T this toolkit for?

This toolkit is NOT a formal policy or decision-making 
process that will guarantee a proposed project will be 
approved by the Town of Coaldale staff or Council.
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When can you engage?

Levels of impact

The short answer is, anytime! We can engage prior to a project beginning, 
at it’s middle and even after its completion. If anything, it’s best to engage 
at multiple stages in the engagement process as it allows participants an 
opportunity to give feedback as a project progresses.

The IAP2 Spectrum is a tool that was created by the International 
Association for Public Participation. It identifies different levels of public 
impact and increased involvement as the continuum advances. Keep in 
mind that you can make different levels of committment at diffErent 
stages in your engagement.

INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER

To provide 
the public 

with balanced 
and objective 
information

To obtain 
feedback 

on analysis, 
alternative, and/

or decisions

To work directly 
with the public 
throughout the 

process and 
ensure their 

concerns and 
aspirations are 

considered

To partner with 
the public in each 

aspect of the 
decision

To place final 
decision-making 
in the hands of 

the public
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Who should participate in the discussion?

Starting a public conversation can often feel overwhelming. It can be difficult 
to balance the desire to include as many people as possible in the conversation 
with the realistic resource constraints that impact the engagement process.

 » What decision is being made?

 » Who is interested in the decision being made?

 » Who might be affected by the decision being made?

 » Who cares about the topic(s)?

 » Who has spoken out about or against the topic(s)?

 » Who has been silent and not yet been heard?

 » Who else might want to participate?

By breaking down the public into different stakeholder groups, the process 
can start to feel more manageable. Recognize that some groups will be more 
readily available to participate than others, so decide early on how you plan 
on managing and prioritizing your time and resources.

To determine who should be included in the discussion, it is helpful to ask a 
number of questions to filter out the scope of the impact of the decision being 
made. Below is a list of questions to help guide the brainstorming process. 
Once you’ve completed this exercise, you should have a good starting point 
for deciding who you should include in the conversation. Depending on the 
length of the list, you may have to develop several engagement strategies to 
incorporate all your stakeholder groups.
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What needs to be discussed?

A meeting agenda can help guide discussion by ensuring that engagement 
objectives are achieved and conversations don’t stray out of scope. Prior to 
a discussion, a facilitator should create a loose structure of the meeting, then 
ask for participants’ input to create mutual expectations of what needs to be 
accomplished by the end of the meeting. 

See Worksheet A on Page 17 for a sample discussion agenda to help you create 
your own.

What are some tools you can utilize to 
facilitate a conversation?

The types of tools you use for creating conversation will depend on the topic of 
discussion and the types of stakeholders you’ve identified. This section provides 
a non-exhaustive list of different tools you may be able to use and explains when 
it may be appropriate to use each one.

See Worksheet B on Page 18 to see which tools align with the IAP2 Spectrum.

The public is not uniform - Different 
stakeholder groups require different 
tools for engagement. You may have 
to come up with a few strategies to 

maximize your engagement reach.

Remember!



What are the benefits of using this tool? 
A well-designed survey can collect input from those who are unlikely to 
participate in an in-person setting. Surveys are generally easy to navigate 
and tend to have higher response rates than other forms of engagement.

What are the potential risks or limitations of using this tool?
Organizing all the responses from surveys and polls can be time and resource 
intensive. It can also be difficult to limit the geographic reach of the survey, 
particularly if it takes place online, which can skew the results if participants 
live in an out-of-scope area. Digital surveys can fail to include a number of 
different demographics, so it may be best to combine this strategy with 
others to ensure many stakeholders are reached.

When would this be a good tool to use? 
Surveys and polls can be useful to collect large amounts of data in a short 
amount of time. They can effectively gauge broad public interest of proposed 
ideas and invite open participation to the community. 

Though a poll or survey can be designed in an online setting, they can also be 
done in-person or even directly mailed to residents who are not comfortable 
with or unable to use digital technology. To minimize any barriers, mailout 
surveys are most effective when return postage is included.

Surveys, polls & questionnaires
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When would this be a good tool to use? 
An information session is a flexible engagement strategy that is used to inform 
the general public and provides a one-on-one approach allowing a facilitator 
to collect feedback, intercept misinformation, and address concerns. They 
can provide members of the public an opportunity to learn about a particular 
subject and register interest through an open conversation and/or Q&A 
period. Open houses are a good tool to use if you have a large amount of 
information to display and fewer time constraints.

Open house & information sessions

Try using a Dotmocracy Board! A dotmocracy 
board is an interactive way for participants 
to give their feedback in a meaningful way. 
Check out Worksheet C on Page 19 for a 

sample dotmocracy board.

Try This!

What are the potential risks or limitations of using this tool?
If the topic is expected to be controversial, an open house may not be the 
most appropriate forum. Those who are opposed to the subject matter may 
rally against the project and attract negative attention. This approach also 
may be more labour intensive and require more resources.

What are the benefits of using this tool? 
Open houses invite participants to learn about the project at their own pace 
and ask questions in small groups or one-on-one. This type of setting can be 
beneficial for participants to learn more information directly from the experts 
who should be present to answer difficult or technical questions. Open houses 
are generally well-received because views can be openly expressed and 
participants are more likely to feel like their voices are heard.
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When would this be a good tool to use? 
This method is useful when you need to review specific information in a 
structured setting. Meetings can consist of industry professionals or 
members that can deliver knowledge of issues that concern a particular 
topic, demographic or community.

Community meetings & workshops

A good way to start off a group discussion can be 
with an icebreaker. Icebreakers can help get the 
conversation flowing by establishing common 
interests or values and encouraging connections 
and relationship-building. Icebreakers are better 
when engaging in longer, more substantial 

meetings or discussions.

What are the potential risks or limitations of using this tool?
Smaller groups may not be representative of the general population and 
may reflect views from a limited number of perspectives. To ensure diverse 
viewpoints form a range of individuals, utilize a selection process that enlists 
participants with a variety of viewpoints or positions. 

What are the benefits of using this tool? 
Community meetings are used to make inferences based on the values and 
opinions of participants while allowing an opportunity to dig deeper into the 
reasoning behind participant’s opinions. You can discuss topics in-depth and 
collect balanced, high-quality feedback about key points.

Try This!
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Tips for creating great conversation

Active and open listening:
Be open to listening to voices and opinions that are different from 
your own perspective. To make sure everyone feels heard, encourage 
others to participate by asking prompting questions instead of waiting 
for them to speak up on their own. Don’t polarize the discussion by 
offering definitive responses as the solution.

Adaptability:
Your conversation may not always go according to plan or the 
way you expect. Be open to adapting your plan and remain 
flexible throughout the conversation.

Curious questioning:
Ask questions that help reveal the underlying values behind someone’s 
thoughts and opinions. Establishing someone’s values may give you better 
insight into their position.

See Worksheet D on Page 20 for an exercise to help identify values.

Empathy:
Try to put yourself in someone else’s shoes. You may be 
discussing a sensitive topic so be prepared to response to 
emotionally-fueled responses with understanding and empathy. 
Be sure to thank particpants for their time and input to show 
your appreciation.
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Setting the stage for productive participation involves managing expectations 
at the beginning of or prior to an engagement event, session, or campaign. 
Before venturing into a discussion, make sure to set a collective agreement 
for respectful dialogue. 

Collaboratively setting ground rules and establishing expectations as a 
group can help cultivate a trusting environment and stimulate cooperative 
discussion.

See Worksheet E on Page 21 for a template for creating ground rules.

Setting ground rules

Here are some thoughtful questions to help shape ground rules. Try 
asking these questions to establish a “social contract” that will determine 
how people are expected to participate in the discussion:

 » What decision is being made?

 » What do you need from the session facilitator in order to feel 

comfortable participating and to communicate effectively? From 

yourself? From others?

 » How would you want others to react to what you have to say?

 » What kind of experience do you want yourself and others to have?

 » What are we doing/not doing to ensure success?

Try This!
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Avoid a heavy reliance on existing facts:
Do not assume that participants aren’t informed on the topic. Avoid solely 
relying on existing facts. Rather, attempt to discover new information through 
conversation.

Conflict within a conversation can arise when people have differences in 
interests, opinion, ideas and levels of power. Learning how to moderate a 
discussion can help a facilitator prepare for conflict and control the dialogue. 
It is important to evaluate your own readiness to prepare to facilitate effective 
conversation.

Moderating the discussion

Tips & Tricks

Establish your comfort zone before conversation takes place. Reflect on your own 
and consult with your team:

How much conflict do you feel comfortable dealing with?

Determine the participant’s expectations:
Why are they participating? What’s in it for them? What do they want to get out 
of this discussion?

Identify emotional topics and triggers:
Brainstorm responses and write down key messages to appropriately address 
these topics if they arise.
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If a conversation is turning to a source of conflict, it is best to acknowledge 
and invite all perspectives as a facilitator without judgement. Guiding 
questions can be useful to channel conversation into a more positive 
direction: 

 » What are other ways we could address..?

 » From your perspective, what are the impacts/costs/consequences of..?

 » How is this going to affect your everyday life?

 » What would help solve this problem? How would you solve this problem?

 » I’m hearing that you don’t like these aspects. What aspects do you like?

 » Have we missed anything important? Is there anything else you would 

like to add?

 » Tell me more about…

 » Given what you’ve heard, what would you change?

Conversations can be prone to a high level of concern or controversy when 
surrounding a sensitive subject or there are unanticipated circumstances that 
arise. In this situation, it is important to create dialogue with participants and 
ask questions that show you want to understand their perspective and draw 
connections from what an individual is saying into the broader conversation.

Be thoughtful when deciding who will lead the discussion - it is especially 
important to select a moderator that is both effective and supportive in 
having these types of conversations.

Moderating high-emotion conversations

Tips & Tricks
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Outreach tools are intended to help distribute information about your project 
as well as upcoming engagement opportunities. There are a number of tools 
that can be used to maximize the reach of your engagement efforts, each with 
its own set of strengths and limitations. The most successful engagement 
campaigns utilize a combination of several different distribution tools in order 
to maximize outreach to potential participants. 

How to reach your community

Community announcements are a method of distribution that allows the 
audience to engage with the project material in a casual or otherwise everyday 
setting. This strategy aims to display project or engagement information in 
highly-trafficked areas that are openly available for anyone to read. Public 
spaces like parks or grocery stores are good examples of where to put up 
information. These areas see a wide variety of people that will have access to 
the information.

Examples:

 » Bulletin boards

 » Billboards 

 » Information booths

 » Posters

Community announcements
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Traditional media is often written materials that help inform the public 
of your project or engagement opportunity. Traditional forms of media 
are typically more expensive, but are still important for capturing specific 
demographics. Many traditional methods can also be adapted to digital 
forms.

Traditional media

Examples:

 » Newspaper advertisements or 

articles

 » Local radio advertisement

 » Direct mailouts - newsletters, 

postcards or flyers

Digital media is an effective tool for spreading awareness about a project or 
engagement opportunity. It’s a cost effective way to present large amounts 
of information and allows for flexibility in distribution. The information can 
also easily be accessed by your audience at their own convenience.

Digital media also has its limitations; for starters, some people may have 
limited internet access or may not be comfortable using these platforms.

 Digital media

Try using a project website! A project website can be a 
helpful tool to store all the information about a project 
or engagement in one convenient place. People can 
view previous phases of engagement or check back 
in to see engagement results. Project websites are 
beneficial because they give a clear picture of all the 
work that has been completed and what’s still to come.

Try This!

Examples:

 » Social media

 » Webinars

 » Videos & live streaming
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Worksheets and templates

Worksheet A: Sample Discussion Agenda
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Agenda item Actions

Introduction of facilitator and 
gorup members

Introduce yourself and allow group members to 
introduce themselves. Time permitting, have them 
share something personal about themselves.

Agenda overview

Give an opportunity for group members to suggest 
adding in agenda items. Have the group collectively 
agree to focus the conversation on the agenda 
items.

Setting ground rules
Collectively set ground rules and have group 
members agree to the ground rules.

Main meeting items
Make a list prior to the meeting of the big ticket 
items you think people will want to discuss.

Exit and follow up

Ensure that participants are informed as to what 
your next steps as a facilitator will be. Will you 
send out the meeting notes? Schedule another 
meeting? Send out updates or new information?

What do you want to accomplish during this meeting?

Provide your contact information so participants can follow up or 
reach out if they have questions following the meeting.

Who to contact:



Worksheet B: IAP2 Tools and Techniques

• Fact sheets
• Websites
• Open houses

• Public 
comments

• Focus groups
• Surveys

• Workshops
• Deliberative 

voting

• Citizen 
advisory 
committees

• Participatory 
decision-
making

• Citizen juries
• Ballots

Public 
Participation 

Goals

Types of 
Techniques

INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER

To provide 
the public 

with balanced 
and objective 
information

To obtain 
feedback 

on analysis, 
alternative, and/

or decisions

To work directly 
with the public 
throughout the 

process and 
ensure their 

concerns and 
aspirations are 

considered

To partner with 
the public in each 

aspect of the 
decision

To place final 
decision-making 
in the hands of 

the public

The IAP2 Spectrum is a tool that was created by the International 
Association for Public Participation. The tools and techniques listed are 
resources from the IAP2 training courses and may require higher levels 
of experience to successfully implement into your engagement strategy.
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Worksheet C: Creating a Dotmocracy

What is a Dotmocracy?

A dotmocracy or “dot-voting” is a tool to describe voting with stickers or markers. 
Participants use a limited amount of stickers or “votes” and place them next to 
options that are being weighed.

A dotmocracy is a quick and simple method to prioritize long lists of options. 
Facilitators can also have participants signify different values, such as a green for 
“agree”, red for “disagree”.

Which of these statements do you value most in the workspace?

Example:

Listen to all ideas Be good citizens Be remarkable

High standards are a way 
of life

Be inclusive and 
collaborative

Do the right thing

Making money is the top 
priority

Strive for excellence 
through self-improvement

Boldly embrance change

The results from our Dotmocracy show that our participants value the statement 
“Listen to all ideas” as a high priority in the workplace while the statement “Making 
money is the top priority” is the least prioritized.

High priority Medium priority Low priority



Worksheet D: Identifying Values

Photos and images can be a powerful way to express emotion. They can capture 
elements of someone’s life in a way that might be more difficult to express in words.

Photo Voice is a technique that allows participants in a discussion to bring photos or 
images of people, places or items that they care about. This can help identify what 
values people hold.

By understanding values, it may be easier to find common ground and reduce 
opposition in a discussion.
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An image such as this one might reflect 
that you value spending time outdoors and 
spending time with family.

Example:



Worksheet E: Setting Ground Rules

Setting Ground Rules - Individual Exercise (Part One)

What do you feel helps make a conversation productive in a group setting?

1. I appreciate when people wait for others to finish speaking before giving input.

2. Allow everyone the chance to speak.

Setting Ground Rules - Individual Exercise (Part Two)

As a group, review ideas and statements from Part One of the exercise and 

create a new list with a contribution from each member.

1. Group Member A’s contribution

2. Group Member B’s contribution
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