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The draft guidebook is a comprehensive summary of the steps to consider while suc-
cessfully launching and using digital engagement. The research on this topic indicates 
that investing in digital engagement technology for municipal planning is becom-
ing a priority for many public and private organizations. The declaration of COVID-19 
as a global pandemic on March 11th, 2020, had a ripple effect across the globe as 
many economies came to a screeching halt, suspending all-in person meetings un-
til the foreseeable future. The restrictions on in-person meetings inadvertently made 
the usage of digital engagement tools exceedingly crucial for local governments. 
It is essential to highlight that the major project from which the guidebook is informed was 
conducted from a research program based in Canada. Consequently, some examples 
and references of the guidebook’s framework will be grounded in the local context. 

ABOUT THE GUIDEBOOK

Vertisee by McElhanney

MetroQuest

Unreal Engine
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The guidebook is divided into multiple sections, which will take the readers through the 
steps leading up to the launching digital engagement, considerations during the process, 
and steps to follow after the engagement.

STAGES OF DIGITAL COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Stage 1

Stage 2

Stage 3

Stage 4

Stage 5

Stage 6

•	 Identifying the Challenges

•	 Internal Preparation

•	 Outreach Strategy

•	 Picking the Right Tool

•	 Developing Transparency and Trust

•	 Reporting back to the Public
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STAGE 1: IDENTIFYING THE CHALLENGES
As communities recover from the different stages of lockdown in 2020-2021, most munici-
palities are refraining from hosting in-person engagement events. As a result, both public 
and City administrations have faced several challenges when engaging through digital 
channels.  Going forward, it is important to identify the possible barriers to digital commu-
nity engagement before the process is launched so that the challenges can be dealt with 
proactively. 

CHALLENGES

ACCESS TO DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE

DIGITAL LITERACY DATA PRIVACY

1. Access to digital infrastructure:   Access to the internet, and the 
affordability of devices (computers, mobile phones, tablets), is 
subjective and can vary from community to community. The re-
search on the topic has revealed that homeless, low-income 
households, women, and other vulnerable populations might 
be susceptible to the challenges mentioned above. It is also im-
portant to highlight that these challenges can vary dramatically 
pertaining to the location and cultural contexts of a community. 
The	definition	of	vulnerable	populations	might	also	differ,	and	it	is	important	to	do	a	nu-
anced analysis of what that means for the targeted project area.
 Demographic data about internet access, gender, housing, and household incomes 
are readily available through government resources such as Statistic Canada. Such 
data can be utilized to do preliminary demographic research and assess the degree to 
which these challenges might become a barrier to digital participation.
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STAGE 1: IDENTIFYING THE CHALLENGES
2. Digital Literacy:  The ability to use a computer or mobile device 

to	 fill	 out	a	 simple	 text-based	online	 survey	 is	 also	 not	 ubiqui-
tous. The research on the topic has pointed out that seniors and 
linguistically	diverse	groups	could	find	 it	hard	to	get	on	digital	
platforms. This issue is exacerbated in communities where popu-
lations, such as women, do not have equal access or opportuni-
ties to computer education. 
Digital literacy barriers should be researched and addressed for every case involving a 
digital engagement tool. Doing a demographic scan in terms of age and the number 
of languages spoken in the targeted project area could help municipalities understand 
the depth of the digital literacy gap in their stakeholders. It is also important to high-
light that the populations facing literacy barriers may vary for different communities.  
Following that, picking an intuitive and easy tool can remove barriers to participation 
considerably. Moreover, it could also help pick a tool that provides its services in multi-
ple languages and has additional technical support through video tutorials or techni-
cal experts. Extra assistance should be provided when the general public is required to 
perform sophisticated tasks such as building scenarios or creating rudimentary 3D mod-
els. People from different technical, educational, and language backgrounds learn at 
different paces. This factor should be taken into account when planning for budgets, 
experts, and engagement timelines. 

3. Data Privacy: When municipalities or private organizations gath-
er opinion-based data from citizens and attach their person-
al information to it, the question of data privacy comes to the 
forefront. A number of online survey platforms, scenario build-
ing tools, and e-governance platforms require a user’s zip code 
and email address to identify participants as real people from a 
troll or a bot.  It is crucial that digital engagement takes place
in an authenticated, respectful way so that people affected by the project get to share 
their voices without jeopardizing their privacy.in an authenticated, respectful way so 
that people affected by the project get to share their voices without jeopardizing their 
privacy. A good framework to refer for this issue is the Privacy by Design by Information 
and Planning Commissioner of Ontario (Cavoukian, 2013). Seven key principles are de-
scribed in the document that should be taken into account before choosing or creating 
a digital engagement platform: 
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STAGE 1: IDENTIFYING THE CHALLENGES
1. Proactive not Reactive; Preventative not Remedial
2. Privacy as the Default Setting
3. Privacy Embedded into Design
4. Full Functionality — Positive-Sum, not Zero-Sum
5. End-to-End Security — Full Lifecycle Protection
6. Visibility and Transparency — Keep it Open
7. Respect for User Privacy — Keep it User-Centric  

The data privacy technology and legislature are techni-
cal subjects and should be reviewed by the appropriate expert.  
It is also important to review the existing legislation of the project area regard-
ing data privacy laws before collecting, using, or storing any personal information.  
In British Columbia, Canada, Section 26 (c) of the Freedom of Information and Privacy 
Act states, “that personal information may be collected only if such collection is author-
ized by or under the legislation, essential for operating programs or activities, or col-
lected for law enforcement purposes.” 
Shapeyourcity.ca by the City of Vancouver uses this statue to collect basic information 
from new users when registering to the platform. The City of Vancouver has also pub-
lished an Access to Information and Privacy Annual Report that addresses privacy im-
pact assessments (City of Vancouver, 2019). “A privacy impact assessment is conducted 
for all new or substantially changed City programs and services that may collect, use, 
disclose, store and destroy personal information” (City of Vancouver, 2019, p. 5). Such 
documents highlight important laws and implications related to collecting citizen data 
and should be reviewed prior to digital engagement.

STAGE 2: INTERNAL PREPARATION 
Depending on the project, the online engagement session could 
be open to feedback from a large stakeholder group which could 
be, in some cases, in thousands. A higher volume of feedback 
means that the municipal staff has to sift through large amounts of 
data	in	comments,	images,	scenarios	or	even	audio	files,	depend-
ing on the tool used. Learning to monitor, store, and analyse this 
data can be quite challenging. These activities can also cost an 
organisation in staff hours and additional technical assistance, es
pecially at the beginning.  Before launching digital engagement, organisations should do 
an internal assessment to review if their staff will need to be trained or external help will 
need to be hired. 
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Outreach strategy is an important component of successfully 
launching digital engagement. Platforms such as MetroQuest (Met-
roQuest, n.d.) and Bangthetable (Bangthetable, n.d.) have exten-
sive resources on their websites: blogs, webinars, and video tutorials, 
to help facilitate a digital engagement action plan. This guidebook 
highlights some suggestions to manage the challenges mentioned 
above, derived from extensive research on the topic. When doing 
outreach in community with populations who might not have equal 
access to digital engagement infrastructure and digital literacy: 

STAGE 3: OUTREACH STRATEGY 

•	  Use physical mail outs to put a word out about the digital engagement. 
•	 Set up physical kiosks around public spaces such as grocery stores, university campuses, 

cafes	and	post	offices.	
•	 Volunteer students could accompany city staff to spread the word about the engage-

ment. The kiosk can also be equipped with giving the public a quick tutorial on how to 
get on a platform or give people information about online workshops. 

•	 The City can partner with the local libraries and education-
al institutes to allow free access to the internet and computers.  
Using alternative traditional modes of marketing such as newspaper ads, local radio 
and television ads are also a good idea to spread the word about online digital en-
gagement. 

•	 The tool’s user interface, including training, should match the diversity of different lan-
guage groups present in the project catchment area. 
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Citywide policy master plans and feasibility studies
Survey tools with a mapping component and sce-
nario building tools are great for high-level city-wide 
projects and feasibility studies that impact thousands 
of people. Canadian municipalities have reported 
using platforms like PlaceSpeak, ArcGIS StoryMaps, 
Social PinPoint and MetroQuest for projects such as 
Official	 Community	 Plan	 updates,	 transportation,	
and parks and recreation master plans. 

STAGE 4: PICKING THE RIGHT TOOL 

Survey tools can help planners understand how people feel about several issues relating to 
the project on top of sharing ideas and opinions. 
These tools can also create strong visuals in the form of pinned data points on a map that 
conveys where the data is coming from and who is responding. This analysis can be more 
fine-grained	if	some	demographic	questions	are	included.	These	visuals,	on	top	of	quanti-
tative reports created through the surveys–bar graphs and pie charts– can help planners 
confidently	defend	their	findings	 in	front	of	the	council.	Moreover,	educational	materials	
such as informative videos and text can be incorporated into the surveys so that the public 
provides informed feedback. 
General Directions 
•	 Keep	the	platforms	active	for	at	least	three	weeks	so	that	people	have	enough	time	
to respond to a survey or add comments to a forum. This will also enable municipalities to 
gather large volumes of data. 
•	 It	will	be	valuable	to	pick	a	platform	that	lets	citizens	give	feedback	through	diverse	
mediums such as images and voice notes so that planners can capture the depth and 
context of feedback.  
•	 The	digital	tool	should	be	intuitive	and	easy	for	people	to	pick	up,	so	minimal	training	
or instruction is required. 

Land use planning projects
2D visualization tools could be used on projects such as 
transportation plans, mobility studies, and smaller-scale 
neighbourhood	plans	that	would	benefit	from	obtain-
ing public feedback in the form of 2D shapes, lines, or 
dots on a map. McElhanney, an organization based in Canada, uses Vertisee, which allows 
users to draw basic polygons for various land use planning and mapping projects.
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Site Specific Rezoning and Development projects
For complex development projects that impact 
change in height, density, use, massing, and architec-
tural character, 3D visualization tools could be used. 
3D tools can help stakeholders experience how the 
spatial dynamics of a space impacts urban experi-
ence.  A 3D presentation could enable informed and 
precise feedback from the stakeholders, which might 

STAGE 4: PICKING THE RIGHT TOOL 

STAGE 5: DEVELOPING TRANSPARENCY AND TRUST 

Before the engagement is over, it is important to communicate the series of next steps the 
planners	intend	to	take.	It	should	also	be	made	clear	if	the	final	decisions	will	be	influenced	
by other variables and have a level of professional translation. The degree of professional 
translation should also be transparent and made available to the public. This could be 
achieved by providing a series of reports or updates through open-data platforms or emails 
on how the project is progressing. 

help	designers	refine	their	project.	For	basic	3D	modelling,	SketchUp	could	be	used.	There	
are also high-tech virtual reality tools such as Unreal Engine available in the market that can 
help	create	high-definition	virtual	environments	which	people	can	tour	with	the	help	of	VR	
glasses. However, it is essential to keep in mind that outsourcing or creating professional 3D 
models can be costly and time-intensive and should be budgeted appropriately.   

STAGE 6: REPORTING BACK TO PUBLIC 

The engagement needs to be ongoing, and the data should be broadcasted back to the 
public after the process is over. The stakeholders should be able to review how their input 
is being used. The City of Vancouver uses Shapeyourcity.ca, and the City of Toronto uses 
Engage TO for posting updates on the progress of a project. Other problem reporting ap-
plications such as the 311 app and the Talk Vancouver website allow people to talk about 
any ongoing issues and share ideas about their urban environment. 
The applications also act as an information dissemination tool about government services. 
The ongoing engagement creates a sense of involvement and commitment on the part of 
the community and responsibility and transparency on the part of the local governments.  
Finally, it is essential to assess how the digital engagement is performing in order 
to identify any blind spots, challenges, or potentials for improvement. Both facilita-
tors and stakeholders can be approached to gather feedback on how their experi-
ence was with a digital tool and if they have suggestions on how to improve the tool.    
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For projects that involve vulnerable populations or sensitive topics such as homelessness, 
the engagement strategy should have an in-person meeting component. Expecting vul-
nerable populations to spend their time and resources on mobile phones, internet connec-
tions, and getting on online platforms without any support is not feasible.

LIMITATIONS 
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